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Abstract
Rawls’ theory of political liberalism is founded on the notion that a society might be
stable for the ‘right reasons’, requiring that individuals are able to internalize the
considerations of justice that regulate the society. In order to be possible in pluralist
contemporary societies, where interest groups hold different and disparate values that
often conflict, such internalization, or ‘political autonomy’, leads to a requirement of
‘neutrality’ regarding the considerations of justice that regulate the society. Rawls’ theory
accommodates such a neutrality requirement at the fundamental levels of political power
that are defined by what he calls fair terms of cooperation. These terms provide a
procedural justification for the state’s actions, allowing individuals to accept the
legitimacy of those actions. However, the grounds for neutrality also extend to the
substantive justification of the state’s actions. This thesis explores how far such a
requirement might extend beyond the terms of cooperation that Rawls’ articulates, and
thus, whether the state’s actions should be also substantively justifiable on grounds that
are neutral between interest groups’ different value systems.

A practical difficulty in extending the neutrality requirement is presented by the
possibility that non-neutral social goals that free cooperation might be used to pursue are
more important than citizens’ endorsement of the substantive justification of state actions.
Two findings offer a potential resolution of this ‘practical problem of extension’: 1) the
set of social goals that might be considered as more important than a neutral justification
are rendered compatible with such a justification in a weak sense, that is, after
consideration of independent reasons that pertain to the most effective as well as the most
valuable means of supporting ‘personal autonomy’. 2) citizens’ need to cooperate for the
sake of non-neutral goals might be interpreted as inferior to the social values they stand
6

to gain from a robustly neutral endorsement of the state’s actions. The first potential
solution to the practical problem of extension, then, presents a flexible form of social
cooperation that is imperfectly neutral. The second potential solution to that problem
presents a rigid form of social cooperation but which also attains a more meaningful level
of neutrality.
A ‘problem of principle’ for the extension of the neutrality requirement is
presented by the fact that even ‘reasonable people’ might not agree on a common basis
of neutral justification of state action. This problem applies in two ways: first, to the
state’s actions; second, to the way that the system of cooperation might function so as to
make those actions or others permissible or impermissible. This thesis argues that a robust
endorsement of a limited set of neutral goals could afford such an agreement with respect
to what the state does. However, such a scheme also gives citizens insufficient means to
use the system of cooperation under terms they are likely to accept. This thesis argues
that the foregoing considerations provide sufficient reason to prefer only a weak
endorsement of state actions as neutrally justified. Importantly, such a weaker level of
endorsement affords citizens with further means of using the system of cooperation. This
translates to a neutrality requirement that is necessarily imperfect, but one that also adapts
itself to the neutral justification of substantively non-neutral ends. These considerations
present the conclusion that no further level of neutrality is attainable without also
compromising citizens’ endorsement in either the state’s actions or the way that they may
use the system of cooperation. On this basis, this thesis concludes that such an imperfect
requirement presents the limit to neutrality that is implied by Rawls’ political liberalism.

7

1
Introduction

John Rawls is arguably the most important political philosopher of the twentieth century,
and yet a major part of his theory has been consistently ignored in mainstream political
theory.1 This aspect of Rawls’ theory concerns one of his ‘most intricate and elegant
arguments’: the account of congruence between the right and the good.2 In his first major
work, A Theory of Justice (TJ), Rawls offers an explanation for why people would find
that, when they are educated in and accept an appropriately formulated conception of
justice, what is in their good will match the demands of justice, or the right.3 Crucial to
his theory, this account explains how people in a free society can accept the nature of
their social union in a particularly profound way: such people can consider themselves
free to act from both sets of their motivations, in that they can pursue their good as well
as act in accordance with their consciences.

In the decades that followed, Rawls saw problems with this account of congruence
between the right and the good, and in Political Liberalism (PL) he offers revisions and

On the major area of Rawlsian theory that is explicitly ignored by the mainstream, see Brian Barry “John
Rawls and the Search for Stability.” Ethics 105, no. 4 (1995): 874-915.
2
Paul Weithman, Why Political Liberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 221. In the quoted
passage, Weithman refers to the Kantian congruence argument, which, as I explain in chapter 2, sees
reformulation in the form of the ‘overlapping consensus’.
3
John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999),
hereafter, TJ.
1
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expansions of his earlier theory. There, he describes how reasonable citizens would find
the demands of justice to be compatible with their good in a different though similar way
to what he described in TJ. While much of Rawls’ theory of justice remained intact
following the addition of this new account of the right and the good, the latter account
leads to several downstream implications for justice in what Rawls calls a ‘well-ordered
society’. These implications have largely been ignored in subsequent commentary. In this
thesis, I bring to light some of these implications, and the concerns they raise for one
notion in particular: the ideal of liberal neutrality.

A compatibility between the right and the good affords reasonable people a
profound sense of freedom as well as acceptance of their political relations. Both require
that they must accept the way that justice is instituted in their society: state actions must
be justified in ways that are neutral between the differences that divide reasonable people
as regards the morally permissible values that define their different ways of life. By
elaborating upon how reasonable people can endorse fundamental political power on a
common basis, Rawls is explicit about how such a requirement for liberal neutrality
(neutrality) can be met in the most fundamental way. However, he does not explain
whether or how reasonable people might agree on the organisation and implementation
of other areas of political power, and thus whether or how the state might or should
achieve neutrality regarding those areas. This leaves open for discussion the
permissibility of a multitude of policy areas, such as the level of funding, if any, that
ought to be apportioned to non-neutrally valued public goods, including the ballet, the
opera, space programs, and cultural community centres.

The conventional view in political theory is that reasonable people disagree too
much to accept all the state’s actions as just, and as neutrally justified. However, a
9

recently argued position in political theory maintains that reasonable people can endorse
a limited set of non-fundamental state actions. According to this alternative view, by
restricting the scope of political power to this limited set of actions, reasonable people
can endorse all exercises of political power.4 In this thesis I advance a position that differs
from both the conventional and the alternative views on neutrality. I argue that the
stringent restrictions on political power advocated by the latter view compromise the
fairness of social cooperation, and that those particular restrictions are not necessary to
establish how reasonable people may endorse all the state’s actions as just. I defend a
flexible account of just political power, one that permits the state to pursue a wider range
of ends within limits defined by how much reasonable people are able to trust the state to
pursue those ends fairly. This account suggests how reasonable people can accept all the
state’s actions as just, and in a way that does not inordinately limit the scope of just
political power. I argue that this flexible, trust-based view is both morally preferable to
alternatives and that it provides a more accurate interpretation and development of
Rawlsian theory.

1.1 The Theoretical Background and Aims of the Thesis
Why is it important for reasonable people to be able to endorse the state’s actions, in
either the fundamental or what I call the ‘peripheral areas’ of political power? When the
people of a democratic society are able to accept that the state functions in a way they can
see is just, they experience certain profound benefits. For instance, the people can
consider themselves as participating in a fair system of cooperation, and can accordingly
live together on terms of mutual respect. This nurtures their sense of justice, which is

4

I attribute this view to Jonathon Quong in his Liberalism without Perfection (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011).
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experienced as a good. Moreover, when the people can accept that the state’s actions are
just they can also accept freely the state’s coercive means of maintaining order, such as
through taxation and law enforcement.5 These benefits stem from a person’s acceptance
of the nature of their political relations with their fellow citizens and the state itself, such
benefits arise from what Rawls calls ‘political autonomy’.

Citizens enjoy political autonomy when two conditions are met: first, when they
participate in (political) social cooperation, as is afforded by democratic government; and
second, when they accept the conception of justice that regulates social cooperation. Thus,
political autonomy requires that social cooperation is free, in that people are free to
participate in the creation of laws and in the enactment of government policy. Political
autonomy also requires that social cooperation is fair, by being regulated by
considerations of justice that (reasonable) people are able to accept.6

In most contemporary societies it is difficult to secure the second of these
conditions. This is due to the circumstance of ‘reasonable pluralism’, where reasonable
people adhere to different and conflicting religious, philosophical and moral doctrines.
Thus, to transcend this difficulty and allow people to enjoy political autonomy, political
power must be regulated and justified by considerations that are sufficiently neutral
between the differences that divide those people, that is, their comprehensive doctrines
and associated conceptions of the good.

5
6

John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 202-4, hereafter, PL.
Ibid., 77-8.
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To this end, Rawls offers a neutral justification for what he calls the fair terms of
cooperation (fair terms), which ensure that people have what they need to exert an
approximately equal influence over the political process, as well as to pursue a life they
consider valuable.7 He maintains that, at a basic level, the state is fair and legitimate when
it maintains fair terms. Reasonable people can, therefore, accept the state’s actions as just
in an accordingly basic sense, when those actions result from a political decisionprocedure conducted in a social context defined by fair terms. Such a procedural
justification thus allows reasonable people to enjoy a basic level of political autonomy.

In theory, political autonomy can be secured to a greater extent when, in addition
to accepting such procedural justifications, reasonable people can also accept the
substantive justifications of each individual state action; that is, when such actions are
neutrally justified independently of the procedure that is used to enact them. Some
clarification of this point will be helpful. First, there are state actions that concern basic
matters defined under the category of fair terms, noted above. Second, there are state
actions that are peripheral to such basic or core state actions, what I call ‘peripheral’
actions. A basic sense of political autonomy requires a substantive justification of all basic
state actions, since those actions are required for fair terms. However, basic or (what I
will call) ‘fundamental’ political autonomy is consistent with a mere procedural
justification of peripheral actions. It is this latter category of political action that stands
to afford citizens with a further sense of political autonomy, which I call ‘peripheral
assent’, when it is justified above and beyond the procedural fairness that is ensured by
fair terms. Hence, a substantive justification of peripheral actions is required for

7

Ibid., 223.
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peripheral assent, where the latter may be achieved in terms of a single state action taken
in isolation, or in terms of a collection of such actions.
To be sure, peripheral assent is a desideratum under Rawls’ position in PL.
However, Rawls stops short of maintaining that peripheral assent is a requirement of
justice in the same way that he calls for the fundamental form of political autonomy that
is secured by fair terms. There seems to be one main reason for this. If social cooperation
through democratic government is to be free as well as fair, as political autonomy
requires, people must be permitted to use their political rights as they think best. And
reasonable people may agree with each other to a much greater extent on the importance
of free social cooperation than they agree on how social cooperation should be conducted
in a way that is fair, to the nth degree, say. This may lead them reasonably to value their
collective political freedom more than fair (peripheral) cooperation and jointly to eschew
the value of peripheral assent in favour of the pursuit of social goals that cannot be
justified on substantively neutral grounds.8 In other words, reasonable people may accept
moral grounds to favour their political freedom over a moral injunction to use that
political freedom in a way that is perceptibly fair to each other. In summary, in the absence
of sufficient means of identifying when state actions are fair or not, in ways that each
reasonable person can accept, we may be compelled to accept that political autonomy is
already realized to its fullest practical extent by the procedurally neutral justification and
not the substantively neutral justification of the state’s (peripheral) actions.

This may explain why, regarding peripheral state actions, Rawls writes: ‘To resolve these more particular
and detailed issues it is often more reasonable to go beyond the political conception and the values its
principles express, and to invoke non-political [i.e., non-neutral] values that such a view does not include.
But so long as there is firm agreement in the constitutional essentials and established political procedures
are reasonably regarded as fair, willing political and social cooperation between free and equal citizens can
normally be maintained.’ Ibid., 230.
8
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In this thesis, I examine two competing interpretations of Rawls’ political
liberalism and develop a third that offers a different account for identifying when state
actions are fair or not, and which yields different versions of Rawls’ neutrality
requirement. The conventional view is that social cooperation should not be constrained
by a need to find peripheral assent, understood as requiring an appeal to substantively
neutral grounds in justifying the state’s peripheral actions. I call this view ‘minimal
neutrality’. The competing alternative to this position appeals to the fair terms of
cooperation elucidated by Rawls, and maintains that those terms already provide citizens
with what they require to lead highly satisfactory lives. This implication removes the
impetus for cooperation to be free from a moral requirement of substantive justification
for the state’s actions. On these grounds, this alternative view maintains that the state’s
peripheral actions must be justified on the same substantively neutral grounds that justify
the terms of cooperation. I call this view ‘exclusive neutrality’.9 The view I develop parts
company with both of the above interpretations. It maintains instead that reasonable
people may agree that a wider range of the state’s action can be just. This larger set of
just state actions includes those that aim to satisfy the people’s preferences in ways that
reasonable people can regard as fair, or at least trust to be fair.10 By admitting this larger

9

The grounds for this argument are presented by Rawls in Justice as Fairness: a Restatement. (Cambridge,
MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001), 115-119, hereafter JFR. I take Quong as the
chief proponent of this view as it concerns the extension of political liberalism to the subject of peripheral
assent and neutrality. Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, see also Gerald Gaus’ non-Rawlsian version.
Gerald Gaus. The Order of Public Reason (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
.
In addition to Rawls’ work, I borrow from a number of sources to construct this development of Rawlsian
public reason. Among them are: Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, who invoke utilitarian
considerations of preference satisfaction; Thomas Christiano, who invokes a notion of fair satisfaction or
advancement of interests that requires a condition he calls ‘public equality’; and, Joseph Raz, who, in a
similar fashion to Christiano, invokes a notion of trust that citizens are considered equally in the state’s
deliberations. See Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, Democracy and Disagreement (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1996), Thomas Christiano, The Constitution of Equality: Democratic Authority
10
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range of actions to be accepted as just, this third way offers a means of accommodating
the value of free cooperation alongside fair cooperation. I call this view ‘inclusive
neutrality’. My ultimate aim in this thesis is to develop and present this third interpretation
of political liberalism, ‘inclusive neutrality’, and thus to investigate the possibility of a
neutrality requirement that better realizes both aspects of political autonomy, as calling
for free as well as fair cooperation. I will argue that the grounds discussed here identify a
positive case for considering ‘inclusive neutrality’ as the best interpretation of Rawls’s
neutrality requirement, from both a scholarly and a normative point of view.

1.2 Philosophical Issues as Defined by the Practical and Principled Problems
of Neutrality and How They Apply to the Three Interpretations
To judge which of the above three interpretations of political liberalism is most superior,
I will compare their abilities to cope with the particular difficulty of peripheral assent
noted above. And to better grapple with the nature this difficulty I divide its
considerations into two complementary problems. I call these ‘the practical problem’ of
extension for political autonomy, and the ‘problem of principle’ regarding the same.

The practical problem is as follows. There are values and social goals the pursuit
of which through the state’s actions cannot be justified on substantively neutral grounds.11
Consider, for instance, state support for cultural goods such as the arts or of sport, or state

and its Limits, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), and Joseph Raz, “Liberty and Trust.” In Natural
Law, Liberalism and Morality, edited by Robert George (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).
11

I consider state support for the good, as required by liberal perfectionism, as the paradigm example of
such goals and values—see chapter 5.
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support for goals such as the exploration of space or research and the development in the
sciences (for reasons other than the promotion of public health and economic
development). Such values and goals may possibly hold weighty significance for the
people that hold them according to various moral theories, including Rawlsian
contractualism, utilitarianism and welfarism. Those values and goals may even be more
important than the moral value of peripheral areas of social cooperation being fair in a
way that all reasonable people can accept, that is, under the same moral theories. If so,
then it is reasonable to eschew the requirement that (peripheral) all goals for the state are
publicly accepted as fair, since it may be recognised that there are simply more important
matters than public agreement that every particular action is fair. This possibility presents
practical grounds to eschew a requirement for the substantively neutral justification of the
state’s peripheral actions, or ‘peripheral neutrality’.12 Such grounds are practical since
there is a practical problem with identifying when a state action is fair or not, even though
people may accept in principle that a given interest is important enough to garner the
state’s support. Therefore, to maintain that peripheral assent is a requirement of justice
on practical grounds, it must first be established that other social goals are not more
important or more valuable than peripheral assent, when they conflict with the latter.

While the practical problem focuses on the moral value of the substantive ends
that citizens’ political freedom might be used to secure, the problem of principle focuses

12

Micah Schwartzman elucidates similar (practical) grounds under what is known as the objection from
incompleteness: ‘it must be possible to resolve political issues on the basis of public reason [or neutral
justifications] alone. If it turns out that public reason is incapable of providing citizens with guidance about
such matters, then they cannot be morally required to refrain from invoking whatever reasons they sincerely
believe justify a determinate outcome.’ Schwartzman focuses on and defends the viability of Rawls’ fair
terms of cooperation, but this thesis considers matters outside that limited domain. Micah Schwartzman
“The Completeness of Public Reason.” Politics, Philosophy and Economics 3, no. 2 (2004): 209.
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directly on that freedom itself and how it is related to the reasonable and fair use of
political power. This problem manifests in the difficulty of establishing, in principle, what
is fair and reasonable in the use of political power.13 For, if we cannot identify what is
fair in this regard, we must defer to the free exercise of that power and, indeed, consider
the free exercise of that power to be ipso facto reasonable and fair, even if it is only
justifiable on procedurally neutral grounds. Thus, the problem of principle suggests that
although a procedural justification of state action is second best to a substantive
justification that might afford peripheral assent, it may be the most we can hope for given
the disagreement of pluralist societies.

I suggest that to overcome the problem of principle, we must identify ways of
cooperating fairly that satisfy citizens’ interests in free cooperation. If this is possible, the
value of free cooperation, in principle, does not override the value of fair cooperation.
Consequently, the import of neutrality is preserved even when it is applied to the
peripheral areas of political power. In light of this suggested solution, it should be evident
that these two problems of extension are not strictly conceptually distinct. This is because
one concerns the formal, and the other the substantive considerations regarding the selfsame difficulty of peripheral assent illustrated earlier. Hence, we can say that both
problems of extension compare the value of free against that of fair social cooperation.
To reiterate, they differ in that the practical problem focuses on the moral value of
peripheral assent as compared to the moral value of the actual goals that free social
cooperation might pursue and which might conflict with a requirement for peripheral

As I note below, what is known as ‘the asymmetry objection’ presses similar grounds to this problem.
For a concise statement of the asymmetry objection, see Quong, Liberalism Without Perfection, chapter 7,
and chapter 7 of this thesis.
13
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neutrality. The problem of principle focuses on whether citizens can agree in common on
what constitutes a scheme fair cooperation, taking the value of their freedom into account.

1.3 Overview of the Structure and Main Argument of the Thesis
The ultimate aim of this thesis is to develop the position of ‘inclusive neutrality’ and to
present the grounds for considering it as the most morally preferable interpretation of
Rawls’ neutrality requirement. This ultimate aim requires three subsidiary aims or
problems to be addressed and met and, two of which are seen in the practical and
principled problems in extending neutrality, as discussed above. A further task is to
distinguish between the basic areas of state action that define the fair terms of cooperation,
and the peripheral areas of state actions that might be required to be neutral, that is,
depending on whether solutions are available to the problems in extending neutrality.
Since there is considerable confusion regarding this basic/peripheral distinction, and since
the latter depends upon a considerable body of theory, the first third of the thesis devotes
significant attention to the grounds that can be used to draw such a distinction.14

Part one (of three) of the thesis, provides an introduction to the main ideas of
political liberalism, and these fall into three categories. A conceptually prior question,
and a subject of first importance, is the notion of political autonomy and the associated

14

Richard Arneson and Steven Wall present arguments for considering the basic/peripheral divide to be
untenable. Richard J. Arneson “Liberal neutrality on the Good: An Autopsy.” In Perfectionism and
Neutrality: Essays in Liberal Theory, edited by Steven Wall and George Klosko (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers Inc, 2004), 209, and Steven Wall, Liberalism Perfectionism and Restraint, (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 228-232.
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goal of a society stable for the right reasons. 15 Chapter 2 takes up this topic in depth and
presents the grounds for considering political autonomy a weighty as well as a consistent
political ideal, and one that is worthy of the attention it receives in this thesis. In chapter
3, I move beyond the largely abstract discussion of the preceding and interrogate what, at
a more substantive level, is required for political autonomy and for Rawls’ neutrality
requirement to be met. This chapter presents a detailed and in-depth analysis of Rawls’
view, as well as some reconstruction of what that view entails, in order to provide grounds
for drawing the basic/peripheral distinction described above. My discussion there details
(my reading of) the extent that neutrality is required by political liberalism as Rawls
articulates it, and identifies an area of his theory left undeveloped, namely, the possibility
of a peripheral neutrality requirement. In chapter 4, I introduce the three different
interpretations described above of how political liberalism should be developed, that offer
answers to the question of whether Rawlsian justice should require peripheral neutrality.
This discussion involves a preliminary outline of why each of these interpretations has its
benefits and drawbacks, with reference to both the practical and the principled problems
of extension for neutrality.

With the main concepts and interpretations of political liberalism explicated in
Part 1, in Part 2 I address the first problem of extension, as the practical grounds for why
substantively neutral justifications might not be required for the state’s peripheral actions.
In chapter 5, I present one of the strongest cases in favour of the state support of values
and pursuit of goals that are unable to be provided with a substantively neutral

15

Rawls failed to address this topic sufficiently in his initial writing of PL, which led him to explicate such
concepts later in both his “Introduction to the Paperback Edition” in PL, and in “The Idea of Public Reason
Revisited.” University of Chicago Law Review 64, no. 3 (1997).
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justification. This case is seen in Joseph Raz’s theory of liberal perfectionism.16 And I
observe how each of the three interpretations stand to meet Raz’s challenge or avoid it.

In chapter 6, I argue that the conventional form of liberal perfectionism suffers
from several drawbacks that are associated with its paternalistic interference with
citizens’ autonomy.17 Importantly, I argue that these drawbacks can be removed in either
of two ways: first, by requiring that citizens can trust the state to support their interests,
as a pre-requisite for normatively valuable perfectionist support for the good;18 second,
by deferring to citizens preferences of what kinds of goods they would like supported,
perfectionism avoids the negative consequences of paternalistic judgment. In either way,
in addition to removing conventional perfectionism’s paternalistic drawbacks, these
amendments also remove its points of conflict with ‘inclusive neutrality’, vindicating the
latter’s otherwise weak (practical) case for peripheral neutrality. Therefore, part 2
concludes with an argument for why inclusive neutrality as well as exclusive neutrality
triumph over the practical problem of extension.
In Part 3, I consider the problem of principle for extending Rawls’ neutrality
requirement to the peripheral areas of political power. This problem challenges inclusive
neutrality and exclusive neutrality, respectively, to establish why reasonable people
would be motivated to use their political rights freely only in support of state actions that
can be afforded with a substantively neutral justification. In chapter 7, I observe how the
grounds of this problem are largely, although not completely, encapsulated by what is

16

Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).
These objections to perfectionism are articulated by Jeremy Waldron “Autonomy and Perfectionism in
Raz’s Morality of Freedom.” Southern California Law Review 62 (1989), Will Kymlicka (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1990), and see reformulations in Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, and Ben
Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism (New York: Routledge, 2010).
18
As maintained in Raz, “Liberty and Trust”.
17
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known as ‘the asymmetry objection’. This objection takes issue with the notion that
reasonable people might disagree on the good and not the considerations of justice that
must inform state actions. On that count, the asymmetry objection rejects political
liberalism’s neutrality on the good as internally inconsistent. I observe that although
inclusive neutrality offers a satisfactory response to the asymmetry objection, that
response is weaker than the one offered by exclusive neutrality. And so, on grounds of
principle, it may seem that the exclusive variant of neutrality is superior to the inclusive
variant.

In chapter 8, I argue that inclusive neutrality better accommodates a greater range
of citizens’ freedoms alongside fair cooperation. I claim that in virtue of citizens’ greater
freedom, this interpretation of just state action also better instantiates a relation of
reciprocity between citizens in a society that is regulated by its considerations of justice.
I argue that since an ideal of reciprocity underlies reasonable citizens’ motivations for
accepting conceptions of justice (as reasonable), inclusive neutrality articulates a more
‘reasonable’ conception of social cooperation than exclusive neutrality.19 If this is correct,
then reasonable people would favour inclusive over exclusive neutrality, and a system of
cooperation regulated by the former would afford them with a greater enjoyment of
political autonomy. In conclusion, these grounds provide support for inclusive neutrality
as the most morally preferable, as well as consistent interpretation and development of
Rawls’ political liberalism.

To make this claim, I explore the basis for moral motivation according to Rawls’ account of moral
development, in Rawls, TJ.
19
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Part 1:
Introduction of Ideas and Interpretations of
Political Liberalism
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2
Why Political Liberalism Requires Neutrality:
Political Autonomy as a Constraint on Social Cooperation
In Political Liberalism (PL), what Rawls considers ‘the most reasonable basis of social
unity available to us’ is realized in the ideal of a society that is ‘stable for the right
reasons’.20 ‘Political autonomy’ is the lynchpin of this account of stability. It draws out,
or implies, a requirement of ‘neutrality of aim’, which holds that the state’s intentions
should be neutral concerning the different conceptions of the good held by ‘reasonable
people’. In this chapter, I set aside questions about the substantive implications of Rawls’
neutrality requirement in order to address its normative significance and why it is a
subject worthy of our attention. I provide a predominately formal account of what this
ideal of stability entails and why it draws out a neutrality requirement, as well as an
account of why it may be highly valuable. This concerns some less appreciated concepts
in Rawlsian theory regarding the nature of the ‘overlapping consensus’ and the value of
the kind of stability that it affirms. Following my exposition, I defend this neutrality
requirement against an objection that challenges its coherency.

In 2.1, I provide an overview of what political autonomy involves, how it draws
out a neutrality requirement, and specifically why it has normative significance. The latter
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invokes the wider notion of ‘full autonomy’, which requires not only that citizens judge
that the society is regulated according to an acceptable conception of justice, but also that
they are motivated to comply with it on the basis of their rational motivations. In 2.2, I
describe how citizens can attain full autonomy. I describe how this concerns a set of ideals
that provide citizens with rational motivations to comply with their sense of justice, and
support the society’s stability. And I describe Rawls’ idea of an overlapping consensus,
of how citizens who adhere to different belief systems can converge on their attitudes
regarding the aforementioned ideals, and how they might each sustain their motivation to
stabilize the society, notwithstanding their disagreements on other issues. With this
description of Rawls’ account of stability in hand, in 2.3 I argue that the neutrality
requirement central to this account is highly normatively significant in liberal political
theory.

2.1 Political Autonomy and the Link between Stability and Neutrality
In political theory, a society’s ‘stability’ is normally predicated on the state’s use of
coercive sanctions, such as fines and imprisonment.21 This Hobbesian view is in stark
contrast to Rawls’ distinctly liberal goal in PL, where he attempts to establish how a
society might maintain the justice of its institutions over time in virtue of the free
motivations of its constituents. Rawls supposes that this is possible when a society’s
people are educated in a particular conception of justice, including a particular
understanding of the ideals of personal conduct and motivation.22 He holds that these

Rawls, PL, 143. See Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, 44, for discussion of Rawls’ form of stability,
and how it is distinct from the traditional Hobbesian notion that is based on coercive sanctions.
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notions may guide the aims of just governance and explain why the conscientious citizens
of a society may be motivated to endorse and support those aims, creating what he calls
a ‘well-ordered society’.23

awls gives three reasons why a well-ordered society, which is stable for the right
reasons, is valuable or ‘good’, either for persons individually or for society as a whole.
First, it provides a means for citizens to exercise their two moral powers (their capacities
for a sense of justice and to conceive of the good). This is ‘experienced as a good’.
Second, a well-ordered society ‘guarantees the essentials of persons’ public recognition
as free and equal citizens’, ‘securing for them the good of justice and the social bases of
their mutual self-respect.’ And third, the successful practice of ‘reasonably just’
democratic politics over time is a ‘great social good and appreciated as such’.24

However, I make the suggestion here that there is a more basic reason why a wellordered society is valuable, one which subsumes those reasons just mentioned and is
central to Rawls’ approach to political philosophy more generally. This more basic reason
is implicit in his initial description of his project in PL as that of seeking ‘the most
appropriate conception of justice for specifying the fair terms of cooperation between
citizens regarded as free and equal’.25 I argue that this affirmation of freedom and equality
is expressed by the uniquely liberal notion of freedom that grounds Rawls’ ‘stability for
the right reasons’, what he calls ‘full autonomy’. In the following section I give an account
of what full autonomy involves, of why it is valuable and how it draws out, or implies, a
neutrality requirement.
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Full Autonomy, Political Autonomy, and Neutrality
Full autonomy is a more demanding ideal than the kind of ‘personal autonomy’ that plays
a role in most theories of liberalism.26 Personal autonomy requires: first, that individuals
are free in the private (or non-public) domain to determine for themselves how to live,
usually within constraints set by each other’s rights against interference; and, second, as
I will discuss in some detail in chapter 5, some accounts of personal autonomy also
require individuals to be presented with choice in their lives. Full autonomy involves the
first set of these requirements of personal autonomy, as it requires that citizens are
‘rationally autonomous’, that they are free to follow their rationality and pursue their
conception of the good.27 However, full autonomy also requires that people are free in a
particular way in the public domain: it also involves ‘political autonomy’.28

Political autonomy is realized by (legally independent) citizens when they share
equally with others in the exercise of political power.29 This carries two main conditions.
First, that people have the opportunity to participate in their society’s collective decisionmaking on a roughly equal basis, as is achieved by democratic government. Second, that

For a similar comparison between political and personal autonomy, see Steven Wall “Liberalism,
Neutrality, and Democracy.” In The Cambridge Companion to Liberalism, edited by Steven Wall
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). Ben Colburn considers personal autonomy to be the
defining characteristic that unites the often disparate forms of liberalism. Colburn, Autonomy and
Liberalism, 129-131.
27
Some accounts of personal autonomy (such as Joseph Raz’s) may arguably require more than ‘rational
autonomy’. For a brief discussion of Rawls’ accommodation of personal autonomy through rational
autonomy, see Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism, 66.
28
Thus, Jürgen Habermas describes Rawls’ rational and political autonomy as private and public autonomy.
respectively. As Rawls explains, ‘[t]he difference between full autonomy and rational autonomy is this:
rational autonomy is acting solely from our capacity to be rational and from the determinate conception of
the good we have at any given time. Full autonomy includes not only this capacity to be rational but also
the capacity to advance our conception of the good in ways consistent with honouring the fair terms of
cooperation; that is, the principles of justice.’ Rawls, PL, 306.
29
Rawls, PL, xliv, and Rawls “The idea of Public Reason Revisited”, 778.
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people accept the principles of justice that define the terms of social cooperation.30 Since
a democratic society forms the given context of most discussion in western political
philosophy, this latter condition makes political autonomy a considerable addition to what
some regard as the standard liberal commitment to personal autonomy. 31 This condition
calls for people to be capable of endorsing the conception(s) of justice that determine how
democratic decision-making is conducted.

For the public endorsement of a conception of justice to be possible given the
pluralism that characterises contemporary (western) societies, such conceptions must be
neutral between the differences that define competing cultural, economic and religious
interest groups. In Rawls’ terms in PL, a public conception of justice must be
‘freestanding’, or independent of the plural religious, moral and philosophical doctrines
adhered to within contemporary societies.32

Rawls takes two steps to give his approach to political theory this kind of
‘independence’. First, he draws a distinction between doctrines and moral conceptions
that are comprehensive in scope, and those that are limited to ‘political matters’. Here,
political matters are loosely defined as those that concern the ‘basic structure of society’,
or the ‘main political, social, and economic institutions, and how they fit together into
one unified system of social cooperation from one generation to the next’.33 Rawls, then,
follows a ‘method of avoidance’ by setting aside ethical concerns about what is of value

‘[This] is realized in public life by affirming the political principles of justice and enjoying the protections
of the basic rights and liberties; it is also realized by participating in society’s public affairs and sharing in
its collective self-determination over time.’ Rawls, PL, 77-8.
31
Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism.
32
Rawls, PL, 9.
33
Ibid., 11, emphasis mine.
30
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in life, which is the subject of ‘comprehensive doctrines’. He focuses only on matters that
a political community must adjudicate upon in order to cooperate for their mutual
benefit.34
Rawls’ second step provides a basis from which to articulate those political
concerns. This involves principles of practical reasoning common to all ‘reasonable
people’, and looking ‘to the public culture itself as a shared fund of implicitly recognized
basic ideas and principles’ that are mutually acceptable to the proponents of a society’s
plural (and ‘reasonable’) comprehensive doctrines.35
I will introduce and examine these elements of Rawls’ theory in the next chapter.
Here it is sufficient simply to note that under my interpretation of Rawls’ political
liberalism, it is political autonomy specifically that provides the impetus for neutrality,
which is an outcome of the use of a neutral and ‘political’ conception of justice to regulate
and define the terms of social cooperation.36 (Hence, throughout this thesis I will often
refer to Rawls’ neutrality as ‘neutrality from political autonomy’.) I do believe this to be
Rawls’ actual view, and that political autonomy is an inextricable part of the concept of
a society stable for the right reasons. However, it is not necessary to defend those stronger
claims here. Suffice it to say that my view sees significant textual support and, as I will
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Freeman, Rawls (New York: Routledge, 2007), 400-1. At times, this point appears to be lost on Peter de
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definitive ground. See Peter de Marneffe “The Possibility and Desirability of Neutrality.” In Political
Neutrality: A Re-evaluation, edited by Roberto Merrill and Daniel Weinstock (Palgrave, Macmillan, 2015).
George Sher also dismisses the possibility of neutrality grounded in political autonomy, even though he
provides a thorough examination of neutrality from autonomy in his Beyond Neutrality: Perfectionism and
Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
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argue, should be taken seriously in virtue of both its consistency and its ability to
accommodate non-trivial moral concerns.

My position that neutrality is derived from political autonomy is open to the
objection that it is not political autonomy as such which grounds neutrality. Rather,
neutrality is an outcome of what it means to have a ‘fair system of cooperation’.37 To be
sure, the two are associated. And the ultimate value of neutrality might be construed as
resting also on the value of a fair system. Yet, the value of fairness alone is insufficient
to ground neutrality since we may consider it fair to have a system that is as efficient and
effective as possible at promoting the people’s wellbeing, which may preclude neutrality.
Rawls’ theory requires neutrality because it calls for a system of cooperation that every
reasonable person can accept as fair, which is specifically what political autonomy
requires. Hence, I maintain that political autonomy underwrites his neutrality.
Certainly, this is an unusual way to present Rawls’ work, since a part of his
method of justification and conceptual development links together the separate
components of his theory so that they may ‘fit’ together as a coherent whole (in ‘reflective
equilibrium’). However, by identifying the specific foundation on which neutrality rests,
I hope to provide a more accurate discussion of the implications of Rawls’ theory when
extended to cases that he was unable to account for in the years of his life that remained
following the publication of PL.
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Objections to the Significance of Neutrality

Political autonomy alone does not explain why neutrality and its ideal of stability may be
highly valuable, or why Rawls’ theory presents a notion of stability ‘for the right reasons’.
Consider that although a democratic society might be regulated by a conception of justice
which all its (reasonable) constituents can accept as just—affording them political
autonomy—constituents may have insufficient rational motivations either to stabilize the
society or to adhere to its rules and normative requirements. As I illustrate below, this
would mean that a correctly neutral conception of justice fails to stabilize the society.
Also, it is not obvious that neutrality from political autonomy is a weighty concern in the
face of conflicting values. Free democratic participation, which is also required by
political autonomy, may lead to political power taking on a non-neutral character
depending on what citizens do with their influence. In this instance, political autonomy is
self-defeating, since its dual requirements (of equal participation and endorsement) run
against each other.38 A further concern is that a requirement for the public endorsement
of political power may impede the effectiveness of social cooperation in that people may
not be able to push for social goals that everyone can accept as just or desirable; at such
junctures, social cooperation is hindered. Thus, depending on the weight placed on
effective social cooperation, there is some question on whether a neutrality requirement
is even desirable.

Therefore, to defend the project of political liberalism and its neutrality
requirement, several points need to be established. The first point is why neutrality is an
important part of stabilizing a society (for the right reasons). The second, related point is
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why a free democratic people might be motivated to use their participation in collective
decision making in a way that adheres to the neutrality requirement. And hence, that
political autonomy is not necessarily in a state of self-destructive internal tension. Third,
we need to know how Rawls’ neutrality requirement relates to effective social
cooperation; that is to say, whether cooperation is hindered, aided, or unaffected by
neutrality. For, depending on what we consider to be the appropriate aims of social
cooperation—such as securing citizens’ self-respect along with other goals—any of these
relations is possible.
To answer these questions and to appreciate the significance of Rawls’ neutrality
requirement, we need to delve deeper into his account of stability and grasp the
importance of the wider ideal of full autonomy, as involving rational autonomy alongside
political autonomy. Therefore, before I elaborate further (in the next chapter) on what
Rawls’ neutrality entails in terms of its implications for just state action, I will briefly
illustrate this key feature of Rawls’ theory. This discussion involves the ‘political ideals’
that support full autonomy, as well as the idea of an overlapping consensus which
‘confirms’ it.

2.2 Full Autonomy, as made possible by an overlapping consensus on
principles, ideals, and values
Full autonomy undergirds Rawls’ account of stability and, I argue, presents its most
profound source of value. But full autonomy is a complicated concept. To reiterate, it
requires that people are rationally autonomous, that their actions are governed by what
they conceive to be rational, or good for them. Full autonomy also requires that people
31

are politically autonomous, that they endorse the conception(s) of justice which regulate
social cooperation. When a person has the master virtue of full autonomy, that is, when
they are both rationally autonomous as well as politically autonomous, they consider it
rational, or good for them, to affirm the public conception of justice in their actions.39
This enables them to be motivated rationally to support and further the justice of a society.
Importantly, such people are free to follow their consciences with respect to what Rawls
calls their two moral powers; they are free to live according to their sense of ‘the right’
(as it applies to matters of political justice), and to be guided by their conception of the
good. Therefore, we can think of full autonomy as an especially profound form of
freedom. But, for a person to attain it, certain relations must hold between their
apprehension of the right and the good. To put it simply: they must (usually) consider it
good for them to do the right thing, (as I discuss below) at least where political justice is
concerned.40
Two concerns must be addressed before I present Rawls’ theory of how full
autonomy is possible. The first is whether full autonomy concerns, invokes, or relies upon
empirical psychological claims about how people actually are, or whether such a notion
merely describes how people should be or how we might think of them in our
considerations. To be sure, these are not entirely distinct questions, but there is a crucial
difference between them: if we were considering political stability or the real-world
consequences of stability for the right reasons, empirical considerations would be an
essential part of our analysis. However, we need to note here that that is a step beyond

Consider Freeman’s statement of the early Rawls’ ‘full autonomy’: ‘[t]o completely realize the capacity
for a sense of justice is to be morally autonomous; to completely realize the capacity for a rational
conception of the good is to be rationally autonomous. A person who is both, has “full autonomy”.’
Emphasis in original. Rawls would later replace moral autonomy with political autonomy, in PL. Freeman,
Rawls, 288.
40
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the current investigation, which regards the possibility that full autonomy is an important
moral concern insofar as we are considering what kind of conceptions of justice are most
suitable for liberal societies. To establish that full autonomy weighs, or could weigh,
heavily in our considerations to that end, we first need an account of what full autonomy
is and how it might factor into a theory of justice. Therefore, the following discussion
does not rely upon or draw from empirical studies and support, even though such data are
by no means irrelevant. Rather, I will present the theory that underlies full autonomy for
the express purpose of articulating the reasons why should be considered as an important
moral interest, at the level of theorizing about justice. The central concerns here are, then,
whether political autonomy is sufficiently consistent and coherent notion, to establish the
possibility that its correlates of stability for the right reasons and neutrality should be
taken seriously in political theory. Once this ideal of stability is established to be a
possible goal, it would, then, be a desideratum to test through empirical studies whether
and to what extent it is supported by people’s real world psychological motivations.
However, that is a different set of questions altogether, which are not taken up in this
thesis.

The second concern that must be addressed is a subtle textual difficulty with my
presentation of full autonomy, as constituted by ‘rational autonomy and ‘political
autonomy’, taken together. Rawls initially introduces political autonomy in PL to
describe full autonomy.41 It would seem, then, that Rawls does not treat these as separate
concepts, but rather treats them as the same; there is no full autonomy and political
autonomy as such, but ‘full political autonomy’.42 Yet, in an earlier paper, ‘Kantian
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Constructivism in Moral Theory’, Rawls describes an earlier version of the same notion.
He elucidates there how full autonomy is comprised by moral autonomy alongside
rational autonomy. (This explains why, in PL, Rawls distinguishes political autonomy
from moral autonomy, a distinctly Kantian ideal that may not be shared by the reasonable
people of a pluralist society.) Understanding PL in the context of Rawls’ wider body of
work allows us to see the development of this idea of autonomy, with other parts of his
theory, and how they fit together. Such a view of Rawls’ theory also assists in considering
a possibility that is taken up at length in both of his main works: that a person may endorse
a public conception of justice with their sense of justice, and yet judge that they should
ignore that aspect of their conscience (their sense of justice). Consequently, a person may
judge a conception of justice as correct and yet abandon their motivations to adhere to
that conception in their conduct. Separating full autonomy into the subordinate notions of
political autonomy and rational autonomy enables us intelligibly and lucidly to consider
that possibility. Importantly, the account discussed below of why this is only a possibility
and not the only outcome also highlights the moral significance of the ideal of full
autonomy for theorizing about justice: the distinctly liberal notion of being free to follow
simultaneously both aspects of one’s conscience in the political domain, if not in other
domains as well.

In this section, I present the different components of full autonomy and how they
fit together. First, I present an account of how a person’s senses of the right and of the
good may complement each other, rather than interfering destructively with each other;
that is, why it may be good for them to do the right thing. Second, I draw out the precise
reasons why a reasonable person, adhering to a reasonable comprehensive doctrine,
would come to endorse a reasonable political conception of justice with their sense of
justice. This explains why reasonable people following different and disparate
34

comprehensive doctrines would agree at the level of theorizing on what the right thing is,
at least in political contexts. Third, I take on the more complicated task of accounting for
why reasonable people from different doctrines would be motivated to do the right thing,
despite their different motivations as arising from their different doctrines; that is, why
different kinds of people may find it good to do the right thing.

The Political Ideals as Founding the Basic Relation Necessary for Full Autonomy

To illustrate what is necessary for full autonomy, it will be useful to consider the
motivational obstacles that may prevent people from realizing it. There are two main ways
that people may fail to consider it good for them to do the right thing, or to be politically
autonomous while also being rationally autonomous (and therefore fully autonomous).
The first obstacle arises when a person is driven to pursue what they consider good in a
way that is inconsistent with their sense of political justice. For instance, a person driven
by self-interest or blind greed may lose their inclination to consider including the virtues
of justice in their behaviour. Such a person may be rationally autonomous but cannot be
(or remain) politically autonomous, since their self-interested inclinations prevent them
from being able to abide by the requirements of the public conception of justice for
reasons internal to their psychology. In other words, such a person considers it bad for
them to do the right thing, since what they consider to be good for them is defined by
appetites for personal gain that are morally impermissible. This situation presents a
conflict between the right and the good that is caused by a perverted or corrupted sense
of the good, and it is associated with an insufficiently developed sense of justice.

35

The second obstacle arises when a person abides by their sense of justice for
reasons that are self-destructive.43 A person lacking self-esteem, for instance, may not
value their self-interests or may value others’ interests over their own in inappropriate
ways. Such a person will not be rationally autonomous since they have not (sufficiently)
realized their capacity for a conception of the good. They might, then, consider it good to
do the right thing, but not good for them as such. We could also say that such a person
cannot see that while it is good (for them) to do the right thing, this means that it can also
be right to do what is good for them. This failing is due to the self-destructive person’s
false beliefs that their own interests are unworthy of being counted among the set of
normatively relevant considerations. To put this point another way, although their good
factors in as a matter of the right, or justice, the self-destructive actor does not apprehend
this and so acts in accordance with justice only insofar as that means looking after others’
interests. This is a conflict between the right and the good that is caused by a perverted
or distorted sense of the right, a sense that is myopic in terms of the individual’s own
interests. As noted, this phenomenon is associated with an insufficiently developed sense
of the good.44
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Hill (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2009).

36

The above obstacles to congruence are not expressed in PL, as they are in (Part
III of) TJ. However, as a part of the interpretation I offer, I will accept here the assumption
that Rawls’ theory in PL was motivated to address and overcome those obstacles. There
is at least one decisive reason to accept this assumption: Rawls states explicitly in ‘the
introduction to the paperback edition’ of PL that the ‘main aim’ of the latter is to offer a
reformulation of Part III of TJ, so as to address effectively the possibility of citizens’
disagreement on certain principles.45 Since that part of TJ directly concerns the obstacles
described above, it is a small and safe step to consider Rawls theory in PL as having
bearing on those obstacles as I have described here.

Taking the above into consideration, we can see in PL three reasons why the
conscientious people of a pluralist society may consider it ‘good for them to do the right
thing’ (in the public domain), and why the two obstacles to a compatibility between the
right and the good may be removed. These reasons correspond with the three reasons
Rawls gives (cited above) for why a society which is stable for the right reasons is
valuable or ‘good’, either for persons individually or for society as a whole. These reasons
are that such a society:
1) Facilitates citizen’s ability to exercise the two moral powers, of a sense of
justice and ability to conceive of the good. This is experienced as a good.
2) [G]uarantees the essentials of persons’ public recognition as free and equal
citizens’, ‘securing for them the good of justice and the social bases of
their mutual self-respect.’
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And:
3) The successful practice of ‘reasonably just’ democratic politics over time
is a ‘great social good and [is] appreciated as such.’46

The idea I will consider here, then, is that the reasons why a well-ordered society
is valuable also provide the citizens of such a society with reasons to consider it good for
them to do the right thing. In particular, this is because the above-cited reasons concern
ideals which a society’s conscientious citizens may share irrespective of what
(reasonable) comprehensive doctrine (if any) they adhere to. These ideals have received
ample treatment elsewhere and are not in themselves directly relevant to the issues of
neutrality that this thesis is concerned with. Therefore, I will not elaborate on the nature
of these ideals in great detail, or take issue with them (although in chapter 8 I will provide
further discussion of an associated account of moral development Rawls provides in TJ).
Rather, it should suffice to summarize what these ideals are, and explain how they provide
conscientious people with reason to consider it good for them to be just.

Rawls presents the first two of the aforementioned ideals as being included in the
reasonable citizen’s ‘sense of justice’. He maintains that because conscientious people
are in possession of both moral powers (their sense of justice and a capacity to conceive
of the good), they would enjoy the exercise of those powers and, furthermore, they would
want to be perceived by others to exercise those powers.47 To illustrate this, consider
Rawls’ use of the terms ‘reasonable’ and ‘rational’ in the following: the use of a person’s
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sense of justice and their ability to engage in fair cooperation makes them ‘reasonable’,
and the use of their capacity to conceive of the good makes them ‘rational’.48 As capable
of being reasonable and rational, and since citizens enjoy being reasonable and rational,
they will want to realize a certain standard or conception of themselves as reasonable and
rational. This motivates citizens to live up to an ideal of themselves as reasonable and
rational, and to participate in fair cooperation as this ideal requires. And since fair
cooperation is a social ideal, it has social connotations, namely, that citizens want to be
seen by others to live up to the aforementioned standard of reasonableness and rationality,
and to be seen as participants in fair cooperation.49 In summary, the moral powers ground
two ideals. First, those power ground an ideal of citizens’ conduct as conforming to the
requirements of reasonableness and rationality. And second, the moral powers facilitate
an ideal of citizens’ civility towards each other as participants of fair cooperation, which,
for that matter, secures their mutual respect and their relation to each other as ‘civic
friends’ engaged in fair cooperation. Following the Rawlsian scholar Paul Weithman, I
will call these the ideals of conduct and civic friendship.50

The third ideal, and reason why the conscientious people of a pluralist society may
consider it ‘good for them to do the right thing’ in terms of political justice, concerns the
way they might value the proper functioning of their democratic government: what we
can call (again, following Weithman) the ‘ideal of democratic governance’. 51 In
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describing this, Rawls draws an analogy with sport, of the pride in a good performance
which players share, even when on opposing teams. He says:
…whenever there is a shared final end, an end that requires the cooperation of many to
achieve, the good realized is social: it is realized through citizens’ joint activity in mutual
dependence on the appropriate actions being taken by others…That there should be such a
political and social good is no more mysterious than that members of an orchestra, or players
on a team, or even both teams in a game, should take pleasure and a certain (proper) pride in
a good performance.52

As with the ideals of conduct and civic friendship, where this ‘ideal of democratic
governance’ is shared by conscientious citizens they are motivated by their rationality,
from what they consider is in their good, to support the norms of the society and to further
its stability and proper functioning.53 Weithman refers to all three of these ideals as the
‘political ideals’, which citizens may come to value in a well-ordered society and that
give them reason to consider it good for them to be just.54

These ideals (and, as I explain below, the political values on which they rest)
supply members of a society educated in the public conception of justice with pro tanto
reasons to maintain their senses of justice, and to thereby abide by that conception of
justice to a certain extent in their day to day conduct.55 By supplying members of society
with a way of bridging their motivations to act for their good with their motivations to act
from the right (their sense of justice), the political ideals go part of the way toward
demonstrating how full autonomy might be possible. Yet, on their own, they do not
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establish that society’s conscientious citizens have sufficient reason to maintain their
senses of justice and abide by the public conception of justice. This is because the
different doctrines adhered to by conscientious citizens in a pluralist society may import
weightier values that override the motivations supplied by the political ideals. For
example, the promise of the salvation of the soul, or the achievement of a world that
conforms to the laws conceived of in scripture may be ultimate goods for some religious
practitioners.56 For such people, full autonomy will not be possible under a neutral system
of cooperation, since their commitments conflict too much with the political ideals, and
they will not consider political justice and the values on which it rests as sufficiently
weighty alongside religiously significant goods.

Nevertheless, Rawls seeks to demonstrate how conscientious citizens might
achieve full autonomy, by illustrating different ways that religious, philosophical and
moral doctrines would converge or ‘overlap’ in their endorsement of the political ideals
and the political values they are associated with. As I discuss below, this comprises what
Rawls calls an ‘overlapping consensus’ of ‘reasonable comprehensive doctrines’ on a
‘political conception of justice’.57

The political ideals described above support full autonomy by establishing certain
ways that the right and the good match up for conscientious citizens educated in a public
political conception of justice. This is the most basic relation necessary for full autonomy,
but it is not sufficient for full autonomy since, as just noted, there is the possibility that
citizens’ different doctrines will conflict with the political ideals. Rather, the possibility

Weithman uses the example of the (presumably Christian) ‘church’s’ ‘goods of salvific promotion’ to
illustrate this worry—this is equally applicable to other religions and the texts they hold as sacred, such as
the Koran and the Bhagavad Gita. Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, chapter 10.
57
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of full autonomy for conscientious citizens is confirmed by the idea of an overlapping
consensus. The latter describes reasonable comprehensive doctrines’ (doctrines)
endorsement of a political conception of justice in two distinct ways: first, doctrines’
endorsement of the political conception’s principles of justice; and second, doctrines’
endorsement of the political conception’s ‘political ideals’ (as described above) that
provide reasonable people with motivations to consider it good for them to do the right
thing. I will elaborate on how citizens might endorse in common the same principles of
justice, before elaborating on how they might endorse in common the same motivations
to adhere to such principles. In other words, I will first account for why conscientious
citizens might agree on what the right thing is, before accounting for why they would
sustain motivations to do ‘the right thing’.

An Overlapping Consensus on the Principles of a Political Conception of Justice: How
Political Autonomy is Possible in a Pluralist Society

We saw earlier that political autonomy obtains when citizens can endorse the conception
of justice that regulates the terms of cooperation. This requires that the comprehensive
religious, moral and philosophical doctrines adhered to by conscientious people in society
are not at odds with the public conception of justice. I noted that Rawls seeks to achieve
this condition by articulating a freestanding and independent, or ‘political’ and neutral,
conception of justice based on common principles of practical reason together with preexisting ideas and principles shared in the public culture. In this way, Rawls aims to
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articulate a public conception of justice, the principles of which can be the subject of a
consensus between the ‘reasonable comprehensive doctrines’ adhered to in society.

Through a careful reading of the text, we can see that Rawls presents this
consensus as a distinct possibility in virtue of one particular detail, namely, what
constitutes a reasonable and comprehensive doctrine. He names three features. The first
and second are that reasonable comprehensive doctrines incorporate exercises of both
theoretical reason and practical reason. This allows such doctrines to render an intelligible
view of the world out of different values, and to provide guidance in resolving conflicts
of value. The third feature follows as a result of reasonable comprehensive doctrines’
exercises in (theoretical and practical) reasoning. This feature is that such doctrines
evolve over time through changes to what they regard as good and sufficient reasons from
their own point of view.58 Taken together, these three features ensure two outcomes. First,
since they are comprehensive in scope and aim to account for all or most values that
concern day to day life, reasonable comprehensive doctrines must be sensitive to the
values present in the salient ideas and principles already implicit in the public culture and
render an intelligible view of those values. This is not to say that a comprehensive
doctrine cannot be, say, completely idiosyncratic and divorced from which of those values
it may regard as foreign. A comprehensive doctrine may, then, reject almost all values
commonly adhered to in the society. However, there is a limit to the extent that a
reasonable comprehensive doctrine can do so in regard to what Rawls call the public
culture, which is a distinctly political notion. And this ‘limit’ introduces the second
outcome of the aforementioned three features: since reasonable comprehensive doctrines

Ibid., 59. We can assume that this provides the basis for Rawls saying later that ‘[s]hould an
incompatibility later be recognized between the principles of justice and [citizens’] wider doctrines, then
they might very well adjust these doctrines rather than reject these principles.’ Ibid., 160.
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adapt themselves to good and sufficient reasons, they must adapt themselves to and
endorse the principles that are articulated by a public conception of justice, which are
similarly reasonable in that they are also outcomes of exercises of theoretical and
practical reason.

It should be clear that Rawls includes as a part of his characterisation of a
reasonable comprehensive doctrine the resources necessary for constructing an account
of political justice. To reiterate the familiar distinction between the two: the difference
between a comprehensive doctrine and a political conception of justice is a matter of
scope, not a matter of method. For what makes political liberalism possible is ‘common
human reason’, and this holds true for Rawls despite widespread disagreement about how
the set of possible values should be balanced against each other when we are to take a
comprehensive view of them.59

Some commentators have argued for a less-stringent account of what constitutes
a reasonable doctrine, on the basis that citizens should be free to adhere to less
theoretically intelligible doctrines and still be considered a part of the overlapping
consensus.60 According to their argument, a doctrine should be considered reasonable in
the negative sense that it does not ask its followers to make politically unreasonable
claims on social cooperation. These theorists seem to ignore the role of reasonable
doctrines as providing a basis to endorse the public conception of justice. They make the
point that by permitting reasonable citizens to follow such doctrines, we expand citizens’
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range of freedom concerning the doctrines that can permissibly adhere to. However, we
might think that this is not the point behind Rawls’ account of stability: political
liberalism already permits citizens to adhere to whatever belief systems they favour, but
the overlapping consensus is there to demonstrate how extant belief systems actively
function to support the stability of a society. And a negative criterion such as the one
noted here does not achieve that function.61 Nevertheless, the less-stringent interpretation
of reasonable doctrines is supported by my explication below of ‘comprehensive
pluralism’, which typifies how a reasonable doctrine may not necessarily support the
political ideas to be just as much as it merely does not contest those values—as would an
ethically reasonable but theoretically irrational doctrine.62 On this basis, we can say that
reasonable comprehensive doctrines either facilitate or acquiesce in reasonable people’s
acceptance of the principles of a reasonable political conception of justice.

However, an overlapping consensus on the principles of justice is only part of the
account of how a society might be stable for the right reasons. As described above, to
complete such an account we must see how, despite their different belief systems,
conscientious citizens’ have reasons in common for adhering to the public conception of
justice in their day to day conduct and consider it good for them to do the right thing. For
even if they agree at an intellectual level with the public conception of justice, it does not

‘Note that to say that the procedure of construction is based essentially on practical reason is not to deny
that theoretical reason has a role. It shapes the beliefs and knowledge of the rational persons who have a
part in the construction [, such as contractors in the original position]…’ Rawls, PL, 93. Thus, construction,
and the associated idea of reasonableness’, also depend on ability to reason theoretically. If this ability is
not nurtured by reasonable comprehensive doctrines, then those doctrines do not function to support
stability as such, rather, they merely do not pose obstacles to that stability.
62
Freeman argues that Rawls’ original (more stringent) account of reasonable doctrines is necessary to give
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below, as stemming from the political ideas and not reasonable doctrines, which stands regardless of which
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follow that such citizens will be rationally motivated to further the conception’s stability
in regulating cooperation and freely abiding by its requirements.

An Overlapping Consensus on the Political Ideals and Values of a Political Conception
of Justice: How Rational Autonomy is Possible in a Pluralist Society

An overlapping consensus on the principles of justice may be the more obvious
requirement of an account of how a society might be stable for the right reasons. However,
more rarely appreciated in the literature is that for full autonomy and such a notion of
stability to be possible, there must also be an overlapping consensus with respect to the
political ideals that bridge conscientious citizens’ motivations to act from the right and
the good. This is integral to Rawls’ account of stability since some comprehensive
doctrine may import weighty values that conflict with the political ideals to the effect they
hinder citizens’ motivations to support the stability of a political conception of justice.63

Although I have described the political ideals and the principles of a political
conception of justice as distinct elements which form the focus of the overlapping
consensus, there is a simpler way to understand this consensus. We can think of it as a
consensus on certain ‘political values’, which are in turn used to ground both the political

Without appreciating this, many have considered the overlapping consensus superfluous to Rawls’
theory. Although Rawls describes his method as involving two steps—articulating a conception of justice
and then checking to see if an overlapping consensus obtains—many suppose that the overlapping
consensus only serves to draw out the requirement that we start from shared ideas and principles and
proceed to construct our conception(s) of justice on a basis which is independent from comprehensive
doctrines. If this is the case, the overlapping consensus plays no additional role in the development of
Rawls’ political liberalism. See, for example, Quong’s discussion in Quong, Liberalism Without Perfection,
chapter 6. However, as Paul Weithman takes great pains to demonstrate, the overlapping consensus also
shows us the motivational basis for stability and is not, therefore, superfluous. See Weithman’s extended
treatment in Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, and, for a briefer discussion on this role of the
overlapping consensus, Thomas E. Hill “The Problem of Stability in Political Liberalism.” In Respect,
Pluralism and Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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ideals as well as the principles of a political conception of justice. Thus, a consensus on
the ‘political values, as they are specified by a political conception’, leads to a consensus
on both of these distinct elements of a political conception of justice.64

I will elaborate on the political values in more detail in 3.1, but for the moment
we can say that they are derived from the stipulation that as possessors of both moral
powers, citizens are both reasonable and rational and ought to be engaged in fair
cooperation for their mutual advantage. Several normative notions follow from this: first,
citizens are and should be free in their exercise of the moral powers; second, citizens are
and should be treated as equal in virtue of possessing both powers to a certain minimal
extent; and third, citizens can mutually accept that society should be a fair system of
cooperation.65 As I will elucidate in detail in the next chapter, under Rawls’ theory,
freedom, equality and fairness are the cardinal political values that can be derived from
the public culture of a democratic society.66

These political values provide the grounds for both the principles of political
(conceptions of) justice as well as the political ideals discussed earlier, which provide
citizens with reasons to be motivated to affirm those political values. Hence, the extent
that citizens adhere to the political ideals and accept the principles of a political
conception of justice is largely determined by whether and how much a society’s
comprehensive doctrines affirm or conflict with the political values. One of Rawls’

This is also how Rawls often articulates the consensus but, unfortunately, Rawls’ use of this more elegant
expression has led to more than one misreading of his views and the motivations behind them. Rawls, PL,
169, Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, chapter 1.
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central aims in PL is to establish that the comprehensive doctrines that are commonly
followed in contemporary democratic societies (at least) do not conflict with these
political values. To do this, Rawls describes three model cases that depict how a
comprehensive doctrine might regard these values.

Under the first two cases, comprehensive doctrines contain values analogous to
the political values in their ethical systems. Rawls’ examples are religious doctrines that
value free faith, as well as the liberal moral doctrines of Mill’s utilitarianism and Kantian
ethics. In these cases the political values are either supported by comprehensive doctrines
or, in the case of Kantian ethics, are entirely deducible from the doctrine itself (a relation
Rawls describes as ‘congruence’ in PL and TJ). In the third case, Rawls describes
doctrines that are not systematically organised and which recognise different ‘domains of
values’. Rawls claims that in such ‘comprehensive pluralist’ views the political values
will usually outweigh other values in the political domain, while in the private (or
nonpublic) domain other values may take precedence.67

This last case may be the most important from the practical standpoint of real
world politics, since it may be more common for people to diverge in their belief systems
than to follow any one particular religious or moral doctrine in all areas of their lives.68
Yet, this case exemplifies the weakest relation between comprehensive doctrines and the
political conception of justice. In the other cases, the political values and the associated
political ideals and principles of justice are affirmed or entailed by the values present in
the doctrines themselves. However, in what we can call ‘comprehensive pluralism’, the
political values are not so much as affirmed as uncontested by other great values. In this
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instance, the political ideals alone provide comprehensive pluralists with the necessary
motivation to consider it good to do the right thing in the political domain but not in other
domains.

This yields the novel result that comprehensive pluralists are left free to decide
for themselves what ideals of the right and the good they would follow in their personal
and non-public lives, and whether or not the right and the good will match in those areas
too. Importantly, their full (political) autonomy ensures that they remain free in their day
to day actions even when they are coerced by the state in the political domain through
law and taxation.69 Yet, any further match between the right and the good is unnecessary
for comprehensive pluralists to attain their highest degree of personal and political
freedom. Nevertheless, in all three of these instances, adherents are supplied with the
necessary motivation to abide by the political conception’s requirements, whether a
political conception of justice is ‘congruent with, supported by, or merely does not
conflict with a comprehensive doctrine’.70

In virtue of valuing the political ideals, and in virtue of their religious, moral and
philosophical attitudes toward those ideals (as stemming from their respective
comprehensive doctrines), conscientious citizens are not merely supplied with pro tanto
reasons to adhere to a political conception of justice. Rather, they can consider a political
conception fully justified in light of their personal belief systems. In other words, there
can be a consensus among citizens that a political conception is a suitable basis from
which to define the terms of their willing and free cooperation, thus presenting us with

Rawls describes this as the ‘outer limit to our freedom’. Rawls, PL, 222. Here, I describe this as ‘full
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the meaning of ‘stability for the right reasons’ and what Rawls’ calls an ‘overlapping
consensus of reasonable comprehensive doctrines on a political conception of justice’.

The above notions account for how reasonable people may be motivated to use
their political rights in ways consistent with each other’s endorsement. This answers the
concern we saw in 2.1 presented by the dual requirements of political autonomy, that a
requirement for free cooperation would interfere destructively with the ability for that
cooperation to be fair. Such a risk is mitigated where citizens are internally motivated to
comply with the public conception of justice.

2.3 The Normative Significance of Neutrality and the Overlapping
Consensus
With the notion of full autonomy in hand we can now glean the significance of Rawls’
neutrality and its brand of stability. As I noted in 2.1, this is linked to the several reasons
Rawls describes for why it is valuable for a society to be well-ordered. These are: that a
person experiences as a good the exercise of their sense of justice; that a political
conception of justice allows people to live in peace and with mutual respect for each
other; and, that the proper functioning of a just government which such a conception
supports is certainly a worthy good. To be sure, neutrality derives some of its value by
promoting these benefits, but it has yet further value through full autonomy. If Rawls’
project is successful, the latter presents us with an ideal for social cooperation that
epitomizes the meaning of liberalism by establishing how a free and just society can ask
of people no more than what they can give freely.
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Before I examine in the next chapter what ‘neutrality’ implies in terms of
substantive requirements for state action, it will serve our purposes to acknowledge one
objection to Rawls’ system and his use of the idea of an overlapping consensus. This is
the view that by appealing to the values implicit in comprehensive doctrines, Rawls
allows his conception of justice to become hostage to the views of people who may be
unsympathetic to what we might otherwise consider as the correct account of justice. This
objection is that we do not discover justice by appealing to what (even reasonable) people
can accept. Rather, we must first understand what justice entails. Only then can we ask
people to accept its requirements. Moreover, if they can’t accept what is truly just, then
we do a disservice to them and to ourselves by compromising our standards in the
development of (political) conceptions of justice that ask less of people, conceptions
which are for that reason inferior. I shall call this the objection from the primacy of justice
(over political autonomy), ‘primary objection’.71
Before addressing this objection, I will clarify why its grounds apply to Rawls’
theory because it may not be obvious that they do. In TJ, Rawls addresses the question of
what justice entails and requires, before he ‘checks’ to see whether the resulting
conception, ‘justice as fairness’, is stable. And he concludes that his conception passes
the check of stability only at that second stage. His formulation of the requirements of
justice in that work are, then, isolated, or quarantined, from any consideration of stability.
Therefore, the primacy objection does not apply to Rawls’ theory as it is articulated in his
first major work (TJ). However, in PL, we see a different set of requirements for
‘reasonable justice’. Rawls still affirms that ‘justice as fairness’ is the most reasonable

Gerald Cohen and Brian Barry both support such a view. Barry, “The Search for Stability”, Gerald Cohen
Rescuing Justice and Equality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008). See also Samuel
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conception of justice, but he allows that a range of conceptions may qualify as reasonable.
Moreover, he allows that reasonable citizens have an overriding right to influence the
political agenda according to what they regard as the most reasonable conception of
justice. And those conceptions may, of course, differ from ‘justice as fairness’. PL, then,
champions stability for the right reasons, over Rawls’ earlier concern with justice proper.
(This conception of stability entails political autonomy, which requires reasonable
citizens’ to be able to exert their influence equally over the political system.) In that
second major work, justice is informed and in part defined by the free operation of citizens
as reasonable and differing agents, which requires an overlapping consensus. The
Rawlsian requirements of justice, in other words, are now hostage to disagreement, and
so the primacy objection applies to Rawls theory in PL and not to his theory in TJ.

A concern for seeking an overlapping consensus might, then, come at the cost of
sacrificing what we see justice as requiring. And this is what the primacy objection claims
is a compromise of our highest standards of justice. Moreover, such a compromise might
indeed be observed in Rawls’ reduced requirements for justice in PL. I discuss these in
the next chapter, but suffice it to say here that Rawls elucidates a considerably weakened
account of justice in PL. As noted above, and as I will argue in the next chapter, his
position entails only minimal requirements of a reasonable conception of justice as
opposed to the higher aspirations for just social cooperation seen in his first major work.
His theory in PL might, then, be interpreted as a compromise on his standards for justice.
But it is not, for the following reason.
My discussion in this chapter has emphasized that citizens’ ability to choose freely
to comply with society’s political norms and coercive laws, their rational autonomy, is a
great good. My discussion has also emphasized that rational autonomy is founded on
52

citizens’ ability to identify themselves as participants in a fair system of cooperation. In
turn, this requires ‘political autonomy', or that citizens are able to accept their society’s
political norms, as the standards by which the society is regulated. Jointly, we can express
these notions as comprising ‘free participation’, and full autonomy. We have also seen
how both of these abilities—free compliance with society’s political norms, and the
endorsement of those norms—count as non-trivial considerations of justice insofar as
they are good for the citizens that possess them. This allows us to respond to the primacy
objection in the following way.

The primacy objection holds that we need to identify the requirements of justice
while being insensitive to whether people can abide by them. However, to do so is to
ignore one of the very requirements we ought to consider: the ability for people to
consider themselves as free participants in fair social cooperation. The primacy objection
ignores the fact that this ‘freedom in participation’ should count among what we consider
as just to begin with. Hence, a retreat to the neutral (political) ground of what the peoples
of a pluralist society can accept in common is not a retreat from our most complete
understanding of justice: such a manoeuvre represents a constituent part of our most
complete understanding of justice, as requiring freedom in participation.72

This conclusion is anticipated by Samuel Freeman at the end of the following
discussion:
‘What is the alternative to the stability condition [, Rawls’ goal of stability for the right reasons]?
One alternative is a conception of justice that people cannot generally comply with. But what

Consider Rawls’ comment: ‘In framing the political conception so that is can, at the second stage, gain
the support of reasonable comprehensive doctrines, we are not so much adjusting that conception to brute
forces of the world but to the inevitable outcome of free human reason.’ Rawls, PL, 37. Emphasis mine.
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could be the point in that? Its point or role as a moral conception of justice would have to be
something different than Rawls’ ambition to provide a basis for social cooperation that enables
free and equal persons to live to together on terms of mutual respect. (Perhaps its aim is
maximizing the sum total of goodness in a world in which the freedom and equality of persons does not matter
much.)’73

Freedom and equality are the central values of liberal conceptions of justice and
see a particularly full expression in Rawls’ stability condition. Accordingly, it seems
fitting to place that ‘stability condition’ and its ideal of full autonomy centre stage as we
consider our aims in liberal political philosophy. This is why neutrality—a necessary
implication of these ideals—is potentially a very weighty constraint on just social
cooperation.

A second reason why the objection from the primacy of justice is mistaken is that
the subject of Rawls’ theory is an idealized constituency of ‘reasonable people’. He does
not attempt to discover the subject of a consensus between real world actors whose
opinions

and

motivations

may

be

contingent

on

idiosyncratic

prejudices,

misunderstanding and other forms of cognitive bias. Rather, contrary to this objection,
Rawls first considers what ‘reasonable people’ should accept in terms of the requirements
justice and the associated ideals of conduct and motivation. As I discuss in the next
chapter, he defines ‘reasonable people’ using normative parameters that provide a basis
for determining what justice is before he considers how it might be accepted by the people
of the real world who are represented by adherents to the four comprehensive doctrines
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mentioned above.74 Moreover, his use of the overlapping consensus does not compromise
this first step, but is only used to confirm that his initial theory carries with it the full
normative significance of his goal, as seen in the conditions for full autonomy.75

2.4 Conclusion
I have argued that the value of full autonomy as is supported by political autonomy is why
Rawls’ theory draws out a neutrality requirement for political power. These present us
with very weighty values, and so the resultant neutrality requirement may be equally
important. I have also defended Rawls’ account of stability against the view that neutrality
from political autonomy is incoherent and self-defeating. By requiring that citizens are
both free to influence the democratic process, and that they must be able to accept that
process as just, political autonomy does stand in tension with itself. However, in virtue of
the rational motivations to be just, this tension is not necessarily destructive;
conscientious citizens may be motivated to influence the democratic process in a way that
they can each accept. Finally, I have described why social cooperation that is confined to
operating neutrally need not be inefficient or hindered. Rather, by abiding by this
requirement, social cooperation may be aided in its ability to support one of conscientious
citizens’ richest forms of freedom, as seen in full autonomy. In the next chapter, I set
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aside these questions regarding the importance of the neutrality requirement in order to
address how Rawls supposes it can be met and what implications is has for substantive
state action.
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3
How Political Liberalism Meets the Neutrality Requirement:
Neutral Terms of Cooperation
In chapter 2 I invoked the value of political autonomy (and full autonomy) to describe
why Rawls draws out a neutrality requirement for political power. In this chapter I present
Rawls’ method for establishing how the state can be appropriately neutral, and thus how
citizens might enjoy political autonomy. Most generally, this aim requires that citizens
can endorse the ‘public conception’ of justice that regulates social cooperation. This does
not mean that every particular state action must be justified solely in accordance with the
public conception. Rather, such a conception specifies the terms of just political power,
which in turn sets certain limits on and standards for permissible state actions. This means
that where citizens can mutually accept such terms as just, they preserve their political
autonomy in the most basic and fundamental respect. As I will discuss in the chapters to
follow this leaves us with the question of whether and how neutrality should be required
beyond these basic terms, and whether citizens may stand to enjoy their political
autonomy in richer ways.

In 3.1, I describe how Rawls identifies the particular political values that are to
form the basis of neutral conceptions of justice. Then, in 3.2, I detail how Rawls uses
those political values via his method of political constructivism to identify the minimal
requirements of acceptable conceptions of justice. This exposition involves some
reconstruction of Rawls’ theory. In 3.3 I illustrate how such minimal requirements set fair
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and neutral terms of cooperation capable of securing a fundamental level of political
autonomy. Then in 3.4, I draw attention to and discuss the area of his theory that Rawls
leaves ambiguous, and which forms the focus of the remainder of this thesis: the question
of whether neutrality should be required on the less fundamental areas of state action in
addition to the terms of cooperation. I conclude this chapter with a brief illustration of the
two distinct challenges to an extension of neutrality beyond the basic terms: one based on
practical grounds; and, one of principle.

3.1 The Identification of Political Values
We saw in chapter 2 that political autonomy carries heavy normative significance in virtue
of its place in securing the wider ideal of full autonomy and the corresponding ideal of
stability for the right reasons. In this section, I will elucidate how Rawls sets about
identifying a conception of justice capable of being endorsed by conscientious adherents
to different and conflicting belief systems.76 I will begin by describing Rawls’ preliminary
step in accounting for why people disagree, before describing how he arrives at the set of
political values which, as I discuss in 3.2, he uses to elaborate the content of an acceptable
conception of justice.

The Burdens of Judgment as Applying to Comprehensive Doctrines
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Rawls observes six kinds of difficulties or ‘burdens’ of judgment that arise when people
balance their various ends rationality, reasonably assess the strength of each other’s
claims, and theoretically appraise their beliefs. In short, these ‘burdens’ concern:

(a) the complexity of issues,
(b) disagreement on the weight of values,
(c) the vagueness and indeterminacy of concepts,
(d) the different way that people’s different life experiences affect their
assessment of evidence and value,
(e) the frequent existence of different kinds of normative considerations on both
sides of an issue,
(f) the limited (social) room to accommodate the different values at stake in a
given conflict.77
Rawls uses the burdens to establish that even when people consider matters of
great importance, it is not to be expected that they will arrive at the same conclusion.78
Critically, the burdens account for disagreements that issue from parties who are seeking
agreement with each other in good faith; people will often ‘reasonably disagree’, since
there are often many plausible ways to look at a given (complex) subject matter.
Rawls observes how the burdens influence people’s perceptions of
‘comprehensive doctrines’, which are defined as theoretical and practical systems that
organize and balance different values and seek to render intelligible views of the world.79
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In virtue of the vast subject matters and wide ranging ideas involved in comprehensive
doctrines, a given person’s consideration of those doctrines is particularly vulnerable to
the burdens of judgment.80 Consequently, Rawls claims that it is likely that a diverse
range of such doctrines will emerge in free societies, and no one doctrine would be shared
by citizens unanimously.81 This yields what Rawls calls the ‘fact of reasonable pluralism’,
a term which describes a society where plurality of comprehensive doctrines is followed
by reasonable or conscientious people who, through no fault of their own, have come to
accept differing belief systems.

From the fact of reasonable pluralism, Rawls concludes that there are limits to
how comprehensive doctrines can be used reasonably to justify one’s actions to another.
This is because it can be assumed that citizens will not always share with each other the
form of reasoning present in comprehensive doctrines, in terms of the specific values they
hold and the specific ways which those are balanced against other values. Comprehensive
doctrines are, therefore, unsuitable to ground the ‘basis of a lasting and reasoned political
agreement’ on how social cooperation ought to be conducted.82
As an illustration of why Rawls’ reasoning on this matter succeeds, we can
consider the following. While comprehensive doctrines may not be shared widely in free
societies, certain non-religious and uncontroversial values may be. This suggests that a
comprehensive secular doctrine founded on such values could be used to form the basis
for reasoned political agreement. Adherents to different religious, as well as different
moral and philosophical doctrines might in this way be able to accept many justifications
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that issue from such a secular doctrine. Yet, while secular doctrines may not be
controversial in terms of the premises on which they are based, they risk being
controversial in terms of the values they omit while balancing other values. The scientific
method of reductionism is one such example. It does not count spiritual or mental energies
as consisting in a substance other than material form or physicality, and this is something
that many religious views disagree with. Such outcomes are sometimes inevitable because
comprehensive doctrines are more or less ‘general’. They potentially apply to a wide
range of subjects, ‘in the limit to all subjects universally’.83 Moreover, in their application
to such subjects they are ‘comprehensive’ by seeking to organize the values in human life
and what is to inform our conduct, in matters that concern in the limit our life as a
whole.84A completely general and comprehensive secular doctrine must, then, exclude
religious values from its system of value in every instance. Such doctrines implicitly (or
explicitly) deny that religious and other non-secular values weigh in in any instance. As
this is something that adherents to comprehensive religious doctrines cannot abide by,
even comprehensive secular doctrines are unable to serve as an appropriate platform for
political agreement.85 For this reason, a comprehensive secular doctrine can be
distinguished from a political secular doctrine, such as Rawls’.

In summary, due to their comprehensive nature, comprehensive doctrines, must
inevitably succumb to the burdens of judgment and become the subject of disagreement.
Hence, Rawls observes that agreement on political questions must issue from another
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source. His answer to this problem is to avoid issues that are irrelevant to the political
domain and to reduce the scope of what we ask people to accept, as confined to a limited
set of values.86 In theory, this answer succeeds, since it identifies the way that secular
doctrines, for example, may be compatible with a wide range of comprehensive doctrines:
secular doctrines need not deny that religious values apply to non-political areas of life
and conduct; they can be less general, and less comprehensive. When secular doctrines
are less general and comprehensive, and they concern only the matters which are relevant
to citizens’ fair cooperation, we can consider secular doctrines as ‘political’.87

Three Main Ideas from the Public Culture as the Source of Political Values

Rawls seeks to define a limited set of political values that may serve as the starting point
for the elaboration of a conception of justice suitable for agreement in a reasonable
pluralism. To do this, he looks to the public culture of a democratic society as a shared
fund of ideas and principles which conscientious citizens already accept in common, their
differing belief systems notwithstanding.88 It is not necessary to consider whether Rawls
is entirely justified in deriving all of the ideas that he does from the public culture, that
is, whether democratic peoples truly do already accept all such ideas (and principles). I

Rawls calls this the ‘precept of avoidance’. Ibid. 29. He discusses this concept further in Ibid., 125-9.
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overlapping consensus (see below for discussion). Thus, to say that the state is wholly justified on political
values alone, which a simple-secular view would entail, could imply that religious values are not necessary
to a complete account of the state’s significance (something that reasonable religious citizens might
believe). See Ibid., 125-7 and Quong, Liberalism Without Perfection, 230, for discussion of the justificatory
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will take this aspect of his theory as granted, except to say in its defence that there are
good grounds for thinking that these particular ideas (and principles) are justified
independently of whether or not they are present in a public culture—if so, reasonable
democratic people might accept them either way.89
The first and most general of these ideas is the ‘fundamental organizing idea of
society as a fair system of cooperation’.90 Rawls holds that this contains three elements:91

1) Cooperation: For people to be able to cooperate, as opposed to merely being
coordinated by a central authority, they must be guided by rules and procedures
which they accept ‘as properly regulating their conduct’.
2) Fair reciprocity: Fair cooperation implies fair terms of cooperation, which each
participant can (reasonably) accept. This, in turn, implies a notion of reciprocity,
where all who are engaged in cooperation should be able to share in its benefits
according to a ‘suitable benchmark of comparison’.
3) Rational advantage: The idea of cooperation requires a concept of the aims of
cooperation in terms of an ‘idea of each participant’s rational advantage, or
good.’
The abstract nature of this ‘fundamental organizing idea’ makes it largely vacuous when
taken on its own, since it does not specify what is to count as in ‘each participant’s rational
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advantage’. However, from these elements we can see that this idea establishes one point
that is crucial for Rawls’ project, and which expresses many of the themes discussed in
chapter 2. This point is that the conscientious citizen of a democratic society appreciates
that a fair system of cooperation must be more than simply fair from their idiosyncratic
perspective. Rather than seeming fair to one person, say, a fair system of cooperation
must be fair to all participants, which means that it must also be able to be regarded as
fair by those participants as well—that is, when such participants are capable of making
a reasonable judgment of this nature. (This is expressed in elements 1) and 2) above,
which implicitly concern full autonomy, discussed in 2.1-2.) Without this condition,
individuals can only regard themselves as inhabiting a coordinated and coercive system,
since they cannot consider themselves cooperating, freely—which requires fair and
acceptable rules, on fair terms.

Since conscientious citizens accept this idea of society as a fair system of
cooperation, Rawls thus establishes that they also desire to live in a society that is stable
for the right reasons. While those citizens may not agree on their comprehensive
doctrines, since they share the desire to live in a fair society mutually recognised as such,
they can agree that they want to agree with each other on political matters.92 Together
with the fact of reasonable pluralism, which is explained by the consequences of the
burdens of judgment discussed above, this implies that the basis of political agreement
must be independent from comprehensive doctrines and restricted to the ‘political
domain’ (as defined as the society’s ‘basic structure’, discussed below).93
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These implications of the idea of society as a fair system of cooperation are entailed
by the first of the two ‘companion ideas’ Rawls draws from the public culture to elaborate
his theory: the idea of a well-ordered society, ‘where everyone accepts, and knows that
everyone else accepts, the very same principles of justice’.94 This companion idea
presents the logical extension of the notion of society as a fair system of cooperation in a
formal direction, as requiring a common basis in justice from which fair terms of
cooperation may be defined. It also specifies the subject of those terms as the ‘basic
structure of society’, the main political, social and economic institutions ‘and how they
fit together as one system of cooperation’.95 Hence, for a society to be well-ordered its
basic structure must be regulated by principles of justice that the people accept, so that
the latter can also accept its institutions as just.96

Since I have already discussed the idea of a well-ordered society (2.1), I will now
discuss the next companion idea: the political conception of the person. This provides
substantive content to these highly idealized notions (of society as a fair system of
cooperation, and of a well-ordered society) by allowing us to conceive of citizens’ rational
advantage, at which fair cooperation aims. This account of the person is as follows.

In a democratic society, citizens think of themselves as possessing a sense of
rationality, enabling them to form a conception of the good. They also consider
themselves as having a sense of justice, enabling them to be reasonable in their relations
with each other as participants in fair cooperation. The political conception of the person

Ibid., 35. Since the concepts and conceptions (ideas) used in Rawls’ theory ‘fit together’, it is sometimes
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holds that in virtue of these ‘two moral powers’ citizens should regard themselves as free
and equal.

Citizens are free in the exercise of the two moral powers: in their rationality, to
determine on their own how and by what values they should live, as well as to alter their
view regarding those values as they see fit; and, they are free in the exercise of their sense
of justice, which can be used to accept or reject the nature of social cooperation (among
other normative subjects) as just or unjust.97 As for equality, citizens’ reasonableness
allows them to participate fairly with each other and to respect the valid claims made by
each on the cooperative system, while their rationality makes them ‘self-authenticating
sources of valid claims’ endowing them with the ability to make claims on the system to
their own benefit.98 It is in these ways, as having both powers at least to a minimum
degree, that citizens consider themselves as equal participants in social cooperation.

This conception of the person, as reasonable and rational as well as free and equal,
is a necessary correlate to the fundamental idea of society as a fair system of cooperation
and the companion idea of a well ordered society. It articulates how a democratic people
consider themselves as cooperating with each other in two crucial respects. First, it
establishes that not only do citizens recognise what it means to have a fair system of
cooperation, in virtue of its three elements described above, but that they can also be
moved by their sense of justice to honour that system and cooperate with each other fairly
when their sense of justice is informed by the ‘political ideals’ (discussed in 2.2). Second,
the political conception of the person illustrates how citizens’ can mutually accept that
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their rational advantage consists largely in their being able to exercise these moral powers,
and realize and protect their status as free and equal.

Before proceeding, it will be useful to observe how the three main ideas are related
to each other at a basic conceptual level. As discussed above, the fundamental idea of
society as a fair system of cooperation conveys a notion of reciprocity, providing us with
the basic moral relation Rawls’s theory revolves around. Next, the companion idea of a
well-ordered society illustrates the subjects that the first idea is concerned with. It
describes citizens as engaged with each other in a cooperative relationship of reciprocity,
and it describes how this relationship may be realized: first, at the formal and justificatory
level, it describes how a common conception of justice can be appealed to so that citizens
can reciprocate with each other according to common standard; and second, this
companion idea describes the means by which citizens reciprocate at the substantive level,
by ensuring that the institutions of society’s basic structure are regulated by the common
conception of justice. Finally, we might say that the political conception of the person
pollenates these overarching ideas. Beyond complementing these ideas by conveying
how citizens might be capable of reciprocation, the political conception of the person also
provides much needed content to these ideas by providing a basis from which to identify
citizens’ rational interests and what they aim to achieve in their cooperative relationship.

3.2 Political Constructivism and the Minimal Requirements of a Reasonable
Conception of Justice
We have seen how, in order to find a basis for political agreement, Rawls’ assumes that
the conscientious citizens of a reasonable pluralism accept the three main ideas implicit
67

in the public culture of a democratic society. From these ideas, we can say that
conscientious citizens accept the normative value of their freedom, their equality, as well
as the idea of society as a fair system of cooperation, as characterised by its three elements
of ‘cooperation’, ‘fair reciprocity’, and ‘rational advantage’. These fundamental political
values present us with much that reasonable people hold in common. However, they do
not alone determine what might count as an appropriate political conception of justice
capable of specifying fair terms of cooperation. Such terms require a rationale for
balancing or ordering these values against each other in a way that citizens can accept as
coherent and reasonable. To this end, Rawls uses a method of practical reasoning he calls
‘political constructivism’.

In this section, I briefly account for why Rawls defers to a method of practical
reasoning such as political constructivism to establish how stability for the right reasons
may be possible. I then describe political constructivism in general terms before
explaining how it balances the political values discussed in 3.1 in representing appropriate
principles of justice for the regulation of a fair system of cooperation. This outline paves
the way for the next section, where I elucidate why the principles of justice identified in
this way model fair terms of cooperation.

Political Constructivism as a Method of Practical Reasoning
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From the following premises, it is clear that the combination of the three main ideas
illustrated in 3.1, taken together with ‘the burdens of judgement’ generate a need to appeal
to a method of practical reasoning: 99

1) Reasonable people desire to live in a society that realizes fair cooperation.
2) Fair cooperation requires principles (of justice) people can accept in common.
3) Pre-existing common principles appear to be precluded by the hazards of
reasoning presented by the burdens of judgment.
In the absence of common principles (3), the only avenue for reasonable people to live in
a well-ordered society (1) appears to be for them to generate the required principles (2)
anew. Rawls turns to ‘political constructivism’ to account for how reasonable people
might do this.

The rationale behind constructivism is that complicated entities, relations, or in
our case, conceptions and principles (of justice), can be represented by a procedure which
models the way that their component parts are structured or related to each other.100 To
do this correctly, all relevant information must be incorporated into the procedure, and
the procedure followed correctly.101 When these conditions are met, the component parts
and their relations lay out the structure of the particular end product they define (e.g., the
system, entity, or the content of a conception of justice) in a way which is ‘open to view’
and is, therefore, publicly accessible.

An observation to this effect is made by Onora O’Neil when she discusses Kant’s ethical doctrine, much
of which Rawls’ theory emulates. See Onora O’Neil “Constructivism in Rawls and Kant.” in The
Cambridge Companion to Rawls, edited by Samuel Freeman (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2002), 358.
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Since this is an obscure idea, an example will serve to demonstrate how a
procedure of construction can model the relations between basic units. The simplest
(and most ubiquitous) correct use of constructivism is seen in mathematics, I where
the concept of a number is derived from a procedure that involves listing sets of ‘units’
and giving them names according to their place in the series (of sets of units). It is in
this way that the we can understand what is meant by ‘1’, ‘2’, and ‘3’, even though
these (and all numerals) are mere abstractions and do not denote any particular objects.
Thus, ‘[this constructivist] procedure shows the basic properties that constitute facts
about numbers, so that propositions about numbers that are correctly derived from it
are correct.’102

Arithmetic, then, uses a procedure of construction to channel our reasoning so that
it conforms to a common outcome, in this case the facts regarding numbers. Rawls intends
to import this feature from constructivism into his theory in order to provide citizens with
a means to compare publicly their judgments and reflections on the nature of their
normative relations, and what constitutes a reasonable or fair basis of cooperation.
Consider the following passage, where he describes the kind of open discussion that
constructivism should foster, by founding a ‘conception of objectivity’ or basis for
agreement:
...a conception of objectivity must establish a public framework of thought sufficient for the
concept of judgment to apply and for conclusions to be reached on the basis of reasons and
evidence after discussion and due reflection. Indeed, this is required for all kinds of inquiry,
whether moral, political, or scientific, or matters of common sense. So if the idea of reasoning
and judgment applies to our moral and political statements, as opposed simply to our voicing
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our psychological state, we must be able to make judgments and draw inferences on the basis of mutually
recognized criteria and evidence; and in that way, and not in some other way, say by our rhetoric or
persuasion, reach agreement by the free exercise of our powers of judgment.103

HAs in arithmetic, Rawls supposes that constructivism can be used to model the relations
between free and equal citizens in a society that realizes the ideal of a fair system of
cooperation. In turn, constructivism is to provide the content for a conception of justice
that secures the political values implicit in these conceptions of the person and of society.

However, to represent or model a conception of justice is not as simple as it is to
count sets of units in a series, as in mathematics. A suitable procedure for political
constructivism must balance against each other the fundamental political values of
freedom, equality and fair cooperation (among other values implicit in the three main
ideas), providing a means to order these values through practical reason. This is a multidimensional task, with no one political value taking clear precedence over another. It is
possible that there are numerous procedures suitable for political constructivism, each of
which might elaborate different and acceptable conceptions of justice for a reasonable
pluralism.104
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Notwithstanding this possibility, since all such procedures must exclusively use
the relata and relations stemming from the three main ideas, the range of appropriate
conceptions of justice they may represent is decisively limited. 105 The implication of
Rawls theory is that any reasonable balance of the fundamental political values must yield
certain principles, as minimal requirements of an appropriate conception of justice.

The Original Position as a Model Procedure of Construction

Rawls presents the original position as one example of procedure of political
constructivism. The original position is a hypothetical and contractual choice situation
where parties are asked to select the principles of justice from a shortlist of alternatives
that would best promote the interests of the individual citizens that they each represent.
By considering this situation and (how we would imagine) these contractors’ reasoning
on their selection of principles, Rawls argues that we can narrow our differences on, if
not settle on a common understanding of, what it means to have fair terms of cooperation
between citizens understood as free and equal, reasonable and rational. 106 Since this is a
familiar and well discussed topic in political theory, my treatment of it here will be
concise, and I will merely touch on the points that are relevant to my purposes. I will
briefly enumerate the features of the original position which facilitate its role as a suitable
procedure of political constructionism, before discussing the terms of cooperation which,
I argue, Rawls maintains would be chosen there.
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To begin with, since choices in the original position are motivated by what are in
citizens’ interests, chosen principles will be consistent with the purpose of social
cooperation as a democratic people understand this. As discussed earlier (3.1), this
purpose is to benefit each participant in a way that promotes their rational advantage.
Rawls expresses these relations in saying that the original position models citizens’
capacity for rationality by characterising contractors as ‘rationally autonomous’, led only
by what they see is in the rational interests of the citizens’ they represent.107

The idea of fair cooperation between equals is incorporated by the original
position most obviously in the way that contractors are ‘symmetrically situated’, with no
one party having greater bargaining power than another. However, both of these values,
of fairness and equality, see further expression through another feature of the original
position. Contractors are situated behind a ‘veil of ignorance’ from where they are
prevented from knowing any details that might be morally irrelevant from the standpoint
of political justice. Such details includes sociological circumstances, such as the society’s
percentage breakdown of adherents to different comprehensive doctrines.108 Nor do
contractors have knowledge of ‘the social position, or the conception of the good [or
‘comprehensive doctrine’] (its particular aims and attachments), or the realized abilities
and psychological propensities, and much else, of the persons they represent.’109
Contractors must, therefore, give each citizen equal consideration, lending fairness to
their choice of principles.
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Due to the veil of ignorance, contractors must rely on two remaining sets of
criteria to inform their choice of principles. First, they have access to uncontroversial
information or facts regarding psychology, economics and biology, among other general
fields of science and social science. This information concerns only the premises upon
which conclusions may be drawn and not the conclusions themselves, which will often
be regarded as controversial in light of the burdens’ influence. Therefore, this kind of
information is not subject to the burdens of judgment (burdens), at least not in the same
way as information from other sources. Recall, the burdens concern the assessment of
information, methods of reasoning, and ways of considering and accommodating that
information, as may be prescribed by reasonable comprehensive doctrines. The burdens
do not, then, apply to the bare information itself that this first set of criteria presents.
The ‘general facts of moral psychology’ are included in the set of uncontroversial
sources of information contractors may draw upon in their deliberations. Rawls regards
this as an important part of the original position since it allows contractors to consider the
‘strains of commitment’: whether the citizens they represent will be able to live with the
principles they choose, and adhere to those principles in their day to day conduct.110
Without such consideration, the principles chosen may not be able to secure citizens’
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political and full autonomy; which is a condition an appropriate conception of justice
must satisfy before it is regarded as the correct choice from the original position (2.1).111
(In chapter 8, I will draw upon the strains of commitment and the general facts of moral
psychology that they invoke when I consider which particular interpretation of Rawls’
neutrality is most morally preferable.)

Before proceeding, it is necessary to consider an objection to the place of the stains
of commitment in defining the choice of principles from the original position. Brian Barry
contends that it is not any general fact about moral psychology that leads contractors to
reject some principles over others, but rather moral reasons that specify what is reasonable
for citizens to accept or reject. The facts of moral psychology serve only to reveal moral
reasons that should already be available to contractors from their perspectives in the
original position. On this basis, Barry maintains that a consideration of the stains of
commitment is superfluous to the choice of principles of justice.112 A full discussion of
this objection would take us too far from the purpose of this chapter. However one
response we might make to Barry’ claim may well allay any concern that may arise from
it. For the sake of argument, suppose that the strains of commitment are superfluous to
contractors’ selection criteria. The facts of moral psychology may nevertheless serve as a
check to ensure that the relevant moral reasons are sufficiently taken into account. If this
is so, consideration of the strains of commitment do not detract from our confidence in
contractors’ choices from the original position. While this step may be unnecessary for
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identifying the requirements of justice, it may also provide assurance that we have taken
account of the relevant moral considerations.

The second set of criteria upon which contractors are to rely is set by the political
conception of the person as free and equal, reasonable and rationale (the third idea from
the public culture). As with the first set of criteria, this second set concerns facts. Because
it concerns not methods of reasoning in themselves, it is not subject to the burdens of
judgment as are the as assessments of and conclusions drawn from them. (To illustrate
this point, we can consider how the notion of ‘the reasonable’ is implied by a commonsense definition of legal sanity, while the notion of ‘the rational’ is implied by the
competence we ascribe to adults and not to children.113) Behind the veil of ignorance,
contractors, understand and accept that all citizens will hold three particular ‘higher-order
interests’, regardless of the particular personal characteristics of those citizens they
represent. There are three reasons why this is so. First, citizens have an interest in
developing and exercising their capacity for a sense of justice—their first ‘moral power’,
since this is ‘experienced as a good’ and enables them to live with others on terms of
mutual respect. The second reason is that citizens have an interest in developing and
exercising their capacity to conceive of the good—their second ‘moral power’. And third,
citizens have an interest in pursuing the good as they conceive it, their ‘determinate
conception of the good’. To this third reason, we might add, provided their conception of
the good is worthwhile, which we may have some assurance of if citizens have also
adequately developed their capacity to conceive of the good.114
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Rawls maintains that as a consequence of being informed about the these higherorder interests, contractors are led to make their choice of principles on the basis of how
well they secure what he calls the ‘primary goods’. These are goods that all (permissible)
conceptions of the good require for their advancement, and that are needed expressly in
order to secure these higher-order interests.115 They include rights and liberties necessary
for individuals to be able to develop their second moral power, and follow their
rationality; resources required to pursue the ends identified by their chosen doctrine, and
their ‘determinate conception of the good’; as well as the ‘social bases of self-respect’ as
including the ‘public recognition of [citizens’] equal membership in society’, critical for
the development and satisfaction of a person’s first moral power, their sense of justice.116

We can see that a salient feature of the primary goods is that a majority of them
concern citizens’ freedom, either in a positive or negative sense; that is, in terms of
endowments or freedom from restraint, respectively. This characteristic follows as a
logical consequence of the veil of ignorance and the political conception of the person
that guides contractor’s reasoning. Since contractors do not know what citizens’ lowerorder interests are, in terms of their conceptions of the good, for example, contractors are
motivated to secure citizens’ greatest freedom(s) to secure whatever these interests might
be.117

I will now bring together the main points of this present and the preceding
discussion. To be a suitable procedure of construction, the original position must help us
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to define the content of an appropriate conception of justice through the modelling and
ordering of all relevant information regarding its subject matter. For political
constructivism, the relevant information is contained in the three main ideas from the
public culture, which stipulate that social cooperation should be fair, and between citizens
regarded as free and equal, reasonable and rational. We have seen how citizens’
rationality, and the values they share, of freedom and equality as well as the fairness of
social cooperation, are modelled in the structural elements of the original position.
Contractors’ choice of principles of justice will, accordingly, incorporate and express
these values.
‘The reasonable’ underlies all these characteristics through the very idea that
citizens can and want to engage with each other on terms they can each accept. 118 Rawls
invokes political constructivism to fulfil this need, using the original position to provide
a means for citizens to ‘make judgments and draw inferences on the basis of mutually
recognized criteria and evidence’.119 Each citizen as an individual is, then, able to use the
original position as a procedure they can follow with their own practical reason.120
Different citizens may come to different conclusions as to the precise conception of
justice they believe ought to regulate social cooperation. However, since the constraints
on contractors’ reasoning apply in the same way for each individual who is to follow the

‘[Citizens’ nature as reasonable is] represented by the various restrictions to which the parties are subject
in the original position and by the conditions imposed on their agreement’ – that is, the veil of ignorance,
contractors being symmetrically situated, and their consideration of the ‘strains of commitment’. Ibid., 305.
119
Ibid., 110-1.
120
Rawls describes this feature of political constructivism as facilitating ‘doctrinal autonomy’, a term that
also describes the way that a political conception of justice is ‘freestanding’. ‘A view is autonomous, then,
because in its represented order, the political values of justice and public reason (expressed by their
principles) are not simply presented as moral requirements externally imposed. Nor are they required of us
by other citizens whose comprehensive doctrines we do not accept. Rather, citizens can understand those
values as based on their practical reason in union with the political conceptions of citizens as free and equal
and of society as a fair system of cooperation. In affirming the political doctrine as a whole we, as citizens,
are ourselves autonomous, politically speaking.’ Ibid., 98. Emphasis mine.
118
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procedure, their judgments will at least be acceptable to each other as ‘reasonable’
provided they follow the procedure correctly and use sound reasoning...
Contractors’ Choice of Principles
We have seen that the constraints of the original position guide contractors’ to base their
choice of principles on what best procures the primary goods for each citizen in the
society. In TJ, Rawls argues at length for why this directive leads contractors to select the
two principles of ‘justice as fairness’ as uniquely in the best interests those they represent.
Many commentators have disputed this finding. However, as noted in 2.3, in PL, Rawls
changes his approach to social justice by turning his focus specifically to the necessary
conditions of politically autonomy and a society that is stable for the right reasons. He
maintains that this does not require the single most accurate or best understanding of
political morality, and that the fact of disagreement seems to preclude such a view.121
Rather, he draws the more modest conclusion that, whether or not they will select the two
principles of ‘justice as fairness’ as most reasonable, contractors will at least settle on a
member of the family of reasonable conceptions of justice. This means that the basis for
a society that is stable for the right reasons is defined by what constitutes the family of
reasonable conceptions of justice (family), and thus what defines membership in that
family.

Rawls is not, however, as clear as he might be about how contractors can agree
on what characteristics define this family of reasonable conceptions. For throughout PL,
he uses ‘justice as fairness’ as the archetypal example of a member of that family, often
without specifying how much other members of the family could differ from ‘justice as
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fairness’ (while still remaining members of the family). Nevertheless, by consulting that
text in its entirety alongside his other works, it is possible to piece together a sufficiently
clear picture of what Rawls had in mind and what his theory implies. In this section, I
will draw attention to three places in PL as well as one in Justice as Fairness: A
Restatement (JFR), where we find the necessary resources to piece together a more
complete account of Rawls’ position. Specifically, my account comprises a description
of why contractors would settle on the minimal requirements of a reasonable conception
of justice in terms of three ‘general liberal principles’.
To begin our construction of Rawls’ view of what constitutes a reasonable
conception of justice, observe his initial characterisation of political constructivism in
Lecture III of PL. There, Rawls allows that in addition to generating reasonable
conceptions of justice anew, we may use political constructivism to ‘represent’
conceptions perhaps already extant:
Political constructivism is a view about the structure and content of a political conception [of
justice]. It says that once, if ever reflective equilibrium is attained, the principles of political
justice (content) may be represented as the outcome of a certain procedure of construction
(structure). In this procedure, as modelled by the original position, rational agents . . . select
the public principles of justice to regulate the basic structure of society.122

In this passage Rawls suggests that the content of reasonable conceptions of
justice (political conceptions) may be represented by a (certain) procedure of
construction. To put this another way, if a conception is reasonable, its content may be
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represented in an appropriate procedure of construction, such as in the outcome of the
choice procedure that is the original position.123

The next place we find further, albeit scant, consideration of the specific content
of reasonable conceptions of justice is in Lecture V, where Rawls articulates the related
the idea of ‘public reason’.124 As I shall illustrate below (3.4), ‘public reason’ is the
species of reasoning that reasonable citizens may use to argue for and justify state actions
to one another, in ways that each can accept. This is a conjugate or complementary notion
to that of a reasonable (or political) conception of justice. This is why Rawls explains that
the content of public reason is ‘formulated by . . . a “political conception of justice”’. He
continues to elaborate what (following Jonathon Quong) we might call three general
liberal principles that are held in common by all such political conceptions (or as I refer
to them, reasonable conceptions). These are that:

(i)

Citizens should be assigned ‘certain basic rights, liberties and
opportunities (of the kind familiar to constitutional democratic
regimes)’.125 Examples include liberty of conscience and freedom of

Rawls refers here to the process of finding ‘reflective equilibrium’, which, for reasons of space, I will
not consider further here. That is, except to say that it involves revising our (initial) moral convictions and
principles upon consideration of each in turn until they fit together at ‘all levels of generality’. The exercise
of political constructivism, of which the original position is an example, is designed to aid in this process
by bringing to the fore the implications of certain initial considered judgments about justice and allowing
us to reflect on them while consulting what principles best accommodate them. See Rawls, TJ, 42-45,
Rawls, PL, 8.
124
This is, of course, save for some discussion in PL’s Lecture IV of the use of primary goods in a political
conception (which I will elucidate in some depth in the following chapter), and some references to how
contractors might arrive at the specific principles of ‘justice as fairness. Nevertheless, the specific
characteristics held in common by the members of the family of reasonable conceptions do not see further
elucidation until the passage I describe here.
123
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association, and the political liberties as rights of freedom of speech,
voting, and running for office.
(ii)

A special priority should be given to those rights, liberties and
opportunities (i), ‘especially with respect to claims of the general good and
of perfectionist values’.126

(iii)

There should be a provision of ‘measures assuring all citizens adequate,
all-purpose means to make use of their basic liberties and opportunities’
as detailed in GLP (i)’. .127

Taking the above points together, we can work backwards and reconstruct what happens
in the procedure of political constructivism that Rawls’ has in mind. Consider, then, that:

1) The content of [all] reasonable conceptions can be modelled by a suitable
procedure of construction (such as the original position).
2) All reasonable conceptions share in common a requirement for the GLPs.

From 1) and 2), we can infer that:
3) Contractors in the original position would settle on, at least, the GLPs as minimal
requirements of what constitute a reasonable conception of justice.128

I discuss ‘perfectionism’ and ‘perfectionist values’ in chapter 5, suffice it to say here that they concern
values articulated by comprehensive doctrines and cannot (under the standard interpretation) be articulated
from the political values.
127
As I discuss below, these include means designed to ensure the ‘fair value of political liberties’, a social
minimum, as well as some form of ‘fair equality of opportunity’. Rawls elaborates on this in Ibid., lviii-lix.
For further discussion, see Freeman, Rawls, 402.
128
Note that, in addition to GLPs (i) and (ii), GLP (iii) is also important for a citizens’ fundamental interests.
GLPs (i) and (ii) merely secure formal equality, in terms of freedom from constraint, and do not alone
guarantee that citizens will have the opportunity to secure all three of their higher-order interests. This is
126
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In support of this particular reconstruction of Rawls’ view, we can recognise two
grounds for the GLPs, as reasons which are, importantly, offered from the contractors’
perspective.129 These grounds are articulated in ‘Lecture VIII’ of PL, and in JFR.

The first ground for the GLPs concerns GLPs (i) and (ii) and is known more
generally as ‘the basic liberties and their priority’. This ground appeals to the possibility
that the GLPs (i) and (ii) can be instituted in a society. Where they can be, contractors
will not jeopardize the fundamental interests that those GLPs secure for the sake of
potential gains made by adopting alternative principles.130

his first ground for the GLPs assumes that contractors consider an unrestricted
‘principle of utility’ as an alternative (among others) to the adoption of GLPs (i) and (ii)
in particular. In theory, this alternative permits that the interests of the majority can
effectively outweigh the fundamental interests of individuals and minorities. Such an
outcome is, however, precluded by contractors taking seriously the three higher-order
interests, and in particular their interest in realizing their capacity for a conception of the
good and pursuing a determinate conception of the good. Rawls elaborates:
They cannot take chances by permitting a lesser liberty of conscience to minority religions,
say, on the possibility that those they represent espouse a majority or dominant religion and
will therefore have an even greater liberty. For it may also happen that these persons belong

seen most obviously in the third of these interests, which consists in not merely developing a conception of
the good but also in pursuing one, which usually requires resources.
129
I believe that the evidence is sufficiently clear that this is the historical Rawls’ actual theory. However,
as previously noted, it is not necessary to defend that claim here. All that need be argued is that while this
may be only one among several possible interpretations, it is one that should be taken seriously in terms of
both its moral preferability and as a candidate for reconstructing what Rawls himself believed.
130
This is detailed in Rawls, PL, 310-13 (with GLP iii elaborated in 324-31), as well as in Rawls, JFR, 101115.
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to a minority faith and may suffer accordingly. If the [contractors] were to gamble in this way,
they would show that they did not take seriously, and, in effect, did not know what a religious,
philosophical, or moral conviction was.131

In JFR, Rawls describes a further factor that supports contractors’ choice to
preserve and support citizens’ fundamental liberties and adopt GLPs (i) and (ii). Again,
as an alternative, he considers an unrestricted principle of utility, which allows that the
interests of the majority could effectively outweigh the fundamental interests of
individuals and minorities. Rawls’ observation here concerns contractors’ requirement to
honour the ‘strains of commitment’. Recall, this stipulates that all reasonable citizens
must be able to live with the principles chosen (by contractors) and freely accept them as
just.132 For this to be possible, satisfactory principles must enable citizens to affirm their
rational interests (their rational autonomy) as well as their sense of justice (their political
autonomy), allowing them to achieve full autonomy (2.2).133 This precludes judgments
that require an abnegation of the self, such that a person’s more fundamental interests
could be rightfully outweighed by comparatively trivial interests of the majority. Such
judgments are excluded as a possibility most clearly and most simply by the fundamental
organizing idea of society as a fair system of cooperation (modelled by the original
position), which implies that in the political domain citizens are to engage in a moral
relationship of reciprocity with each other so that each benefits along with others.

The first ground for GLPs (i) and (ii), as described above, illustrates why each
citizen can agree that those GLPs are in their rational interests as individuals, and hence
how they present fair terms of cooperation – ‘fair’ in the sense that each can accept them
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from a position of equal bargaining power (such as the original position). Provided that a
requirement for those GLPs is a realistic option – or, given a society’s sufficient access
to resources—any conception of justice yielding less than what the GLPs guarantee for
each citizen is not fair to all such citizens and is therefore disqualified as an unreasonable
basis of cooperation.
Rawls’ second main ground for the GLPs draws heavily on the companion idea
of ‘the well-ordered society’ in focusing on the GLPs’ social outcomes. 134 It maintains
that the social world that is sustained by the GLPs is ‘highly satisfactory’, and that
contractors would not be motivated to seek further gains at the expense of what is already
guaranteed by the GLPs.135 The GLPs achieve a highly satisfactory social world for the
reason that they most effectively generate the conditions that lead to what Rawls calls a
‘publicly recognised sense of justice’: the situation where there is ‘public knowledge that
everyone [or most] has an effective sense of justice and can be relied upon as a fully
cooperating member of society’.136 Contractors are driven to consider this kind of social
world as a desideratum, for two main reasons. First, a society that is stable in this way is
a better means of cooperation for citizens to use to further their own conceptions of the

This ground is detailed in Rawls, PL, 315-24, an in Rawls, JFR, pp. 115-9. ‘[T]he second argument for
the two principles does not, like the first, focus on the individual good of citizens (the need to avoid
intolerable denials or restrictions of our basic rights and liberties). Rather, it focuses on the nature of the
public political culture realized by the two principles of justice and the desirable effects of that culture on
the moral quality of public life and on citizens’ political character.’ JFR, p. 118. While this does lend
support for Rawls’ difference principle, it is more directly an argument for the GLPs. This is confirmed on
the following two pages where he says that ‘[t]he most [this and the preceding argument] shows is that [the
difference principle] adequately secures the general all-purpose means [i.e., GLP (iii)] we need to take
advantage of our basic freedoms.’ This is further confirmed in the discussion that follows when, to
interrogate the benefits of the difference principle, Rawls compares ‘justice as fairness’ with a mixed
account comprised by the principle of average utility together with the constraints and requirements of the
GLPs. JFR, pp. 119-20.
135
Ibid., JFR, p. 115.
136
Ibid., JFR, pp.115, Rawls, PL, 316.
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good. And second, they consider one primary good that is conspicuously absent from the
list of GLPs: the social bases of self-respect, which is supported by a ‘public sense of
justice’.137 These benefits require the founding of ‘terms of cooperation on a footing of
mutual respect’, which can only be achieved when citizens have an assurance from one
another that they will be treated as free and equal and have their status as such preserved
by the society’s basic structure which, as I discuss below, is accomplished by the GLPs.138

These particular grounds cannot be considered in detail here. Nonetheless, the
summary provided should suffice to demonstrate how contractors must consider the
selection of the GLPs in the rational interests of the citizens they represent. By following
this or similar reasoning from a political constructivist procedure such as the original
position, conscientious citizens of a reasonable pluralism can come to accept these GLPs
in common. This point stands regardless of what other principles citizens believe to be
most just, and how exactly they believe the GLPs should be formulated. In the next
section I discuss how political constructivism forms a basis for citizens to preserve their
political autonomy, and identify further questions that this raises.

3.3 The General Liberal Principles as Setting Fair Terms for Cooperation
through the Maintenance of Background Justice
Conscientious citizens’ judicious exercise of practical reasoning is encouraged by
reflection on the outcomes of a suitable procedure of political constructivism. (Following
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Rawls, I will call citizens capable of this ‘reasonable’.) Reflection on a suitable procedure
of construction leads reasonable citizens to accept the GLPs as appropriate principles of
justice for the regulation of social cooperation. Therefore, when a state regulates its
actions by the GLPs, reasonable people experience political autonomy —which, along
with democratic participation, requires that they accept the considerations of justice that
regulate social cooperation.
However, a reasonable citizen’s enjoyment of political autonomy that follows
from the state’s adherence to the GLPs is limited in two related ways: i) such citizens may
have convictions regarding other considerations of justice, which are not incorporated by
the GLPs; and, ii) a great many of the political matters that the state must adjudicate upon
do not concern the GLPs, and these areas of political power might be relevant to i).139On
this basis, we might think that for citizens to endorse the conceptions of justice that
regulate social cooperation in its entirety—for citizens to experience political autonomy
in a general sense—a state’s mere adherence to the GLPs is insufficient. Notwithstanding
this shortcoming, Rawls maintains that the ability to identify the GLPs is ‘already of
enormous importance’.140 This is because the GLPs articulate fair terms for social
cooperation that confer legitimacy to areas within that scheme of cooperation, enabling
reasonable citizens to experience a fundamental sense of political autonomy. 141

‘Many if not most political questions do not concern those fundamental matters, for example, much tax
legislation and many laws regulating property; statutes protecting the environment and controlling
pollution; establishing national parks and preserving wilderness areas and plant and animal species; and
laying aside funds for museum and the arts.’ Rawls, PL, 214.
140
‘[I]f a political conception of justice covers the constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice
[which,– for the present this is all we aim for – it is already of enormous importance even if it has little to
say about many economic and social issues that legislative bodies must regularly consider.’ As I explain,
(in the way that Rawls refers here to the constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice) a political
conception’s ‘covering’ them is equivalent to such a conception drawing out requirements for an adherence
to the GLPs. Ibid., 230.
141
Ibid., 217, 222.
139
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In this section I account for why the GLPs present fair terms of cooperation, and
how they secure political autonomy in this basic and non-trivial sense. This sets the stage
for my discussion in 3.4, where I illustrate the issues that Rawls leaves unresolved; these
issues are whether citizens ought to enjoy political autonomy in richer ways, and whether
social cooperation ought to be regulated by further principles of justice.

Fair Terms for Agreement as the Basis of Fair Terms for Cooperation
Rawls’ argument for why the GLPs present us with fair terms of cooperation turns on the
notion that society has a ‘basic structure’, defined as its main political, social and
economic institutions ‘and how they fit together as one system of cooperation’. 142 He
maintains that for the terms of social cooperation to be fair they must ensure that
procedures followed and agreements reached in the basic structure are made freely and
under fair conditions.143 The major examples of these procedures and agreements include
democratic decision-making procedures, market transactions, and agreements between
employees and employers.

Rawls draws out the significance of GLP (iii) in particular when he says that while
citizens can voluntarily consent to participating in social institutions, this does not mean
that they do so freely, or that they do so under fair conditions. The formal rights (secured
by GLPs (i) and (ii) above) which make voluntary consent possible do not alone protect
citizens from desperate circumstances, such as not being free to refuse inequitable
contracts of employment. Similarly, despite their having formal rights, citizens in
economically disadvantaged demographics may have insufficient time, power or
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influence to lobby the political process to have their interests heard and met by their
representatives, or to publicise their causes and vie for the support of the society at large.
Meanwhile, ‘those with greater responsibility and wealth can control the course of
legislation to their advantage.’144

For Rawls, these examples are symptomatic of a wider problem endemic to
capitalist societies, where inequalities tend to increase rather than decrease: ‘in this case
the invisible hand works in the wrong direction, and favours an oligopolistic configuration
of accumulations’.145 To demonstrate why this is so, he asks us to ponder an initial
situation of fairness:
…while these conditions may be fair at an earlier time, the accumulated results of many
separate and ostensibly fair agreements, together with social trends and historical
contingencies, are likely in the course of time to alter citizens’ relationships and opportunities
so that the conditions for free and fair agreements no longer hold…an initially just social
process will eventually cease to be just, however free and fair particular transactions may look
when viewed by themselves.146

The problem is seen most obviously in the accumulation of wealth in the hands of
successful entrepreneurs, highly-trained professionals, and their successors, which stands
in contrast to the relatively inconsiderable net savings of the unskilled working-classes
and their successors. This and similar processes cripple citizens’ ability to form equitable
agreements for terms of employment, the purchase of goods and services, or to have their
interests met through democratic government.
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For these reasons, Rawls maintains that measures (as stipulated by GLP [iii],)
must be taken to regulate the institutions of the basic structure to restore fair conditions
and citizens’ substantive freedom to enter into equitable agreements, to create what he
calls ‘background justice’. He elaborates measures of two kinds, each corresponding to
the institutions discussed above: those that ensure that the political process can reasonably
be regarded as fair, what he calls the ‘constitutional essentials’; and those that secure for
citizens the social conditions and economic institutions they require to associate and
cooperate with each other from a basis of freedom and equality, measures regarding what
Rawls calls ‘matters of basic justice’.147

General Liberal Principles as Constitutional Essentials and Matters of Basic Justice that
Define Fair Terms

The constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice are partly secured by GLP (i):
basic rights, liberties and opportunities. However, as discussed earlier, these are merely
formal and do not ensure the substantive conditions necessary for the realization and
maintenance of background justice.148 Those substantive conditions are supported by
GLP (iii): ‘measures assuring all citizens adequate, all-purpose means to make use of
their liberties and opportunities’.149 By these ‘measures’, Rawls has three main
requirements in mind.150
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Most fundamentally, Rawls maintains that citizens’ political liberties must be
assured of their ‘fair value’ so that the political system may function fairly for the good
of all citizens, notwithstanding their demographic background. This requires that citizens
have an equal opportunity to hold public office and to influence the outcome of political
decisions. Rawls argues at length that this provides good grounds to regulate the private
funding of political parties so that elections are publicly funded and political parties are
separated from ‘large concentrations of private economic and social power’.151

The next two measures entailed by GLP (iii) are instrumental in securing the fair
value of political liberties. These are, first, that citizens are assured a social minimum
providing for their basic needs, giving them the freedom to participate in the political
process (as opposed to struggling for survival), and second, that citizens have a ‘fair
equality of opportunity’, and are provided with the necessary resources to attain education
and training, so that they are capable of participating in public debate and in exercising
their political liberties on roughly equal footing with those from more advantaged
demographics.152

These three measures function to ensure that the political process can reasonably
be regarded as fair. However, these measures—a sufficient social minimum and an
assurance of fair equality of opportunity—also function to insure citizens with conditions
needed to enter into contracts freely and from fair background conditions. Consider again
Rawls’ observations regarding the accumulation of wealth and the creation of class
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systems in capitalist societies. Where such accumulations amass unchecked, the class
system condemns lower demographics to choices that are dictated by circumstance other
than individuals’ abilities and the exercise of their moral powers. To prevent this requires
‘operations that continually adjust and compensate for the inevitable tendencies away
from background fairness’.153 GLP (iii) answers to this need with a social minimum as
well as provisions for ‘fair equality of opportunity’ (regulations for fair hiring practices,
and access to education and training) which endow citizens with the necessary bargaining
power to enter into equitable contracts, despite the forces tending toward inequality.

By entailing the constitutional essentials and measures for basic justice specified
above, the GLPs maintain citizens’ status as free and equal as well as their prospects to
cooperate for their advantage in both the political and socio-economic spheres. It is in
these respects that the GLPs set fair terms for social cooperation, understood as
constraints and stipulations that direct the purpose of cooperation to citizens’ reciprocal
advantage, and the quality of that cooperation as fair with respect to participants’ status
as equals. This establishes two conclusions. First, the establishment of background justice
through the GLPs is not simply one goal among others. It is the state’s primary task, as
the people’s corporate power and their nexus of fair cooperation, as opposed to other
avenues for cooperation in private society, which may not always be fair. In virtue of the
diversity of the contemporary world, ‘background justice’ presents us with a goal that
may be the only way that the people of a pluralist society can all share in the benefits of
their cooperation.
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The second conclusion that follows from the notion of the GLPs as setting fair
terms of cooperation, is that they impart a fundamental sense of legitimacy to what
happens inside the cooperative scheme (that is, through democratic government). These
two conclusions establish that by accepting the GLPs as appropriately regulating (and to
an extent defining) social cooperation, reasonable people experience a fundamental and
non-trivial sense of political autonomy; they are able to accept not simply any
consideration of justice among others that may regulate social cooperation, they can
accept the central and perhaps most basic considerations that motivate social
cooperation.154

3.4 Political Autonomy and Neutrality from ‘Public Reason’ Beyond the
Terms of Cooperation
We have seen how the state might preserve a basic level of political autonomy for its
citizens and, similarly, how citizens might enter into a moral relationship with each other
on terms of mutual respect. This involves the use of the neutrally construed set of terms
of cooperation, as elaborated by the GLPs, which are entailed by any reasonable
conception of justice’s. Yet, Rawls does not indicate whether citizens ought to benefit
from further political autonomy, as concerns what happens downstream from these terms

I believe this provides the basis for what Rawls calls the ‘liberal principle of legitimacy’: ‘our exercise
of political power is proper and hence justifiable only when it is exercised in accordance with a constitution
the essentials of which all citizens may reasonably be expected to endorse in the light of principles
acceptable to them as reasonable and rational.’ Ibid., 217.
154
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of cooperation.155 This is a significant gap in his theory considering what we saw in
chapter 2. Recall, political autonomy grounds the possibility of stability for the right
reasons, as well as full autonomy. These are ultimate liberal ideals that support various
goods, including mutual respect and civic friendship between citizens, and the ability to
attain freedom with respect to both aspects of one’s conscience, as concerns one’s sense
of justice as well as one’s conception of the good. It follows that sound theories of just
social cooperation should take seriously the value of a politically autonomous citizen
body.

Notwithstanding this significant gap, Rawls leaves us with one further concept
that helps to address this area, what he calls ‘public reason’. In this section, I explicate
the idea of public reason and how it applies to and beyond the terms of cooperation. I
offer a brief definition of public reason before addressing the complications that arise as
we apply this idea beyond the terms of cooperation.

Public Reason as Considerations of Reasonable Political Conceptions of Justice

Public reason is the form of reasoning used by citizens when they argue for or justify state
actions according to considerations of reasonable conceptions of justice. 156 We may say,

‘[Rawls’] aim is to consider first the strongest case where the political questions concern the most
fundamental matters. If we should not honor the limits of public reason here, it would seem we need not
honor them anywhere. Should they hold here, we can proceed to other cases. Still, I grant that it is usually
highly desirable to settle political questions by invoking the values of public reason. Yet this may not always
be so.’ Ibid., 215.
156
There are other accounts of public reason. This thesis is confined to a consideration of Rawlsian public
reason only. A more comprehensive treatment of this topic would defend the latter against other such
accounts. I believe that such a defence is possible although I do not have space here to elaborate one. I can
only motion towards the fact that some such other accounts, such as Gaus’s as well as Charles Larmore’s,
fail to be neutral at the level of their justification by invoking a (non-neutral) Kantian notion of the person
as the reason why persons are owed justifications. Rawls goes beyond this, to the articulation of an ideal of
society that invokes the particular form of freedom of full political autonomy, which although Kantian in
origin invokes more than the notion that people should not be used merely as ends. For this argument, see
155
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then, that public reason is synonymous with the considerations of such reasonable
conceptions, when those considerations are articulated by reasonable citizens in their
public discourses. The notion of public reason accounts for how reasonable people can
abide by their sense of justice (see 2.2) by offering each other justifications or arguments
for state action that all can reasonably accept. In using public reason, citizens thereby
adhere to what Rawls calls a ‘duty of civility’ by respecting each other’s political
autonomy, and the associated benefits they experience in living in a fair system of
cooperation, such as mutual respect.157
In 3.1, we saw that in virtue of the ‘burdens of judgment’, Rawls holds that the
need to find such a common basis of reason preclude citizens from appealing to the kind
of general and comprehensive views held by comprehensive doctrines. To circumvent
this difficulty presented by the burdens, Rawls refers us to the political values implied by
the three main ideas found in the public culture. As discussed in 3.2, political
constructivism provides us with a method to draw coherent and publicly accessible
conclusions from these political values, by balancing them against each other in the
formation and representation of acceptable conceptions of justice.158

Political constructivism and its reliance on the political values, therefore, provides
a method to ‘make judgments and draw inferences on the basis of mutually recognized
criteria and evidence’. Rawls thus identifies the reasoning used in political constructivism
as the self-same reasoning that is duly acceptable as ‘public reason’.159 Just as reasonable

Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, chapter 11. Gerald Gaus, The Order of Public Reason (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2011), Charles Larmore, “The Moral Basis of Political Liberalism.” The
Journal of Philosophy 96, no. 12 (1999).
157
David Reidy elaborates on how political autonomy is connected to and requires public reason in this
regard. David Reidy, “Rawls’s View of Public Reason: Not Wide Enough.” Res Publica 6 (2000).
158
Rawls, PL, 223-227.
159
Rawls, PL, 224-5.

95

people can commonly accept each other’s conceptions of justice as reasonable, even
though they may differ as to their favoured conception, they can likewise accept their use
of public reason as sound and reasonable, if not uniquely just.
Notice that since ‘public reason’ is synonymous with ‘the considerations of
reasonable conceptions’, it does not perform any normative work on its own. Rather, by
classifying all such considerations as falling under the same category of public reason,
the notion of public reason enables us to simplify some complexities that arise as a result
of reasonable people’s many interpretations of the most appropriate conception of
political justice. To briefly illustrate a primary example of these complexities, I will
consider again the GLPs. They are derived from reasonable conceptions of justice
(‘reasonable conceptions’, or ‘conceptions’), and are expressed in various ways by
different conceptions. GLP (iii)’s social minimum might, then, be set according to any
one of many reasonable conceptions, including ‘justice as fairness’ and its difference
principle, sufficientarianism and prioritarianism—or the GLPs could be used as a
constraint in order to render other conceptions of justice reasonable, as seen in leftlibertarianism and (what Rawls calls) ‘restricted utilitarianism’.160 There is no single
unique way that even reasonable citizens can agree that the GLPs should be conceived.
Inevitably, through the exercise of citizens’ political rights, the terms of cooperation will
issue from not one but a mixture of reasonable conceptions’ interpretations of the GLPs.
However, by invoking the idea of public reason, Rawls explicates the order that remains
in this chaotic situation: although the terms of cooperation will issue from a mixture of
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reasonable conceptions, they will nevertheless be intelligible according to the one idea of
public reason.
By appealing to ‘public reason’ as an umbrella term, we can say that when citizens
and the state’s officials use public reason to argue for or justify the state actions,
reasonable citizens preserve their political autonomy with respect to the given (set of)
actions . It follows, then, that the use of public reason to set and justify the terms of
cooperation (the GLPs) secures for citizens their political autonomy in a basic sense, even
though numerous conceptions of justice and their considerations may eventually be relied
upon to justify those terms (of cooperation).

However, since reasonable conceptions may incorporate many more
considerations of justice than the GLPs alone, public reason has relevance beyond the
basic terms of cooperation. To illustrate this point we can note that restricted
utilitarianism, ‘justice as fairness’, and left-libertarianism all make claims about what the
state should and shouldn’t do in terms of legislation and non-basic areas of political power
that do not concern the GLPs. When state actions are justified for public reasons that stem
from considerations derived from any of these or other reasonable conceptions of justice,
citizens preserve a further sense of political autonomy because they can accept in
principle grounds for those actions.161 Yet, as we shall see, although it is clearly a
desideratum that public reason is used to justify the state’s actions, all things being equal,
there are countervailing considerations we must take into account when we consider
whether this is a moral requirement in all cases of state action. (In what follows, I will
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use ‘neutral justification’ and ‘justification according to public reason’ interchangeably.
Both terms imply that a justification is acceptable to reasonable people in the sense that
it is appropriately neutral between comprehensive doctrines and founded on a reasonable
balance of political values).162

Neutrality through Public Reason, and Two Problems of Extension

What reason might there be for thinking that public reason should not be required in all
areas of political power, terms of social cooperation as well as downstream acts of
political cooperation? One major obstacle to extending the moral requirement of public
reason beyond the terms of cooperation is that the political values and our means of
balancing them may be insufficient for resolving all questions relevant to the exercise of
political power. Examples of such questions are the extent that nature is or should be
preserved, and what kind of aesthetic principles ought to be used in town planning. This
is known as the objection from incompleteness.163 It holds , that public reason will in
some cases either be inconclusive or indeterminate: public reason will provide an
inconclusive account of which option for political action is most preferable; or public
reason will not be able to address certain issues, since the political values it articulates do
not apply to those issues. In either case, non-political (or nonpublic) reasons will be
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required for state to pursue its agenda. This objection has been met more or less
successfully by proponents of political liberalism in cases that apply to the constitutional
essentials and matters of basic justice, which define the terms of cooperation.164 However,
the charge of incompleteness has more purchase when applied to downstream acts of
political cooperation. When we consider the vast range of possible subjects to which
political reasoning applies, the circumscribed range of political values appear to be
insufficient for determining decisive directives for state action.

If there are indeed important issues unresolvable by public reason,
‘incompleteness’ implies that we are faced with a choice. Either we abstain from a
political resolution of those issues and settle for a more minimal approach to governance
that permits only a narrow range of state actions to be construed as just, or we permit a
broad range of state actions while relinquishing the hope of justifying all such actions
according to public reason. Accepting the latter alternative would imply abstaining from
preserving any further sense of political autonomy that may be afforded by the
justification of state actions that lie beyond the terms of cooperation.

The objection from incompleteness should focus our attention on the question of
how important for justice the further sense of political autonomy that citizens preserve,
when state actions not concerning the GLPs are justified by public reason. This question
regards the GLPs specific relation to the society’s basic structure, which is not necessarily
emulated by state actions concerning other matters. Hence this ‘further sense of political
autonomy’ may be of a significantly diminished importance. Consider how, as elucidated
in 3.3, we can think of the state’s adherence to the GLPs as establishing an all-
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encompassing network of conditions (of laws and entitlements). Such ‘terms of
cooperation’ support citizens’ status as free and equal, and maintain their relations with
each other so that they may enter into fair agreements in their cooperative ventures,
democratic government included. Critically, by supporting citizens’ primary goods in
terms of formal as well as substantive rights and liberties, the state’s adherence to the
GLPs also supports the social bases of citizens’ self-respect.165 On this basis, as neutrally
justified, the GLPs lead citizens to enjoy a profound sense of political autonomy,
proportionate to the profound effects they have on citizens’ lives and society at large.

The situation is different when discrete pieces of legislation and other individual
state actions unrelated to the GLPs can be justified neutrally. These state actions are
peripheral to what the GLPs stipulate should be a central, if not the central aim of social
cooperation: the maintenance of background justice. As I will refer to them, these
‘peripheral state actions’ (also, peripheral actions) will seldom lead to anything
resembling the all-pervasive effect of the latter in defining the shape and character of
citizen’s lives.166 In terms of political autonomy, the neutral justification of peripheral
actions (peripheral neutrality) usually has a diminished importance in comparison to the
neutral justification of the terms of cooperation. I will refer to this diminished sense of
political autonomy as ‘peripheral assent’. Peripheral assent may not be insignificant.
However, the preceding considerations suggest the possibility that peripheral assent is
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sometimes and even often outweighed by alternative morally significant values that may
be realized through social cooperation.
To see how this implication may be entirely consistent with Rawls’ view in PL,
consider the complications that arise as a result of reasonable citizens’ acceptance of a
range of different conceptions of justice as most reasonable. These different conceptions,
in turn, provide citizens with alternative understandings of the appropriate aims of
peripheral social cooperation. Consider what we can call the ‘open-ended’ view of just
social cooperation, which is opposed to a view that would require the neutral substantive
justification of all state actions. The largely conventional, open-ended view allows that a
democratic process aims to promote an open-ended range of goods or ends, neutral or not,
provided that the GLPs are adhered to. Note that some (putatively) reasonable citizens
may view open-ended exercise of the democratic procedure itself as sufficiently justified
through public reason. If this is correct, it would, then, be unnecessary to provide neutral
substantive justifications for state actions that issue from it.167 ‘Restricted utilitarianism’
holds such a view, since the greatest number of preferences may be satisfied, or the
greatest utility attained, through the ordinary course of democratic politics (restricted only
by the GLPs).168 Similarly, rights theories of justice sometimes view the outcomes of the
democratic procedure as just, provided it is subject to certain side-constraints (as seen in
the GLPs).169 Citizens who accept these or similar conceptions of justice as reasonable

For a presentation of this view, see Joseph Chan’s discussion of Thomas Nagel’s conception of
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may believe themselves to be entitled to use political power to advance their welfare
according to the particular goods they value, as informed by their comprehensive
doctrines. For instance, they may push for the state support of cultural and social goods
such as art and sport, or science and higher-education, goods which are valued more by
some demographics and more under some comprehensive doctrines than others, if at all.

For citizens who accept the open-ended view of just social cooperation, the value
of peripheral assent is pitted against the value of the added welfare they could gain from
the state support of non-neutral goods. Both sets of value have moral significance, and
both sets of value have a place within what we might regard as reasonable conceptions of
justice (such as restricted utilitarianism, and Dworkinian rights-theories). The Rawlsian
sense of reasonableness considered here suggests one particular outcome for how social
cooperation should proceed. It may be more reasonable for citizens to invoke the value
that they would gain to their added welfare than to adhere to strict neutrality.170

The open-ended view of social cooperation has some credibility. As we saw in
3.3, the fair value of political liberties entailed by GLP (iii) stipulates that citizens must
be afforded a fair chance of affecting the aims of social cooperation. Therefore, provided
that the GLPs are adhered to, the outcomes of such democratic social cooperation are
afforded a procedural justification that is already grounded in public reason. Such

I say ‘conceptions of reasonable justice’ and not ‘reasonable conceptions of justice’ since I do not assume
that such citizens are correct in conceiving of such conceptions of justice as reasonable. Nevertheless, the
considerations discussed may explain the following comment Rawls makes in considering peripheral state
actions: ‘To resolve [the] more particular and detailed issues it is often more reasonable to go beyond the
political conception and the values its principles express, and to invoke non-political values that such a
view does not include.’ Rawls, PL, 230.
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outcomes instantiate the fundamental political values of freedom, equality, and fairness,
as manifested by citizens’ exercise of their political rights.171

In considering whether a peripheral neutrality should be a requirement for social
cooperation we need to compare it against the direct value of the unimpeded exercise of
citizens’ political rights (towards securing goals that peripheral neutrality would
preclude). In 2.1, we saw this problem at a significant level of abstraction, in the
observation that political autonomy stands in a state of potentially destructive internal
tension. Its dual requirements of equal participation and endorsement of the basis for state
action threaten to override each other, inhibiting its full expression in practice.172

It will be helpful here to consider the open-ended view of social cooperation in
those general and abstract terms. The open-ended view sees the value of fair cooperation
through peripheral neutrality as pitted against the value of free cooperation in favour of
citizens’ interests, as are informed by their comprehensive doctrines. However, since fair
cooperation is by and large meaningless without aims, its value is secondary to the value
of the potential aims of social cooperation.173 Presumably, then, the aims of social
cooperation, potential or otherwise, have overriding significance. If they do, peripheral
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assent may have insufficient weight to affect citizens’ claims to use the cooperative
system to their advantage in non-neutral ways.

Tithe above may be an implication of reasonable view, since there are good
grounds to suppose that can be represented as an outcome of a suitable procedure of
(political) construction, such as the original position (see 3.2). Thus, contractors may
appreciate the aforementioned trade-off between fairness and freedom in social
cooperation, and they may view unrestrained and free social cooperation as having
overriding significance, since it is conceptually prior. Therefore, regardless of whose
interests they are entrusted with, (under the veil of ignorance) contractors in the original
position may opt for an open-ended scheme of social cooperation over one that is perhaps
too constrained by a requirement of the neutral justification of all state actions.
Such a view that is in favour of freedom over fairness, represents what I call ‘the
practical problem’ of extending neutrality beyond the basic terms and into the peripheral
areas of political power. In brief, it is the possibility that freedom and the (moral) value
of other social goals will override the (moral) value of political autonomy, rendering void
the requirement for peripheral neutrality. The worry, then, is that if we have reason to
think that occurs, often or not, we would be unjustified in asserting such a neutrality
requirement. Over the next three chapters, I will introduce three competing interpretations
of the extension of Rawls’ neutrality to peripheral actions. I will interrogate and argue
against the claim that the potential of further aims for social cooperation presents us with
a demand that overrides the value of peripheral neutrality. Before we proceed, the
pressures identified by the practical problem of extending neutrality must be
distinguished from the similar though different pressures that sustain a modus vivendi. In
both cases, citizens may eschew a neutrality requirement in order to use the system of
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cooperation to promote their conception of the good, but there is a critical difference
between them. To address and explicate these differences, I will offer a brief
recapitulation of some elements of the forgoing.

The kind of Rawlsian society we have been considering is premised on the notion
that citizens are capable of being reasonable. When they are, citizens will accept
reasonable conceptions of justice as appropriate bases to found the terms of their social
cooperation. Such reasonable citizens will, accordingly, accept that state actions must
conform to the requirements of reasonable conceptions of justice. And should those
conceptions of justice require that a given state action is neutrally justified, reasonable
citizens would be motivated by their sense of justice to refrain from transgressing such a
requirement. This stands even if the given neutrality requirement means forgoing gains
to reasonable citizens’ interests, as may be defined by their (non-neutral) conceptions of
the good and comprehensive doctrines.

This is to be contrasted with a society where citizens are not necessarily
reasonable, understood in the Rawlsian sense. Political stability may be achieved in this
society when citizens’ interests are best secured by what Rawls calls a modus vivendi.174
Under a modus vivendi, there is an identity of interests shared by otherwise conflicting
interest groups, who for a time stand in a balance of power. Since neither group can
control the political agenda on its own, to promote their own interests more effectively,
citizens from those interest groups may agree to push for state actions that are neutral
between them. There are two major differences between this and the Rawlsian wellordered society. First, the reasons for a neutrality requirement in a well-ordered society
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are moral and are shared by all reasonable citizens, whereas the reasons for a neutral
agreement in a modus vivendi are merely pragmatic, stemming from each groups’
respective desires to pursue their own interests. This introduces and explains the second
major difference: the modus vivendi’s neutral agreement rests on what is a comparatively
fragile unity of interests. When the balance of power shifts, that agreement for neutral
cooperation may similarly change to reflect the greater bargaining power of the more
powerful group. In such a case, the more powerful group’s desire for greater support for
their interests will prompt them to push for state actions that accomplish that, as long as
and to the extent that they can successfully dominate opposing groups in the political
arena. This cannot happen in the Rawlsian society for the reason that the moral grounds
for the neutrality requirement persist, even in the face of profound changes in the political
power held by groups of different (though still) reasonable people.

Now consider the concern raised by the practical problem of extension. In this
case, reasonable citizens see the reasonable use of political power to be justifiably
involved with promoting their non-neutrally construed interests. This is for the reason
that their view of justice places greater weight on the well-being they gain from nonneutrally justified (peripheral) state action than on a requirement to be able to justify such
actions on neutral grounds. The crux of the problem is that a reasonable conception of
justice may plausibly allow that citizens’ well-being will depend to some extent on their
ability to gain state-support for their (non-neutral) conception of the good. If so, then the
benefits such citizens enjoy from non-neutrally justified state action may be greater than
the benefits enjoyed by other citizens’ peripheral assent. This founds a decisive moral
ground to eschew a neutrality requirement, which would otherwise gain reasonable
citizens’ peripheral assent. The result is that the moral grounds for the neutrality
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requirement no longer hold, since they are compromised (though not contradicted) by an
overriding concern for citizens’ well-being.

It is crucial to note that the aforementioned problem rests on what we might see
as an apparent paradox. It invokes both neutral and non-neutral grounds that are
identifiable by a reasonable conception of justice; well-being is construed as a neutral
value that may factor into a reasonable conception of justice, even if the source of an
increase in well-being is ultimately non-neutral. Different views on whether such a dualist
view is plausible are taken by the three interpretations I investigate, of how Rawls’
neutrality might be extended to peripheral actions.

Tithe practical problem is complemented by a second problem, a problem of
principle. Suppose that political autonomy is more than or equally important as other
social goals, such that the latter do not override a peripheral neutrality requirement—as I
will argue. Even so, we would need to establish what is meant by ‘neutral’ at the
peripheral areas. And this must be defined by what reasonable people can accept in
common, or else it would not be consistent with the value of political autonomy that
underwrites ‘neutrality’. The ‘problem of principle’ holds that in order for us to assert a
peripheral neutrality requirement, we would need to establish neutral criteria of
justification for peripheral actions that all reasonable people can accept. And this may not
be possible since, due to the burdens of judgment, reasonable people will inevitably
disagree with each other about an open range of matters; our ability to find forms of social
cooperation that reasonable people can accept in common may run out when we venture
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into considering the peripheral areas of political power.175 In short, the problem of
principle is the difficulty, if not the impossibility of establishing how reasonable people
may agree on all aspects of the use of social cooperation, in light of the burdens of
judgement. As we have seen in 3.2-3, this problem does not apply to the central areas of
political power that are defined by the aim of securing background justice. The latter is a
neutral, and reasonable, aim for social cooperation that all reasonable citizens can accept
as just as well as necessary to secure their rational advantages. However, the nature of
such agreement between reasonable citizens would appear to be fragile, if at all present,
when we move to considering the wider range of possible state actions and ends that
cooperation might or should be directed towards.

The practical problem and the problem of principle are not conceptually distinct.
Rather, they both represent different kinds of outcomes, one substantive the other formal,
of the same tension seen in the dual requirements of political autonomy. We may regard
the practical problem as one manifestation of the problem of principle, and regard the
problem of principle as an explanation of how the practical problem comes to be.

Atom see how this is possible, consider again the dual requirements of political
autonomy: the free exercise of political rights alongside reasonable citizens’ endorsement
of how those political rights are used. Simply put, political autonomy requires free
cooperation as well as fair cooperation (where the latter requires cooperation to be
acceptable, and acceptably neutral). Now, we have seen how fair cooperation requires the
GLPs, as terms of cooperation all can accept. So, the value of fair cooperation overrides

This problem of principle is expressed, at least in part, by ‘the asymmetry objection’. See Quong,
Liberalism without Perfection, chapter 7, for a particularly lucid description of that objection. I carry an
investigation of this problem further than merely answering or rejecting the asymmetry objection, which I
give an account of in chapter 7.
175
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the value of free cooperation in what I call the central areas of political power, since
citizens have no legitimate interests in having the freedom to override the requirements
set by the GLPs. However, in peripheral areas, citizens’ interests in exercising their
freedom might override their interest in fair cooperation. If this is the case, we cannot
require peripheral neutrality, as implied by the practical problem. Moreover, when we
agree that freedom is more important than fairness, it is not consistent to require neutrality
in every instance, as implied by the problem of principle.

It is imperative to have a thorough appreciation of this internal tension since, as
argued in the previous chapter, this tension is not necessarily destructive. Reasonable
people want to engage in fair cooperation, and are motivated to use their political rights
in ways that can be accepted by other reasonable people. Free cooperation among
reasonable people, then, may be consistent with a neutrality requirement. However,
before we can see that it is, we require an account of how free social cooperation, when
conducted fairly, satisfies a neutrality requirement. In the remaining chapters of this thesis
will I offer such an account, and I will elucidate how that account resolves both problems
of extension, practical and principled.176

3.5 Conclusion
In this chapter I have explained how Rawls’ attempts to establish a neutral basis of social
cooperation capable of preserving political autonomy. The problem that stood in the way

In doing so, I will attempt to present a more complete if not ‘full account of public reason’; ‘[m]any if
not most political questions do not concern…fundamental matters [of the GLPs]…A full account of public
reason would take up these other questions and explain in more detail than I can provide here how they
differ from constitutional essentials and questions of basic justice and why the restrictions imposed by
public reason may not apply to them; or if they do, not in the same way, or so strictly.’ Rawls, PL, 214-5.
Emphasis mine.
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of this goal was the fact of disagreement between reasonable people. How can people be
free to think for themselves about justice, and yet come to cooperate with each other,
while also agreeing about the nature and aims of their cooperation? A basic premise in
Rawls’ answer to this question is that ‘reasonable people’, people who have an effective
conscience as well as a capacity for reasoning, will be motivated to cooperate with each
other on mutually acceptable terms. They will both want to perceive themselves as
reasonable in this way, and will want others to do so as well. From the ground up, Rawls
uses this idea to elaborate a set of (political) values and a method of reasoning (political
constructivism) that reasonable people can use to define the terms of cooperation.

As we have seen, this theory defines just social cooperation in terms of the primary
goods, a conception of citizens’ rational advantage. Moreover, through the general liberal
principles (GLPs), this theory elaborates specific ways that reasonable people can be
assured of their provision of primary goods.

This much is clear. However, there is tension between the ideas that cooperation
can be free, and that fair cooperation must conform to reason—both of which are required
for political autonomy. If neutrality from political autonomy is able to be extended to
peripheral areas beyond those defined by the GLPs, then it requires that people must
continue to be free, while they continue to assent to cooperation. The two problems of
extension both present different manifestations of this difficulty.

The first problem, which is perhaps the most obvious, is whether other social goals
might be more important to citizens’ than their mutual acceptance of those social goals.
If social goals are more important than acceptance, then it may follow that citizens’
freedom to cooperate in pursuit of those goals takes precedence over the requirement that
other citizens can countenance their use of the cooperative system. Indeed, through a
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procedural justification of the system, we see a method of subordinating acceptance or
fairness to the free use of the system; thus, reasonable citizens will accept others’ use of
the system not in virtue of what they use it for, but in respect of the value of free
cooperation itself. This is a plausible view, and its possibility places doubt on the
possibility of a consistent and categorical requirement for peripheral neutrality: it is the
anti-thesis of peripheral neutrality. For this reason, before I attempt in Part 3, in Part 2 to
determine whether justice requires neutrality in every instance, I will address the most
obvious threat to peripheral neutrality: the possibility of overriding goals for social
cooperation that would erode the harmony between citizens’ use of the system and their
acceptance of how (substantively) that system is used by other citizens.

If we can establish that reasonable people have no cause to value other social goals
over and above the value of social cooperation being used in a way that all can accept,
then we can move to the second problem of extension: whether we can agree on a method
by which reasonable people might cooperate with each other freely and in a mutually
acceptable way. While the first problem is practical and pertinent, this second problem of
principle is equally important and is necessary for us to accept the viability of a neutrality
requirement. In the next chapter, I present two developments of Rawls’ political
liberalism that offer such a method. In chapter 8, I will conclude that only one such
method of extending Rawls’ neutrality is successful in overcoming this second problem.
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4
Three Developments of Rawls’ Neutrality: Permitting,
Accommodating, or Excluding Support for the Good

In chapter 3 we saw how Rawls’ theory allows for the dual requirements of political
autonomy to be met at a fundamental level: free and fair democratic government could
be achieved as long as the state maintains background justice. Background justice
presents a ‘central aim’ for just political power and a notion of ‘fair terms’ for social
cooperation. Such fair terms legitimate state actions directed to other social aims and
facilitate reasonable people’s enjoyment of political autonomy.

We also saw that the aforementioned fair terms do not exhaust the considerations
of justice that determine when the state’s other actions are appropriate and just. As
elucidated in 3.4, it is unclear whether the Rawlsian approach to social justice does or
should require that citizens experience further political autonomy, through the
endorsement of what I call ‘peripheral state actions’ (peripheral actions)—state action in
pursuit of social aims (peripheral aims) peripheral and extraneous to the central aim of
maintaining background justice. Such peripheral actions are often informed by citizens’
comprehensive doctrines and directed to supporting their conceptions of the good.
Examples include state support for the arts and sciences, as well as other kinds of group
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interests and cultural goods. Such actions cannot always be provided with a neutral
substantive justification.
This aspect of Rawls’ position raises the question of what is more valuable, from
a moral point of view: further political autonomy when experienced through a neutral
justification of peripheral actions, or the well-being citizens may gain through statesupport for the good. This question, which concerns what I call the practical problem for
extending neutrality, suggests that we must discover the nature and moral import of
support for the good before we make a determination on whether we ought to exclude as
unjust peripheral actions that cannot be justified neutrality. However, before mounting
such an investigation, we must first have an account of when and where support for the
good is inconsistent with a neutral justification. Therefore, in this chapter I will present
three alternative methods of managing the apparent choice between further political
autonomy and state support for the good. My aim will be to establish what these
interpretations entail, what about them makes them distinct from each other, and why
each of them hold their own points of appeal in virtue of accommodating differently the
two requirements of political autonomy, of free as well as fair cooperation.

In 4.1, I describe the polarized ends of the debate: two interpretations of the
relative importance of support for the good and how it relates to political autonomy. I
argue that both of these interpretations fail to characterise a ‘neutral system of
cooperation’ and that there is scope for improvement. In 4.2, I present a recent effort to
develop a third, middle way between these views, which attempts to accommodate both
support for the good as well as the benefits that result from neutrally justified peripheral
power. I observe a critical problem with the latter and, in 4.3, elaborate my alternative
view, which seeks to accommodate support for the good within a framework of neutral
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justification. Lastly, in 4.4, I acknowledge a potential flaw in my view, and compare it
against the advantages of the two alternatives discussed in 4.1.

4.1 Peripheral Aims and the Paradox of Neutrality

As discussed in 3.3, the maintenance of background justice requires a large variety of
state actions. This includes the provision of public infrastructure; education to ensure ‘fair
equality of opportunity’; and health care and social security to ensure that people have
adequate means to pursue the good. Most of the state’s traditional roles might be
characterised as directed towards the maintenance of background justice. However, two
further categories of political power that are commonly discussed in political philosophy
lie outside the purview of background justice.177First, there are instances where the state
is used as a means of collective action, where people use the state to organize themselves
and pursue a given end. A decision to devote resources to training athletes for the
Olympics is one such example of a state action in this category. Second, there are
instances where the state paternalistically fosters the people’s welfare in ways that go
beyond providing them with the resources they require to pursue the good for themselves.
An example of category is seen in perfectionist policies for civic education, such as
resources for public libraries.178 I make no claim that these two categories exhaust the

These categories map a distinction that is sometimes drawn in the literature on ‘liberal perfectionism’
between political perfectionism (conducted for political reasons pertaining to social cooperation) and
philosophical perfectionism (conducted for philosophical reasons pertaining to state paternalism).
Examples of such literature include: Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, Sher, Beyond Neutrality,
George Crowder, Liberalism and Value Pluralism (London: Continuum, 2002), and Stephen Mulhall and
Adam Swift, Liberals and Communitarians (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).
178
While the maintenance of background justice is a social aim that is strictly neutral on the good, Amartya
Sen espouses a justice-oriented approach to political morality that requires breaches of neutrality (by
targeting citizens’ capabilities to pursue the good, as oppose to recommending the allocation of resources).
I do not count this as outside the domain of background justice, and as a peripheral concern, since it deals
with ‘matters of basic justice’ (see my 3.3). This is a separate issue, which I do not have space to address
here. See Richard Arneson’s discussion in “Two Cheers for Capabilities.” In Measuring Justice: Primary
Goods and Capabilities, edited by Harry Brighouse and Ingrid Robeyns, 101-28. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010.
177
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relevant logical space, as there may be others (one example is state action in pursuit of
international justice). Nevertheless, these are the main categories of political power
outside background justice, certainly as far as domestic politics is concerned.

Whether peripheral actions are carried out for political reasons of collective
action, or for paternalistic reasons regarding public welfare, they are often informed by
conceptions of ‘the good’, conceptions that are not shared unanimously. Hence, many
peripheral actions are not easily provided with acceptable substantive justifications that
are neutral between the differences of the reasonable people of a pluralist society.

Several theories of political morality require these kinds of peripheral actions.
Communitarian theories claim that as a means of social cooperation the state is properly
used to promote the community’s values, which will inevitably involve notions of the
good that some people as free thinking individuals might disagree with. Utilitarian
theories of justice accept the state as a means of promoting the people’s preferences; and
since the subject of such preferences will often be non-neutrally construed, utilitarian
considerations present grounds for state action to support non-neutral goods. Liberal
perfectionist approaches to political morality espouse philosophical reasons for why the
state should be involved in a form of paternalism, which frequently if not usually requires
the state to support the good in non-neutral ways.

The subject(s) and significance of such peripheral state action are complicated
matters. I will I defer my main investigation of those topics to the next two chapters. Here,
I present two leading interpretations of the application of Rawls’ neutrality to peripheral
actions, as well as a third interpretation which I develop in this thesis. The former two
interpretations are similar in that they take for granted that peripheral actions are often
unable to be provided with substantively neutral justifications. Both these interpretations
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are consistent with political autonomy playing a valuable role in determining the nature
of just political power. However, they differ in the importance they attribute to social
aims that are peripheral to or beyond background justice (peripheral aims). Due to a
paradox that arises from the idea of neutral cooperation, these interpretations, then, make
vastly different claims about what is entailed by the just use of political power.

Before I proceed, note that when I discuss state action on peripheral aims that
cannot be, or cannot be easily, justified neutrally, I will often refer only to ‘state support
for the good’ and not to ‘state action directed to non-neutral peripheral aims’ in general.
And by this, I refer to notions of the good not included by Rawls’ category of the primary
goods (discussed in 3.2). I call attention to this since my treatment is applicable to state
action in support of non-neutral aims generally understood, and includes aims stemming
from (non-neutral) considerations of justice as well as the good.179 However, most
examples of peripheral state action that I consider concern ‘the good’, as does the
traditional topic of liberal neutrality (as neutrality on ‘the good’). To make it easier to
appreciate the implications of the largely abstract theories I discuss, often I will simply
refer to ‘state support for the good’ (support for the good), since constant reference to
‘state action directed to non-neutral peripheral aims’ would be unnecessarily cumbersome
and obscure.
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For example, conceptions of justice informed by comprehensive doctrines, such as the Thomistic view,
may identify substantively non-neutral peripheral aims that defy a neutral justification. What I say in this
thesis should be relevant to such cases, in addition to state support for the good.
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Minimal Neutrality as the Standard Interpretation of Rawls’ Neutrality
The standard interpretation of Rawls’ neutrality requirement stems from the following
reasoning.180 Support for the good is an important part of the state’s role, and reasonable
people acknowledge this. However, the resources of public reason are insufficient to
justify and adjudicate between all proposals for state support for the good. Since such
support for the good is important nevertheless, justification in terms of public reason is
not required. Therefore, reasonable people will accept as second best a fair decisionprocedure as providing sufficient (procedural) justification for the state support for the
good.
I call this view ‘minimal neutrality’. It accepts Rawls’ neutrality requirement only
insofar as Rawls himself developed it, so that it applies only to what I call central actions,
defined as maintaining background justice. To restate it in Rawls’ terminology, minimal
neutrality holds that public reason (neutral justification) is a moral requirement on the
justification of state actions only when they concern ‘constitutional essentials and matters
of basic justice’. (See 3.3 for discussion of these terms and how they entail background
justice.)181

For this reading of PL, see: Thomas Scanlon, “Rawls on Justification” In The Cambridge Companion to
Rawls, edited by Samuel Freeman, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 163; Mulhall and Swift,
Liberals and Communitarians, chapter 7; and, George Crowder, Liberalism and Value Pluralism, chapter
2. This interpretation is consistent with respected views in political theory, such as those of Brian Barry
and Thomas Christiano. Barry, Justice as Impartiality, Christiano, The Constitution of Equality.
181
Gaus also uses the label ‘minimal neutrality’, but in an entirely different way. He bases his idea of liberal
neutrality on the bare notion that coercion requires justification that others can accept. He then elaborates
a principle of neutrality which is minimal in the sense in that this ground is its sole motivating force.
However, the requirements of Gaus’ minimal neutrality are more akin to what I call ‘exclusive neutrality’,
discussed below. The difference in our use of the term ‘minimal’ stems from the fact that I am referring
explicitly to how neutral the system of cooperation must be to realize justice, while Gaus is referring to
morality in general, qua the need to justify coercion, before applying of this to political power. Gerald Gaus
“Liberal Neutrality: A Compelling and Radical Principle’ justification.” In Perfectionism and Neutrality:
180
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Rawls suggests that there might be grounds to extend his neutrality requirement
so that it also applies to peripheral actions, but he only speculates on this matter and is
inconclusive about whether justice requires that.182 Minimal neutrality, as only one
possibility, sides with countervailing reasons that call for a more relaxed approach to
peripheral politics. The following example illustrates the relaxed requirements of minimal
neutrality. Consider a situation in which some citizens want to use the state’s large budget
surplus to create a grand endowment for the arts. Others disagree, and would prefer the
surplus to be refunded to tax-payers, re-distributed according to prioritarian
considerations (to the most needy), or allocated to non-neutral ends such as sports
stadiums, or the scientific exploration of space. Since, we assume, the state maintains
background justice, those who object to the arts endowment will maintain their
fundamental political autonomy whether or not the proposal for the endowment is
enacted. However, if the proposal is enacted, those who object to it will not enjoy further
political autonomy (peripheral assent): they will not accept the specific substantive
considerations of justice (if any) that may be invoked to justify the endowment. Minimal
neutrality denies that such disagreement should have an impact on whether we consider
any such action to be morally permissible. As long as people are given an opportunity to
push for their preferred aims through a fair decision-procedure, minimal neutrality holds
that the endowment for the arts can be acceptably just.

We may find a point of appeal in minimal neutrality in its claim that citizens would
prefer to have a decision procedure to adjudicate on what is to be done, rather than treat

Essays in Liberal Theory, edited by Steven Wall and George Klosko (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers Inc. 2004).
182
Rawls, PL, 230. See also 3.4 of this thesis.
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as outright impermissible the state promotion of non-neutral values.183 Notice that instead
of denying the value of political autonomy, minimal neutrality invokes it through such a
consideration. Here, political autonomy is not overridden by the value of support for the
good directly. Rather, minimal neutrality maintains that political autonomy is best
secured when there is no moral requirement that all peripheral actions are justified
through neutral reasoning.

To have a more complete appreciation of the above view it will be helpful to
distinguish between three different ways that political autonomy may be enjoyed by
citizens. These different ways respectively concern three different ways of thinking about
political power. I have already discussed the first two ways. The first of these is what I
occasionally call ‘central assent’ and concerns the fundamental sense of political
autonomy citizens enjoy when the state maintains background justice. ; Citizens enjoy a
second sense of political autonomy when they can endorse peripheral actions. I call this
‘peripheral assent’. A third type of political autonomy is required to explicate the virtue
of minimal neutrality. It permits ‘peripheral dissent’ (as opposed to peripheral assent) in
order to maintain citizens’ assent to how the system of cooperation may be used. In this
regard, minimal neutrality affords citizens with (what it considers) the ‘reasonable
exercise’ of a wider range of political rights. 184 I call third type of political autonomy
‘systemic assent’, since it refers to how the system of cooperation functions as a
cooperative venture.185 I will use the term “systematic assent’ to describe the way that the

With reference to different examples, Joseph Chan expresses this point in “Legitimacy, Unanimity, and
Perfectionism.”
184
According to the other interpretations I discuss, peripheral dissent does not result from the reasonable
exercise of political rights.
185
Strictly speaking, systemic assent is a sub-category of central assent, since it depends on the terms of
cooperation that are defined by constitutional essentials. However, I retain this additional term to
183
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different interpretations of the neutrality principle affect reasonable citizens’ ability to
use the system of cooperation, and more specifically their political rights, in a way that
they can accept as just.

Under minimal neutrality, systemic assent is valued more than peripheral assent,
in terms of the political autonomy it affords.186 With this categorization in mind, we can
observe that minimal neutrality appears to be based on two assumptions. The first is that
state support for the good plays an important role in politics. This point supports the view
of political rights as entitling citizens to use the system of cooperation to a wider range
of ends, connecting the value of support for the good with the notion of systemic assent,
as a form of political autonomy. The second assumption underpinning minimal neutrality
is that a substantively ‘reasonable outcome’ is often impossible.187 If valuable peripheral
actions in support of the good are not substantively justifiable in terms of public reason,
we are led to accept the legitimating and justifying power of a fair decision-procedure. In
sum, minimal neutrality sees the goal of peripheral assent as impractical, if not also a
hindrance to the more fundamental value of systemic assent.

Do Systemic Assent and Non-Neutral Peripheral Aims Usurp the Value of Peripheral
Assent?

distinguish from the other two interpretations of neutrality I address, which also present a scheme for the
constitutional essentials, alongside matters of basic justice (which, together, maintain background justice),
and so also afford citizens with a certain degree of central assent. Another reason to retain the term is that
constitutional essentials are associated with legal restrictions and not the mere moral requirement that
systemic assent invokes. Nevertheless, my reference to systemic assent, instead of as a sub-category of
central assent, lends much needed clarity to this discussion.
186
Jürgen Habermas, for instance, presses the importance of political rights under an open-ended scheme.
See Rawls, PL, ‘Reply to Habermas’.
187
Quong makes a similar suggestion in Liberalism without Perfection, chapter 9.

120

Minimal neutrality is sometimes challenged by theorists who articulate a bolder vision
for fair political power and a society that might be stable for the right reasons. 188 These
theorists espouse what I call ‘exclusive neutrality’. This ‘exclusive neutrality’ view takes
a different approach to the value of state support for the good, and the effect it has on
systemic assent. It also holds a different position on the value of peripheral assent in
relation to the social aims that might be precluded by a requirement for peripheral
neutrality. In particular, exclusive neutrality maintains that social aims unable to be
justified according to public reason are not more valuable than the peripheral assent that
citizens might enjoy when all the state’s actions are justified neutrally.

Consider why the value of state support for the good might be questionable. If
background justice is secured and maintained, citizens will have an adequate provision of
primary goods, and therefore ample resources and opportunities to pursue the good as
they conceive it. This would mean that there are ground for infringing a peripheral
neutrality need not be compelling in any given instance. In the next chapter, I discuss this
such a view at length, but here it should suffice to say that the operations of the market
economy in sufficiently affluent societies, not to mention through international markets,
provide citizens with an extremely wide selection of goods and services at competitive
rates.189 Therefore, in much of the western world at least, it is difficult to argue for the
necessity of government intervention to support many of the non-neutral goods (as
opposed to primary goods) citizens might value.—The situation may well be different in
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See Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, and Gaus, The Order of Public Reason, for the most notable
examples of such views. For similar but less restrictive views, see Steven Lecce, Against Perfectionism,
and Rainer Forst, The Right to Justification (Columbia University Press, New York).
189
Background justice concerns two distinct areas. First, the political process, which must be (reasonably
regarded as) fair. And second, social conditions and economic institutions, which must be regulated so that
citizens can associate and cooperate with each other from a basis of freedom and equality. See 3.3.

121

developing countries, and in smaller societies and those with devalued currencies, but I
will set such cases aside here.

Now, to see the appeal of exclusive neutrality, compare the benefit of state support
for the good to the benefits of a society where all the state’s actions can be given an
acceptable and neutral justification, a society stable for the right reasons to the nth degree.
In the latter, citizens can count on each other’s reasonableness and intent to use the system
of cooperation in ways that all can accept. This affords citizens with the significant goods
of mutual respect and civic friendship, as well as one further good: when the state uses
all of its tax revenue in ways that the people can in common accept as just, citizens will
not experience the same kind of reluctance to pay their taxes as they might otherwise.
This is a practical implication of full autonomy. As established in 2.2, this means that
citizens can experience a profound sense of freedom when they accept as just the nature
of their political relations with each other; importantly, this stands even in a society that
imposes coercive taxation system and imposes sanctions to regulate their conduct.
The idea of ‘a society stable for the right reasons to the nth degree’ draws on the
possibility that peripheral assent can be attained consistently, alongside central assent—
which as we have seen is secured by the state’s adherence to the GLPs. To be sure, the
former, peripheral state actions are certainly less important compared to the latter. We
saw this in 3.4 from the fact that when considered in isolation from each other, single
peripheral actions may have little to no effect on the lives of many people. However, the
cumulative effect of the sum total of peripheral actions can have a profound impact,
lending a proportionate level of significance to peripheral assent, understood as assent to
the collection of peripheral state actions.
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Exclusive neutrality challenges the claim that state support for the good is socially
meaningful, or at least meaningful enough to usurp the value of peripheral assent. And
by considering peripheral actions collectively, it reaffirms the ideal of fair social
cooperation as cooperation that all can accept as just. This re-opens the debate on whether
Rawls’ neutrality can or should be extended to apply to peripheral actions.

A Reasonable Balance of Political Values under Exclusive Neutrality
There are numerous ways in which we might imagine Rawls’ neutrality as applying to
peripheral actions so that they are justifiable through public reason. These correspond to
the different ways that we might decide what counts as a reasonable conception of justice,
and thus what kinds of considerations can give content to public reason. 190 The three
interpretations of Rawls’ neutrality considered in this thesis give different accounts of
this. Therefore, each of these interpretations has different implications regarding what is
an acceptable justification of peripheral state action.

To illustrate one such implication, consider how minimal neutrality regards a
reasonable conception of justice as defined only by its acceptance of the three general
liberal principles. (As discussed in 3.2 and 3.3, which direct social cooperation toward
the central aim of securing and maintaining the conditions of background justice). Under
this view, a reasonable conception of justice may be silent with respect to social aims
peripheral to background justice, such as support for the good, or it may at least hold a
permissive stance toward them.191 However, as an extension of the idea of fair as well as
free cooperation that political liberalism seeks to realize, exclusive neutrality maintains
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Rawls, PL, 223.
In chapter 7 I discuss this topic in depth.
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that there is additional criterion for what counts as a reasonable conceptions of justice.
This criterion is as follows.

As we saw in chapter 3, reasonable conceptions of justice incorporate a principled
balance of the political values. These are values derived from the three main ideas implicit
in the public culture of democratic societies; with all such values concerning either
citizens’ freedom and equality, or the idea of fair social cooperation as instantiating a
political relationship of reciprocity between citizens. From this, it is clear that as public
reasons stem from reasonable conceptions of justice, public reasons instantiate a balance
of freedom, equality, and fairness. Yet, Rawls notes that not every balance of political
values is reasonable.192 We cannot merely combine these values in any fashion. There
must be a systematic rationale for how they are articulated in a conception of justice in
order for that conception to be perspicuous to reason and thus to be reasonable in the
appropriate way. Rawls claims that the method of political constructivism presents us
with one such rationale and he offers his ‘original position’ as an example.193
Constraints on contractors’ reasoning in the original position channel their
rationality so that their decisions incorporate a balance of the political values. In
particular, the veil of ignorance ensures that contractors are guided only by their
knowledge of citizens’ three higher-order interests as well as by uncontroversial
information or facts regarding the general fields of science and social science. This leads
them to adopt principles of justice on the basis of one criterion in particular: what best
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Ibid., 227.
Ibid., 89-90.
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secures the ‘primary goods’, the categories of goods that citizens require specifically to
secure their three higher order interests (see 3.2). I call this the ‘primary goods criterion’.
We can be confident that any set of principles chosen using the ‘primary goods
criterion’ would entail the ‘general liberal principles’ that set fair terms of cooperation,
as centred on the maintenance of background justice (see 3.2-3). As in minimal neutrality,
exclusive neutrality sees this as defining how public reason applies to central state actions.
However, exclusive neutrality also stipulates that the primary goods criterion defines
more than simply the principles of justice that regulate the terms of cooperation. This
form of neutrality holds that any and all considerations of justice that issue from
contractors’ deliberations in the original position must stem from the primary goods
criterion. And since public reasons stem from the considerations of reasonable
conceptions of justice, all exercises of public reason must be formulated according to the
primary goods criterion, together with uncontroversial information or facts regarding the
general fields of science and social science. This means that all state actions must be
directed to securing the primary goods, in one way or another.

The above requirement might permit indirect state support for non-neutral goods,
where doing so would also secure for citizens a greater allotment of primary goods. For
example, state funding for a national film industry might bring about job opportunities
and increase national revenue, leading to citizens’ greater allotment of primary goods
through redistribution of income or other taxation. However, under exclusive neutrality,
the direct targeting of non-neutral goods for state support with no further end in mind
could not be consonant with reasonable considerations of justice, or public reason. (I
discuss this further in 5.3 and 7.4.)
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In brief, exclusive neutrality makes little distinction between how public reason
applies to the terms of cooperation—as stipulating that the central social aim is
background justice—and how it applies to the peripheral actions beyond those terms.
Rawls does not provide a treatment of how public reason applies to peripheral actions,
and so exclusive neutrality is arguably consistent with how the original position is
interpreted and used to ground public reason in PL.194 Under exclusive neutrality, public
reason applies to central actions in a strict sense, since in this case the ‘general liberal
principles’ guide how the primary goods criterion is met. This is somewhat relaxed in the
case of peripheral actions, since there are no further principles of justice such as the GLPs
held in common between reasonable conceptions of justice. Hence, the primary goods
criterion may be met through public reason in any way, as elaborated by any such
reasonable conception of justice.

Considerations on the Basic Structure

There is some debate in the literature on the ways that the terms of cooperation (central
actions) should be distinguished from what happens downstream from those terms of
cooperation (peripheral actions), insofar as they are both the subject of normative
principles. Before proceeding to consider exclusive neutrality in further detail, it will be
necessary to consider the implications of that debate because they would appear to bear
direct relevance on which interpretation of Rawls’ neutrality is most compelling.

Consider Rawls’ comment that a ‘full account of public reason’ would show why its restrictions may
not apply to (what I call) peripheral matters ‘or if they do, not in the same way, or so strictly’: Rawls, PL,
214-5.
194
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As noted in 3.1, Rawls defines the basic structure as comprising the society’s main
social institutions, and how they cohere into one system. To give us an idea of what he
means, he lists some such institutions: ‘the constitution, the economic regime, the legal
order and its specification of property and the like’.195 The debate under consideration
concerns Rawls’ principles of justice, and whether they should apply to individuals as
they do to the basic structure. Rawls holds that his principles do not apply or, at least that
they do not apply in the same way to individuals. He elaborates his position as follows:
[W]e start with the basic structure and try to see how this structure itself should make the
adjustments necessary to preserve background justice. What we look for, in effect, is an
institutional division of labor between the basic structure and the rules applying directly to
individuals and association and to be followed by them in particular transactions. If this
division of labor can be established, individuals and associations are then left free to advance
their ends more effectively within the framework of the basic structure, secure in the
knowledge that elsewhere in the social system the necessary corrections to preserve
background justice are being made.196

This passage suggests that where background justice and neutrality on the central actions
is achieved, citizens should be left free to advance their ends within the framework
supplied by the basic structure. Two points are important here. First, there are or may be
rules that apply to individuals and associations that are different from those that apply to
the basic structure. Second, the framework of the basic structure includes the democratic
procedure, where the state’s peripheral actions are enacted. Therefore, the above passage

Rawls, TJ¸ 301. The term ‘basic structure’ closely resembles ‘central actions’ (as I refer to them), since it is the
role of both of these categories to maintain background justice. However, I retain the term ‘central actions’ because
there is some disagreement as to what other kinds of state actions are also incorporated within the basic structure.
The basic structure might include, for instance, certain laws and, similarly, components of a constitution that are not
essential for fundamental political autonomy. For discussion, see Liam Murphy “Institutions and the Demands of
Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 27, no. 4 (1998).
196
Rawls, PL, 268-9.
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implies that reasonable citizens can or should be free to advance their conceptions of the
good in the democratic procedure and procure state-support for the good. As we have
seen, such considerations form the basis of the standard interpretation of Rawls’ neutrality
principle, which I call minimal neutrality.
However, Gerald Cohen offers a forceful critique of Rawls’ division of labour
between the basic structure and the individuals and associations that operate inside it.197
Liam Murphy takes up and defends Cohen’s view when he says that ‘any plausible overall
political/moral view must, at the fundamental level, evaluate the justice of institutions
with normative principles that apply also to people’s choices’.198 I will follow Murphy in
calling this the ‘monist view’, as contrasted with Rawls’ apparent dualism on the separate
domains of personal and political morality. A possible implication of Cohen and
Murphy’s claim that Rawls is a dualist in this regard is that minimalist neutrality is
mistaken. If the same normative principles apply to both the basic structure and to
individuals, it might then follow that the neutrality requirement that holds on the basic
structure also holds for the individuals that operate inside that structure.199

However, Murphy allows that such normative principles will differ in how they
are applied, owing to the differing natures of the basic structure and individuals’ actions
and ends. As we have seen, the basic structure is an all-encompassing network of rights,
liberties, and resources that are of profound importance, which is well distinguished from
the kinds of comparatively minute consequences to which individuals’ everyday actions
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usually lead. Hence, even if the same normative principles may apply to both categories,
the rules that govern individuals’ conduct may be vastly different from those that regulate
the basic structure. I will call this the ‘different manifestation (of monism) thesis’. Far
from implying that Rawls is a dualist, the different manifestation thesis may simply
suggest that Rawls has not worked out what further considerations of justice apply beyond
those profound and, we might say, awesome forces that pervade the basic structure.
Moreover, this implication might be expected since the nearer we approach what I call
the peripheries of political power, the more we would expect the considerations that apply
there to be fine-grained, context dependent and situation specific.
But is the different manifestation thesis reconcilable with Rawls’ apparent
dualism, as expressed in the passage above? Rawls maintains that once the basic structure
is regulated, individuals may be left free to advance their ends more effectively. On this
point, we may observe that being ‘free’ does not imply being free from moral obligations.
As we have seen in chapter 2, to be free, reasonable citizens must reconcile their duties
towards justice (the right) and their duties towards their self-interest, or the good. When
the right and the good are congruent for a person, or at least do not conflict in major
respects, we can say that such a person is free to follow both aspects of their consciences.
From this account, we can gather that if the basic structure is appropriately regulated,
individuals may in certain fundamental respects realise the conditions for harmony
between the right and the good. Importantly, this is not to say that there are no further
obligations towards securing justice inside the basic structure, only that perhaps the most
profound matters—which concern the basic structure—have already been dealt with.
On account of the foregoing considerations, it would appear that Rawls’ theory is
consistent with any number of interpretations for neutrality. The citizens of a well-ordered
129

society may continue to hold duties of civility that extend beyond their duties that concern
the basic structure. Yet, without an account of what justice requires beyond those central
areas of political power, we may be at a loss as to what those duties entail. The three
interpretations of neutrality I investigate in this thesis present alternative accounts that
resolve such uncertainty.

In the next section, I consider a further account of how public reason might apply
to peripheral actions. This further account permits that the political values may be
balanced against each other in a less formal and rigorous manner, than what we see in the
primary goods criterion discussed above. However, we should note that exclusive
neutrality’s restrictive approach has a decisive benefit. This stems from the fact that the
aim of securing the primary goods represents the most reasonable balance of the political
values, as modelled in the original position. It follows that no reasonable citizen can deny
the considerations invoked by policies that are directed according to exclusive neutrality’s
standard of public reason. Hence, when peripheral state actions are neutral and justifiable
through this interpretation, reasonable citizens maintain their peripheral assent.

By recommending and standing by the moral injunction that fair cooperation is
cooperation that all citizens can accept in light of their common faculties of
reasonableness, exclusive neutrality is an especially robust interpretation and
development of Rawls’ view of fair cooperation. And while it may seem radical, this view
is far from unreasonable. Exclusive neutrality does not claim a legal requirement that
peripheral actions are justified according to its restrictive interpretation of public reason;
rather, it maintains that the ideal of fair cooperation sets a moral requirement of peripheral
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neutrality.200 Moreover, as I discuss in the next chapter, there is a range of state actions
that support the good that can be justified in reference to their downstream consequences
for citizens’ primary goods. This range of actions may accommodate all that is necessary
for citizens to be able to associate with each other as free and as equals in significantly
richer ways than Rawls originally envisaged; a goal that is plausibly endowed with greater
value than state support for the good for its own sake.

Individualistic Bias and the Paradox of Neutrality

We have seen that minimal neutrality maintains that only the terms of cooperation must
be neutral between interest groups, their comprehensive doctrines and associated
conceptions of the good. Since this is already required by political liberalism, as Rawls
originally developed it in PL, this interpretation is minimally neutral. And in terms of
minimal neutrality’s requirements, it maintains only a fundamental baseline of justice and
legitimacy. Alternatively, exclusive neutrality maintains that all state actions must be
neutrally justifiable. And in doing so it excludes social aims that cannot be identified in
terms of the primary goods criterion. However, the primary goods criterion fails to ground
a system of cooperation that is neutral in every sense. A system of cooperation
conforming to exclusive neutrality favours the interests of individuals construed
individualistically, or as individuals and not as members of wider groups or cultures. And
as I will argue in chapter 8, in virtue of its rigid interpretation of just state action, exclusive
neutrality privileges the economically advantaged echelons of society.
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Rainer Forst, in The Right to Justification, chapter 5, considers judicial review as a means of enforcing
a legal requirement of neutrality, but his view is more akin to the inclusive form of neutrality I consider in
the next section. Rawls too endorses judicial review for such a purpose. Rawls, PL.

131

The problem with exclusive neutrality I refer to stems from the individualistic
nature of the primary goods. Primary goods are goods that all (permissible) conceptions
of the good require for their advancement. As we have seen (3.2), these are ‘the same
basic rights, liberties, and opportunities, and the same all-purpose means such as income
and wealth, with all of these supported by the same social bases of self-respect.’201 They
are goods that all people want, whatever else they want, and that are valuable whether or
not one adheres to comprehensive doctrines that are social in content. However, an
unintended outcome of this conception of primary goods is that they are inevitably
individualistic in character, in the sense that they are more valuable for lone individuals
than for individuals qua group members. As I will explain, as members of groups,
individuals might prefer to have political power directed to other ends, such as goals for
collective action or state support for community values.202

Throughout the 1980s, the individualistic nature of the primary goods was the
focus of many criticisms of Rawls’ work. Chief among these critiques were those of
Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor. Sandel maintains that the original position
‘impossibly requires us to conceive of ourselves as separable from the ends,
identifications and values that make us who we are’.203 In a similar vein, Taylor holds
that the liberal ideals Rawls draws upon rest on a conception of the good that is depicted
as ‘radically, and desirably, atomistic’.204 The sterile, unrealistically free and atomistic
conception of the person that Sandel and Taylor attribute to Rawls sees its clearest
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manifestation in his use of the primary goods as contractors’ criterion form which to select
principles of justice. However, the individualistic nature of the primary goods is not
objectionable in the case of the basic state actions, which are required by the state’s
adherence to the GLPs. In that context, the primary goods afford each individual in
society, whether group member or not, with the rights, liberties and resources that they
presumably need to exercise their moral powers. The use of the primary goods criterion
only properly takes on a bias towards individualism when it is applied to the exclusion of
other kinds of social goals, at all levels of political power, as exclusive neutrality requires,
and as Rawls required in his earlier view, in TJ.
To appreciate the aforementioned bias, it is not necessary to consider Rawls’
moral theory in its abstract representation and the kinds of individualistic or atomistic
ideals it invokes, as in Sandel’s and Taylor’s critiques. Rather, we can look to the
application of the primary goods criterion, and consider the kinds of social cooperation
that it predictably precludes.

Under exclusive neutrality, allotments of primary goods are provided to individual
group-members, and those individuals will be free to use such resources in promotion of
their group-interests. If their allotments are sufficiently generous, we may suppose that
such individuals can have no claim of being treated unfairly. However, one of the
premises that we need to take for granted in political philosophy is the condition of
moderate scarcity.205 With this in mind, allotments of primary goods will never be
sufficient to provide citizens with such an abundance of resources that they can satisfy all
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of their wants and interests; citizens will be faced with choices about what to do with their
limited resources. Moderate scarcity introduces problems of collective action in the
following way. Individuals who belong to groups may prefer to contribute their resources
to achieving their common goals, such as support for the arts, sciences, and other cultural
goods. However, in the absence of an organising body to coordinate their efforts,
individual group members may often be incapable of funding and seeing a given goal
through to its completion. And, even if they capable of the latter, individual group
members may lack the sufficient motivation to tolerate the possibility that others will not
contribute their fair share towards the given goal. Unwillingly to shoulder a
disproportionate amount of the burden, or unable to secure a given end for practical
reasons, group interests will go unsatisfied.206

Once again, taken on its own, the above implication is not necessarily
objectionable. For there may always be things that we cannot do, given the limited
resources in the condition of moderate scarcity we find ourselves. However, in
considering the possibility that the state might be used to coordinate citizens’ efforts, we
have a definite means of achieving goals that individuals would be unable to achieve on
their own, even when provided with an allotment of primary goods. This is why the
primary goods criterion may be objectionable, when (as in exclusive neutrality) it is taken
to the exclusion of other criteria for state action at the peripheral areas of political power.
The primary goods criterion does not afford sufficient means for individuals as group
members to pursue goals that might easily be achieved given an appropriate means of
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coordination. When taken to the exclusion of all state actions, this criterion is therefore
objectionable to individuals as group members since it favours the interests of individuals
who not belong to groups that have goals and ends they share in common.

Paradoxically, by advocating that state action is solely directed by definitively
neutral concerns exclusive neutrality is decisively non-neutral. If used to regulate the
system of cooperation and thereby exclude as impermissible (nearly) all policies not
designed to promote the primary goods, exclusive neutrality may cause greater levels of
dissent on account of the state’s consequent abstention from the wider range of available
actions.207 We saw this implication earlier in discussion of minimal neutrality. This
dissent is due to the state’s inaction. Nonetheless, because such dissent concerns the
nature of how the entire peripheral system of cooperation is to function, it causes a kind
of systemic dissent that may be a more profound violation of political autonomy than the
instances of peripheral dissent that minimal neutrality permits.

To illustrate this point, let us say that a well-ordered society is predominantly
regulated by exclusive neutrality, and citizens (perhaps mistakenly) interpret this as the
correct interpretation of neutrality. In such a society, citizens will not be seen by each
other reasonably to use their political rights to push for state support of the good in ways
that are alternative to primary goods.208 When, contrary to exclusive neutrality and this
sentiment, reasonable citizens (assuming they are so) place value on state support for
non-neutral goods and see themselves as entitled to use political power to pursue them,

I say ‘nearly, since there are exceptions to exclusive neutrality’s sanctions against the promotion of nonprimary goods. I discuss these exceptions further in 5.3.
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those (reasonable) citizens will dissent from the way that fair social cooperation is
conceived of in their society.209 They may regard the notion of exclusive neutrality as
interfering with their ability to cooperate with each other politically, in a way that is fair
and impartial between the society’s interest groups. This seems to be a violation of the
fundamental organizing idea of society as a fair system of cooperation that Rawls’
neutrality is supposed to instantiate and otherwise bulwarks.

In the absence of further information regarding the value of support for the good
(see chapters 5 and 6), and without further information regarding which interpretation of
neutrality is more reasonable (see chapters 7 and 8), it appears that we are faced with a
choice between minimal neutrality’s peripheral dissent and exclusive neutrality’s
systemic dissent. This is an outcome of what I call the ‘paradox of neutrality’, which
marks a conceptual limit to how neutral the system of cooperation can be with respect to
the interests of its participants.

Some commentators note that the apparent impossibility of a perfectly neutral
social cooperation is not in itself a defect in the idea of liberal neutrality. 210 There may
merely be an outer limit to the extent that a political system can be impartial in the way
its participants are treated. I accept this idea. However, I disagree that either minimal or
exclusive neutrality realize the limit to neutrality. In the remainder of this chapter, I will
explore the possibility of a third interpretation of how Rawls’ neutrality may apply
beyond the terms of cooperation. I develop a view that accepts the paradox of neutrality
and does not try to establish how social cooperation might be perfectly neutral. Rather,
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the view I develop portrays an imperfectly neutral system, a system that is flexible in
what it may be aimed towards, but which also secures all three levels of political
autonomy: central, peripheral, and systemic assent.

4.2 The Applicability of Political Values in the Mixed Account of Public Reason
In 4.1, I presented the polarized ends in the debate on how Rawls’ neutrality in PL relates
to social aims peripheral to background justice. While these minimal and exclusive
conceptions of neutrality are at odds in their interpretation of fair and neutral cooperation,
both take for granted that support for the good is at least often mutually exclusive with an
acceptable neutral justification. In the remainder of this chapter I investigate the
possibility that such a view is mistaken. In this section, I present the idea of a ‘mixed
account’, a kind of ad hoc halfway point between minimal and exclusive neutrality. I
demonstrate why this view is mistaken, and then present my alternative conception of
neutrality in the following sections.

A Mixed Account of Rawlsian Public Reason

Neutrality theorist Jonathon Quong observes that the commonly held view of (what I call)
minimal neutrality makes the unsubstantiated assumption that ‘many or most [peripheral]
decisions fall into [the] category’, where ‘no mutually acceptable reasons are
available’.211 Above, we saw how this assumption shapes minimal neutrality by partially
grounding the claim that a procedural justification of state actions that support the good
is sufficient to consider them acceptably just. However, Quong comments that there are
neutral and mutually acceptable political values relevant to a wide range of state actions
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that support the good. He proposes the view that public reason ought to be used to justify
such actions ‘whenever possible’, that is, whenever political values are relevant to a
decision.212 Quong claims that if we can successfully identify when political values are
relevant to peripheral aims, we can require neutrality there and allow room elsewhere for
non-neutral peripheral actions.

This interpretation of public reason is markedly different from that of exclusive
neutrality. It does not require that a reasonable balance of political values translates to a
view of public reason that directs state actions exclusively to securing the primary goods.
Rather, the mixed account, as well as the inclusive approach to neutrality I discuss below,
accepts a lower threshold on what constitutes a reasonable balance of political values
(reasonable balance), as applies to peripheral political matters. This is not necessarily a
problem if we consider minimal neutrality, and not exclusive neutrality, as the standard
view. As Quong seems to imply, the very existence of any political values relevant to a
situation may be an improvement on minimal neutrality, as far as peripheral assent is
concerned. At any rate, I will set aside this concern for the moment, since there are other
problems with the ‘mixed account’ to consider. Later, in 4.3, I will discuss the idea of a
reasonable balance, as it applies to the more inclusive approach to Rawls’ neutrality that
I develop.

The mixed account has two distinct components. The first is an account of when
political values are applicable to the state actions in support of the good; the second is an
account of what is permissible when political values are inapplicable. Putting these
components together permits a mixture of neutral and non-neutral justification for state
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support for the good. In what follows I will reject the second of these components, before
using the first (in the next section) to develop my own approach to Rawls’ neutrality.

Quong considers the following example to illustrate what such an approach could permit:
Let us imagine that a group of citizens would like to have an art gallery built for [non-neutral]
reasons…Let us also assume that the city already has one art gallery but has no football
stadium. The art gallery supporters…offer as their only reason that art is intrinsically good.
The football stadium supporters, on the other hand, offer what seem to be several public
reasons that all reasonable citizens could accept as such. First, they appeal to the principle of
fairness: the art aficionados already have a gallery, the swimmers already have a pool, the
theatre lovers have a theatre, the tennis players have courts; in fact, every significant group in
the city has a government-funded facility except football fans. The football supporters
also…argue that the stadium will help the city’s economy since it will serve as a new home for
a professional team (the art aficionados cannot make a similar claim because there is already
one gallery…).213

Economic benefits have often be used as a ground for the neutral justification of
support for the good, and so I will set that consideration aside here.214 What is novel about
Quong’s view is his appeal to ‘fairness’ as an independent ground from which we may
judge what peripheral actions are appropriate and in the interests of the people, neutrally
construed. I examine this notion further in the next section, where I will also comment on
why Quong thinks it is unfair that the art gallery is supported. For now I will make two
comments. First, this flexible rendition of public reason accommodates as neutrally
justified a wider range of state actions that support the good, some which concern
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substantively non-neutral ends, such as football. Second, the value of fairness that
Quong’s example invokes does not overstep the boundary demarcated by the GLPs. Since
his example is consistent with the maintenance of background justice, we can assume that
the society is fair at a fundamental level. Quong’s argument concerns fairness when we
contemplate the state’s use of resources beyond those fundamental areas of political
power.
The following objection might be pressed against my claim that Quong’s
argument concerns fairness at the peripheral areas of state action. Rawls requires
neutrality on the constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice. Fairness is a matter
of basic justice, and so Quong invokes a fundamental value from which to adjudicate
between non-neutral goods. Quong’s is, then, an incorrect application of Rawls’ theory,
since Rawls clearly stipulates that fundamental (or central) matters must be adjudicated
on only with public reason defined in a strict sense, as in the primary goods criterion.
Since Quong imports values from the peripheral areas of cooperation into central areas
that are defined by a more stringent interpretation of ‘fairness’, he contaminates central
neutrality with a more relaxed requirements of the peripheral areas of political power.
This objection to Quong’s application of fairness reveals why it has been
important carefully to retrace the grounds of Rawls’ theory, as I have done in 3.1-3. We
saw there that the central neutrality required to well-order a society and attain
fundamental political autonomy only requires the state to adhere to GLPs in what I have
called central actions, and what Rawls calls the basic structure. Under my account, the
GLPs provide us with a more or less precise interpretation of what Rawls means when he
says that public reason applies on the constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice.
Matters of basic justice are, then, interpreted as ‘fairness’ requiring ‘measures assuring
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all citizens adequate, all-purpose means to make use of their basic liberties and
opportunities’ (3.2). Such matters of basic justice are not, therefore, contaminated by
Quong’s application of fairness in the example above, nor does Quong inappropriately
use fairness as a value that applies to peripheral areas of state action.

As for the second component of the mixed account, Quong also attempts to
accommodate circumstances where a neutral resolution will not be possible.
This broad view of public reason’s scope does not deny the possibility that there may be cases
where no mutually acceptable reasons are available at the non-essential [peripheral] level, and
that in these instances all we can do is use a fair decision-making mechanism to determine the outcome.215

In sum, Quong requires that public reason is used only where applicable. When it is not,
a fair decision-procedure for adjudicating between non-neutral values is acceptable.
Peripheral assent stands as a value in some instances and ought to be achieved, while in
other instances there may be no mutually acceptable decisions. By ignoring the demand
for neutrality when there is no possibility of peripheral acceptance, the mixed account
purports to preserve a place of non-neutral values and support for the good in the political
process.216

The attraction of this view comes from the way it seems to minimize the potential
for dissent, which is to say that it maximizes political autonomy. Allegedly, it avoids
peripheral dissent in standard cases of peripheral action, where neutral values apply. It
also avoids the systemic dissent that (as discussed in 4.1) results from a denial of the
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(putatively reasonable) exercise of citizens’ political rights to support the good. However,
I shall now argue that in one respect the mixed account cannot deliver this outcome.

In order to attain peripheral assent in circumstances where neutral values are
applicable, the mixed account must give priority to neutral over non-neutral values. Yet,
to preserve a place for non-neutral values to be adjudicated upon through a fair procedure
(as in minimal neutrality), it must also be true that there will be decisions where neutral
values do not apply. However, tax refunds and redistribution are always options. So there
may never be situations ‘where no mutually acceptable reasons are available at the
[peripheral] level’ (barring symbolic acts, such as street names and public declarations,
which do not require expenditure). Hence, the mixed account will (almost) never
recommend a deference to a fair decision-procedure for adjudicating between non-neutral
values.

For this reason, the second component of the mixed account collapses under
scrutiny. Since there is no instance of state expenditure that does not bear some not
relevance to the political values, priority to those political values in peripheral decisionmaking gives way to a presumption in favour of political values, and for peripheral
neutrality. This observation may not constitute reason to reject the mixed account
outright. The mixed account may, nevertheless, be a coherent and consistent conception
of political morality. However, the above considerations do mean that the mixed account
is indistinguishable from exclusive neutrality in its requirements. Both views share the
same drawbacks and benefits. I will not further interrogate the mixed view for the reason
that it is insufficiently distinct to present us with a meaningfully separate conception of
how Rawls’ neutrality may apply at the peripheral areas of political power.

142

That said, Quong’s flexible rendition of public reason nevertheless presents a way
for substantively non-neutral peripheral aims to be given a neutral justification. If such
justifications can achieve a reasonable balance of political values (something I consider
in 4.4), then it may not be necessary to defer to a decision-procedure (as allowed by
minimal neutrality and suggested by the mixed account). Hence, as long as peripheral
aims of significant value can be justified in this way, reasonable citizens will have no
cause for systemic dissent if they cannot (reasonably) defer to a fair decision-procedure.
I call the resulting view ‘inclusive neutrality’, since it incorporates a more inclusive
definition of public reason than exclusive neutrality in its requirement for peripheral
neutrality.
Despite the mixed account’s lack of distinct implications for politics, Quong’s
observation regarding the applicability of political values progresses the debate on
whether and how Rawls’ neutrality can be extended to apply to peripheral aims, such as
support for the good. Specifically, Quong’s mixed account calls into question the
unsubstantiated assumption underpinning both minimal and exclusive neutrality, that
many or most peripheral decisions will not be resolvable according to neutral values. As
Quong illustrates, ‘fairness’ (and arguably other political values too) may be a factor in
decisions on peripheral actions that are directed to promoting non-neutral values. And as
I have observed, since neutral values will be relevant to all decisions in light of everpresent neutral alternative actions, they stand to resolve every difficult decision without
peripheral dissent.

While these observations progress the debate, they do not eliminate the difficulty
that minimal neutrality seeks to avoid. Consider that although many peripheral political
decisions may be resolved neutrally, a recourse to default options such as tax-refunds or
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redistribution may not do justice to the issues at stake. On the one hand, they offer the
appearance of an exit strategy from the inevitable conflict of politics, however, they also
favour individual interests supported by monetary redistribution, over group interests that
could otherwise be the target of (non-neutral) government assistance. To establish that
the view I shall develop here, that of inclusive neutrality, is neither skewed in favour of
individualistic interests and nor a cause of systemic dissent, I need to demonstrate how
support for the good may be justified neutrally, such as through the invocation of the
political value of fairness.

4.3 Justifying State Support for the Good with Inclusive Neutrality

It seems that to present a morally preferable alternative to either minimal or exclusive
neutrality, we must show why a principle requiring peripheral assent in all cases of
peripheral action would not exclude wholesale the state’s support of the good and the
possibility that non-neutral values can factor into the state’s decisions. This requires three
conditions to be met. First, a neutral justification must be able to be offered for policies
that support the good. Second, such a justification must pass as an acceptable form of
public reason, so that reasonable citizens may endorse it, and enjoy peripheral assent.
Third, such a justification must also be sufficiently weighty, so that unlike the mixed
account there are occasions where support for the good is not outweighed by policies
aimed at securing the substantively neutral category of primary goods (which include, for
example, tax-refunds and monetary redistribution).
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In this section, I detail how inclusive neutrality meets the first two of these
conditions.217 In the next section, I demonstrate how it meets the third. The first step in
this explication will interrogate Quong’s use of fairness as a ground for neutral
justification. In relation to this, I argue that the value of fairness applies more generally
than Quong suggests. And I present an account for how fairness can be used to offer a
neutral justification for support for the good. This account involves an appeal to
preference satisfaction, as a neutrally recognised interest, together with a ‘holistic view’
that considers support for the good as a continuous series of state actions, as opposed to
isolated events. After presenting my account, I offer a brief description of why the
grounds it invokes may be articulated in terms of acceptable public reasons, and,
therefore, how they may allow citizens to enjoy peripheral assent. I conclude that the
inclusive approach to neutral justification developed here, that of inclusive neutrality, is
capable of commanding peripheral assent while justifying support for the good, although
it remains to be shown that such a justification will be sufficiently weighty.

What is Objectionable about State Support for the Good?

Let us refer back to the example used in 4.1 in which citizens are contemplating the use
of state resources for a grand endowment for the arts, space exploration or the
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redistribution of the allocated funds back to the people. By applying Quong’s rationale to
this example, we can identify when it would be fair for the state to enact either (or both)
the proposed endowment for the arts or the venture for space exploration in so doing we
may provide a neutral justification for those actions in terms of the political value of
fairness.
However, Quong’s argument does not apply to my examples in precisely the same
way in which it does to his own. Consider how Quong invokes the political value of
fairness to justify the building of a football stadium on the grounds that ‘every significant
group in the city has a government-funded facility except football fans’.218 Football
might, by this reasoning, be fairly supported by the state due to a pre-existing inequality
in relation to state support of other goods and corresponding interest groups. Yet, this
argument might not hold for a grand endowment to the arts or a venture for space
exploration—depending on how grand such an endowment might be. Suppose that we
are considering large-scale expensive schemes, and ongoing commitments to nonneutrally valued projects that are not paralleled by the one-off construction of public
facilities. These schemes and projects are the first of their kind to garner support from the
state. In such cases, we must look for other ways to apply the political value of fairness.

Incidentally, this last point raises the question of whether the state would have
been initially justified in building the tennis courts or the art gallery which led to the
inequality in public facilities in Quong’s example. For if the state were justified in
building these facilities, in the absence of prior inequalities, then the state may be justified
for similar reasons – whatever they are – in enacting either of the ‘grand proposals’ I
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consider here. For this reason, in what follows I consider all these examples together in
presenting an account of neutral justification according to the political value of fairness.

Since they are valued only by some interest groups, non-neutral facilities and
‘grand proposals’ alike pose a difficulty in identifying whether or how they might be
fairly supported by the state. Yet, the fact that these aims for state action are only valued
by some people is not expressly why they might be considered objectionable and ill-suited
to a neutral justification. Consider that with the exception of the all-encompassing rights
and guarantees of resources that the maintenance of background justice requires, most
instances of state action stand to benefit only a section of the population and not everyone,
certainly not everyone equally. Examples include the construction of specific roads and
railways or other kinds of infrastructure, as well as the subsidization of particular
medicines and some forms of heath care. Most discrete state actions, taken individually,
as opposed to the continuous ongoing development of infrastructure, inevitably benefit
only some people and not all.

What makes the government funding of tennis courts and art galleries potentially
objectionable is not the limited set of people that they benefit, as such. Rather, due to the
burdens of judgement (discussed in 3.1), reasonable people will disagree on the place of
these facilities in supporting a good life. Moreover, reasonable people will also disagree
on whether the state should support the good beyond providing individuals with the
resources they require to do so on their own. Compare the interest in having a local art
gallery to having easier access to urban areas via well-maintained and constructed public
roads or railways. The latter are public goods that all reasonable people can accept as
rationally valuable. On the other hand, the ability of art aficionados to, say, examine
confronting avant-garde art-forms or captivating landscape portraits does not satisfy any
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conditions reasonable people will necessarily agree contribute to a good life. Many
reasonable people may consider these pursuits as trivial diversions from pressing matters
that demand attention (in a good life), such as causes for humanitarian aid, political
activism, or vocational calls to religious salvation. And others still may simply regard art,
for instance, as not up to their standard of value, preferring more active or interactive
pursuits involving sports or technology. Hence, whether because art enjoyment may be
considered too frivolous or too passive (although it may be neither), many reasonable
people may disagree with the reasons advanced for why the state should fund art galleries.
It is in this respect that non-neutral facilities and ‘grand proposals’ may be seen as
objectionably non-neutral, and the engagement of the system of cooperation in their
support may cause peripheral dissent.

Preference Satisfaction as a Neutral Interest

There is at least one way in which reasonable people might view non-neutral facilities
and ‘grand proposals’ as satisfying a genuine interest they accept as neutrally valuable:
reasonable people may accept the interest that each has in meeting the preferences they
form regarding what they believe is in their good. Reasonable people, as defined by
Rawls, may not accept the value of art, or have an interest in space exploration, but they
can nonetheless appreciate the value of conceiving of the good, and in having the power
to pursue it, whether on their own or with the support of the state. This follows from their
possession of the moral powers (see 3.1). Reasonable people may disagree with the
contents of each other’s preferences, and even disagree that these preferences contribute
to a person’s well-being. However, reasonable people also accept that others have higherorder interests in having a means to pursue the good, and in exercising the second moral
power (to conceive of the good). Hence, as an extension of having a means of pursuing
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the good, I maintain that insofar as a person’s preferences concern their good, as Rawls
defines reasonable people, they must accept that the power for that person to have a
preference satisfied may be experienced as a good.219
To be sure, the content of some people’s preferences may be socially
inflammatory, such as a preference for state-support for art-forms with offensive content.
And certain political climates may exacerbate this. In such instances, preference
satisfaction will be an unsuitable ground of neutral justification. 220 Nevertheless, there
are sufficient non-inflammatory preferences which reasonable people may tolerate, even
if they do not or cannot share those preferences. Thus, although we may suppose that
some tennis players care little about the arts, and some art aficionados care even less about
tennis, either group can appreciate the other’s rationality and the benefit of having their
lifestyles supported.

This is not to say that reasonable people automatically accept that the state ought
to be involved in supporting the good. Rather, the present claim is only that reasonable
people can appreciate the benefit to each other’s well-being that is derived from
preference satisfaction. Thus, reasonable people may be capable of abstracting from the
content of a respective preference for state action, and appreciating each other’s wants as
wants, on a reasonable basis, to determine if and when it may be fair for the state to be
involved in satisfying these preferences. What is critical to this account is that reasonable
people accept the value of preference satisfaction only insofar as it is a means of pursuing
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their conception of the good. This is because, under Rawls’ theory, there are grounds for
reasonable people to accept the importance of having a conception of the good, but for
what a given preference might consist in.

This view distinguishes between, on the one hand, state actions conducted for
philosophical reasons that concern what is valuable, and on the other hand, state actions
conducted for political reasons that concern what people want.221 This is a similar
distinction to that between comprehensive doctrines and political conceptions of justice.
In the sense invoked here, philosophical reasons stem from comprehensive doctrines
while, as I use the term, political reasons stem from the political ideas that define the
public culture of a democratic society. By doing without the philosophical reasons for
state support for the good, justifications for substantively non-neutral policies can be
offered in terms of the political values of fairness and preference satisfaction. The latter
is a species of positive freedom, and in that capacity a political value under Rawls’
scheme.222 What allows fairness and preference satisfaction to ground distinctly political
reasons is their relation to the legitimate claims that citizens have in using the political
cooperation to their advantage. Fairness and preference satisfaction are values that justify
the political process, and where drawn upon in the justification of peripheral actions do
not invoke philosophical reasons for policies beyond the values that reasonable people
are already defined as accepting. To reiterate, reasonable people are defined as accepting
the ideas of society as a fair system of cooperation for the mutual advantage, and the
political conception of the person as entailing the two moral powers and the value of their
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exercise. When taken together, these two ideas can be phrased in terms of the legitimate
interest that citizens have in using the political system in cooperation with each other to
advance the interests they have in exercising their moral powers. Preference satisfaction,
suitably qualified so as to refer only to the morally permissible preferences held by
reasonable people, provides a means to that end.

The Holistic View of State Support for the Good
With these distinctions in hand, we can now see how Quong’s reasoning may come into
play as part of a more inclusive approach to neutral justification. Quong argues that it is
only fair that the football stadium be built, because the state has already provided tennis
players and art aficionados with their facilities. However, when we examine the situation
before any such facility has been constructed (at ‘time-zero’), there is no prior inequality
that would make it fair for the state to be involved in supporting the good. For this reason,
we need a somewhat different justification. Instead of merely justifying support for the
good retrospectively, by taking into consideration past and present inequality, I suggest
that we can look prospectively to future state actions, with the goal of equal consideration
in mind. We can still appeal to fairness, but we need to express something more like the
following principle: ‘State action for preference satisfaction is permissible as long as all
preferences are provided with equal consideration and are pursued fairly with respect to
each other, when we take the state’s intentions and planned actions into account’.223 Such
a principle invokes the idea that a given instance of state support for the good will, or is
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intended to, occur within the context of a series of policies or actions that are to, similarly,
support the good, such that each action is fair and proportionate with respect to the others.
Where this principle is followed, any one instance of the state’s support for the
good might be considered as a discrete act in a continuous series of actions aimed at
securing and promoting the ‘public good’, and not the interests of any particular group as
such. I call this the holistic view of fair support for the good (also, holistic view).224 It
holds that as long as all citizens are to be considered equally important and their
preferences similarly regarded, we can provide a more or less rough understanding of
when and how much discretionary expenditure could be used fairly to support citizens in
realizing their goals. This, in turn, yields a principle of proportionality: ‘In order for
support to be fair to competing interest groups, the allocation of state funds for a given
good must reflect the number of people that actually value it.’

Consider the construction of separate pieces of infrastructure as an analogy. A
road here and a railway there do not directly support the entire population of a society,
but the ongoing practice of providing and maintaining such infrastructure serves the
public as a whole. Among other reasons, this is because the building of a road here and a
railway there to benefit one or another set of people creates a precedent for the building
of a further road or railway for another set of people. And we may assume that eventually
all areas of a country, say, barring the especially remote, will reach the same standard of
infrastructure. Similarly, state support for any one non-neutrally valued (grand) proposal
or public facility, for instance, does not serve the interests of the entire population. Yet,

A similar view of utilitarianism is defended in Kelly, “Taking Utilitarianism Seriously”, 11. Andrew
Lister refers to ‘zooming out’ and looking at a wider set of state-actions, to answer similar concerns. Franz
Fan-lun Mang invokes ‘holism’ in a similar way that I do here. Andrew Lister, Public Reason and Political
Community (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013), chapter 4. Franz Fan-lun Mang, “Liberal Neutrality
and Moderate Perfectionism.” Res Publica 19 (2013).
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the ongoing practice of state support for non-neutrally valuable activities is closer to
serving the interests of the public as a whole than one-off policies, since a collection of
policies or actions in support for the good is closer to realizing such an ideal than a single
state action. This is because the state support of one interest group sets a precedent for
the support for others, and eventually the state’s concern for all interest groups may meet
something akin to a ‘standard of care’, as a teacher might have for his or her students or
a parent for their numerous children. By invoking this notion, we can make a
determination on whether the interests of art aficionados and space enthusiasts alike could
in principle be supported fairly by a comprehensive proposal or ‘package’ that involves
support for numerous forms of the good.

Let us pause for a moment to consider what kind of view is presented by the above.
The holistic view and its principle of proportionality might be classified as a form of
welfarism that rests on the moral weight of preference satisfaction. It might also be
considered as a form of utilitarianism, as long as unfairness in preference satisfaction is
counted as a source of disutility. Notwithstanding the potential difficulties that are
introduced by multi-value utilitarianism, such a view may be plausible. This is because
the respective weights of preference satisfaction and fairness of preference satisfaction
are not necessarily incommensurable, and both could feed into the same calculations of
determining what actions yield the most utility. Such speculations may be unnecessary,
however, since what is it important—its putative utilitarian credentials aside—is that such
a view is at least considered as founding a more generic principle that could be selected
by contractors in the original position. For this to happen its key characteristics must be
distinguished meaningfully from other positions that may be selected in the original
position.
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I now discuss the holistic view’s limitations to further illustrate its underlying
rationale. Say that a particular interest group, A, holds a preference for a non-neutral
good, z, the satisfaction of which requires the state to allocate vast amounts of resources
to that interest group. The holistic view does not reject out of hand the support of such a
good. Rather, it considers the sum total of available social resources to be allocated to
support all permissible forms of the good practiced or used in the society. Then, it
considers the range of interest groups in society, say A-F, and the range of goods they
prefer, respectively, u-z.225 If there were similar expensive goods that the state could
support for other interest groups, conceivably, the holistic view might aid us in
determining a roughly fair allocation of funds that divides what is available fairly between
those interest groups. In other words, it might be fair that group A receives (expensive)
good z, as long as groups B-F receive funding for goods u-y that approximated the same
level of expense as z. However, in the instance that good z has no comparable analogues
in u-y, as far as the allocation of resources is concerned, the holistic view would not
determine that state support for the z, the uniquely expensive good, would be fair.
Therefore, the holistic view must recommend against support for z, or find a compromise,
perhaps in terms of partial support for z.
A comparison with the similar although distinct ‘principle of proportionate
satisfaction’ (which contractors may consider in the original position) will help to
elucidate this point. This principle allocates primary goods according to citizens’
requirements to pursue their determinate conceptions of the good. More resources are,
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then, allocated to citizens with expensive tastes, or elaborate ends, such as building
magnificent cathedrals or embarking on religious pilgrimages. This is a socially divisive
principle, with no measures for ensuring that citizens understand that they are treated
fairly by the state.226 Alternatively, the holistic view of fair support for the good maintains
that such policies, which we may liken to support for good z above, are permissible only
under the condition that similar ventures can be taken up by the state in support for other
interest groups. Since it is unlikely that the majority of interest groups constituting the
society (such as groups B-F) will also require subsidization to this extent, it is unlikely
that cathedral building and religious pilgrimage could pass as the subjects of ‘fair
support’.227

However, we see the opposite outcome in the case of inexpensive good u, valued
by group F, which is efficiently supported by the state. Say that no other interest group
values a comparably inexpensive good. Although state support for u, in the absence of
support for other goods, is a deviation from perfect fairness, it may be tolerated by the
holistic view. This is because the holistic view does not purport to find a perfect balance
of fair support of the good between interest groups. That would be impossible. Any
package of state support for numerous goods will involve some inequality and some
deviation from perfect fairness. And since such a deviation is exemplified by the isolated
instance of support for u, this is permissible despite it not being a part of a wider package
of goods. This is the exception that proves the rule that founds the holistic view.

Rawls denies that contactor would select such a principle in John Rawls, “Fairness to Goodness.” The
Philosophical review 84, no. 4 (1975), 551-5.
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One particular detail must, however, be explained before we can view the above
as a sufficiently defined view. This detail concerns the place of individuals’ responsibility
in conceiving of the good, or more particularly, the responsibility they hold in developing
their tastes, as concerns how expensive their tastes are. Without this consideration we
would be tempted to consider the above as a form of neutrality of consequences. That
form of neutrality is held almost unanimously by neutrality theorists to be an untenable
position, since it would require the state to do the impossible, by making its actions have
the same measured effect on all conceptions of the good. 228 In contrast to such a
requirement, the holistic view developed here is rendered plausible by the place of
citizens’ responsibility in conceiving of the good and, relatedly, their reasonable
expectations in garnering state-support for the good. Citizens taking responsibility for the
expenses required to satisfy their preferences means that such expenses will be apparent
to citizens while they are in the process of developing their conception of the good, and
what kinds of activities they consider are better to acquire a taste for.229 The state is, then,
not obligated to devote more resources to procuring pre-phylloxera claret and plovers’
eggs for one group of people where the rest have judged more mundane appetites to be
easier to satisfy and better on that count. This element of the holistic view makes it akin
to what Ronald Dworkin’s equality of resources, and what Thomas Christiano might
describe as a principle requiring the ‘equal advancement of interests’.230 The holistic view
is, then, an equal-input/unequal-output model for fair cooperation. State resources are
contributed to citizens’ ends in a way that approximates an equal contribution to citizens’
various ends, but there is no expectation that an equal outcome is to be achieved for the
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differences made to citizens’ welfare—barring, of course, contributions to citizens’
welfare that come from the equal political autonomy that fair cooperation secures.

To emphasise two points that are critical to this account. First, the holistic view
places an onus on whether an interest group is provided with a fair allotment of resources,
and not on whether they achieve similar levels of well-being to other interest groups.
Hence, support for the good is determined to be fair as a result of inputs from the state
into society in terms of support for the good. Fairness is not ultimately determined by
outputs, or by effects of policies on society in terms of interest groups’ or individuals’
well-being, or by whether policies are successful in satisfying a preference for a given
good. To be sure, the predicted effects of a policy’s success must be a factor in whether
a given good can be effectively supported with available resources. This is a prudential
concern about whether funds are wisely spent, which as I discuss in 4.4, is necessary to
determine that support for the good in a given instance is sufficiently weighty to override
the state’s alternative and substantively neutral aims (that satisfy the ‘primary goods
criterion’ of exclusive neutrality).

The second point critical to the holistic view is that it concerns an indeterminate
approximation of fair allocation of resources to interest groups. As the earlier analogy
with the ongoing provision of infrastructure illustrates, the holistic approach to fair
support comes close to serving the public good. However, a gap remains, and that is that
fair support for the good stops short of serving the interests of the public as a whole. There
will be interest groups that share conceptions of the good that would either not benefit
from the state’s support or that cannot be supported by the state in a practical way. For
example, interest groups might be too small, making it uneconomical for state
intervention, or the goods concerned might be too costly for effective support from the
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state. This means that we cannot say that everyone’s interests are served by support for
the good in the same way that we can with infrastructure. The analogy with infrastructure
might hold in cases where it is uneconomical for the state to make all remote areas
accessible, as it is uneconomical for the state to support expensive conceptions of the
good. However, this analogy breaks down when we consider that some conceptions of
the good do not require state support at all, so that not everyone’s interests are served by
support for the good, whereas even the interests of monastic ascetics are served by wellmaintained roads as well as access to health care.
In terms of ‘fairness’, this indeterminate form of neutral justification does not live
up to the same standard that is seen in exclusive neutrality’s primary goods criterion,
which forms a better if not perfect analogy with the state’s provision and maintenance of
infrastructure. However, such an analogy (if we allow it to) presents an ideal. It need not
define what counts as an acceptable form of public justification. And acceptable forms of
public justification are decided by what criteria satisfactorily accommodate the political
values, particularly fairness, and pass as a form of public reason. I will now consider this
question before returning, in the next section, to the issue of whether grand proposals and
non-neutral facilities might be given a sufficiently weighty neutral justification.

Preference Utilitarianism as a Source of Public Reason

The holistic view of fair support for the good and the consequent interpretation of
inclusive neutrality is imperfect; it does not provide a justification for state actions in
terms of interests that are equally acceptable for all reasonable people. However, since

158

this form of inclusive neutrality (hereafter ‘inclusive neutrality’)231 relies on (neutral)
political values, it may still pass as a form of public reason. To establish that it does, we
need to lay the groundwork for a conception of justice that uses it and demonstrate why
it might be chosen in the original position or some other suitable procedure of
construction.232 I consider this task in some detail in chapter 7, and so will offer only a
brief outline here.

As I will elucidate, one point speaks in favour of inclusive neutrality as grounding
a form of public reason, and that is that preference satisfaction is invoked by some forms
of restricted utilitarianism. This is a conception of justice that is informed by the
rationale(s) that founds utilitarian normative theory and is restricted by the ‘general liberal
principles’ (GLPs) that direct the state to maintaining background justice (see 3.2-3).
Rawls admits this conception of justice into his family of reasonable conceptions on two
counts. First, it incorporates the GLPs, which Rawls describes as satisfying the criteria of
a reasonable conception. In 5.4, I argue against these criteria as sufficient for entry to the
family of reasonable conceptions, and so I will set them aside here. The second count is
more instructive: contractors in the ‘original position’ have inconclusive grounds to reject
restricted utilitarianism in favour of ‘justice as fairness’. This means that contractors’
deliberations may invoke considerations from restricted utilitarianism, such as preference
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satisfaction.233 And since these deliberations model public reason, we might think that
arguments invoking preference satisfaction should pass as an acceptable form of public
reason (see 3.4 and 4.1).

Yet, such a conclusion would be premature before addressing the implications of
admitting restricted utilitarianism into the family of reasonable conceptions of justice.
Restricted utilitarianism is plausibly interpreted as justifying the democratic procedure as
a means of achieving an approximation of the public good.234 Hence, it offers a procedural
justification for peripheral actions, and is consistent with minimal neutrality. Further
justifications formed on the basis of preference satisfaction may be complicated, biased
in favour of proponents, and therefore unsuitable as a form of public reason; the problem
lies in the accessibility and therefore the acceptability of the justificatory framework that
utilitarian calculus invokes.235 Thus, in its standard form, restricted utilitarianism does
not support inclusive neutrality, and despite Rawls’ view that it may conform to the
standards of a reasonable conception of justice, it does not support the idea of public
reason as a moral requirement at the peripheral areas of political power (that is, areas
concerning matters such as support for the good, which go beyond the maintenance of
background justice).

However, if restricted utilitarianism entails a reasonable conception of justice then
we must view it as capable of well-ordering a politically liberal society—that is, a society
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where reasonable people accept the three main ideas of a democratic culture, which imply
that they understand the associated interests and benefits of political autonomy, including
peripheral assent (see 3.2, and also chapter 2). This entitles us to inform our understanding
of how restricted utilitarianism (utilitarianism)236 would be conceived of in a politically
liberal society and develop it along these lines. Thus, since utilitarian conceptions of
justice defer to peoples’ interests (through preferences, well-being, or utility) in the
calculation of what counts as just in any given instance, we must include peoples’ interests
in political autonomy in our assessment of utility. As a consequence, utilitarianism may
be developed in a direction that it is consistent with a requirement for peripheral assent
and, therefore, with peripheral neutrality, as well as the particular notion of inclusive
neutrality I am considering here. To illustrate how utilitarianism might develop in this
way, consider how peripheral assent might enter into a utilitarian justification. Provided
that peripheral assent is interpreted as a sufficiently weighty form of utility, a reasonable
persons’ rejection of a utilitarian justification for a given action might render that
justification void on utilitarian grounds. In other words, since peripheral dissent may
count as a decisive utilitarian reason to abstain from a given action, we may interpret
utilitarianism (or utilitarian conceptions of justice) as, on some occasions at least,
requiring that utilitarian calculations be acceptable to reasonable people, so as to afford
them with peripheral assent. I call this amended version ‘justificatory utilitarianism’.

We might suppose that justificatory utilitarianism meets the peripheral neutrality
requirement when it can issue a formal justification for the state’s actions, rather than
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merely appealing to the state’s democratic credentials. As Brian Barry maintains, the
democratic procedure may be viewed as a reasonable means of resolving disputes
between what the state ought to do.237 A democracy’s procedural credentials, then, justify
its decisions. We have seen that peripheral neutrality requires more than this minimal
approach to public justification that is entailed by minimal neutrality. To fulfil the
desideratum of further justification for the outcomes of the democratic procedure, in terms
of public reason, we might suppose that justificatory utilitarianism offers such a
justification by appealing to the values that are promoted by that procedure.238 What I call
a ‘pseudo-procedural justification’ may, then, be offered for state-actions by appealing to
the utilitarian justification of the democratic procedure. However, this would be a
disappointing conclusion and development of utilitarian theory. If exclusive neutrality
sets the highest threshold of fairness in public reason, this pseudo-procedural justification
sets the lowest, and is equivalent to minimal neutrality.

It is implausible, though, that justificatory utilitarianism meets the peripheral
neutrality requirement with a mere pseudo-procedural justification. This is due to the way
that the concept of public reason is modelled by contractors’ reasoning in the original
position. For a principle or consideration of justice to count as public reason under Rawls’
theory, it must instantiate a reasonable balance of the political values. The purpose of the
original position is, then, to provide a methodical way of balancing the political values
against each other. As discussed in 4.1, this does not mean that simply any balance of
values suffices. We must find room for the greatest levels of freedom, equality, and
fairness to coexist. Thus, we are obligated through our reasonableness and sense of fair
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cooperation to consider further the value of fairness in instances of state action that
present room for improvement. Such instances are seen where further fairness may define
the state’s actions without detracting in a comparable way from the freedom and equality
they also realize. This gives us reason to believe that the lowest threshold of fair state
action, as provided by a pseudo-procedural justification, will be insufficient and indeed
unreasonable in cases where additional political value(s) might easily be incorporated into
the rationale of a given political decision.

While minimal neutrality is premised on the view that political values are often
unable to be incorporated into political decisions, inclusive neutrality, through its holistic
view of fair support for the good (holistic view), presents one way to supplement
justificatory utilitarianism. It stipulates that fair support for the good must be
proportionate, so that the allocation of state funds for a given end reflects the number of
people that value it. For instance, if the state used all its discretionary budget for a venture
for space exploration while most of the population preferred an endowment for the arts,
it would be in violation of the holistic view’s principle of proportionality and would cause
peripheral dissent. Moreover, the holistic view also holds that fair support for the good is
carried out in the context of support for other goods overtime, so that the state reaches an
approximation of fair treatment for interest groups.239 To illustrate, say that the state has
used a quarter of its discretionary budget on space exploration, in a rough reflection of
the proportion of the population that values it. The holistic view maintains that future
state actions should be directed to other causes in a way that is also in keeping with the
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principle of proportionality, so as to provide citizens from other interest groups with the
same standard of care, or consideration of interests.

By drawing more fine-grained distinctions between fair and unfair support for the
good, the holistic view provides an account of how additional political value, such as
additional fairness and equality, can be incorporated into (utilitarian) rationales and
justifications for the state’s actions. I call the consequent form of utilitarianism ‘utilitarian
reciprocity’, since it requires that the interest groups of a society cooperate over time
through the implementation of political power with each other’s endorsement, for their
reciprocal advantage. On this account, utilitarianism might be developed in a direction in
which it can realize a (more) reasonable balance of the political values. So, faced with the
choice between utilitarian reciprocity and the standard view of restricted utilitarianism,
we can be confident that contractors in the original position would select the former, since
it reflects a better and more reasonable balance of political values. And as utilitarianism
so understood requires peripheral neutrality while also presenting a method of attaining
peripheral assent, it confirms the notion that inclusive neutrality passes as an acceptable
form of public reason.
I say that ‘utilitarian reciprocity’ confirms and not that it establishes that inclusive
neutrality passes as a form of public reason, since one more amendment is in order. To
be suitably public, justificatory reasons that issue from utilitarian reciprocity must be
commonly accessible for reasonable people. This sets a requirement that justifications
that invoke preference satisfaction must be relatively simple.240 As I argue in the next
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section, the principle of proportionality and the holistic view of fair cooperation over time
must be met in a way that makes support for the good ‘evidently fair’.

4.4 Inclusive Neutrality as Distinct from Minimal and Exclusive Neutrality, and as
offering Alternative Benefits and Drawbacks

In this section, I summarize the three main forms of neutrality considered in this chapter
by discussing how they are distinct from each other, and what strengths and weaknesses
each possesses in relation to their ability to instantiate both the free as well as the fair
social cooperation that political autonomy requires (see 3.4). To do this, I will first
demonstrate how we might provide a convincing justification for state support for the
good using inclusive neutrality’s method of reasoning, outlined in 4.3. To develop a third
interpretation that sufficiently differs from exclusive neutrality, it is not enough to
establish that support for the good can be justified through political values. We must also
demonstrate why such justifications would preserve a place for state support for the good
in the set of permissible actions. This is necessary to establish that the problem that
unravels the mixed account, discussed in 4.2, does not do the same to inclusive neutrality.

Recall that once we prioritise the use of political values in the justification of
peripheral actions there is a risk that state actions directed to substantively neutral aims
will take the place of actions that support the good in (almost) all cases, as is required by
exclusive neutrality. To demonstrate that is this not inevitable for inclusive neutrality, I
present some cases where (neutrally justified) support for the good takes precedence over
substantively neutral aims. This brings to light the benefits of inclusive neutrality, as well
as weakness in its form of neutral justification and public reason. With these elements in
view, I then compare and contrast the alternative benefits and drawbacks of the three
forms of neutrality considered here.
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Opportunity Costs for Support of the Good

In any given instance, for state support for the good to be capable of gaining peripheral
assent it must at least be of comparable importance to alternative substantively neutral
actions available. Here, I argue that in certain situations support for the good satisfies this
condition.

What are these alternative substantively neutral actions? As we saw in 4.2, certain
‘neutral options’ are available whenever there is a decision that involves the expenditure
of taxes. Obvious examples are the redistribution of taxes according to prioritarian
concerns, humanitarian causes, or the refunding of taxes to tax-payers. For one salient
reason exclusive neutrality maintains that these neutral options, as identifiable through
the ‘primary goods criterion’, will always be more important to reasonable citizens than
support for the good. This reason is the value of securing a robust form of peripheral
assent, for all the state’s actions taken together, as discussed in 4.1. This condition of
assent founds a social ideal of profound value, which is obviously mutually exclusive
with state support for the good that cannot be provided with a neutral justification.
Therefore, under exclusive neutrality, neutral options and the ultimately profound value
that they potentially secure in this way are more important than the moral value of state
support for the good. For the most part, I accept this as a reasonable view. Taking any of
the examples discussed in this chapter (grand proposals and non-neutral facilities),
voluntary organisations together with the operations of a free-market economy already
provide citizens with opportunities for their preferences for these goods to be met. Hence,
through redistribution and tax refunds, citizens are left with more money to spend as they
see fit, which stimulates the market and increases consumer demand for desired goods
and, therefore, the likelihood that the market will provide respective goods (relating to art
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and science, for example) to consumers. Citizens can also donate to organizations that
support the good as they conceive of it.

As a neutral or political value, the freedom to do what one chooses in this way
seems to present the greatest value relevant to the use of (peripheral) political power. On
that count, exclusive neutrality presents an appealing position since it accommodates and
facilitates what we might view are the most important state actions. However, this may
not be the case where citizens’ corporate decision-making is vital. There is no guarantee
that the market will capitalize on consumer demand and that businesses will provide
citizens with their respective goods. And through social philanthropy and other such
voluntary schemes, citizens risk the pitfalls of collective action problems and the
assurance that others will do their part. Standing to lose their donation to a scheme that
never gets off the ground, many citizens may choose to forget about a proposed space
venture or arts endowment, say, even if they had previously been very keen to see it
succeed.

These possibilities highlight the way that the organizing power of the state stands
as a significant public resource and has a correspondingly significant normative status,
particularly when it provides an otherwise unattainable guarantee that citizens’
preferences will be met. However, for support for the good to have this normative status,
it must be the case that the alternative neutral options, such as tax refunds or prioritarian
redistribution that would otherwise be supplied, would provide individuals with relatively
trivial opportunities as compared with what the public stands to gain from state support
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for the good.241 To be justified over support for alternative neutral options, state support
for the good must also be effective and efficient in satisfying the preferences at hand. The
triviality of neutral options together with the possibility of effective support for the good
are, then, two necessary conditions for saying that a consideration of opportunity costs
favours support for the good. In such cases, preference satisfaction through support for
the good may be identified as among the most important interests at stake since they are
non-trivial interests that would go unsatisfied without state intervention.242

This demonstrates that arguably there are cases where a presumption in favour of
political values is consistent with support for the good. Inclusive neutrality articulates
how political values can justify support for the good, and other non-neutral peripheral
aims, through the invocation of preference satisfaction, as per the holistic view of fair
support for the good (see 4.3). And since these particular political, or neutral, values can
be given greater import under the aforementioned conditions (in satisfying the
opportunity cost test), public reason need not default to the primary goods criterion and
recommend neutral aims for cooperation exemplified by tax redistribution, refund, or the
provision and maintenance of public infrastructure.

Unlike the mixed account, inclusive neutrality is a distinct view of political
morality that is an alternative to exclusive neutrality, since it provides a rationale that
might successfully permit state support for the good. It is also an alternative to minimal
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neutrality, through its moral requirement for the neutral justification of all peripheral
actions in accordance with acceptable public reasons. As such, it preserves what I describe
as the three levels of political autonomy: peripheral assent, systemic assent, in addition to
the standard notion of central assent or fundamental political autonomy attained when the
state maintains background justice (see 4.1).

Nevertheless, all three of interpretations (minimal, inclusive, and exclusive) have unique
characteristics. And it remains to be seen which is superior as interpretations of Rawls
and as normative theories. For instance, although inclusive morality may be morally
preferable in terms of the three levels of political autonomy it affords, it relies on a
necessarily imperfect form of justification.

Indeterminacy in Preference Satisfaction, and Imperfect Justification

The difficulty for inclusive neutrality is in demonstrating how the value of one preference
being satisfied may be measured against another, or indeed other neutrally construed
values. This difficulty is complicated by the fact that preferences come in different
strengths and one individual can partake in multiple interest groups. Thus, the assessment
of people’s claims to have their preferences met presents a significant issue for
determining when a given justification is acceptable to all reasonable people. Indeed, this
is precisely the reason why Rawls developed an account of primary goods as a public
basis of comparison to measure claims of justice against each other.243

I do not offer a metric for measuring the strength and import of a preference, but
I do maintain that to be acceptable public reasons invoking preference satisfaction must
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be transparently or ‘evidently fair’ to the disparate interest groups constituting the society.
Hence, if a disproportionate amount of funding were provided for any one non-neutral
project then the respective state action would not incorporate a reasonable balance of the
political values (fairness particularly but also equal moral status) and peripheral assent
could not be maintained in the given instance.244 And if the society’s various interest
groups cannot agree or perceive that funds are used on projects in a proportionate way,
they will not be able to agree that support for such projects is fair. This places an advanced
publicity requirement on neutral justification according to preference satisfaction, which
counteracts the obscure nature of utilitarian forms of justification that rely on a calculus
of interests that is open to numerous interpretations.245
The indeterminacy of ‘evident fairness’ is an ineradicable difficulty with inclusive
neutrality. It means that neutral justification according to (fair) preference satisfaction
will necessarily be imperfect, and even subject to some level of dissent, however subtle.
In Part 3 of this thesis, I argue that the imperfect nature of this form of justification is a
necessary consequence of the flexibility of social cooperation required to establish how a
system of cooperation may realize ‘liberal neutrality’ and be capable of preserving the
most meaningful political autonomy. However, this conclusion must be defended against
the benefits and corresponding drawbacks of the two competing views on Rawls’
neutrality.

See Kwame Anthony Appiah’s arguments to this effect in “Expressive Neutrality,” In Political
Neutrality: A Re-evaluation, edited by Roberto Merrill and Daniel Weinstock (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015
In the same volume, Simon Clarke make a similar argument for a neutrality of consequences, which requires
that the state is neutral between individuals and their opportunities to pursue the good. Simon Clarke (2015)
“Consequential Neutrality Revivified,” In Political Neutrality: A Re-evaluation, edited by Roberto Merrill
and Daniel Weinstock (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).
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reasons relating to the need to mitigate the effects of ‘cognitive bias’ on shaping reasonable citizens’
impressions of what is just. Christiano, The Constitution of Equality, chapters 2 and 3.
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Assuming the normative significance of peripheral assent, the difficulty presented
by inclusive neutrality’s indeterminate form of neutral justification may prove that kind
of justification to be too unstable a position to be morally preferable to either minimal or
exclusive neutrality. This is especially so in volatile political climates. Hence, as an
extension of Rawls’ neutrality requirement to applying to peripheral actions, exclusive
neutrality is perhaps the most competitive alternative.

Yet, minimal neutrality may also present an attractive view. This is because
inclusive neutrality may be unable to accommodate all morally weighty forms of support
for the good within its framework of neutral justification. The peripheral assent inclusive
neutrality garners may, then, be incapable of overriding the moral value of state policies
that it does not accommodate. I will take up this concern over the next two chapters, as I
interrogate what social goals are of significant value in respect to support for the good. I
will argue that after considering some main grounds for and against support for the good,
the most plausible approach to minimal neutrality does not conflict with inclusive
neutrality, and that the two are coextensive in their policy recommendations. I maintain
that this vindicates this view of inclusive neutrality as unable to accommodate social aims
of significant value all things considered. With this conclusion established, in chapters 7
and 8 I address the question of whether the most plausible and morally preferable
extension of Rawls’ neutrality is inclusive or exclusive.

4.5 Conclusion

In the introduction to this chapter I drew attention to an apparent choice between state
support for the good and further political autonomy—as attained through peripheral
assent. The three distinct forms of neutrality outlined here demonstrate the dimensions of
that choice. Two extreme views, seen in minimal and exclusive neutrality, present the
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cases for siding with either alternative, for support for the good or further political
autonomy, respectively. However, in inclusive neutrality we have a third choice. This
form of neutrality is not a tenuous ad hoc construction from the components of these
extreme views, as is seen in the mixed account, but a principled combination of the
grounds that give rise to these alternative developments of Rawlsian theory. As such,
inclusive neutrality offers a means of accommodating both further political autonomy as
well as support for the good.

Yet, because of its indeterminacy and toleration for deviations from what might be
deemed a more perfect sense of fairness, inclusive neutrality cannot ground the same level
of peripheral assent that we find in exclusive neutrality. A problem also arises from the
considerable side-constraints inclusive neutrality places on the fair use of political power,
such as proportionality, holistic fairness over time, as well as publicly intelligible
justification, and evident fairness. Inclusive neutrality does not accommodate the same
range of permissible support for the good that we find under minimal neutrality.
Therefore, although inclusive neutrality presents a viable candidate for the morally
preferable development and interpretation of Rawls’ neutrality, at least two main
concerns must be addressed before we can answer the question of which of these three
interpretations most deserves that title. The first is the practical problem of extension
whether there are forms of the good that are excluded by inclusive neutrality, and which
of them are more valuable than the further peripheral assent inclusive neutrality affords.
The second is a problem of principle: whether inclusive neutrality presents a more
reasonable alternative to exclusive neutrality in terms of political autonomy, especially
since its ability to secure peripheral assent does not find the same pedigree as exclusive
neutrality’s. I will address the first of these problems over the next two chapters, and the
second in the remainder of the thesis.
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Part 2:
The Practical Problem of Extension for
Neutrality in Political Liberalism
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5
Liberal Perfectionism, and its Conflict with Liberal Neutrality

In the previous chapter I described three interpretations of Rawls’ neutrality requirement.
Two of these interpretations, inclusive and exclusive neutrality, hold a moral requirement
for all state actions to be substantively justified according to grounds neutral between the
different and incompatible moral, philosophical, and religious comprehensive doctrines
of the reasonable people of a pluralist society. I call this requirement ‘peripheral
neutrality’, to describe its relation to areas of political power peripheral to the
fundamental and ‘central’ social aim of maintaining ‘background justice’, and to draw
attention to the putatively diminished importance of ‘neutrality’ when required at these
peripheral areas.

A plausible defence of peripheral neutrality requires a demonstration that the
value of support for the good does not override the value of peripheral neutrality, that the
practical problem of extension can be resolved. To provide such a demonstration, I aim
to establish that valuable instances of state support for the good can either be
accommodated by a neutral justification or be justifiably excluded from the domain of
reasonable politics. Over this and the following chapter I elucidate arguments for both
sides of the disjunct of such a defence of peripheral neutrality.
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Here, in this chapter, I shall describe the case in favour of state support for the
good, as represented by liberal perfectionism (perfectionism), a view that champions the
importance of personal autonomy and holds that support for the good profoundly benefits
the people’s well-being. I shall describe why exclusive neutrality is incompatible with
perfectionist support for the good, together with the main grounds for why it may
justifiably exclude such support from the domain of reasonable politics. Then, I shall
address the ways that perfectionist support for the good conflicts with inclusive neutrality.

In the next chapter, I shall complete my defence of the value of peripheral
neutrality, as not overridden by the value of support for the good. There, I shall argue that
in response to several objections the conventional form of perfectionism must be amended
so as to remove the conflict between it and inclusive neutrality. This completes my
demonstration of the first side of the disjunct above, that valuable instances of state
support for the good can be accommodated by a neutral justification.

In 5.1, I briefly introduce perfectionism and how it stands both with and apart
from Rawls’s approach to political morality. In 5.2, I explain in further detail the rationale
behind perfectionist theory and what kinds of policies it calls for. In 5.3 and 5.4, I
demonstrate how conventional perfectionist theory conflicts with the alternative
approaches to peripheral neutrality, that is, inclusive and exclusive neutrality: in 5.3, I
compare exclusive neutrality to perfectionism and draw attention to the alternative
strengths and deficiencies of these views; and, in 5.4, I describe how conventional
perfectionism conflicts with inclusive neutrality.
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5.1 Perfectionism, Personal Autonomy and Primary Goods
‘Perfectionism’ stands for the view that individuals ought to realize the (human)
perfections, morally significant qualities inherent to human nature.246 As a form of
political morality, perfectionism holds that the state ought to help individuals to realize
the perfections. Since perfections are defined by conceptions of the good, perfectionism
requires state support of the good, and may take as many different forms as there are
conceptions of the good.
While the term ‘perfectionism’ is sometimes taken to imply an illiberal concern
for the elite and the perfection of their better endowed capacities, the promotion and
realization of human perfections may be intended only as a matter of degree, and directed
to the benefit and improvement of all individuals in a society.247 Perfectionism describes
a wide-ranging set of political moralities that are consistent with the egalitarian elements
of liberalism generally, as well as the minimally neutral (as in ‘minimal neutrality’)
interpretation of Rawls’ political liberalism that, as described in 4.1, permits state support
for the good.

While my purpose in this chapter is to investigate the normative significance of
state support for the good, it would be a Herculean task beyond the scope of this thesis to
investigate all forms of perfectionism, among other theories requiring state support of the
good, such as communitarianism, republicanism and communist socialism. Therefore, I
will confine my investigation to one of the strongest cases and best defended accounts for
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why the state ought to support the good. This case is seen in liberal perfectionism, a
theory grounded on the normative significance of personal autonomy.

By demonstrating why liberal perfectionism fails to override peripheral neutrality,
I hope to provide reason to suppose that other cases for support for the good also fail to
override peripheral neutrality. However, inevitably, the conclusions I draw in this thesis
will be contingent on whether upon further investigation other such cases do fail to
override peripheral neutrality. Nevertheless, this should not be significantly detrimental
to the import of this thesis, as many of the considerations I examine will pertain to other
cases for support for the good. This is seen most clearly in Ben Colburn’s version of (what
I call) the ‘judgment objection’, which I discuss in chapter 6. Colburn holds that the value
of personal autonomy, which underlies liberal perfectionism, also underlies a requirement
for a form of exclusive neutrality that bars most forms of state support for the good as
impermissible. Colburn’s argument notwithstanding, by at least establishing that liberal
perfectionism, as one of the strongest and best defended accounts for why the state ought
to support the good, does not usurp peripheral neutrality, I hope to contribute to ongoing
discussions on this area, even if a more definitive conclusion regarding the defensibility
of peripheral neutrality is beyond my reach at this time.

In this section I will provide a preliminary overview of the differences between
liberal perfectionism (hereafter perfectionism) and Rawls’ notion of a political liberalism,
with a particular emphasis on how the concept of personal autonomy is used differently
in these theories. I will address some ways that perfectionism is often distinguished from
Rawls’ neutrality requirement and liberal neutrality generally, before outlining how these
theories account differently for the value of personal autonomy.

Liberal Perfectionism v Liberal Neutrality
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Some theorists describe neutrality and perfectionism as diametrically opposed on the
basis of their alternative stances on what is objectively known to be valuable and what is
subject to reasonable differences of opinion. Thus, perfectionism is often thought justified
since the state can effectively support the good in virtue of its knowledge of what is good.
Or, alternatively, neutrality is thought required, since the state can never know what is
good for certain, and it is not justified in making decisions on the good on the behalf of
its citizens.248 I call this the ‘objective–subjective distinction’ between perfectionism and
neutrality. The objective–subjective distinction has merit but requires some explication
to be helpful for our purposes.

Rawls defines public reason as reasoning based on the non-controversial findings
of the sciences, together with the considerations of reasonable conceptions of justice (see
3.4). This means that objective information on the good may form the basis of public
reason, as the neutral justification of and impetus for state action.249 Therefore, if
perfectionism is founded on objective grounds, as perfectionists often hold, it would be
consistent with public reason.250

Yet, as I discuss in 5.2, confusion may result from the fact that the reason why
personal autonomy is valuable under perfectionism is, largely, independent of the
question of whether we can objectively know the good. Liberal perfectionism supposes
that personal autonomy is objectively valuable in virtue of its important role in the
psychological mechanism of ‘value creation’. This mechanism is largely practical, and
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does not rely upon the truth of many of the particular conceptions of the good that citizens
may endorse.251 In other words, perfectionism’s relation to ‘value formation’ does not
require that we know what is objectively valuable at the first-order, as long as we are
correct in supposing that the relation between autonomy and value formation holds at the
second-order.

That said, the dominant interpretation of liberal perfectionism and personal
autonomy does depend on one particular truth claim to establish the link between
autonomy and value formation. This concerns the metaphysical thesis of ‘value
pluralism’, which I discuss in 5.3.252 This subtle point is what gives the objective–
subjective distinction its merit. Perfectionism relies on the assertion of value pluralism as
objectively knowable, but this is excluded by Rawlsian neutrality as a subjective premise
that reasonable people may (reasonably) disagree upon.

Yet, despite its merit, the objective–subjective distinction gives the misleading
appearance that all forms of neutrality and perfectionism are necessarily at odds.253 While
there is significant conflict between these two views, they are not entirely antithetical to
each other. Perfectionism regards the appropriate aims of the state, given certain views
on human nature (which I discuss below). However, neutrality is primarily (although not
only) a principle of restraint founded by the conditions necessary for preserving political

As Ben Colburn puts this, perfectionism (as well as Rawls) presupposes the ‘second-order value’ of
(personal) autonomy but takes no stance on the ‘first-order values’ which autonomy is employed by
individuals in deciding between their options. Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism, 50.
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Neutrality: A Re-evaluation.(Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 5-6.
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autonomy as a consideration of justice.254 Therefore, it should be possible to sift the aims
of perfectionism through the conceptual filter provided by neutrality and see what
remains.

Theorists on the polarized ends of the debate maintain that nothing is left as a
result of this process, since neutrality is too exclusionary (see 4.1) or perfectionism is too
crudely paternalistic to pass through neutrality’s filter of justice and legitimacy. This
reveals another element that defines the relationship between neutrality and
perfectionism, one which is not captured by the objective–subjective distinction. This
element is the tension and potential conflict between personal liberty and paternalism.
Since perfectionists posit a particular theory on the higher-order value of autonomy, they
argue for policies that have a subtle but distinctly paternalistic quality. In 5.3 and the
following chapter I detail how and why perfectionist policies have this character, but we
can note here that this is one reason why this particular debate is so perplexing; it is
counterintuitive that autonomy would seem to be best promoted through paternalism,
since the value of one precludes the other in most scenarios we might imagine in day-today life.

As I discuss in this chapter, exclusive neutrality represents the view that
perfectionism is objectionably paternalistic. However, as I discuss in 6.2–3, there are
methods of justifying broadly perfectionist policies that escape the charge of
objectionable paternalism. This possibility reveals a significant area of overlap between
the substantive outcomes of perfectionism and the justificatory requirements of neutrality.
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Personal autonomy in Political Liberalism and Liberal Perfectionism

One area of agreement between liberal perfectionism and Rawlsian philosophy originates
from the fact that both these theories consider the value of personal autonomy to be of
‘primary’ importance. This is exhibited by Rawls’s concept of a primary good, which is
identified using citizens’ three higher-order interests as criteria for what they want and
need (see 3.1). The second of these criteria is the interest in protecting and developing
one’s capacity to rationally form and revise a conception of the good. This criterion forms
the normative grounds to restrict state actions that would interfere with citizens’ personal
autonomy. Thus, so that citizens can freely exercise their rationality, Rawls’s political
liberalism forbids state interference with individuals within a certain range of decisions
about their good.255

However, in addition to such a requirement of non-interference, perfectionism
also entails a form of positive liberty that requires that further positive conditions must
also be guaranteed so that people realise certain levels of well-being.256 As I explain in
the next section, this richer form of personal autonomy puts demands on the state to make
sure that individuals have sufficient lifestyle and vocational options to choose from. At
best, these demands are insufficiently identified by Rawls’s concept of a political
liberalism and, at worst, they conflict with the notion of peripheral neutrality that is
implied by its inclusive and exclusive interpretations.257

Many decisions regarding citizens’ good can be made by the institutions of the state and yet fall short of
interfering with them at a personal level. One such example is of medical welfare, where individuals are
presumed to want to eat safe food and to have products regulated so that consumables are not dangerous.
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5.2 Autonomy, Choice and Value in Liberal Perfectionism
In this section, I present a Raz-inspired account of liberal perfectionism to serve our
purposes in establishing why perfectionism requires autonomy, what is valuable about
autonomy, and what kind of substantive state actions are called for. This will facilitate
the discussion below as I examine how personal autonomy compares with the value of
political autonomy, and whether and how the realization of these two forms of autonomy
may be opposed to each other.
I present a Raz-inspired account, as opposed to Raz’s particular account, for the
major reason that Raz’s account is unsuited to my purpose here, which is to compare the
value of personal autonomy against political autonomy, and discover the kinds of tradeoffs are presented by placing a priority of each of those values. Some clarification as to
why such an account of Raz’s view is appropriate. Raz does not claim that autonomy is
valuable in its own terms, although his account does imply its value. Instead, he provides
a contextual argument in support of autonomy, which stipulates that autonomy is valuable
since it is required to prosper in western societies, due to the nature of the ‘social forms’
(social practices) found there.258 There is significant doubt surrounding whether this
argument in support of autonomy succeeds, for the obvious reason that it relies on the
value of western societies and their social forms, without explaining why they are
valuable to begin with. Thus, Raz’s contextual argument raises the unanswered question
‘why we ought to have an autonomy fostering society’.259 However, that is precisely the

See David McCabe “Joseph Raz and the Contextual Argument for Liberal Perfectionism.” Ethics 111,
no. 3 (2001).
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question we need an answer if we are to compare the different and potentially conflicting
values of personal autonomy and political autonomy.

In what follows, I will present a transcendent account of the value of autonomy,
where ‘transcendent’ describes the method of deducing how autonomy must be valuable
in order to have the features that it does under liberal perfectionism.260 My account draws
heavily on Raz’s work. And while I believe that account is implied by Raz’s own position,
I need not defend that claim. It will suffice to establish that the theory presented here is a
plausible rendition of liberal perfectionism and its grounds, transcendentally conceived,
and one that is worthy of consideration.
I will begin with a brief summary of how autonomy forms an ideal of ‘selfauthorship’ through the two effects it has on individuals’ well-being. This summary
begins with consideration of how, through the independent evaluation of choice,
autonomy provides motivation as well as a means for individuals to value their pursuits.
I call this the evaluative effect. I explain why the evaluative effect alone, although a
desideratum, is not strictly necessary for the realization of well-being. I then describe how
autonomy is valuable in virtue of its role in creating value, or through ‘value creation’.
This is as an implication of choice, in light of the thesis of ‘value pluralism’. In the
penultimate section

, I demonstrate how autonomy, as an ideal of self-authorship, is an outcome of the
evaluative effect in conjunction with value creation, and how it forms a constituent
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element of the good life. Finally, with these elements before us, I conclude this section
by detailing the requirements this ideal draws out for perfectionist politics.

The Evaluative Effect of Autonomy in Supporting Well-Being
There are certain ways in which a person’s well-being might be improved. Some of them
do not concern the exercise of personal autonomy as such. These include improving a
person’s environmental conditions so that biologically determined urges and needs are
met; developing a persons’ capacities so that they are better able to perform their various
roles in life; and, ensuring that a person’s pursuits are objectively valuable, independently
of how they come to have those pursuits. Raz sets these considerations aside when he
describes how a person’s well-being is affected by how well they fare in pursuing their
subjectively formed and autonomously chosen goals. Thus, he notes that ‘[o]ne can
normally do little to help a person, other than by helping him to achieve his goals, or
getting him to adopt goals that are better for him, or to abandon ones which are bad for
him.’261 This is so because his goals are what matters to him.262 They are what he values.
Hence, Raz’s account of the normative significance of autonomy in perfectionist
politics concerns the act of valuing. He identifies three conditions that must be fulfilled—
by matters of degree—before an autonomous life is possible. The first is evaluation: a
person must be capable of rationally assessing the reasons that apply to them in a given
context. These are the independent or objective reasons why a person’s options are
valuable, and for a person to be successful in achieving well-being their pursuits must be
objectively valuable according to such reasons.263 The second is choice: a person must

261

Raz, Morality of Freedom, 291.
Ibid., 292.
263
Ibid., 308.
262

184

have sufficient valuable options to choose from to make their evaluations meaningful.
And the third is independence: a person must free from (relevant) restraints imposed by
others, and from other forms of interference to their evaluative process, such as coercion
or manipulation.264

The first effect of autonomy in supporting well-being I will consider is an
implication of these three conditions taken together in the following way. Through a
person’s (limited) ability to evaluate independently the reasons that apply to them while
assessing alternatives and making a choice between those alternatives, they determine
which course of action or which goal(s) they find most valuable. Therefore, a person’s
autonomous decision process benefits them by ensuring that they value their activities, at
least in the minimal respect that they see them as preferable to other options.265 I call this
the ‘evaluative effect’ of autonomy on well-being. Through this effect, autonomy is
instrumentally valuable by enhancing well-being, where the latter depends on how much
a person values their goals. As this is a critical part of the background theory of Raz’s
account of autonomy as an ideal of self-authorship, I will spend a moment considering
what it does and does not entail.

Say that a person, Cedric, is coerced into performing a given action by Dominic.
Assume also that Dominic is benevolent, and that the action he dominates and coerces
Cedric into performing is objectively valuable, and the most valuable of his alternatives.
Notwithstanding Dominic’s best intentions and expertise in selecting the best of action
for Cedric to perform, Dominic’s coercion may still be to Cedric’s detriment. This is due
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its interference in Cedric’s assessment of the value of his options as he would otherwise
perceive themes a choice.
Dominic’s coercion stands to usurp Cedric’s evaluative process so that there is no
guarantee that he will become aware of the independent value of the actions he is coerced
into performing. This is not to say that Dominic is preventing Cedric from assessing the
value of his actions, but only that Cedric is not motivated to consider the reasons for his
actions and subsequently value them in the same way that he would have been motivated
were he free of Dominic’s coercion.266 This means that, without the unique set of
motivations that come from being autonomous, Cedric is liable to perceive the value of
his actions in terms of Dominic’s aims and beliefs. Cedric may still be able to accept such
aims and beliefs as valid, and if so he may still value his coerced actions, preserving his
well-being in a basic sense. However, such valuing is contingent on whether Cedric can
trust Dominic’s intentions and regard Dominic’s judgments as competent.267

This example shows why the evaluative effect will often lead autonomous persons
to have a better appreciation for what makes their pursuits valuable, namely, they will
have unique motivations to track rationally the value of those pursuits. And since a
person’s valuing their pursuits is a major factor that contributes to their well-being, an
autonomous life will often and likely have greater levels of well-being than a nonautonomous life. However, it may nevertheless be true that autonomy is not strictly
necessary for a person to value their pursuits. Notwithstanding their lack of motivation to

‘People rarely deliberate about options they cannot choose, and this is an important instrumental
argument for liberty. By giving citizens many alternatives, a free society encourages reasoning that would
have no practical point if options were closed. But the argument is instrumental and does not yet give us
rational values present in the act of choice itself.’ Hurka, Perfectionism, 150.
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do so, non-autonomous people may, per happenstance, come to assess the reasons for
their actions and conclude that those actions are best.268 They may also find proxies for
the precise reasons as to why their actions are valuable, that is, substitute reasons that
give them cause to value their pursuits.
There are myriad substitutes to considering directly the reasons why a persons’
actions might be valuable in an objective sense; tradition, custom, and religion are some
common examples. Such substitutes for critical evaluation, in the form of belief systems
and heuristic tools, may of course imply or concern objective reasons. However, a person
who acquiesces in the dictates of tradition, for instance, does not track rationally the
reasons that apply to them. And if such a person values their pursuits in virtue of their
traditional nature in this way, they do not enjoy, nor do they need to enjoy, the evaluative
effect of autonomy to experience what we might consider as satisfactory levels of wellbeing.269
To illustrate, we might imagine Cedric to be a goat-herder’s son in a pre-industrial
society under the coercive but relatively benign influence of Dominic, his father, a man
guided by centuries’ old tradition. Cedric has corresponding traditional reasons to trust

Yet, there are dangers that without autonomy, as Raz puts it, a person will not be able to ‘wholeheartedly’
value their pursuits. Raz, Morality of Freedom, 113. One such danger is what Jon Elster calls ‘adaptation’,
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Studies in the Subversion of Rationality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), chapter 3. As Colburn
elucidates, ‘repeated coercion can be part of a causal process that leads an agent to take certain options to
be disvaluable’. Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism, p. 29-30. Thus, coercion can condition a person to
value other options. In such cases, the act of valuing is perverted and distorted because due to an
interference to independent evaluation. Valuing is not, then, realized to its full or whole-hearted potential.
For reasons of brevity, I must set these and some of the more subtle elements of autonomy aside. Suffice it
to say that non-autonomous lives are problematic, and that breaches of autonomy, especially more global
breaches, pose serious if not insurmountable obstacles to one’s realizing the full potential for their wellbeing.
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his father’s judgments regarding, say, the correct time to move the flock to this or that
location. And while he may not perceive the reasons for his actions directly, insofar that
he understands why his actions are prudent, Cedric can, nevertheless, value those actions.
One day he may even come to understand why they are the best among his alternatives.
However, under Raz’s account of autonomy as an ideal of self-creation, the value
of autonomy is not exhausted by this evaluative effect. Autonomy has another valuable
effect that comes about as a result of the choices people face in industrial western societies
over what to do, and by what values to live. According to Raz, the plurality of values that
people face today adds a further dimension to autonomy and how we understand its
relation to well-being. I will suggest that, in light of this further dimension, individuals in
coercive relationships like Cedric lose out on an integral source of their well-being.

Choice and Independence as Improving Well-being due to Value Pluralism

Raz uses the thesis of value pluralism to characterise the kinds of choices people face
today in industrial western societies.270 Value pluralism asserts that there are plural
values, where there is at least one value that cannot be represented by or reduced to
another value. For example, utilitarianism holds that the right act in a given instance is
that which achieves the greatest happiness, pleasure, preference satisfaction or some other
form of utility, depending on the variant of utilitarianism. This is a value monist
normative ethic since it holds that all value can be reduced to utility. Other types of value
monism maintain that disputes regarding apparently competing values can be resolved
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according to a single prime value. Salient religious examples of value monism and their
prime values include Christianity and other theistic religions’ reverence for the love or
will of God, and Buddhism’s goal of freedom from suffering (which sees a secular
equivalent in negative utilitarianism).271

The practical import of value pluralism is perhaps most easily explained with
reference to virtues. Some virtues preclude the practice of others such that no one person
can be, for example, both a perfect nun and also at the same time a perfect mother, since
these vocations make incompatible demands.272 Yet, since we may allow that the life of
a mother and the life of a nun are both valuable, the choice between these options present
individuals with a choice between different values. Value pluralism holds that the grounds
for choosing between such options will be rationally undetermined: reason alone provides
an insufficient basis for coming to a decisive conclusion as to which option is best or
preferable. Some forms of value pluralism claim that this is because incompatible options
are sometimes of equal or incomparable value.273 Raz maintains a similar position, that
options and goods can be of ‘incommensurable’ value—reason cannot decide which good
is of greater value, and even if we were to increase the value of one good there would still
be a stand-off as to which is better.274 In all its forms, however, value pluralism holds that
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since we are unable to compare some choices according to a single common metric they
are ‘irreducible’. Hence, inevitably, reason will underdetermine what we should do at
some of life’s cross-roads. If this notion is accurate, there will be certain choices which
are, in this particular sense, ‘free from reason’, since we have no overriding reasons to
choose either one of our options.
The implications of Raz’s ideal of personal autonomy as self-authorship draws
much significance from these underdetermined junctures in the following way: when a
person commits to making a choice they add that commitment to the set of pre-existing
reasons for and against either of their options.275 This commitment provides a reason to
continue with the chosen option, even though prior to the choice a person may have had
no overriding reason to select either one of their options in particular.276

Committing to learning a musical instrument is a practical example of this
phenomenon. A person may initially find two instruments equally appealing and desire
to play both well; in this case, reason underdetermines their choice between instruments.
However, upon practicing one such instrument and developing the requisite skills to play
it well, that person attains further reason to continue to hone those skills rather than start
afresh on the other instrument. Consequently, that person also gains further reason to
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value the instrument they can now play well. Following Raz, we can call this
(autonomous) ‘value creation’.277
Yet, the mere fact that autonomous commitments can add new reasons to one’s
normative situation in this way is insufficient to characterise what is particularly valuable
about autonomy and why it is an ideal of self-authorship. Again, this is evident when we
compare autonomous decisions with instances of coercion. A person might be coerced
into practicing a musical instrument, leading them to gain similar reasons to continue
practicing that instrument to those they would gain were they autonomously to have
practiced the instrument. Although desirable for fostering value creation, autonomy is not
strictly necessary for value creation.

However, when we combine both the evaluative and value-creation effects of
autonomy, it begins to look less likely that the same levels of well-being can be realized
in autonomous as opposed to non-autonomous lives.278 Consider again the case of Cedric
and Dominic. Despite his father Dominic’s coercion, Cedric realizes well-being in
valuing his pursuits by trusting that Dominic chose those pursuits for good reasons, not
by engaging directly with what those reasons are. Hence, in valuing his pursuits Cedric
does not require the evaluative effect, that is, the independent evaluation of options that
would usually motivate a person to value their (autonomous) pursuits in virtue of the
reasons why those pursuits are objectively valuable. Now, let us say that Dominic also
coerces Cedric into learning how to play instrument A instead of B. In accordance with
what we might call ‘non-autonomous value formation’, Cedric nevertheless gains further
reason to play A. However, problems arise in Cedric’s ability to realize his potential for
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value formation as a result of his habit of trusting Dominic’s judgments, together with his
lack of practice evaluating the reasons that apply to him, and his lack of motivation to do
so. There is a distinct likelihood that Cedric does not appreciate the full force of the
additional reasons he has to play instrument A. To the extent that he does not appreciate
those reasons, Cedric does not value instrument A further, and his well-being foregoes
the additional value that would have been created as a result of him choosing instrument
A autonomously.

This example makes plain that a person must be accustomed to evaluating the
reasons that apply to them in order to benefit from value creation. Value creation might
be brought about through coercion, as with children who are coerced to learn skills that
they may later appreciate. However, such coercion destroys the possibility for value
creation in a person’s life (in the specific sense of value creation I am concerned with
here) if it significantly impairs that person’s evaluative faculties. Demonstrating the twofold nature of autonomy, as an interplay between the evaluative effect on well-being and
autonomous value creation, this account explains how (excessive) discipline both aids
and hinders autonomy: by developing a person’s capacities excessive discipline increases
their options while also robbing that person of opportunities to develop their ability to
evaluative and contribute to the value of their opportunities through future autonomous
commitments.279

Successful value creation requires independent evaluation; it requires that a person
commits to their choices while also evaluating the reasons that apply to those choices.
Raz describes this in saying that autonomous people not only value their goals and

279

Wall, Liberalism, Perfectionism, and Restraint, 154-5. Sher, Beyond Neutrality, 58-63.

192

pursuits, they ‘embrace’ them. In this passage, Raz elucidates how value creation
originates from the self, as opposed to external sources:
One creates values, generates, through one’s developing commitments and pursuits, reasons
which transcend the reasons one had for undertaking one’s commitments and pursuits. In that
way a person’s life is (in part) of his own making. It is a normative creation, a creation of new
values and reasons…it is like the change occasioned by promising: a creation, in that case, of
a duty one did not have before. For whatever reasons one had to make the promise, its making
transforms one’s reasons, creating a new reason not previously there. Similarly, the fact that
one embraced goals and pursuits and has come to care about certain relationships and projects
is a change not in the physical or mental circumstances in which one finds oneself but in one’s
normative situation. It is the creation of one’s life through the creation of reasons.280

And on a following page he says:
The emerging picture is of interplay between impersonal, i.e., choice-independent reasons
which guide the choice, which then itself changes the balance of reasons and determines the
contours of that person’s well-being by creating new reasons which were not there before.
This interplay of independent value and the self-creation of value by one’s actions and one’s
past provides the clue to the role of the will in practical reasoning…Saying ‘I want to…’ can
be a way of indicating that one is committed to a project, that one has embraced a certain
pursuit, cares about a relationship. It is, in the way explained, part of a valid reason for action,
once the initial commitment has been made. To that extent talk of what one wants is relevant
to practical reasoning. In this usage it does not signify the existence of a particular mental state,
a desire. It signifies a commitment, deep or shallow, to a pursuit, which may be limited or
lasting and comprehensive.281
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The ability to create value through autonomous choice and the embracing of one’s
commitments presents us with a further reason why autonomy is valuable.282 A life
without autonomy is, then, devoid of a uniquely powerful source of value.

Implications for Perfectionist Politics and Support for the Good

In addition to the above considerations, the importance of autonomy is intensified when
we consider the place of value formation in the development of an individual’s sense of
justice – the third higher-order interest (and second moral power) under Rawls’s political
liberalism. As Raz argues, value formation is necessary for individuals to come to acquire
a sense of morality since ‘…it is of the essence of value that it contributes to the
constitution of the agent’s personal well-being just as much as it defines moral
objectives.’283 We saw similar ideas in chapter 2, in the notion that the maintenance of a
sense of justice requires that reasonable people adhere to certain political ideals of
character that provide rational motivations to be just. Since adherence to any such ideal
requires that reasonable people are first able to form and come to know value in their
lives, the very basis of political liberalism and the idea of a society stable for the right
reasons is affirmed and supported by perfectionism.

Hence, an argument can be made that the psychological mechanisms supported
by autonomy are critical for individuals to be successfully able to secure their well-being
and a well-functioning (if not also a well-ordered Rawlsian) society. If this notion is
accurate, we may attribute autonomy with a near ultimate importance in political
morality. It follows, then, that it is not enough for the state simply to allow individuals to
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make choices according to whatever alternatives may be available to them, that is, with
the resources that (Rawlsian) justice may endow them with (such as a social minimum).
As Raz maintains, we ‘harm’ each other by failing to guarantee each other the conditions
of autonomy.284 These conditions involve freedom from interference, opportunities to
develop a capacity for rationality, as well as the kinds of richer choices that make
autonomous value creation possible.

To make the aforementioned claim, Raz appeals to what we might think is a
counterintuitive interpretation of John Stuart Mill’s ‘harm principle’. Counterintuitive
since Mill phrased this principle with the express intention of providing individuals with
the widest range of freedom from interference. It seems opposed to the acquisition of
further reason to interfere with people, and the state would such reason in order to raise
taxation to provide the kinds of ‘richer choices’ just mentioned. For this reason, theorists
often dispute Raz’s use of this principle.285 However, to pursue this issue would take us
too far from present concerns. Here it is sufficient to note that Raz’s argument is clear
irrespective of whether he is correct in appropriating Mill’s particular principle. If we
assume for the sake of argument that value pluralism is correct, it is reasonably
foreseeable that failure to ensure the necessary conditions of autonomy will mean that
individuals will lose out on an important source of value. As an agency with sufficient
foresight, the state holds responsibility to prevent this negative outcome. To the extent
that this is avoidable and to the extent that the state’s nurturing of autonomy does not give
way to other harms, such as social division, we have a compelling argument in favour of
autonomy-directed perfectionist state action, or ‘support for the good’.
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The account considered here differs from Raz’s in one fundamental respect. For
the present account, the ultimate value of autonomy rests not on the fact that it is required
to support individuals’ well-being in western societies, where individuals’ are required to
exercise their autonomy. The value of autonomy is seen in the effects on individuals’
well-being, together with the downstream benefits that may have in supporting
individuals’ moral characters. Nevertheless, under both such accounts of autonomy,
Raz’s as well as my own, the state possesses a number of ‘autonomy-based duties’ in
order to fulfil the conditions necessary for individuals to live up to their potential for wellbeing. As discussed in 5.1, the first two of Raz’s conditions are already met by Rawls’s
GLPs: freedom from interference as well as the development of the capacity for rational
choice. The third and last condition forms a duty on the part of the state to ensure that
individuals have a sufficient range of worthwhile options from which to choose.286 This
third condition might be met by the state supplying citizens with the requisite education,
facilities and equipment or by subsidizing existing institutions. By guaranteeing that
individuals have a range of (valuable) activities available to them, the state may ensure
that individuals are able to exercise their judgment and create value in their lives
according to the mechanism described above.

What kinds of activities does Raz have in mind? He argues that to have the
opportunity to create value in this way, individuals must first have the opportunity to learn
and adopt different values through exposure and acculturation. Thus, he emphasizes the
place of ‘social forms’: conceptions of the good that are held by and generate civic
associations and other social groups; he mentions ‘bird watching’, soccer, and American
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football, as examples.287 This notion is affirmed by the observations of multiculturalists
and conservatives alike who contend that cultural contexts provide individuals with a
source of order and meaning in a world of diverse and incompatible values. For instance,
in discussing Ronald Dworkin’s similar view, Will Kymlicka notes that: ‘freedom
involves making choices amongst various options, and our social culture not only
provides these options, but also makes them meaningful to us.’288 Furthermore, ‘[c]ultural
membership provides us with an intelligible context of choice, and a secure sense of our
identity and belonging, that we call upon in confronting questions about personal values
and commitments.’289 Without cultural systems and ‘structures’, individuals are
condemned to isolation and anomie while they struggle to navigate the different values
they face in the contemporary world.

Raz envisages a state that ensures the availability of a selection of social forms, or
cultural systems and ‘structures’ (akin to ‘comprehensive doctrines’), so that individuals
are able to choose between those forms. In this way, people will not only be anchored in
meaningful social contexts but will also have the opportunity for autonomous value
creation and the associated enrichment of their well-being. Raz does not give specific
details of the kinds of options he has in mind, and he notes that no single option is actually
necessary; but the details of what particular policies might be ideal need not detain us.
There are different avenues available to the state to ensure that citizens have different
kinds of options to choose from, whether this is through leisure activities or through the
support of other kinds of cultural practices. I have already mentioned some such options
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in chapter 4: support for the arts, and different kinds of art, support for ‘science
enthusiasm’ or for sporting facilities are all examples of ‘perfectionist goods’ that states
can promote, and many states do. Raz’s perfectionism, together with the account I have
provided here, present one reason why government involvement in promoting different
conceptions of the good will be in the people’s interest. And this is a reason that
conceivably all individuals might have in common. Support for autonomy can lead to
more valuable lives, a more harmonious society, and higher levels of well-being,
regardless of what ‘options’ the state chooses to promote, or which ones are endorsed by
the people, as long as those options are worthwhile.

5.3 Perfectionism as Incompatible with Exclusive Neutrality
As we have seen, people’s well-being stands to be supported when they are given the
opportunity to find and create value in their lives through the exercise of personal
autonomy. As noted above, this may also serve to assist in ‘well-ordering’ a society since
value formation is necessary for people to develop and maintain an effective sense of
justice. (See chapter 2 for further discussion of the concept of a well-ordered society.)
There is, therefore, a significant area of compatibility between Rawls’s political
liberalism and perfectionist theory. However, there are also a number of areas where these
two approaches to liberalism conflict. Among these areas are the interpretations pf
political liberalism that require ‘peripheral neutrality’, namely, the views I call exclusive
and inclusive neutrality. In the remainder of this chapter, I will elucidate how and why
perfectionism conflicts with these views and, in turn, how they compare with
perfectionism as theories of political morality.
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In this section, I will describe a source of conflict that the form of perfectionism I
have presented shares with both exclusive and inclusive neutrality. This is the
perfectionism’s dependence on the controversial thesis of value pluralism, as precluding
a Razian account of personal autonomy from forming acceptably neutral and public
reasons. I will then describe the implications of this conflict for exclusive neutrality in
particular, and how it compares with perfectionism in terms of the kinds of policies each
of these theories accommodates. This involves discussions of, first, why exclusive
neutrality may justifiably eschew perfectionist policies, and second, why perfectionism
may, nevertheless, hold appeal for some theorists on grounds independent of those that
ground exclusive neutrality. In the next section, I will discuss the specific relation
between perfectionism and inclusive neutrality.

Perfectionism as Incompatible with Public Reason due to its Dependence on Value
Pluralism

The purpose of perfectionist policies is to guarantee choice for people in their lives, so
that they may have the opportunity to experience autonomous value creation. As we saw
in the previous section, a central assumption of the perfectionist theory that I consider
here is that reason will sometimes underdetermine which of a person’s options are
superior. Perhaps the most fundamental source of conflict between perfectionism and
interpretations of political liberalism requiring ‘peripheral neutrality’ issues from this
assumption. This is because this assumption invokes the thesis of value pluralism, a
controversial view that some ‘reasonable people’ may not accept.

Recall that political liberalism assumes that many conscientious citizens may have
an effective sense of justice, and accept the public conception of justice, as well as the
key ideas that stem from the public democratic culture and the method of political
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constructivism from which the public conception of justice is derived (see chapter 3). As
a result, such citizens will be reasonable, and will be capable of enjoying political
autonomy. Yet, such citizens may also believe that the ultimate source of value is singular,
and that value pluralism is false. These ‘reasonable monists’ will be unable to endorse the
justification of state actions aimed at guaranteeing citizens options in order to facilitate in
autonomous value creation, as I have presented this. And since peripheral neutrality,
under both exclusive and inclusive neutrality, requires that all reasonable citizens are able
to endorse the grounds for all the state’s actions, perfectionist policies are, therefore,
incompatible with peripheral neutrality, unless such policies can be provided with an
alternative justification.

To illustrate the place of value pluralism in the justification of perfectionism and
how it is incompatible with public reason, consider the point of view of a (reasonable)
value monist faced with the choice of starting a family or joining a monastic order. Both
lives are valuable, but they admit different and incompatible virtues. As noted above,
value pluralism holds that the values entailed by these among other, though not all, lifechoices are rationally undetermined since they cannot be organised according to a
unifying metric that would identify which has the higher value. It is in virtue of such
choices that autonomy facilitates value creation and self-authorship. However, value
monists hold a different view. They believe in a unifying prime value which is, in
principle, able to resolve such choices. Thus, a religious monist might consider that the
dictates of ‘God’s will’, their prime value, are accessible via knowledge of what kind of
life the individual is best suited for. If the choice were between life as a mediocre nun on
the one hand, and an exceptional mother on the other, then the best option might be
clearer, despite the appearance that these choices exhibit different and incomparable
values.
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Of course, this could go the other way. A ‘monastic monist’ is welcome to hold
that because one would make a mediocre nun, or monk, they ought to practise the virtues
of that vocation and thereby improve themselves. Be that as it may, the point remains that
monists have at their disposal all manner of ways of dealing with choices that appear to
be incommensurable, even if there are compelling philosophical grounds for supposing
that such choices are, in fact, incommensurable. In instances where monists’ doctrines
are sufficiently comprehensive to provide the requisite guidance, state-subsidized choices
may fail to enhance their autonomy in the way envisioned by Raz. of a very important
goal for political action.

To be sure, doctrines that provide practical guidance in most or all areas of life,
truly comprehensive doctrines, may be a rarity.290 So, state-subsidized perfectionist
options may still be of benefit to most reasonable people, reasonable monists included.
Moreover, unless reasonable monists who follow truly comprehensive doctrines
rigorously consult their doctrines when making every choice, they too might benefit from
perfectionist policies. This is not to say that reasonable monists can accept the
justification of perfectionist policies, as relying on value pluralism, and so the conflict
between peripheral neutrality and perfectionism remains.

It may be possible to formulate a practical form of value pluralism that does not
maintain the view that the ultimate source of value is of a plural nature. For instance, a
practical value pluralism might hold that there appear to be different values, or that prime
values—held by monist doctrines–-might manifest themselves in a plurality of ways. This
would suggest that reasonable monists might be able to accept the function of autonomy
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in facilitating value formation, as described in the previous section. Such an account
would circumvent the problem of justifying perfectionist policies to reasonable value
monists. This is an interesting philosophical possibility, and one that presents a possible
avenue for closing the divide between neutrality and perfectionism. Since this is a deep
and complicated issue that requires more attention and investigation than I am able to
carry out within this thesis.291 I will set aside the possibility of a ‘practical variant’ of
value pluralism and assume that the conflict value pluralism generates between neutrality
and perfectionism holds.
In sum, perfectionism’s reliance on value pluralism to ground the value of
autonomy makes it incompatible with public reason and peripheral neutrality, as is
required by exclusive and inclusive neutrality. An implication of this incompatibility is
that, if in fact autonomy is valuable in the way that perfectionists claim, then the
aforementioned interpretations of political liberalism may sometimes deprive the state of
a very important goal for political action. This incompatibility poses a problem if the
perfectionist support for autonomy is taken as more important and more valuable on moral
grounds than the goal of ensuring for reasonable citizens their peripheral assent. As
discussed in the previous chapter (4.1), this could lead liberal perfectionists justifiably to
dissent from both inclusive and exclusive neutrality.

The Reply from Exclusive Neutrality: Grounds for the Justifiable Exclusion of State
Support for the Good

For more on value pluralism and its place within Raz’s scheme, see Nussbaum, “Perfectionist Liberalism
and Political Liberalism”. For an alternative take on Raz, which suggests a practical view of this kind, see
George Crowder, Liberalism and Value Pluralism. Interestingly, Ben Colburn does not invoke any such
thesis of value pluralism in his account of autonomy. I discuss one aspect of his view in the next chapter.
Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism. Note that should the conflict no longer hold, it would strengthen the
conclusions of this thesis, and not detract from them.
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Liberal perfectionists might take issue with views that require peripheral neutrality, since
such views exclude as impermissible (state) support for personal autonomy. Yet, the
exclusive neutralist has an available reply. In the remainder of this section, I will present
this reply and examine what perfectionists might claim in response. (I shall leave further
discussion on the relation between perfectionism and inclusive neutrality for the next
section.)

To appreciate what the exclusive neutralist reply to perfectionism entails, it will
be useful to have a summary of exclusive neutrality before us. I will briefly review the
basis of exclusive neutrality in terms of the four premises I discussed in 4.1:292

(1) Political autonomy and the associated ideal of fair cooperation used in political
liberalism are very great goods. And these goods are affirmed in a normatively
significant way when reasonable citizens can endorse the collective sum of
peripheral state actions.

(2) A robust method of public justification is necessary in order to have a high
degree of confidence that reasonable citizens can endorse the collective sum of
peripheral state actions.
(3) The ‘primary goods criterion’ provides a robust method of justification. This
is the requirement that (in ideal conditions) the state’s actions are only directed to
securing primary goods, either directly or indirectly.

I take these premises to be implied by Quong’s views in chapter 7 of his Liberalism without Perfection.
See p. 215, in particular.
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(4) The primary goods criterion provides a basis for citizens to procure what they
require to realize to a satisfactory extent the exercise of their moral powers and to
pursue, to satisfactory extent, their conception of the good.
In 3.2–3, we saw how the primary goods criterion guides contractors’ reasoning
in the original position, and leads them to select (at minimum) three general liberal
principles that require the state to maintain ‘background justice’. Recall that the latter
concerns the conditions under which citizens have the formal rights and substantive
resources (the primary goods) they require in order to associate with each other from a
basis of freedom and equality (3.3). Here, we can follow the same logic and provide a
rather neat characterisation of exclusive neutrality in terms of its relation to and use of
the notion of background justice. Put simply, state action directed to securing primary
goods (as per the primary goods criterion) is equivalent to state action directed to
maintaining background justice, since both categories have the identical aim of promoting
and preserving citizens’ status as free and equal. This allows us to say that, in virtue of its
primary goods criterion for acceptable public justification, exclusive neutrality stipulates
that the sum total of permissible state actions must be directed to securing and maintaining
background justice.

A basic threshold of background justice is required under all interpretations of
political liberalism I consider in this thesis (that is, those requiring minimal, inclusive as
well as exclusive neutrality). Once this basic threshold of background justice is reached,
citizens may accept as a desideratum the state provision of further resources, that is,
beyond what they need to be minimally free and equal. Hence, citizens’ freedom, and
well-being may be further supplemented by additional allotments of primary goods,
which are also classed as directed to background justice.
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Critically, exclusive neutrality holds that political power directed to background
justice, either at or beyond the basic threshold, provides for citizens what they need to
pursue the good to a satisfactory extent (premise 4). The combination of this claim with
premise 1 presents the implication that the primary goods criterion (and exclusive
neutrality) secures a ‘highly satisfactory social world’.293 And it is the value of these two
conditions taken together which presents the case for the justifiable exclusion of all other
ends for just and legitimate state action.

To see why this is an apt response to the claims of the liberal perfectionist,
consider the way that exclusive neutrality achieves its notion of fair and sufficient
cooperation by assigning clearly demarcated roles for the state and citizen, respectively.
Under exclusive neutrality, the state is to secure and maintain background justice, while
citizens are to be left to pursue the good (as they conceive of it) with the resources they
acquire through their own means or from the state through its social minimum and further
redistributive measures. To put this another way, exclusive neutrality draws a line
between the public and private sectors. The role of governance, as the public sector, is to
ensure that citizens have the rights, liberties and resources they need to pursue the good
(including the ability to associate freely and equally). This is a matter of justice, or ‘the
right’. Alternatively, exclusive neutrality leaves people to realize their freedom in the
private sector; where they have what they need to pursue the good, people are free to
associate with each other and to embark on enterprises and projects that promote their
individual and mutual welfare.
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This right/good–public/private distinction relies heavily on the operations of the
market together with volunteer organisations to provide citizens with means for pursuing
the good. There may be a good basis for this. Where there is demand for particular
(perfectionist) goods—such as soccer, American football, or birdwatching, to name the
examples Raz mentions—there are corresponding motivations for individuals to create
business ventures to supply those goods, or to form associations that support them. Hence,
FIFA, the NFL, and the proliferation of birdwatching groups.294 This means that if
individuals already have reasons to want a given good, perfectionist state intervention is
not necessarily required to supply that good. Moreover, if perfectionist state intervention
is not needed, then a state and society regulated according to exclusive neutrality does not
suffer from major losses, while it benefits greatly from superior levels of peripheral
assent.

An objection might be pressed against exclusive neutrality on the grounds that it
relies too heavily on the market to provide for people’s means to pursue the good. We
must note, then, that a major caveat to exclusive neutrality’s exclusion of support for the
good is that it is contingent on the viability of the right/good–public/private distinction,
which relies on certain ideal but attainable conditions. Where these conditions do not
obtain, the market may fail to meet demand, and exclusive neutrality need not maintain a
hard-line stance against support for the good.

For example, people may be too poor to be able to conduct and maintain their
enterprises. Natural calamities and other practical problems may have a similar effects.
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This point is raised in Stephen Mulhall and Adam Swift, Liberals and Communitarians, 335-7. Thus:
‘if we grant that valuable [social] forms will survive without state support, and argue that such support is
needed only to give people effective opportunities to choose them, then it looks as if this could be done
simply by the kind of egalitarian redistribution of resources which is consistent with anti-perfectionism’ –
such as exclusive neutrality’s maintenance of background justice. Ibid., 337.
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And in developing countries, there may be a lack of infrastructure or sufficient population
to create the demand needed for viable businesses. In these and other such cases, since
the private sector does not function as it might otherwise do in providing a means for
citizens to pursue the good as they conceive of it, the exclusive neutralist interpretation
of political liberalism may permit government assistance to the market, if only on a
temporary basis. This assistance may take the form of subsidizing forms of the good that
otherwise, under more advantageous conditions, would be available at affordable prices.
Or the state may temporarily run whole businesses to ensure the ongoing availability of a
given option, as the state might do for water, electricity, and other forms of infrastructure.
Furthermore, where extreme scarcity means that the state cannot provide individuals with
the resources they need to choose from a variety of options, an ‘exclusively neutral state’
may, nevertheless, support the provision of perfectionist goods on the grounds that it is
more efficient than providing an equivalent level of resources, that would enable
significantly poor citizens to purchase those goods for themselves.295

These exceptions are consistent with exclusive neutrality, since none of these
cases depends upon the truth of value pluralism, and none deviates from the goal of social
cooperation as the maintenance of background justice, which requires that people have
adequate means to pursue the good. Moreover, in the case of these exceptions, state
support for the good is treated strictly as a substitute for support for primary goods, and
are second best to what is unachievable at the time. Hence, these actions are both guided
by the primary goods criterion and represent permissible deviations from what this
criterion requires under ideal conditions.
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Thus, by permitting substantively perfectionist state action when it is necessary
for citizens’ capacity to pursue the good, exclusive neutrality guarantees a highly
satisfactory level of well-being for citizens, even outside ideal conditions. Therefore,
despite its stringency, exclusive neutrality rivals what is offered by an unhindered liberal
perfectionist state, which does not require peripheral assent. What, then, can
perfectionists say to counter this exclusive neutralist reply?

What does Perfectionism have to offer?
Exclusive neutrality guarantees citizens’ ability to pursue the good in a way that differs
greatly from the guarantees required by perfectionist political morality: exclusive
neutrality requires only that citizens are able to pursue the determinate conceptions of the
good that they already follow, either through their allotment of resources in ideal
conditions (as primary goods – see 4.2), or through state support for the market and for
the good directly in non-ideal conditions. Alternatively, liberal perfectionism requires that
citizens are presented with a choice of conceptions of the good to take up and adopt,
which will allow them to impart and create additional value in their lives through
autonomy as an ideal of self-creation. Such an array of choices is not entailed by exclusive
neutrality’s more limited guarantee on citizens’ means to pursue the good.

However, due to the range of conceptions of the good practiced in pluralist
societies, citizens may already be presented with a similar array of choice, even if they
live under an exclusively (or inclusively) neutral state. This underscores the point,
discussed above, that in free societies, individuals’ motivations are usually sufficient to
provide the necessary impetus to generate sufficient options for people to pursue the good
through either the market or through voluntary organisations.
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The superfluous nature of perfectionism is even more apparent when we note that
Raz’s arguments were published in the 1980s. Since then, information-technology and
globalisation have dramatically changed the landscape of perfectionist goods. Diversity
and the accessibility of goods are now at unprecedented levels so that in many
circumstances it is unlikely that any kind of state intervention is necessary for individuals
to select and participate in worthwhile cultural forms. This is true even in places and
locations where the market would otherwise offer a poor selection of alternative lifestyles.
For example, oil-rig workers, miners, cargo-shipping crews, the armed forces, and other
kinds of remote workforces and communities can all access many goods, services and
activities through the internet (when connections are available) via blogs, discussion
forums, international television, video-conferencing, and online shopping. Even
physically-orientated programs and activities that seem to defy this kind of adaptation of
technology are now marketing to and servicing their clients online (such as personalfitness trainers). This fronts a challenge to perfectionists to demonstrate why their policies
are still useful in the pluralist and, largely affluent, societies which supply such a range
of perfectionist options, usually and indeed necessarily at competitive prices.

The perfectionist must establish two claims to respond to this criticism, which is
that perfectionism is outdated and superfluous. The first claim is that there might be
further kinds of perfectionist goods (goods) that would meaningfully benefit from state
support, even in the face of the widespread availability of other goods.—In other words,
for perfectionism to have significance in the contemporary world, there must be some
categories of goods that cannot be sufficiently catered for by the market and by volunteer
organisations. The second claim is that such goods add variety to the range of options in
a way that non-trivially increases a person’s autonomy.
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The first claim, that state support for the good could benefit a person’s options,
might be established by drawing from what Raz says about the ‘social forms’:
acculturalization and social exposure in person may be especially valuable since this may
be required for people to come to know values as a well. If this notion is accurate, it
follows that access to the multiplicity of goods available through the internet is no
substitute for the kind of value formation that is facilitated by access to more traditional
options. Dancing groups are a good example of this. So too are clubs formed around any
other activity that requires physical contact or environmental settings, such as football,
the opera, sailing, and kayaking. Therapeutic support groups also (sometimes) require an
atmosphere that is defined by a group of participants present in person. Therefore, it may
not be too difficult to demonstrate how some kinds of goods would benefit from state
support.

The second claim, that the goods from claim (1) would non-trivially enhance a
person’s option set, might be established by considering what Raz’s proposal adds to what
we would consider the standard situation. In the absence of support for the good, under
an exclusively neutral state, say, individuals already have access to a choice of goods and
a provision of primary goods which ensures that they will be able to afford a reasonable
range of choices as to what kind of lifestyle to lead. However, through the funding or
subsidizing of options so as to lower their prices or increase their quality, perfectionist
policies provide people with a more enticing array of choices that further encourage their
capacity for evaluation, and thus value formation. State subsidies can prompt citizens to
exercise their rationality further in examining the reasons that apply to them, reasons
which are enriched in virtue of the fact that there is less cost involved in participating in
a particular lifestyle.
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This second claim implies that perfectionists must consider their policies as
necessary due to the judgment that people would be benefited by the state’s
encouragement to pursue ‘the good’, even though they already possess some level of
rationality. This exposes a critical difference between perfectionism and exclusive
neutrality: the latter assumes that individuals are rational enough to decide for
themselves, whereas perfectionism considers individuals’ rationality in light of their
further potential for realizing a particular kind of autonomous life. The exclusively neutral
interpretation of political liberalism does not recognize that citizens may require extra
assistance to realize their potential for a good life, or that it is the role of the state to assist
them paternalistically in living more ‘perfect’ lives. Hence, the exclusive neutralist may
mount several objections against perfectionism, aside from its reliance on value
pluralism. these reasons are that reasonable people will disagree on whether perfectionist
policies are needed to help people to evaluate their options autonomously, leading to
peripheral dissent; perfectionist policies infringe upon people’s freedom to spend their
money as they see fit to, by using their taxes (or redistributive entitlements) to fund and
subsidize particular options; and lastly, since perfectionism confuses the roles of the state
and citizens in securing the right and the good, perfectionist policies may be seen as
illegitimately paternalistic overreaching into private matters.296

All these objections take issue with the notion that perfectionist policies require
the state to concern itself with matters that under exclusive neutrality (and its right/good–

A further objection can be pressed against perfectionism based upon Rawls’s notion of equal moral
status, as derived from citizens at least reaching a threshold of rationality. As developed by Quong, this
objection holds that paternalistic perfectionism is prima facie wrong since it denigrates citizens’ equal status
as rational participants in social cooperation. Ibid., 100-06. I do not mention this objection in the text for
two reasons. First, it only presents a relatively weak presumption against perfectionism; second, in the
following chapter I elaborate a different, though analogous, criticism of perfectionism, which does not rely
on Rawlsian premises.
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public/private distinction) should be left to individuals to decide for themselves. Yet,
perfectionists can simply reply to these objections by denying this distinction and
asserting that the role of the state at the peripheries of political power should be left open
and undetermined, as is permitted by minimal neutrality (see 4.1). Under this
interpretation of political liberalism, it may be just for the state to engage in the more
personal aspects of citizens’ reasoning, provided there is good reason for doing so. This
would mean that, despite these objections, perfectionism is not objectionable since it is
an alternative conception of political morality to those espoused and entailed by a
commitment to exclusive neutrality. And insofar as it is, perfectionism may preclude the
peripheral assent afforded by exclusive neutrality, but offer other goods instead: citizens
of a perfectionist state may be benefitted with the opportunity to live lives that are richer
in value. In the next chapter, I will revisit the choice presented by these alternative forms
of political autonomy. Now, we will turn our attention to the conflict between
perfectionism and inclusive neutrality, and the nature of the choice that is presented
between those forms of political morality.

5.4 The Conflict between Perfectionism and Inclusive Neutrality
We saw earlier how peripheral neutrality excludes the possibility that reasonable people
can accept justifications for state actions that stem from the controversial thesis of value
pluralism. We saw also how in addition to this source of conflict, exclusive neutrality
presents a near-uncompromising stance against perfectionism that is contingent only on
its right/good–public/private distinction between the roles of the state and citizen.
However, inclusive neutrality does not subscribe to such a rigid definition of just state
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action. Rather, as discussed in 4.3, under certain conditions, it permits a degree of
preference-directed state action intended to promote the good. This means that
perfectionist state actions may be permissible under inclusive neutrality when they can
be justified by a reference to the people’s preferences. Therefore, conflict between the
inclusive neutrality and perfectionism is not necessarily present in every case of state
action. In this section, I will discuss briefly the nature of this conflict, and the particular
ways in which inclusive neutrality rules out perfectionist policies as unjust.

First, I will provide a summary of inclusive neutrality, as described in 4.3–4, and
how it construes acceptable (and neutral) public reasons as issuing from the political
values and how they may be balanced against each other reasonably. This discussion will
focus on the two features of inclusive neutrality, of ‘proportionality’ and ‘evident
fairness’, which define its conception of public reason. Second, I will describe how, on
account of these features, perfectionist policies conflict with inclusive neutrality. This
sets the stage for the next chapter where I will explain why the most morally preferable
form of perfectionism does not conflict in such a way.

Public Reason according to Inclusive Neutrality

As elaborated in 4.3–4, inclusive neutrality requires that neutral and acceptable
justifications are able to be offered for all state actions. To reiterate what this entails: to
be ‘neutral’, a justification must issue from premises and methods of reasoning that are
neutral between comprehensive doctrines and their associated values, which reasonable
people often disagree upon; and, to be acceptable, a justification must incorporate a
reasonable balance of the values that reasonable people do share, as are instantiated by
reasonable considerations of justice. Here, ‘reasonable people’ is a technical term; such
people are defined by their acceptance of the political values of freedom, equality and
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fairness, and the method of reasoning used in Rawls’ ‘political constructivism’ (see
chapter 3).
Inclusive neutrality interprets the notions of ‘the reasonable’ and of ‘reasonable
people’ as leading to two distinct sets of requirements for state action. The first, as with
both minimal and exclusive neutrality, is that inclusive neutrality requires that the state
secure and maintain a basic threshold of background justice. The second requirement goes
beyond basic threshold of background justice to the peripheral areas of political power:
inclusive neutrality requires peripheral neutrality, or that permissible state actions must
be justified according to reasonable considerations of justice, or ‘public reasons.’ What
sets inclusive neutrality apart from exclusive neutrality (which also requires peripheral
neutrality) is that it accommodates a wider interpretation of reasonable considerations of
justice. Specifically, inclusive neutrality does not adhere to the ‘primary goods criterion’,
discussed in the previous section (and 4.1), which identifies all reasonable considerations
of justice as concerned with maintaining background justice.297

As we saw in 3.3, the primary goods criterion is the guiding rationale that governs
contractors’ choices in the original position on principles of justice for the regulation of
society’s basic structure. Hence, we may think that the primary goods criterion presents
a compelling interpretation of what is required for considerations of justice to be
reasonable, and therefore what counts as acceptable public reasons. Nevertheless,
inclusive neutrality presents a different approach to public justification. It takes credibility
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In chapter 8 I will take up the question of what the most reasonable interpretation of political liberalism
is, and whether or not exclusive neutrality is ‘reasonable’ to maintain the primary goods criterion. My
present concern is in identifying the prudential costs of implementing either interpretation of political
liberalism, to present the basic grounds for preferring either one.
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from the fact that when we consider the state’s peripheral actions we are considering more
fine-grained areas of political power than the sweeping and generalized notion of
society’s basic structure as a whole.298 Inclusive neutrality follows, in part, from the view
that the primary goods criterion may be too rigid to afford the effective advancement of
citizens’ interests at such fine-grained and potentially diverse areas of social cooperation.
In contrast to exclusive neutrality’s primary goods criterion, inclusive neutrality
permits appeals to utilitarian considerations to pass as acceptable public reasons. The term
‘utilitarian considerations’ is helpful, since it allows us to refer to individual instances of
public justification (of state action) through public reason. As I use this term, ‘utilitarian
considerations’ also stands for the rationale that underpins utilitarianism, rather than the
claim that contractors accept any one kind of utilitarian principle. Such a qualification is
necessary since, as I discuss, the acceptance of utilitarian principles without further
restriction is problematic.
Utilitarian considerations are represented by contractors’ deliberations in the
original position in two distinct ways, corresponding with inclusive neutrality’s
requirements for peripheral neutrality, and with a basic threshold of background
justice.299 In the first instance, when modelled in the original position, utilitarian
considerations require background justice due to contractors’ position behind the veil of

The ‘basic structure’ is defined as a society’s main political, social and economic institutions ‘and how
they fit together as one system of cooperation’. Rawls, PL, p. 35.
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See Samuel Scheffler’s discussion of Rawls’ reliance on utilitarian-style systematic reasoning, as is
modelled in the original position. Samuel Scheffler, “Rawls and Utilitarianism,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Rawls, edited by Samuel Freeman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
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ignorance and their being informed of citizens’ three higher order interests.300 Contractors
are, then, moved to adopt the requirement that background justice is maintained, so that
citizens’ three higher-order interests are met. This requirement restricts the further
utilitarian considerations contractors may advocate, and so yields the view known as
‘restricted utilitarianism’.301
Once a basic threshold of background justice is secured by a society’s basic
structure, inclusive neutrality maintains that contractors may agree that citizens have
further interests that are not entailed and go unarticulated by the three higher-order
interests. And while the veil of ignorance prevents contractors from knowing what those
interests are, we might suppose that contractors can permit that the state functions so as
to maximize the satisfaction of those interests. This establishes why restricted
utilitarianism (hereafter utilitarianism) presents a baseline for what might be accepted in
the original position.302

This much is also accepted by the position I have called minimal neutrality.
However, what sets inclusive neutrality apart from that view is that inclusive neutrality
stipulates that contractors’ knowledge of citizens’ three higher-order interests would have
further implications on what kinds of utilitarian considerations they would affirm and use
in their selection of principles of justice. This is to say that when contractors adopt
utilitarian considerations of justice, they would restrict those considerations in further
ways, as we see in the restrictions noted above that require the state to maintain

That is, citizens’ interests in: developing and maintaining a sense of justice; developing and maintaining
a capacity to conceive of the good; and, pursuing a determinate conception of the good, whatever that
conception turns out to be (see 3.2).
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Rawls, JFR, 126.
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background justice before and while pursuing utilitarian agendas. Specifically, additional
restrictions are due to the great goods that are supported by political autonomy,
understood in the particular sense of reasonable citizens’ endorsements of peripheral state
actions as just—what I call ‘peripheral assent’. This has a significant impact on
contractors’ perception of citizens’ three higher-order interests in the following way.
Political autonomy directly concerns citizens’ sense of justice, which when exercised is
experienced as a good. A society that secures peripheral assent thereby also supports
mutual respect and civic friendship, which is an important political good (a good that all
reasonable citizens share, see 2.2). Moreover, citizens will find it easier to pursue their
determinate conceptions of the good in the kind of harmonious society that is supported
by civic friendship.

Therefore, peripheral assent stands as an important and possibly overriding
value—although to know whether it truly is an overriding value we must first understand
what other normative values conflict with it. This is the goal of this chapter and the next.
If contractors judge peripheral assent to override on other values, they must adopt the
requirement of peripheral neutrality.

In the last section we saw how exclusive neutrality provides an account of how
the requirement of peripheral neutrality can be met by the primary goods criterion.
However, inclusive neutrality is not as extreme. It stipulates that contractors can merely
restrict utilitarian considerations used to direct and justify state actions to only those
considerations that reasonable citizens can be expected to accept. While this stops short
of exclusive neutrality, it is a step beyond minimal neutrality since the latter only requires
that the state’s decision-procedure is regulated by the stipulation that background justice
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is maintained, to a basic threshold. Minimal neutrality does not require that reasonable
people countenance the substantive reasons that justify a given peripheral state action.
Contractors’ adoption of peripheral neutrality alongside utilitarian considerations
rule out as impermissible majoritarian justifications that persistently disregard or
marginalize minority interests. It also rules out utilitarian justifications that are
excessively complicated or convoluted and that are not publicly accessible. These extra
restrictions on utilitarian considerations express political liberalism’s fundamental
organizing idea of society as a fair system of cooperation, where all are regarded as
equally important from a moral standpoint, and the system aims towards reciprocity so
that each benefits along with the rest (see 3.1). Contractors must assume that this
fundamental idea informs what reasonable people find acceptable, and that they would
reject as unreasonable justifications for state actions that are inconsistent or not evidently
consistent with it. In summary, reasonable people expect that a just state functions as a
form of fair cooperation, so that the state’s actions are to be directed publicly to promoting
the interests of all, and not merely the majority’s interests—as might be permitted by
unrestricted utilitarian considerations.

As a criterion of what reasonable people accept as just—and that informs
contractors’ adoption of peripheral neutrality—‘fair cooperation’ leads to what I call the
requirement of ‘fair support for the good’: to be just, state support for the good must be
proportionate, so that the allocation of state funds for a given end reflects the number of
people that value it. In 4.3, I elucidated how fair support for the good might be justified
on substantively neutral grounds by an appeal to preference satisfaction, a form of utility.
In putting these elements together we can see that, as a utilitarian consideration,
preference satisfaction passes as an acceptable form of public reason (under inclusive
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neutrality) when reasonable people can see that it satisfies the requirement of fair (or
proportionate) support for the good.

A correlate of the aforementioned requirement is that justifications that invoke
proportionate preference satisfaction must be able to be seen to do so. Such justifications
must be ‘evidently fair’ to interest groups in order to be acceptable.303 This point is worth
mentioning since, generally speaking, utilitarian-grounded directives and justifications
can be complicated, and in principle there is no limit to the range of metrics and
considerations they may draw upon to determine what actions are required or permissible
in a given instance. To present a utilitarian justification such as an invocation of fair
preference satisfaction that is also capable of commanding peripheral assent, there is a
limit to how complicated it can be without being viewed with suspicion, or worse, without
being rejected outright, even by reasonable people—who have a justifiable concern for
having their own self-interests served to a certain extent by social cooperation.

The last element of inclusive neutrality we must survey here is the tension between
the claim that justifications that invoke fair preference satisfaction must be evidently fair,
and the fact that preferences are by their nature often indeterminate, defying the use of
objective ‘evident’ means by which to measure them. Thus, we may ask, how
justifications can be evidently fair when they are necessarily imprecise. It seems that,
inevitably, the tension I refer to must affect the integrity of the peripheral assent that
inclusive neutrality secures. Accordingly, these observations raise doubts about the value
of inclusive neutrality’s peripheral assent. Nevertheless, I must set this difficultly aside
for the moment, to be addressed in detail in chapters 7–9. Here my task is to present

For a similar requirement, see Thomas Christiano’s discussion of ‘public equality’. Christiano, The
Constitution of Equality, chapters 3 and 7.
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exactly how inclusive neutrality is a source of conflict with perfectionism, as is permitted
by minimal neutrality.

Perfectionist Policies as not Necessarily Fair: the Choice between Inclusive and Minimal
neutrality
In the previous section, we saw how perfectionism’s reliance on the thesis of value
pluralism precludes reasonable monists from accepting the justification of perfectionist
policies. Yet, perfectionist policies might also be justified through an invocation of
citizens’ preferences. A preference to have one or another option available, even if it is a
perfectionist option, would then be provide grounds for a policy to be given support under
the requirement of fair support for the good, discussed above. Therefore, a great many
perfectionist policies are compatible with inclusive neutrality. Different interest groups
may favour perfectionist policies to different extents, and these differences can be
accommodated by a state which seeks to promote those groups’ interests in a fair and
proportionate way. To illustrate, a perfectionist state might allocate a modest amount of
resources to supporting the opera, to reflect the modest numbers of people that actually
value it, and it may contribute more resources to activities like kayaking, water-skiing, or
to making surfers safe from shark attacks, to reflect the popularity of those activities.

However, conventional perfectionist theory does not require that its policies are
conducted in a way that is fair, let alone evidently fair. Rather, perfectionism is founded
on the paternalistic notion that the state may often be capable of making judgments about
what goods are worthwhile, and subsidizing those goods for citizens’ benefit. In contrast
to the example of compatibility with inclusive neutrality just mentioned, a perfectionist
state traditionally subsidizes opera for its value, and to make it available to a wider range
of people so as to foster their autonomy. The perfectionist state, then, typically does not
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carry out its policies in order to support extant group interests in the opera. 304 Briefly, to
illustrate the rationale behind this example, the perfectionist state aims to guarantee that
citizens are faced with the kind of rich choices that prompt their capacity to find and
enhance the value in their lives through evaluation and value creation (5.2). To fulfil this
goal of fostering citizens’ autonomy, the perfectionist state must make decisions
regarding what goods citizens should take up, and similarly what goods citizens should
be offered through subsidization. Critically, these must be goods that targeted citizens do
not already practice, or else citizens would not require perfectionist offers in such a way.
Hence, citizens cannot usually be said to have a preference for conventional and
paternalistic perfectionist policies.

Nevertheless, there may still be some area of meaningful compatibility between
conventional perfectionism and inclusive neutrality. Some interest groups may not
already practice a given activity, but they may be likely to value it, or they may have
already expressed an interest in those policies. So, preferences for perfectionist policies
are still a conceptual possibility.305 Therefore, perfectionist policies might still be
conducted in a way that is fair, and sensitive to who is likely to value them, as is permitted
by inclusive neutrality. However, it remains the case that inclusive neutrality rules out the
bulk of perfectionist policies as impermissible, since those policies require the state to
identify which options are valuable, and to subsidize those options irrespective of how
citizens do or do not favour those options.
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For perfectionist arguments in support of the opera in particular, see Hurka, Perfectionism.
So too are utilitarian grounds for perfectionist polices. In cases where citizens do not already value an
activity or have expressed their preference for it, we might still be able to offer utilitarian considerations in
support of such a policy, say, in terms of citizens’ forecast utility or happiness. However, for this to pass
muster under inclusive neutrality citizens must also be able to accept such judgments as correct, and such
policies as fair to other interest groups.
305

221

Since inclusive neutrality does conflict with conventional perfectionism, in order
to develop further Rawls’ theory of political liberalism we must choose between these
political moralities. This is a choice between the value of the conventional perfectionist
policies that are barred as impermissible by inclusive neutrality, and the value of the
peripheral assent that inclusive neutrality secures. One might be inclined to side with
inclusive neutrality for the reasons we saw in 5.3: perfectionist policies are only
marginally valuable when background justice is guaranteed to a basic threshold
(especially in affluent societies with competitive capitalist markets). This was the
exclusive neutralist’s argument for the justified exclusion of state support for the good.
The latter is an argument that is in part sustained by exclusive neutrality’s form of
peripheral assent, which is of a high degree of integrity and consequently excludes
support for the good. However, in virtue of the tension between inclusive neutrality’s
requirement of ‘evident fairness’ and the indeterminate nature of preferences, inclusive
neutrality does not seem able to offer a form of peripheral assent that compares with
exclusive neutrality’s. Therefore, in considering the merits and demerits of inclusive
neutrality, we may be more inclined to accept perfectionism and the form of minimal
neutrality which permits it, as the more morally attractive form of political morality
(setting aside exclusive neutrality, in this pair of views).

5.5 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have presented the practical grounds for favouring each of the three
different interpretations of political liberalism, of inclusive, exclusive and minimal
neutrality—where minimal neutrality permits support for the good, represented here by
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liberal perfectionism. In terms of the values that each accommodates, each of these
interpretations has its benefits. Minimal neutrality preserves a basic threshold of justice
and accordingly a basic level of political autonomy, while permitting the state’s fullblooded support for perfectionist autonomy and citizens’ well-being. Exclusive neutrality
takes the Rawlsian notion of fair cooperation to its limit by providing a guaranteed
method for finding peripheral assent, through the primary goods criterion. And inclusive
neutrality permits a greater range of support for the good than exclusive neutrality, while
securing a greater level of political autonomy than minimal neutrality, through its version
of peripheral assent.

Yet, it appears that inclusive neutrality is unable to secure much more support for
the good than exclusive neutrality, as it also appears that inclusive neutrality is unable to
secure a much greater level of political autonomy than minimal neutrality. This is due to
two independent points:
First, the goal of the perfectionist state is to foster citizens’ well-being from a
paternalistic standpoint. To do this, the perfectionist state must make decisions regarding
which options for the good (cultural or sporting activities, and the like) are valuable and
worth citizens taking up, so that it may provide a means for citizens to create value in
their lives through their personal autonomy. However, for perfectionist policies to be
justified under inclusive neutrality, they must demonstrably be in citizens’ good without
invoking the controversial thesis of value pluralism that underpins the perfectionist theory
of the value of autonomy. A method of establishing this, discussed here, is to defer to
citizens’ extant preferences, and the possibility that candidate policies may reflect those
interests (in an evidently fair manner). This rules out the bulk of perfectionist policies as
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impermissible, since those policies concern options that citizens don’t already value, and
cannot be shown to benefit citizens on grounds pertaining to preference satisfaction.

Second, a concern I will investigate in chapters 7–9 is that there is potentially
destructive tension between inclusive neutrality’s requirement for ‘evident fairness’ and
the indeterminate nature of preferences and preference satisfaction. This tension places
doubt on the capacity for inclusive neutrality to provide significantly better assent for
policies than what is already provided by minimal neutrality’s procedural justification for
peripheral actions. Hence, rather than striking a principled balance between minimal and
exclusive neutrality, as I have advertised inclusive neutrality as achieving, that
interpretation appears to exhibit the worst aspects of the minimal and exclusive neutrality,
with little redeeming features; the range of state actions it recommends appears to be
hopelessly limited, for the sake of a form of peripheral assent that is insufficiently
valuable.

Despite this pessimistic outlook for inclusive neutrality, in the coming chapters I
will argue that both points noted here miss critical details. Conventional perfectionist
theory must be amended and qualified in order to cope with its own internal tension,
which is presented by the significance of paternalistic interference with an individual’s
autonomy. In the next chapter, I present the necessary amendments and demonstrate how
they remove from the range of state actions recommended by a duly qualified
perfectionism the vast majority of those with which inclusive neutrality conflicts. Hence,
inclusive neutrality does not prohibit state actions that are not already disvalued by the
negative impact of paternalism. A second detail that is omitted by the forgoing points is
that the tension between evident fairness and the indeterminate nature of preference
satisfaction does not indicate a failing of inclusive neutrality. Such a tension is a necessary
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consequence of free social cooperation that takes citizens’ interests seriously, indeed
more seriously than the primary goods criterion.
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6
Reformed Perfectionism as Compatible with Inclusive Neutrality

The view I call inclusive neutrality requires that all state actions are justified according
to grounds that reasonable people can accept. This view permits state support for the good
by including appeals to utilitarian considerations such as preference satisfaction as among
the set of acceptable grounds of justification. However, inclusive neutrality maintains
that, to be acceptable, such utilitarian considerations must also adhere to the requirement
of ‘evident fairness’. Put crudely, for this requirement to be met, individuals and interest
groups must be able to perceive that the state supports the good fairly, in that the
allocation of state funds for a given end reflects the number of people that value it, as is
consistent with the state considering all interest groups as equally important in its actions
(see 4.3-4).306

In the previous chapter, we saw how inclusive neutrality excludes as
impermissible the bulk of the policies for state support of the good recommended by
conventional perfectionist theory. This is for two related reasons. First, such policies are
justified in perfectionist theory through a reference to a controversial thesis reasonable
people may not accept (value pluralism). This means that inclusive neutrality does not
permit perfectionism per se, but it may permit perfectionist policies that are justified on
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Here, for simplicity I omit what I have called the holist view of fair support for the good, which evident
fairness also implies. For more details of this requirement, and the associated requirement of fair support
for the good, see 4.3-4.
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other grounds, such as through utilitarian preference satisfaction. Second, since the
purpose of perfectionist support for the good is to provide citizens with options that they
do not yet value, let alone prefer, it is unlikely that utilitarian preference satisfaction can
be appealed to successfully in the justification of most perfectionist policies.

Since inclusive neutrality conflicts so profoundly with conventional perfectionist
theory, it may be unable to attain the endorsement of reasonable citizens who value
perfectionist policies. This is a problem for the plausibility of inclusive neutrality for two
associated reasons. First, as a conception of political morality and an interpretation and
development of Rawls’ political liberalism, it is predicated on the ability to be endorsed
by all reasonable citizens (see chapter 3). And second, in virtue of the potentially
overriding normative significance of conventionally perfectionist aims for state action,
very reasonable people may not be able to endorse inclusive neutrality as a form of
political morality, for the sake of the normative significant of the peripheral assent it
offers.

However, in this chapter I will present arguments for why perfectionist theory
must undergo amendments and qualifications to the effect that the policies it recommends
are permitted by inclusive neutrality. And I will argue that this removes inclusive
neutrality’s obstacle to securing reasonable people’s endorsement, by removing the
opportunity costs it presents. My arguments draw upon extant objections to the
paternalistic nature of perfectionist policies.307 I part company with current literature by

Specifically, my arguments draw from Jonathon Quong’s version of the ‘manipulator objection’, first
pressed in Waldron, “Autonomy and Perfectionism in Raz’s Morality of Freedom”. I also borrow from
Quong’s objection from equal moral status, in my interpretation of the objection from independence and
self-respect. Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, chapter 4. Additionally, I invoke Ben Colburn’s
objection from the endorsement condition, which I call the ‘judgement objection’. Colburn, Autonomy and
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227

concluding that perfectionist policies are not objectionable when the state pursues them
under the guise of social cooperation (or political perfectionism), and not as a form of
paternalistic intervention (or philosophical perfectionism). This conclusion renders a
reformed perfectionism that is compatible with inclusive neutrality as an interpretation of
the nature of just (political) social cooperation.

In 6.1, I present the first two objections that, taken together, form a challenge to
the paternalistic nature of perfectionist policies. These are the ‘manipulator objection’,
which observes that perfectionist policies are manipulative in nature in a way that
diminishes citizens’ independence, and the ‘objection from independence and selfrespect’, which draws attention to the self-respect that citizens associate with their
independence, and is interfered with by perfectionist manipulation.
In 6.2, I offer an elaboration of Joseph Raz’s account of trust, and maintain that it
provides a perfectionist response to these objections.308 With Raz, I claim that a citizen’s
justified trust in the state’s intentions and competence can act to ‘relax the standards of
independence’ allowing citizens to preserve their self-respect, despite being manipulated
by a paternalistic state. However, I also claim that perfectionist action consistent with
citizens’ trust might be better characterised, not as manipulation but rather as a form of
collective action that citizens entrust the state to carry out as their executive. Thus, the
requirement that citizens trust the state to act for them yields a notion of cooperation that
is permissible under inclusive neutrality.

Liberalism. This last is a recent elaboration and development of Will Kymlicka’s argument for
consequentialist neutrality. See grounds for a rejection of that earlier view in Thomas Hurka, “Indirect
Perfectionism: Kymlicka on Liberal Neutrality.” The Journal of Political Philosophy 3, no. 1 (1995).
308
Raz, Morality of Freedom.
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In 6.3, I consider a final objection which buttresses my claim that the conflict
between the aims of perfectionism and inclusive neutrality is removed under the most
plausible account of the former. I call this the ‘judgment’ objection’.309 It maintains that
a state’s perfectionist judgments on what policies to enact (and what goods to support)
vitiate citizens’ independence in a deleterious way. I argue that the best response
perfectionists can make to the judgment objection is to defer to the citizens’ preferences
in identifying what kinds of activities a perfectionist state should support. This removes
all points of conflict between inclusive neutrality and a so-reformed perfectionism, since
it entails that valuable perfectionist policies can be justified through utilitarian grounds
of preference satisfaction and should also abide by the requirement of evident fairness in
the identifying of what preferences to support.

6.1 Perfectionist Manipulation, Independence and Self-Respect
In this section I, describe the challenge to perfectionism that is presented by the two
objections that I call ‘the manipulator objection’ and ‘the objection from independence
and self-respect’, taken together. The former objection claims that under conventional
perfectionist theory the perfectionist state manipulates its citizens by changing the reasons
that apply to them, making it more likely that they will participate in or take up different
activities which stand to add value to their lives. This objection does not reject
perfectionism entirely but rather weakens its efficacy since its policies are purchased at
the cost of the autonomy they are aimed to support. The manipulator objection combines

This is presented by Colburn, Autonomy and Liberalism. It is partly rejected in Hurka, “Indirect
Perfectionism”.
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with the ‘objection from independence and self-respect’ to form a decisive challenge to
perfectionism. The latter objection holds that while perfectionist policies may still be
marginally effective at promoting autonomy, there is at least one more consideration at
stake and relevant to perfectionist theory: namely, the individual’s independence and the
part it plays in defining their self-respect. With these considerations in hand, in the next
section I present a perfectionist response to this challenge that lends support to a form of
perfectionism that is compatible with inclusive neutrality.

First, I illustrate the coercive element of perfectionist policies, and then how this
grounds the manipulator objection as espoused by Quong.310 Second, I briefly illustrate
the objection from self-respect, as I have developed it following some observations made
in Raz’s brief article ‘Liberty and Trust’.311 I then describe how these objections combine
to present a challenge to the manipulative form of paternalism entailed by perfectionism.
The Coercive and Manipulative Elements of Perfectionist Subsidies

In 5.2, I offered an account of liberal perfectionism (perfectionism) that draws out what
is valuable about autonomy for individuals’ well-being. That account involved what I call
the evaluative effect of autonomy, autonomous value creation, and how they are related.
To reiterate this briefly: The evaluative effect of autonomy and autonomous value
creation are perhaps most easily understood through the idea that a person’s well-being
is conditional on both the objective value of their pursuits, as well as how much they
engage in the value of their pursuits, valuing them. The evaluative effect is realized when
individuals independently evaluate their options and act on what they find most valuable.
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Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, chapter 3.
Raz, “Liberty and Trust.”
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This effect guarantees that a person values their options, at least as the best among their
alternatives. Additionally, autonomous value creation occurs when a person commits to
a pursuit, thereby adding to the previously existing reasons that determine that pursuit’s
value. These mechanisms interact to form the ideal of self-creation.

Perfectionism requires the state to fulfil three kinds of duties to support autonomy.
The first two ‘autonomy-based duties’ are already secured—to some extent—under all
three of the interpretations of political liberalism I consider in this thesis, and so I set
those aside here (see 5.1 for more details on this point). My discussion here will concern
perfectionist policies required by the third duty. Raz explains that this duty requires the
state to ensure that individuals have a sufficient range of options available to them so that
they may exercise their autonomy in evaluating those options and making commitments
where appropriate. ‘Options’ here are understood as ‘social forms’, conceptions of the
good such as those involving leisure activities and other kinds of cultural practices, that
are held by and generate civic associations and other social groups.312

We may suppose further that, in addition to requiring an adequate range of
options, this third duty may call for the state to increase the value of individual’s options
where that is practical. This is because an increase in the value of individuals’ extant
options could, nevertheless, lead them to reflect further on their options. Such a change
in an individual’s circumstances could lead to more intensive deliberation, a fuller
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Raz, Morality of Freedom, 407-8. In addition to guaranteeing valuable options with which individuals
may exercise their autonomy Raz also maintains that the state ought to reduce or eliminate bad options. As
he comments, ‘[a]n autonomous life is valuable only if it is spent in the pursuit of acceptable and valuable
projects and relationships. [Hence, t]he autonomy principle permits and even requires governments to
create morally valuable opportunities, and to eliminate repugnant ones.’ Ibid., 417, emphasis mine. I will
discuss such discouragement from the bad further below. Here, my concern is the notion that options
increase autonomy in virtue of providing means for reflection and evaluation, which is a separate matter
even if it is related to what makes a life objectively valuable as is discouragement from the bad.
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appreciation for the value of options, and stronger commitments to choices, all of which
may enhance their engagement of value and consequently their well-being.

Depending on the range of affordable options already provided by the market, the
third duty requires the state to: a) fund valuable activities and cultural practices outright;
or, b) subsidize those goods so as to make them live options for more (or all) people
physically able to take them up. I will use ‘subsidies’ as shorthand to refer to state actions
falling under both of these categories.

To define the scope of the following discussion, it will be useful to distinguish the
subsidies I refer to here from two other, somewhat associated kinds of subsidies. First,
there are subsidies the express purpose of which is to act as a means of social cooperation
to procure a good that cannot (easily) be provided in the market. I will refer to subsidies
as forms of non-capitalist social organisation. A second category of subsidies concern
those where their purpose is to preserve extant options and ensure their survival for
reasons of cultural heritage. (State support for the opera is occasionally justified on this
basis.) To be sure, both categories of subsidisation may also be justified by invoking
benefits to citizens’ autonomy, and to the extent that they are my arguments below will
concern them. However, since these subsidies can also be justified from considerations
that are independent of the value of autonomy, I will not to provide a comprehensive
treatment of them. My discussion here is only intended to take relevance to those
subsidies that aim to increase citizens’ autonomy by increasing the range and value of an
individuals’ choices, as is recommended by the form of liberal perfectionism I am
considering.

The manipulator objection maintains that perfectionist subsidies are effectively
funded by citizens, either in the form of taxation or by withholding redistributive shares
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they would otherwise receive. So, although subsidies enhance citizen’s autonomy at
‘time-2’ by enriching the value of their options, this is done at a cost to the wider set of
reasons that applied to them at ‘time-1’.313 When we consider the original set of reasons
that apply to citizens, that is, the original options that were available to them at time-1, it
is clear that subsidies might not actually provide citizens with better opportunities.
Citizens may have been able to afford the same options, and possibly more, had the state
redistributed (or refunded) the money to citizens instead of subsidizing a particular set of
options on citizens’ behalf.

It is important to note that there are exceptions, that some subsidies may not reduce
citizens’ option sets as described above. Such exceptions are seen in cases of economical
perfectionist spending, where state investment in the good yields greater value than what
would be procured by individuals’ spending in the private market. This is not a rationale
that perfectionists usually appeal to, and it fits better with the justification of noncapitalist social organisation than with the justification of perfectionism I grapple with
here. Perfectionist justifications do not standardly depend on the efficiency of policies.
They do not aim to change what individuals are actually able to afford by improving
options beyond what they might procure with the help of additional tax refunds or
redistribution. Hence, for simplicity, I will take for granted that (perfectionist) subsidies
do reduce citizens’ option sets by spending money for them on specific options that they
might have put towards alternative ends.
Due to their being funded through taxation and limiting individuals’ options to a
subset of what they could otherwise afford, perfectionist policies are distinctly coercive.
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Such policies effectively force citizens to pay for options that they may not want. As a
result of reducing the number of viable options citizens have to choose from and evaluate,
perfectionist policies also diminish the evaluative effect of autonomy on value formation
(see 5.2). However, this is on its own a very minor charge against perfectionism, since
the cost of perfectionist policies might be miniscule to each tax payer in certain cases. 314
Yet, the coercive element of such subsidies grounds the separate charge that they are
manipulative in a way that is detrimental to citizens’ autonomy and thus also to their wellbeing.315

Subsidies change the reasons that apply to individuals in two different ways: as
we have seen, they deprive citizens of the option of not using their money to fund the
ends the subsidies are directed towards, since the state has already done so; and subsidies
provide citizens with better options in the form of offers which are no doubt a positive
addition to a citizen’s reasons.,. After the fact, when subsidies have been enacted, citizens
may suppose that they may as well make the most of what has been done. In this
circumstance, citizens’ choices are not entirely determined by their own wills. Their
choices are also partly governed and manipulated by the will of the state.

When a person chooses to participate in a subsidized activity because of the
subsidy, there is a sense in which this decision has been, at least partially, made for them.
As a form of manipulation, subsidies therefore interfere with individuals’ evaluation of
the reasons why subsidized activities are valuable, potentially clouding their
apprehension of the genuine reasons for why those activities might be worthwhile on their
own merits. This compromises individuals’ autonomy, since we have defined that as

234

resting on their ability to perform independent evaluation. Subsidies, then, present an
obstacle for citizens’ realization of their full potential for well-being, since (autonomous)
value creation relies on individuals’ apprehending their reasons for valuing their activities
(see 5.2).
Subsidies’ manipulative nature betrays the aim of perfectionism, which is to
increase citizens’ autonomy. However, this only weakens the perfectionist position and
does not refute it since such policies still encourage individuals to experience different
pursuits, which may enhance their reflection and capacity to commit to new pursuits. This
effect on the value of perfectionist policies can be expressed as follows. Perfectionist
manipulation comes at a cost to the wider set of reasons (options) that apply to a person
at time-1. Therefore, at ‘time-2’, when subsidisation is in effect, individuals’ abilities to
evaluate their options are hindered, and so too are individuals’ abilities to commit to a
subsidised activity in virtue of the ‘genuine reasons’ that make it valuable. However, at
‘time-3’, it remains a possibility that such individuals will renew their commitments in
virtue of those genuine reasons, since they may finally gain some appreciation for those
reasons. This would lead to autonomous value creation after all.316 And so, if citizens are
better off for having tried out options which they would never have been motivated to do
on their own, subsidies, however manipulative, may nevertheless do them some good.

To illustrate these points, let us consider an example of perfectionist subsidisation.
Say state officials consider attending the opera to be a uniquely valuable and worthwhile

George Sher summarizes this idea as follows: ‘one would have to show not merely that C’s initial choice
of W is nonautonomous, but also that its lack of autonomy infects any further choices to which it leads…by
living the life he was nonrationally caused to prefer, C may become increasingly aware of the value-based
reasons for living that way.’ Sher, Beyond Neutrality, 63.
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pastime, but recognise that this is not appreciated by many or most people in their
society.317 Since the opera is also an expensive pastime, it is unlikely that many
individuals will come to appreciate the value of attending the opera. To draw out the
relevant features of this situation, let us assume that such individuals are unlikely to attend
the opera not because they cannot afford the opera, as the society we are considering is
largely affluent. Instead, their attendance is unlikely because they do not or have not
considered it to be worth the expense. To remedy such a lack of appreciation, state
subsidies are provided periodically or permanently to reduce the costs of attending the
opera so that it becomes tempting for individuals to experience it. This prompts some
individuals to attend who would not otherwise have one so. In taking some enjoyment
from the opera, they become accustomed to the experience and continue to attend
subsidized performances.

However, the question arises whether subsidy-driven attendance of the opera is as
valuable as in the standard, unsubsidized case. This is because, to believe their attendance
is worth the expense without subsidisation, individuals must actively engage in the
reasons that make their attendance valuable. Therefore, where individuals are motivated
to attend only subsidised performances, it would appear that they are not actively
engaging with the reasons that make those performances valuable, and so do not value
attending the opera as a uniquely valuable and worthwhile pastime.318

The possibility remains, however, that individuals who have been prompted to
attend subsidised opera performances, or engage in other subsidised perfectionist goods,
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Of course, for this example to hold, we need not take any stance on whether state officials are correct to
maintain such a view.
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It is essential to this example that we assume a significantly affluent society, to exclude the possibility
that people would genuinely be unable to afford opera attendance absent subsidisation.
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may eventually come to value them in a similar way as in the non-subsidised case. This
presents one successful outcome of subsidisation. Another successful outcome is that
individuals who attend subsidised performances may value those performances, but not
as much as to want to attend unsubsidised performances. Such people may come to a
sufficient if not complete appreciation for the value those performances hold. And yet
another positive outcome is that individuals will be encouraged to reflect more on what
they do or might value. Even if such individuals do not ultimately come to value the opera
or other subsidised goods, their evaluative faculties will be stimulated in virtue of the
increased value of the options they face.

In summary, the manipulator objection reveals a subtle contradiction in the
perfectionist strategy of promoting autonomy but it does not establish that, on that basis,
perfectionist polices are wholly unjustified. Gains to citizens’ autonomy made by
subsidies may be outweighed by their costs: the stimulation they provide for individuals’
evaluative capacities may offset the interference they represent to individuals’
independent evaluation. Thus, if subsidies present benefits to individuals, all things
considered, they may be permissible, if not also required by our best understanding of
political morality.319 Nevertheless, the manipulator objection demonstrates that
perfectionism will at least be a little self-defeating. While (personal) autonomy may be
an element of the good life that ought to be taken seriously, there is a difficulty in
supporting it through state action since subsidies’ manipulative interference to citizens’
evaluation may depreciate the overall autonomy that they realize. This difficulty may
mean that subsidies are not worth the trouble, that is, in light of the diminished place for

The following passage suggests that this is Raz’s view: ‘…a moral theory which values autonomy highly
can justify restricting the autonomy of one person for the sake of the greater autonomy of others or even
that person himself in the future. That is why it can justify coercion to prevent harm, for harm threatens
autonomy.’ Raz, Morality of Freedom, 419, cited in Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, 69.
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subsidies in a world that already offers a multitude of different valuable options (as we
saw when we considered the reply from exclusive neutrality, see 5.2). Moreover, as I
investigate below, since manipulation and coercion usually express an attitude of
contempt for citizens’ autonomy and rationality—a point that Raz accepts—we have
significant reason to believe that perfectionist policies can and do cause much trouble.320

The Objection from Independence and Self-Respect
The ‘objection from independence and self-respect’ maintains that if independence is
valuable because of the ‘evaluative effect’ of autonomy on value formation (see 5.2), and
if individuals appreciate this, then they will also value their independence.321 Yet, the
state violates this independence when it manipulates individuals ‘for their own good’
through perfectionist subsidies. This kind of compromise to the integrity of an
individual’s independence can only be justified in the instance that the state has sufficient
reason to believe that people are insufficiently able to take full advantage of the options
available to them. However, by the lights of perfectionist theory, this is precisely what
people value when they value their independence; they value and respect their own
capacities for rationality and the downstream benefits this gives them through the effects
of autonomy on value formation.

These implications create what seems to be an inconsistency in perfectionist
theory. If autonomy is valuable in the way that perfectionism supposes it is, then we
should expect individuals to value and develop respect for their own rationality. We can
thus say that perfectionism, as a philosophical standpoint, asks individuals to respect

And, of course, perfectionist policies can be ‘socially divisive’ Raz, Morality of Freedom, 429.
Raz seems to invoke such an idea when he says: ‘Those who lack the desire for independence lack selfrespect and diminish their own life by this fact alone.’ Raz, “Liberty and Trust”, 122.
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themselves and their capacities for rationality, together with their independence. Yet, the
policies that are recommended by perfectionism stand to denigrate individuals’ own view
of themselves; through their manipulative character, perfectionist policies express an
attitude of contempt for the people’s rationality since they imply that citizens are unable
to perceive the true value of the options that already face them and that people must be
coerced and manipulated into better realizing their potential for well-being. An alternative
and more respectful method might merely involve education and making information
available. The worry, then, is that through perfectionist subsidisation, the state risks
discouraging citizens to think of themselves as rational evaluators, and damaging or at
least detracting from the attitude of self-respect that that self-perception supports.322

This is a potentially serious charge against perfectionism. To demonstrate why, I
illustrate how the following two-part rejoinder available to the dedicated perfectionist is
unsuccessful in rejecting it. The first part draws attention to Raz’s employment of a
distinctly paternalistic attitude to citizens in the judgment that their rationality may, at
least sometimes, be sub-optimal. To the extent that this paternalism is warranted, this use
of both manipulation and coercion may be justified and may not express an attitude of
contempt for people’s rationality and autonomy. Instead, Raz’s perfectionism may be
regarded as appropriately nurturing (or, ‘perfecting’) citizens’ capacities by enhancing
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Quong, the architect of the particular version of the manipulator objection detailed above, presents a
similar objection to perfectionist manipulation and paternalism. He appeals to the notion that citizens are
understood in political liberalism as having an equal moral status in virtue of their (sufficiently) equal
capacities for rationality. Thus, when the state takes it upon itself to correct for citizens’ sub-rational
tendencies, it infringes upon their equal moral status as rational reasoners capable of conceiving of the good
on their own. However, I do not invoke Quong’s objection directly since it issues from the premises of
political liberalism, and perfectionists might be justified in rejecting these premises, at least, insofar that
they may not be relevant to peripheral actions under the interpretation of political liberalism that they must
endorse (if any): minimal neutrality, which permits other considerations to take precedence once a state
successfully maintains background justice—see 3.4, and 4.1. More could be said on this matter, but there
is insufficient room to consider it further here. Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, 100-6.
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the conditions which allow them to realize their autonomy. This might be appropriate as
long as citizens are able to accept that the state ought to be paternalistic in this sense.323
And this is plausible since there are many instances where moral considerations require
adults to be treated paternalistically by the state and by each other. The most obvious
cases are with temporarily mentally ill people who are uncontroversially prevented from
committing suicide. There are less extreme cases too. Alcohol, drug and gambling
regulation are areas of state action that most reasonable people can accept are justified.324
And there are more mundane instances of human fallibility: the tendency to panic in
emergencies, to forget to use safety devices, such as seat-beats, or to give ‘reasonable
doubt’ to strangers who pose potential dangers to our safety or other interests. State
intervention in these matters is justified for the most part because it helps to protect
vulnerable individuals. However, these examples do not demonstrate that the sate needs
to take further measures in addition to these kinds of protections from bad options.
Protection from the bad is different from guidance, let alone manipulation, in finding the
good. For a great many citizens who consider themselves capable of finding worthwhile
endeavours for good reason, Raz’s perfectionism may still seem to be unwarranted and
an illegitimate breach of their independence. Rational citizens who consider themselves
capable of performing evaluations on their own are still liable to interpret perfectionist
interference as representative of a negative and offensive judgment against their
rationality, inconsistent with their self-respect.

The second part of the rejoinder answers this contention with the claim that
perfectionist subsidies are needed because we have a duty to provide others with the

For such a view, see Franz Fun-Lun Mang’s discussion in “Liberal Neutrality and Moderate
Perfectionism.”
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See de Marneffe, “The Possibility and Desirability of Neutrality.”
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conditions that lead them to have an autonomous life. Optimally rational citizens may,
for example, appreciate that perfectionist policies are not concerned with their own wellbeing but with benefiting their less-endowed counterparts. The paternalistic attitude
which putatively justifies perfectionist manipulation might, then, be directed only to those
sections of the population that warrant it. However, since the kinds of perfectionist
policies Raz describes seem to be directed to supporting the well-being of the society at
large and not to specific sub-rational groups, this rejoinder is unlikely to succeed.325 As
long as perfectionist policies are justified according to a paternalistic attitude toward most
citizens’ rationality, these policies do not recognize citizens as responsible adults and as
possessing the kind of self-respect and dignity that this involves.

This challenge to perfectionism is only a challenge. It does not provide conclusive
grounds to reject the perfectionist approach to politics. However, I will argue in the
following section that to face this challenge, perfectionist theory must adhere to certain
constraints that, incidentally, make it compatible with inclusive neutrality. The
perfectionist is welcome to deny that such changes are necessary, since they are welcome
to claim that the self-respect citizens draw from their independence might be secondary
to the gains in autonomy that perfectionist manipulation provides. Yet, this objection from
independence and self-respect is not the only objection to perfectionist paternalism.
Together with the solution to the judgement objection I consider in 6.3, the solution I
consider next presents a pattern in the way that perfectionist theory can be rendered
unobjectionable and indeed consistent with its own claims and values, lending support to

Quong argues in a similar vein that ‘citizens are collectively taxed in order to provide a collective
perfectionist subsidy…P and Q together are being subjected to a choice situation they must rationally
disprefer to the status quo alternative where each retains the resources that would be used to for the subsidy
to spend as he wishes.’ Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, 67.
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the view that its most plausible and defensible version is compatible with inclusive
neutrality.

6.2 ‘Trust-Sensitive Perfectionism’ and the Conditions of Permissible
Manipulation
The problem with perfectionism discussed above isn’t that it fails to promote autonomy.
Although manipulation is inimical to autonomy, the positive effects of perfectionist
manipulation may outweigh the negatives, and so perfectionist policies may still promote
autonomy all things considered. Rather, the problem is that perfectionist policies may
deteriorate the self-respect that citizens derive from valuing their independence.
Furthermore, as we saw in 5.3, since the free market will often provide citizens with
sufficient options with which to exercise their autonomy, this problem raises the question
of whether perfectionism is worth the trouble it entails.

To reject the objection from independence and self-respect, and redeem
perfectionism, it must be shown that there are grounds under which citizens might retain
their self-respect while their independence is vitiated by a manipulative perfectionist
state. In his brief essay ‘Liberty and Trust’, Raz supplies an account of such grounds
through his notion of ‘trust’ which ‘involves the relaxation of the normal standards of
vigilance and independence (though, of course, not their complete abandonment).’326 Raz
accepts that a perfectionist state must occasionally employ the kind of paternalistic
coercion that is involved in the account of perfectionist manipulative detailed above.
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However, Raz suggests that when citizens can trust that ‘their interests are given due
consideration in decisions about state action’, they need not judge that their independence
is unduly disregarded.327 This is because citizens’ interests in making independent
decisions is among given due consideration. When individuals can trust that the state
respects this capacity, and that it only infringes on their independence for good reasons,
citizens may maintain the self-respect that they associate with their independence.

As I explain, the requirement that the state is trusted only to use its coercive (and
manipulative) powers for ‘good reason’ places a restriction on perfectionist policies that
is in many ways equivalent to the requirement ‘evident fairness’ held by inclusive
neutrality. This requirement removes the conflict between the substantive requirements
and constraints of these positions. In the following discussion, I will offer an
interpretation of Raz’s account of the relationship between independence and trust, and
the conditions necessary for a citizen’s trust in the state to be justified.328 I will address
the question of when a perfectionist state has ‘good reasons’ for coercion and
manipulation, before suggesting how a citizen’s trust in such a state might be established.
I will then demonstrate why this removes the conflict between inclusive neutrality and
the substantive requirements of perfectionist theory.

Trust as Relaxing the Standards of Independence

Trust is a relation between agents that depends upon their holding certain psychological
predispositions, competencies, motivational sets and beliefs about one towards the other

327

Ibid., 124.
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(or both, in the case of mutual trust). Trust is, therefore, a multidimensional subject area,
and there is an extensive literature devoted to exploring its requirements and what affects
it. However, for the purposes of the account to follow, we need only consider the primary
determinates of trust insofar as trust is a normative relation that holds or could hold
between parties. These determinates are what define the related notion of
‘trustworthiness’ or, more specifically, what justifies a belief in trustworthiness, so that
that one party may reasonably trust another. These determinates are, then, reducible to
whether there are sufficient grounds to suppose a party, such as the state, is both
competent (reliable) in relevant capacities as well as well-intentioned.329

As I observed in the previous section, independence is valued by individuals who
are aware of the contribution their autonomy makes to their well-being. Yet, since there
may be circumstances where an individual’s well-being is best promoted by other, nonautonomous means, it is possible that such individuals will understand and appreciate
why interference with their independence is sometimes necessary for their well-being.
Consider how this idea is expressed in Raz’s summary of his account of paternalism and
trust:
I have put the point crudely. There is much to explore and many qualifications to add. The
bare bones are that paternalistic coercion is justified when it meets two cumulative conditions:
first, it is undertaken for a good reason, one sufficient to make reasonable a partial loss of
independence. Secondly, barring emergencies, it comes from the hands of someone reasonably
trusted by the coerced.330

These notions are discussed in Russel Hardin “Trustworthiness.” Ethics 107, no. 1 (1996): 26-42. For a
more recent evaluation of issues surrounding this topic, see Cynthia Townley and Pekka Mäkelä, eds. Trust:
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Raz’s account of justified paternalistic coercion rests on the notion that ‘the
coerced’ can trust the coercer, and that there are good reasons for the coercion. Taken
together these constraints—which Raz expresses separately—also imply that the coerced
must be able to trust that there are good reasons for the coercion they experience.

Consider now how this account fits together to present a coherent picture of
evaluation and value formation, as we saw in 5.2. We can say that where coercion is
undertaken for good reason there must be value in the aim of the coercion. A coercive
paternalist acting for good reason, then, coerces people to do valuable things. On its own,
and else being equal, this is insufficient for a coerced person to determine that there is
value what they are coerced into doing. However, that situation changes when we add
that the coerced person can trust in the competence of the paternalistic coercer
(paternalist) and that their intentions are benevolent. It follows from this that the coerced
has reason to trust that there is value in the aim of the coercion and can, then, accept that
there is value in their coerced actions.

However, something more is needed before we have a complete account of
justified trust and coercion. This is because the preceding account might be consistent
with deviant and amoral coercion, where a paternalist coerces others who do but shouldn’t
trust the paternalist. Therefore, although a coerced person might mistakenly come to trust
a paternalist, for a justified relation of trust, the coerced must also have a justified belief
that they are both coerced for good reasons and that they can trust in the benevolence of
their coercer.331 To illustrate this, let us say that Albert can trust Betty’s use of coercion
towards him because he has a psychological disposition to do so. Even so, this is not to
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say that Albert can accept the value of his actions. To value his actions in the appropriate
way considered here, Albert must also have a justifiable belief that Betty is both
competent and benevolent as regards his own interests.

This account of trust holds much plausibility in light of the fact that is seems to be
implied by the theory of autonomy I presented in chapter 5. We have seen a relevant
example of such an implication in 5.2, where Cedric, the goat-herder’s son, can justifiably
trust his father’s use of coercion to have him carry on the family business. Cedric has on
this basis sufficient reason to value his own actions, despite being coerced into performing
them. However, a salient difference between Cedric’s context and our own is the vast
array of possibilities and opportunities presented by life in contemporary industrial
societies. This contextual element draws out the significance of the thesis of value
pluralism, a key ingredient in the relation between independence and value formation.

If value pluralism is true then there are sufficient choices facing modern
individuals for those choices to be underdetermined by reason alone. Under this
circumstance, we may suppose that individuals are better-off as independent of coercive
influences, provided they possess a minimal level of rationality required to assess the
value of their options. This is because it is a desideratum that individuals realize the ideal
of autonomy as self-creation, which entails that they are able to evaluate their options for
themselves and pursue what they find most valuable and, additionally, create further value
out of their pursuits as a result of their ongoing commitments to those pursuits (see 5.3).
However, it does not follow that an individual’s rationality should always be
authoritative when it comes to advancing their well-being. The state is, after all, able to
assess the reasons that apply to individuals ‘globally’, through access to committees,
experts, statistics, and different discussion platforms. We can add to this that these sources
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of analysis and reasoning are either not always available to individuals, or if they are, that
it is not always practical for individuals to assess them in the context of their everyday
lives. Therefore, citizens may occasionally accept that the state’s global reasoning is
superior to their own judgments, giving them reason to accept that there are good reasons
to submit to the judgments of the state as a competent paternalist.
Despite the presumption in favour of preserving citizen’s autonomy, noted above,
individuals may sometimes have a greater interest in having decisions made for them.
This establishes a divide between instances where individuals should be left to decide for
themselves, and instances where the state, as a well-informed and globally reasoning
paternalist, may be better placed to make decisions for those same individuals. This divide
is thus defined by at least two independent factors, which together define what is to count
as a ‘good reason’.

To reiterate these factors, the state must possess a higher level of competence to
judge a given matter than an individual. I call this the ‘competence requirement’. Unless
the state is able to determine better than the individual what he or she should do in a given
instance, the state does not have ‘good reason’ to issue commands, let alone use coercion
or manipulation.332 To this, we can answer that due to the state’s global reasoning and
access to resources, it may occasionally, and even often, satisfy the competence
requirement.
The second factor is defined by the effects of autonomy on an individual’s wellbeing. Whether or not individuals live according to the most worthy values that a ‘flawless

This is the basis of Raz’s normal justification thesis for legitimate authority. Raz, Morality of Freedom,
chapter 3.
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paternalist’ might be able to identify, the individual still has an overriding interest in
endorsing such values and making a free commitment to them. This interest is overriding
in the sense that there are cases where it is more important that the individual values his
pursuits than that he pursues the most objectively valuable things. This preserves
autonomy as a constituent element of the good life and places a boundary around areas of
personal conduct where it is critical for an individual’s well-being that he has a chance to
make autonomous decisions. I call this the ‘evaluative boundary’.333 With these two
requirements in hand, I shall now address how perfectionist policies might be enacted for
good reason, and how a perfectionist state might warrant the justified trust of its citizens.

Good Reasons, Justified Trust and Successful Perfectionist Intervention

Recall that perfectionist policies are only minimally coercive, in terms of the taxation that
is required to fund them. Perfectionist policies do not remove significant options from
citizens, and they still allow citizens to evaluate and make free (even if partially
manipulated) commitments to their options. Therefore, in principle, perfectionist policies
do not breach the evaluative boundary and are not disqualified from satisfying the
requirements of a ‘good reason’ for paternalistic coercion. This is to be expected since
we saw that the manipulator objection only demonstrates how perfectionist subsidies are
partially, and not completely, self-defeating. And as we have seen, the state’s access to
global reasoning and resources may allow it to satisfy the competence requirement. It is,
then, possible for perfectionist policies to be enacted for ‘good reason’, which may justify
the use of (indirect) coercion and manipulation in their implementation. Yet, for

Raz expresses this concept through his ‘dependence thesis’; authority depends on pre-existing reasons,
but when autonomy is important, those reasons are decided by the individual and no other. Raz (1986),
chapter 3. Raz also expresses this idea in “Liberty and Trust” through the notion that a person is never
justified in trusting coercive moral paternalist, because the nature of moral conviction is that it comes from
a person’s judgment and not from coercion.
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perfectionist policies to be consistent with the self-respect that citizens draw from their
independence, the state must not only have good reasons to enact its policies, it must also
be trusted by citizens to have good intentions.
On this point, I suggest that a citizen’s trust in the perfectionist state can be
warranted in the instance that the state demonstrates through its actions that it is capable
of identifying such good reasons and honouring them. One way this may happen is
through the state having a good record in implementing perfectionist policies which
citizens actually come to value.
A successful perfectionist ‘track record’ might be achieved in the first instance
with a potential perfectionist state starting off by implementing small-scale and relatively
non-controversial policies. After such a novice perfectionist state has demonstrated to the
people that it can function with integrity to this purpose, in identifying good reasons
through its access to platforms of global reasoning, the normative trust it has earned may
permit it to venture out to larger-scale and more ambitious policies.

This much is relatively simple. However, the requirement that citizens, at least
some of them, actually value perfectionist policies introduces a partially subjective aspect
into the definition of ‘success’ of a perfectionist state’s identification of ‘good reasons’.
Even though the state may be ‘successful’ in implementing worthy policies by ‘good
reasons’ according to the views of state officials, for instance, citizens may be
unconvinced that the subsidized activities are worth their time and they will not value
such policies. Under the criteria suggested here, such policies are to this extent
unsuccessful in identifying ‘good reasons’. This is because, for citizens to consider
perfectionist policies beneficial, those policies must be sufficiently sensitive to the
interests of the particular people of the respective society. Put another way, to secure a
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people’s trust in the absence of some scheme of universally recognised interests, policies
must cater to some extent to those people’s idiosyncrasies. This is because it is only when
citizens can trust that the state operates according to their interests that state perfectionism
will be consistent with their self-respect.

To illustrate this, consider the following example. Some social forms are underappreciated by the people of a society and there are good grounds for all kinds of
individuals to take them up. Say that chess clubs or table tennis associations are advocated
by independent experts as contributing to citizens’ well-being by, respectively,
stimulating the reasoning centres of the brain or providing a means for social interaction
for otherwise depressed and socially isolated individuals. The state’s ensuing
perfectionist intervention provides motivation for citizens to try out the chess and tabletennis clubs. If the policy is successful, and people to begin to participate in these
activities in wider numbers, we can say that the policy has contributed positively to
people’s lives. Such an outcome may support claims that the policy has been grounded
on ‘good reason’. However, the policy might be unsuccessful due to contingent aspects
of a public culture that a well-informed and sensitive state would foresee. There may, for
example, be a climate of anti-intellectualism or a hostility to the elitism and competitive
attitudes that chess encourages. Or, table-tennis might be construed as too onedimensional an activity for people to value or to bother participating in. Despite the merits
of such a policy, and the independent validity of the reasons on which it is based, citizens
may still fail to value it and may disagree that there are good reasons for the state to
attempt to manipulate them into participating in such activities. If this is the case, chess
and table tennis dis-likers can say that their interests were not taken into account in the
instance that a perfectionist state has instituted these activities on a grand scale. And they
would be right. Consequently, they may distrust the state to be sensitive to their particular
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interests and would disvalue the interference to their independence which perfectionist
manipulation involves.334

Of course, instances of public distrust in a subsidy enacted at a grand scale does
not entail that such subsidies could not be justified and publicly trusted on a small scale.
What is important is that the resources used to support such a scheme reflect the number
of people likely to value such expenditure. Where a majority of the public is hostile to
table tennis and chess, my account suggests that government spending on those
perfectionist goods can only be supported where it is consistent with a justified belief that
the state also takes the majority interests seriously in its decisions. This means that the
account presented here might still recommend that a subsidy is enacted even where there
is a sizable group of people who do not (believe that they) benefit from that subsidy.

To explore the boundaries of this view, let us suppose that state officials have
good reason to believe that table tennis and chess are excellent pass times that are worthy
of subsidization. Let us suppose also that, perhaps per impossible, no single person in the
society (excluding state officials) actually values and all such people are also hostile
towards those goods. We might, nevertheless, say that a nominal level of support would
be consistent with citizens’ trust. Any more than above a very minimal threshold of state
support would arouse suspicion that state decision-makers were illegitimately privileging
some interests over others. It may not matter whether that means simply that there is one
state-sponsored table tennis table and one chess set in the society, or several in each
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municipality. The point is that the option is provided to people on good grounds, by a
state which is nevertheless sensitive to the citizens’ capacity to distrust any further
expenditure.335 Where there is a minimal level of state support for such options, the people
will have a persistent opportunity to take up those options. And were people to do so, that
would provide further grounds to increase funding.
Trust in the State’s Perfectionist Intensions as Requiring Evident Fairness
The view proposed here maintains that a citizen’s trust in the state is required to preserve
their self-respect in the face of perfectionist manipulation, and that this changes the
landscape of what kinds of policies can be consistently justified. Citizens must perceive
that the state’s decisions give their interests due consideration. Raz calls this the condition
of ‘full-citizenship’. If a citizen cannot perceive that his interests have been given due
consideration, he has no grounds to believe that the state has both good reasons, as well
as good intentions when it comes to the value he places on his independence. This
condition doesn’t apply to every state action, for not all actions concern everyone.
However, in analysing the state’s actions collectively citizens must plausibly be able to
believe that the state considers their individual interests as appropriately mattering. Only
when this is satisfied can citizens believe that the state has good intentions, as far as they
are concerned.336

A broad range of perfectionist policies may be permissible when the trust
requirement is satisfied. A state that demonstrates that it takes citizens’ interests into
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account and successfully implements perfectionist policies that citizens actually value
may successfully manipulate citizens into serving their well-being while preserving the
self-respect that they attribute to their independence. We can think of this is a form of
‘political capital’ that is developed by a state which functions with integrity to its purpose,
to serve and be sensitive to the interests of the people, interests which no doubt change
over time, between the diverse and growing/shrinking cultural sub-groups that make up
a pluralist society.337 I call this the ‘integrity claim’.
My claim is that this ‘trust requirement’ for ‘beneficial perfectionist
manipulation’, or as I call this view, a ‘trust-wary’ perfectionism, bridges the aims of
perfectionism with the requirements of inclusive neutrality. Recall from 5.4, that the
conflict between perfectionism and inclusive neutrality stems from the perfectionist aim
of fostering citizens’ autonomy by presenting them with options that they do not already
value. Conventional perfectionism allows these options to be selected by state officials
according to philosophical grounds that they endorse. Such a selection criterion conflicts
with inclusive neutrality in two ways:

First, inclusive neutrality maintains that reasonable people must have acceptable
grounds from which to endorse the state’s actions. Yet, the philosophical grounds that
state officials use are liable to be articulated in terms that are not readily acceptable. For
instance, such grounds may invoke views from officials’ comprehensive doctrines, that
is, their philosophical, moral, or religious belief systems, or come from their particular
cultural backgrounds which may not be shared by all citizens. As I have developed and
presented inclusive neutrality, utilitarian considerations—as modelled in the original

The notion of political capital, as related to citizens’ trust in the state and each other’s political virtues
is drawn on in Rawls, PL, 157.
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position (see 5.4 and 3.2-3)—are one example of an acceptable and neutral ground of
justification which may circumvent the difficulty of comprehensive doctrines and cultural
values. However, the conventional perfectionist view makes no reference to any such
grounds of justification.

Second, aside from the absence of a neutral ground of justification, conventional
perfection does not require that state actions are fair to the society’s disparate interest
groups. Hence, even if reasonable citizens were able to accept the philosophical grounds
invoked by state officials in a given instance, state officials might abuse their power by
privileging the interests of certain groups in the society over others. An example of this
might be some policies for the support of opera. To be sure, opera is a demanding and
sophisticated good which requires significant resources for its preservation. And in virtue
of its cultural pedigree, many reasonable people (although perhaps not all) can accept
justifications of the support of opera on the grounds that it is necessary to preserve the
art-forms involved in producing it, not to mention a society’s ability to reproduce it over
time.338 However, such a justification may not entail a limit on state resources to be used
for opera, resources that might instead be dedicated to other art-forms, or to other
interests. Conventional perfectionism is not necessarily fair.

Now, contrast conventional perfectionism with a trust-wary perfectionist state that
defers directly to the people’s interests in order to consistently and persistently identify
good reasons, and also to maintain citizens’ trust in its integrity to this purpose. 339 This
deference to existing interests, and their corresponding values, is neutral in the same sense
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that inclusive neutrality’s utilitarian considerations are also neutral. The trust-wary state’s
deference to existing interests are context dependent and, at the level of its justification,
it is otherwise independent of concerns that are philosophically non-neutral.
To reiterate this view, the trust-wary state attempts to perceive what ‘good
reasons’ there are for a given policy. To honour the conditions of trust as they have been
articulated here, such ‘good reasons’ must be consistent with citizens’ perception of their
interests. Thus, so that citizens can trust in the state’s ability to apprehend their interests
(or reasons), the state must incorporate their values as they are or could plausibly come
to be into its policy formation. This mirrors the method of neutral justification via
preference satisfaction that is advanced by the inclusive approach, but it adds to it the
notion that state officials may use their resources for global reasoning to further
understand how citizens’ preferences might be developed in a positive direction, hence I
say as citizens’ values ‘could plausibly come to be’. This is a tempered and self-limiting
form of paternalism that cannot stray too far from citizens’ existing preferences and
cannot appear to be pushing values onto citizens in a way that is liable to breach their
trust or the ‘evaluative boundary’.

We can use a familiar distinction in the literature on perfectionism to express how
and why a trust-wary state does not conflict with inclusive neutrality’s constraints.340
Inclusive neutrality’s method of justification via preference satisfaction, and a trust-wary
state’s perfectionism are both versions of ‘political perfectionism’. The kind of
perfectionism they permit is justified for political reasons, reasons which are relativised
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to the political context of a society, to the demographic break-down of interest groups,
and how the state can best serve the interests of the people. Political perfectionism is
distinguished from ‘philosophical perfectionism’: the view that perfectionist policies
ought to be enacted for philosophical reasons. Philosophical perfectionism is also driven
by a concern for the interests of the people, but under the direction of philosophical
concerns as to what ways of life are most worthwhile, and how the state can steer people
towards adopting those ways of life.

Inclusive neutrality permits only political forms of perfectionism since it bars as
inconsistent with public reason direct references to philosophical concerns that are not
included in the philosophical foundations of political liberalism. To be sure, inclusive
neutrality does not exclude from the political domain philosophical concerns in every
sense. This is because the preferences of the people, as articulated by their representatives
in a democratic government, may involve a direct reference to such philosophical reasons
as to why they form the preferences of the people. Inclusive neutrality merely maintains
that an acceptable form of (neutral) public justification may be phrased along the lines
that the preferences of the people, whatever they may be, are to be given normative weight
in a neutral sense. This is understood independently of what they are preferences for. And
so, if a democratic people trusts the ability of state officials to determine what their
interests are, this is can be expressed in terms of the utilitarian considerations that are
permitted by inclusive neutrality.

Should we maintain that a Trust-Wary State manipulates its People?

In this section I have established two related claims. First, that the objection from
independence and self-respect, which depends on the manipulator objection, is dispelled
by the move from conventional perfectionism to a reformed and trust-wary perfectionism.
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Second, that a trust-wary form of perfectionism does not conflict with the particular
constraints of inclusive neutrality. To come full-circle in my analysis of these positions,
here I press the claim that, as a view on just social cooperation, inclusive neutrality
provides us with the conceptual resources to negate the manipulative element of
perfectionist policy.

In 6.1, we saw that state perfectionism entails a negative judgment regarding
individuals’ rationality: due to our common human fallibility we have a tendency to be
‘set in our ways’ and may fail to perceive why we really ought to be motivated to
participate in different social forms or to allocate money to such ends. If such judgments
are correct, perfectionist politics stand to contribute to individuals’ lives by assisting them
to realize their autonomy through the subsidisation of various activities, manipulation
notwithstanding. Hence, this negative judgment putatively justifies the state’s use of
coercion and manipulation.

Yet, this characterisation of perfectionist policies does not fit well with view of
state action as a form of social cooperation, and of collective action, that all reasonable
people can assent to. In light of a trust-wary state’s compatibility with inclusive neutrality,
which qualifies it as a form of social cooperation, it is something of a misnomer to say
that trust-sensitive perfectionist policies are manipulative. That would be equivalent to
saying that the people manipulate themselves. By trusting state officials to promote their
interests through the enactment of perfectionist policy, the people are trusting state
officials to act as their executors, to carry out their bidding, as it were. 341 This makes

Note that this avenue is not available to the conventional (Razian) perfectionist, who adheres to Raz’s
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perfectionist coercion, and indeed perfectionist manipulation, analogous to Ulysses
ordering his crew to keep him tied to the mast as his ship sails past the Sirens. Therefore,
just as one may consent to coercion at a later time, so too are perfectionist policies
unobjectionable when carried out by a trust-wary state that realizes the inclusively neutral
ideal of social cooperation.

In my relatively brief discussion of the outlines of the trust-wary state as a
perfectionist view I have not presented an extensive defence of its claims nor explored its
premises in significant depth. To do so may detain us and distract from the purpose of
this thesis, which is to investigate which interpretation of Rawls’s neutrality is most
appealing. Since the independent weight of trust and the self-respect it preserves may be
secondary to other perfectionist aims, without further examination of these claims we
should be cautious that a trust-wary perfectionist state may not always operate within the
boundaries detailed here. At a cursory glance of the relevant issues we may doubt such a
conclusion. This is because the conditions for self-respect—such as justifiable trust in the
state’s coercion—may trump the value of perfectionist aims. Self-respect may be a
precondition for the successful exercise of autonomy, since a lack of self-respect may
undermine a person’s use of their evaluative capacities, which are central to autonomy.
Nevertheless, to safe-guard my position, in the following discussion I buttress my claim
that the most plausible version of perfectionism does not pose a threat to inclusive
neutrality and is in fact compatible with it.
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6.3 The Judgment Objection and Political Perfectionism
In this section I consider a related but separate objection to perfectionism, the ‘judgment
objection’. As presented by Ben Colburn in his relatively recent Autonomy and
Liberalism, the judgment objection holds that the state interferes profoundly with
citizens’ evaluation of their options when it engages in perfectionist subsidization. Unlike
the manipulator objection, the judgment objection maintains that such interference is
entirely inimical to the aim of perfectionist policy in supporting the meaningful exercise
of citizens’ autonomy. Hence, Colburn advocates a complete abstention from state
perfectionism, as is required by exclusive neutrality (for this last, see 5.3 and 4.1).
While I accept the premises of Colburn’s argument, I will not advocate his
conclusion. Rather, after describing the judgment objection, I will argue that the kind of
preference-driven social cooperation that is permitted by inclusive neutrality is able to
enact perfectionist policies while also escaping the charge pressed by this objection. This
reinforces my conclusion from 6.2, that the most plausible version of perfectionism (such
as a trust-wary perfectionism) is compatible with inclusive neutrality.
The Judgment Objection
The ‘judgment objection’ holds that perfectionist policies may be self-defeating since
they require the state to consider the reasons which apply to citizens as individuals.342
When the state considers these reasons and presents a range of subsidized perfectionist
options to individuals, the individual’s role in evaluating these reasons for himself is both
minimized and distorted. This is deleterious to the evaluative effect of autonomy (see 6.2,
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or glossary) in a similar way to that in which the manipulator objection claims
manipulative paternalistic interference to individuals’ independence inhibits their ability
to value the options that they may pursue. That objection held that when the individual
chooses to participate in a given activity that has been subsidized by the state, there is a
sense in which this decision has been, in part, made for him. Since individuals are
manipulated into serving their own well-being, their decisions are not instances of selfauthorship and are to that extent devoid of the kind of value formation that is facilitated
by autonomous choice.

The manipulator objection does not maintain that perfectionist policies are entirely
self-defeating since it is still possible that individuals would come autonomously to value
their pursuits at a later time, after they have had the opportunity to experience whatever
activities they had been manipulated into participating in. However, the judgment
objection takes a different and more hard-lined stance against this kind of interference in
the individual’s decision-making process. It maintains that since the state makes an
authoritative judgment on what kinds of options are worthwhile for citizens to participate
in, citizens are liable to accept these judgements and cease to grapple with the independent
reasons why their pursuits are valuable. Citizens will, to this extent, fail to value what is
good about those pursuits.343 As with the manipulator objection, the judgment objection
doesn’t deny that individuals may come to value their pursuits autonomously at a later
date. Rather, it claims that the harms caused by this kind of interference are not
outweighed by the additions to an individual’s live options that perfectionist policies
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provide, and that therefore, the best way for the state to promote autonomy is to abstain
from perfectionist policies.

To put this another way, the manipulator objection establishes that individuals are
prompted to engage in subsidized pursuits in a way that reduces their reflection on why
such pursuits are valuable. What is of issue in that case is the state’s manipulation of the
reasons that apply to individuals in terms of their options and the alternative costs that are
associated with each. The judgment objection, however, draws our attention to a further
problem with perfectionist paternalism. This is most clearly perceptible where the state
does not subsidize a given activity but instead merely endorses it publicly, say, by public
announcements by members of a government. To this, the judgment objection maintains
that authoritative judgments concerning matters of value take away from individuals’
motivations to consider for themselves the reasons why their respective options are
valuable, which in turn diminishes their apprehension of those reasons. The manipulator
objection would not apply in such an instance, as it is not a form of manipulation properly
so called.

This seems to conflict with my earlier comment that significant well-being is
achievable under the paternalistic direction of others, since it is possible to value another’s
judgments and thereby value what they endorse. (Cedric, the goat-herder’s son (5.2) as
well as the ‘trusting citizens’ considered in 6.2 are both examples.) Yet, the judgment
objection doesn’t deny that well-being is possible through the kind of derivative valuing
that ensues from endorsing another’s judgments. Rather, it only holds that a direct
sensitivity to the value of one’s pursuits is superior to the trust in and deference to the
judgments of another. If correct, the judgment objection draws out a decisive problem
with perfectionism and the promotion of non-neutral values that it recommends.
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Colburn’s argument is powerful because it capitalizes on what I have called the
evaluative effect of autonomy on value formation (see 5.2).344 If in fact the evaluative
effect is so profound then it stands to reason that the best way for the state to promote
autonomy is not by helping to provide options for citizens, or manipulating them into
choosing better ones than what they currently take up. Rather, the state may merely
nurture citizens’ evaluative capacities directly. Hence, much of Colburn’s work centres
on the importance of education in an ‘autonomy-minded state’.

Political Perfectionism as an Exception to the Judgment Objection

Yet, there may be ways for the state to implement perfectionist policies which do not
involve value judgments on its behalf. To use the distinction introduced in the previous
section, judgment-driven perfectionist policies are implemented for philosophical reasons
and threaten to interfere with citizens’ evaluation. Colburn’s argument thus rules out
philosophical perfectionism, but it does not apply in the same way (if at all) to political
perfectionism, where perfectionist policies are not selected by the state’s judgments but
by a deference to the people’s existing wants and values, to their preferences. Thus, the
kind of ‘preference-driven’ perfectionism permitted under inclusive neutrality evades the
judgment objection.345

However, while Colburn acknowledges this, he argues that preference-driven
policies are unlikely to successfully promote autonomy for two reasons: ‘one is practical,
the other more principled.’346 First, at the level of practicality, an ‘autonomy-minded
state’ could promote whatever values people in society abide by (through preference-
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driven policies), but this would be confusing and detrimental for individuals who did not
already follow such values, since they may be compelled to adopt them causing them to
fail to evaluate them independently.

We can counter this claim with the proviso that to be permissible, preferencedirected policies must coincide with a public understanding that such policies do not
represent the state’s authoritative judgments. This would reduce the said impact of
preference-directed policies so that citizens do not consider the goods that they support
valuable because of an authoritative judgment by the state. Such policies might,
nevertheless, influence citizens’ evaluations since they publicise others citizens’
judgments as to what goods are valuable. However, I contend that this kind of influence
is not objectionable as is the influence of philosophical perfectionism. Consider how
individuals in society already experience peer pressure and are exposed to the judgments
made by others. There is no escaping this fact, and preference-driven policies only carry
the effects of pre-existing sources of judgment, as are made by fellow citizens. The
judgment objector is welcome to maintain that peer pressure ought to be diminished as
much as possible, and that the prohibition of political perfectionism would therefore still
be required. However, any such claim would also need to maintain that the value of
autonomy that support it usurps the value of a population’s political freedoms to push for
policies that promote their more particular interests, which is doubtful.

A further element of the practical problem for preference-driven perfectionism is
that since individuals should be free to change their minds on what they value, the state
would have to constantly adapt its policies to changing circumstances if it were to be
accurate in promoting preferences as they are. As Colburn elucidates:
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The inefficiency of this process, and the drastic violations of privacy it would inevitably
involve, give a strong reason for someone committed to autonomy likewise to endorse the
whole of anti-perfectionism. Strictly speaking, we should say that the value of autonomy
justifies either full anti-perfectionism or holding that an autonomy-minded state can promote
first-order values [such as people’s preferences] so long as it does not decide those values. The
costs, however, of making promotion of first-order values consistent with respecting
individual decision concerning those values would be sufficiently extreme as to make the latter
disjunct prohibitively unattractive.347

Colburn seems to be motioning towards what I have acknowledged earlier (4.4
and 5.4) is the problematic nature of preference satisfaction, as seen in the indeterminacy
involved in a state’s ability to make an accurate identification of what people value, let
alone to support those values. However, we have no reason to believe that the resulting
indeterminacy of preference driven (non-neutral) value promotion should lead to
irreparable and significant harms to different interest groups.

If the choice is between no support for the good and some support, however
inaccurate, there are no obvious reasons to prefer the former, that is, other than the fact
that policies might fail to be evidently fair between interest groups. Yet, since fairness
can be understood as a threshold notion, the state might be accurate enough to satisfy the
requirement that citizens perceive its policies as unbiased.
Colburn’s second, more principled concern is as follows. He sees autonomy as a
second-order value, a value used to judge and qualify first-order values. Colburn claims
that efforts to promote autonomy by promoting non-neutral, ‘first-order’ values would be
unsuccessful because this is not what autonomy is. The identity of what autonomy is lost
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Ibid., 59-60.
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in the shift between the meaning of the second-order value of autonomy and the firstorder meaning of what autonomy might be used to endorse, or value.348 However, this
problem too is countered by the observation that it mistakes autonomy with what Raz
calls the ‘conditions of autonomy’, one of which is the availability of choice, or options
(see 5.2). By enriching one’s options one does enrich autonomy, even if this is not the
same thing as directly targeting autonomy. In Colburn’s defence, we should note that his
recommendation of an ‘autonomy-minded education’ (which I have only noted in
passing) is perhaps far more effective for promoting personal autonomy than preferencedriven policies. However, he does not conclusively demonstrate that the latter is
impermissible.

Whatever we might say about the possibility of preference-driven perfectionism,
Colburn is successful in presenting a persuasive argument against philosophical
perfectionism. It may even be so powerful as to defeat the philosophical component of
judgment inherent in a ‘trust-sensitive state’ which allows state officials to steer current
values and preferences by identifying what citizen might value (see 6.2). But this is not
relevant to my purpose. Whether we accept that the most plausible version of
perfectionism is through a ‘trust-sensitive perfectionist state’, through a purely
preference-driven model, or even through a model that negates perfectionist aims such as
Colburn’s version of exclusive neutrality, we can take away from this chapter that the
aims of the most plausible form of (a reformed) perfectionism do not conflict with
inclusive neutrality’s requirements.

‘An autonomy-minded state, if it acted so as to promote some first-order value, and justified that by
pointing to the second-order value of autonomy, would be making an error of this sort. Either they would
simply be violating the demands of autonomy, or they would be mistranslating the claim that autonomy is
valuable by eliminating the second-order variable.’ Ibid.
348
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Implications for non-liberal perfectionist support for the good

This chapter has been concerned to establish that inclusive neutrality does not present
citizens with significant practical costs in terms of any further aims of cooperation that
are incompatible with peripheral neutrality, such as citizens’ ability to have their interests
supported by the state. For if inclusive neutrality does not present costs in this way, then
we can move to analysing the more principled reasons why each of the three
interpretations of political liberalism I consider in this thesis might be morally preferable.
(I shall do so in the remaining three chapters.) Thus, I have focused on the best defended
ground for state support of the good, as seen in liberal perfectionism, to present the
counterargument for why inclusive neutrality might not win citizens’ endorsement. And
in light of the implications of the objections considered in this chapter, we can now put
that counterargument to rest.
However, there are still many other forms of support for the good that conflict
with inclusive neutrality. These are seen in the various other forms of perfectionism as
well as the various forms of communitarian among other political moralities not
addressed here (see 5.1 for this point). Inclusive neutrality might, then, pose costs to the
proponents of those political moralities and their associated conceptions of the good, that
is, if they require policies that conflict with the requirement of evident fairness. And while
an extensive investigation of this matter is beyond the scope of this thesis, we have seen
that Colburn’s judgment objection provides grounds independent from inclusive
neutrality

for

barring

as

impermissible

philosophical

perfectionism

(communitarianism(s) included).
As a consequence, depending on the weight we give to personal autonomy,
adherents to non-autonomy supporting perfectionisms may have no claim to having their
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interests supported by the state; that is, if they would require the state endorsement of
their particular interests in terms of philosophical perfectionism, and not in terms of the
preference-driven policies permitted by inclusive neutrality. Therefore, we have grounds
for supposing that inclusive neutrality does not pose significant costs to reasonable
citizens, when given the choice between it and minimal neutrality, since under the latter
this constraint set by personal autonomy against philosophical perfectionism will be
equally as strong.

6.4 Conclusion
In this chapter I have sought to demonstrate that liberal perfectionism does not conflict
with the interpretation and development of political liberalism I call inclusive neutrality.
To be sure, the conventional (Razian) interpretation of liberal perfection conflicts with
the latter in two basic respects: it does not defer to citizens existing preferences and values
in the identification of which goods to promote; and, conventional perfectionism does not
require that the state support of the good is fair to the diverse interest groups of a society.
However, the conventional interpretation is subject to two sets of objections.
First, the manipulator objection and the objection from independence and selfrespect combine to establish that conventional perfectionism is often deleterious to
citizens’ perceptions of themselves as dignified and independent evaluators. I presented
the notion of a citizens’ trust in the state as a way of avoiding this consequence. And I
observed that to gain citizens’ trust, a perfectionist state must adhere to the requirements
set out by inclusive neutrality: the state must be able to demonstrate that its actions are
‘evidently fair’ to interest groups in a way that they can accept, different comprehensive
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doctrines notwithstanding. This constraint reduces the range of eligible state action to
those that can be justified by acceptable public reason, so that interest groups can accept
them, removing all points of conflict that I have identified between these conceptions of
political morality (perfectionism and inclusive neutrality).
Since conventional perfectionism is a complicated theory containing many
elements, and is compatible with many grounds for state action, I was not satisfied that
the objection from independence and self-respect offers a sufficiently robust account of
when perfectionist policies are permissible. Thus, on these grounds alone, we cannot be
certain that perfectionism is entirely compatible and without conflict with inclusive
neutrality: it may always be possible for a perfectionist to claim that autonomy is more
important than dignified independence, and that citizens should be able to appreciate if
not trust the state’s authority regardless of whether its actions are evidently fair.
For this reason, I presented a second objection to conventional perfectionist
theory, namely, the judgment objection. This objection holds that perfectionist policies
do not accomplish their goal of supporting citizens’ autonomy. I presented a brief
examination of this objection and claimed that although conventional perfectionist is
correctly flawed, as the judgment objection observes, there remains a subset of
perfectionist policies that may successfully foster citizens’ autonomy. I concluded that
since that subset of policies is coextensive with the policies permitted by inclusive
neutrality, a reformed view of perfectionism does not conflict with the latter.
From these two sets of objections we can see that inclusive neutrality does not
present reasonable citizens with practical costs of forgoing valuable opportunities to have
their interests met through state support for the good. This is on two related grounds. First,
citizens with an interest in personal autonomy – as identified by liberal perfectionism –
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will have their interests supported equally well by inclusive neutrality and minimal
neutrality, despite the latter permitting conventional perfectionism.349 Second, in virtue
of the judgment objection’s prohibition against philosophical perfectionism, citizens with
interests defined by non-autonomy supporting perfectionisms will have no claim to
having their interests met by the state, that is, when those interests require more than the
preference-driven policies permitted by inclusive neutrality. Of course, this last
conclusion is only tentative, since I have not investigated it in sufficient detail – and
cannot, within the limited scope of this thesis. However, taken together, these points
provide adequate support for inclusive neutrality as a viable interpretation of political
liberalism, viewed on the practical grounds of whether there are competing values that
override its requirement for peripheral neutrality. Next, I examine the meaning of a
reasonable conception of justice, and whether any of the minimal, inclusive or exclusive
forms of neutrality considered here are morally preferable to the others on grounds of
principle.

349

We might also say that citizens with an interest in personal autonomy will have their interests supported
equally well by exclusive neutrality too, under the strict Colburnian interpretation of the judgment
objection.
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Part 3:
The Problem of Principle for the Extension of
Neutrality in Political Liberalism
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7
The Problem of Agreement, and the Asymmetry Objection
There are two main problems of extension for public reason and liberal neutrality in
Rawls’ political liberalism (see 3.4). Both problems must be addressed before we may
fully understand what kind of liberal neutrality is required for a consistent and compelling
account of political liberalism. The first problem, a practical one, is presented by the
possibility that the state could pursue social goals that override the value of neutrality,
that is, when the latter is realized at what I call the peripheral areas of political power
(peripheral neutrality).350 In light of the objections to and solutions for conventional
perfectionism discussed in chapters 5 and 6, we can now dispense of this problem, since
we can see that independent considerations (pertaining to personal autonomy and selfrespect) limit the range of permissible state actions to those that do not override peripheral
neutrality.
The second problem of extension for Rawls’ neutrality stems from the
disagreement among reasonable people about justice. We can grant that neutrality is a
requirement of justice as concerns the basic terms of cooperation, as these stipulate that
a just society must maintain the neutrally valued condition of background justice (see
Chapter 3). However, it is unclear how far a consistent and justifiable neutrality
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Peripheral areas of state action are those that do not concern what Rawls calls constitutional essentials
and matters of basic justice, which require the state to maintain the condition of background justice (3.3,
see 4.1 for peripheral neutrality, for further discussion on background justice, see 5.3).
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requirement might extend beyond (what I call) these basic or central areas of political
power into peripheral areas. There is one main reason for this unclarity: a further
(peripheral) neutrality requirement will curtail the range of ends that reasonable people
can permissibly use their political rights to pursue and vie for. And while reasonable
people may value mutually acceptable social cooperation that further neutrality provides,
they may value the free use of their political rights more. Indeed, as I will elucidate below,
to value one’s political rights in this way may be entirely reasonable, and paradoxically
more reasonable than a peripheral neutrality requirement (that requires all political power
to be acceptable because reasonable). To contrast with the practical concern entailed by
the first problem of extension, this second problem is a matter of principle and is raised
by the fact that there is a conceptual limit to how neutral a free system of cooperation can
be with respect to the interests of its participants (see 4.1). A potential outcome of this
problem is that, while there may be no obvious ends that are more important than
peripheral neutrality, the free exercise of political rights may take precedence to the point
that we cannot and should not assert a presumptive requirement of neutrality on all state
actions.

Over this chapter and the next, I will elucidate the factors necessary for a solution
to this second problem of extension that comes out in favour of a peripheral neutrality
requirement. Such a solution must identify conceptions of justice that require peripheral
neutrality alongside an adequate satisfaction of citizens’ interests, which citizens would
otherwise use their political rights to secure. Such a solution must also identify why such
conceptions of justice are significantly more reasonable than alternatives, and, therefore,
why reasonable people would endorse those conceptions of justice over alternatives.
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I will divide the aforementioned task into two steps. In this chapter, I will explore
the grounds for supposing that each of the three interpretations of Rawls’ neutrality
examined in this thesis identify ‘sets of conceptions of justice’ that qualify as reasonable.
In the next chapter, I scrutinize those grounds and compare them against the moral
motivations that reasonable people have to accept a conception of justice. My argument
will invoke Rawls’ argument from relative stability (as articulated in A Theory of Justice)
and the notion that reasonable people are disposed to enter into relations of reciprocity
with one another. And I will conclude, on those grounds, that inclusive neutrality better
approximates to a relationship of reciprocity than either minimal or exclusive neutrality,
and that, therefore, justice requires peripheral neutrality as understood according to that
inclusive interpretation and development of political liberalism.

Turning to the subject of this chapter, one well-rehearsed objection in the literature
challenges the notion that neutrality is a reasonable or even a consistent requirement. This
is known as the asymmetry objection and it holds that reasonable people will not agree
more on the right (understood as matters of justice) than they can agree on the good.
Hence, political liberalism cannot sustain a justified asymmetrical attitude towards these
categories by requiring the state to take a stance on justice but remain neutral on the good.
To bring focus to my discussion, I will address the asymmetry objection and elucidate
how it does or does not apply to minimal, inclusive and exclusive neutrality. My
discussion of this objection exposes a critical difference between the kinds of
justifications these variants of neutrality offer for state action. Inclusive as well as
minimal neutrality rely on lower thresholds of what counts as an acceptable justification,
weakening the value of the political autonomy that they secure. This highlights what is
appealing about exclusive neutrality. However, as I will argue in the next chapter, the
latter fails to characterize a scheme of cooperation that is neutral in all the ways that
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matter and this affects the extent to which it is a reasonable interpretation of political
liberalism.
In 7.1, as a preliminary, I detail the extent of disagreement on justice in Rawls’s
notion of a well-ordered society. In 7.2, I illustrate how these issues establish the grounds
for the asymmetry objection, and I present my own development of that objection together
with a statement of what is required for it to be met and rejected. In 7.3, I further elaborate
why the asymmetry objection presents a challenge for inclusive neutrality, and what may
be involved in a satisfactory response from an inclusive neutralist. In conclusion, I note
how exclusive neutrality copes better with the asymmetry objection than inclusive
neutrality.

7.1 Disagreement on the Regulation of Social Cooperation
In chapters 2 and 3 I described Rawls’s notion of a well-ordered society (WOS), a society
regulated by a conception of justice that all (reasonable) citizens can accept with their
sense of justice. In this section I reiterate some key points from those chapters before
elaborating how the system of cooperation might be regulated by a reasonable conception
of justice. This provides the basis for my discussion in 7.2 of how the asymmetry
objection applies to Rawls’s neutrality.

Disagreement on Justice and Different ways of Regulating Political Power

The nature of disagreement on justice shapes the problem of determining whether
neutrality should be required at the peripheral areas of state action. We can say that
neutrality is required at what I call the ‘central areas’ of political power because the
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General Liberal Principles (GLPs), which define these areas (as maintaining background
justice), are necessarily neutral on the good (see 3.2-3). However, the GLPs are the bare
minimum of what a member of the family (of reasonable conceptions of justice) might
require. And there is a wide range on how much neutrality might be required by the
members of the family. Some members, such as Rawls’s ‘justice as fairness’, may be
more rigid, requiring an extensive redistribution of primary goods, even at the peripheral
areas of political power, while others may be utilitarian , for example, and offer a more
fluid rendering of justice. (There are other varieties of reasonable conceptions of justice;
left-libertarianism and Ronald Dworkin’s rights-based approach are examples.)

To illustrate the relation between conceptions of justice and how they act to
regulate social cooperation and ‘neutralize’ it, I will now describe three alternative
models. Each corresponds to one of the interpretations of neutrality considered in this
thesis, that is, to minimal, inclusive or exclusive neutrality.

At least two of the dominant conceptions of justice in political theory are
compatible with the first model. As discussed in 4.3 and 5.4, ‘restricted utilitarianism’ (a
form of utilitarianism that requires and is restricted by the maintenance of background
justice) is neutral on the good in those areas of political power involved in maintaining
background justice.351 However, outside these areas at what I call ‘peripheral state
actions’, restricted utilitarianism (as a conception of justice) judges state actions as just
with reference to what satisfies the most number of preferences or instils the greatest
levels of happiness. Yet, because making determinations of this kind is difficult if not

351

See 5.4 and 4.3. Rawls uses restricted utilitarianism to compare his ‘justice as fairness’ in JFR, 126-33.
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excessively costly, restricted utilitarianism plausibly takes the democratic process as
instrumental to maximizing happiness and/or preference satisfaction.352 Therefore,
restricted utilitarianism places no further constraints on the democratic process and
requires only a minimal neutrality.

Under some interpretations, rights-based theories of justice also require only a
minimal neutrality.353 These conceptions of justice allow that as a form of selfgovernment, the democratic process functions for the interests of the people. A
democratic state may legitimately function to support goals that are outside the purview
of justice as long as the democratic process and other mechanisms of the state do not
infringe people’s rights. Rights theories of justice thus consider it just that people have
the ability to associate politically in conducting their business, without requiring that state
action is neutral on the good in all its levels.

Under rights theories of justice or restricted utilitarianism, the first model
represents the simplest way we can conceive of justice as regulating social cooperation:
social cooperation is allowed to ensue relatively freely and is only constrained so that it
conforms to certain basic standards of justice (such as those defined by the GLPs and the
maintenance of background justice).

To illustrate the second model, suppose that citizens adhere to restricted
utilitarianism with a further amendment that that the interests of some should not be
traded-off for the benefit of others. For example, if it serves the greatest levels of
happiness (or preference satisfaction) to ignore the interests of group C perpetually so
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Riley, “Utilitarian Ethics and Democratic Government”.
Dworkin, A Matter of Principle.
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that a more fine-grained satisfaction of groups A and B’s interests can be attained,
restricted utilitarianism requires this course of action. This might happen if group C
resided some distance away from A and B. Since it is easier to source the labour, materials
and machinery for the residential areas of A and B, restricted utilitarianism could permit
that all groups (A, B and C) finance the development of infrastructure to a very high
standard for A and B, leaving C to struggle under relatively rudimentary conditions.

Suppose now that reasonable citizens consider the above to be unfair social
cooperation. Citizens from group C see themselves as unjustifiably serving the interests
of A and B, and reasonable citizens from A and B do not want to benefit from this
perceived injustice.354 This leads reasonable citizens to further supplement the (already)
restricted utilitarian conception of justice and adopt a principle of ‘reciprocity’ requiring
that while all individuals contribute to the system of cooperation all are also to benefit
from it.355 As discussed in 4.3, we can call the resultant hybrid conception of justice
‘utilitarian reciprocity’: utilitarian, since it allows justice to be determined by a reference
to preferences or happiness, but reciprocal in that it requires that social cooperation is
fair so that all citizens contribute to the cooperative scheme and (where possible as well
as ‘reasonably’ practical)356 are duly rewarded for their contribution.

To regulate the system of cooperation according to utilitarian reciprocity, citizens
require a principle of ‘justificatory reciprocity’ such that to be morally (not also legally)
permissible, state actions (including peripheral actions) must be substantively justifiable
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Paul Weithman argues that reasonable citizens do not want the gains from injustice in his Why Political
Liberalism, 54.
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We can add to this condition ‘…are to benefit in an appropriate way as assessed by a suitable benchmark
of comparison. Rawls, PL, 16.
356
To be sure, this caveat invites philosophical difficulties. It is expressed by the holistic view of fair support
for the good, discussed in 4.3, and some such difficulties are discussed in 7.3.
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to all reasonable people. As a form of regulation of social cooperation, this second model
is more comprehensive than is required under the first model, since it requires all state
actions to be substantively justifiable. This model corresponds with the view I call
inclusive neutrality, since it holds that acceptable justifications must be phrased in neutral
terms, and acceptable utilitarian justifications must be evidently fair.

On the third and last model, justice does not merely regulate social cooperation,
it defines the way that it is conceived—we might say that this is a ‘fully comprehensive’
method of regulation. ‘Justice as fairness’, an example of such a conception of justice,
requires all just social cooperation to be directed almost exclusively towards securing the
primary goods either directly or indirectly.357 However, the resultant orientation of state
action toward the primary goods is better described as a redefinition of social cooperation
than as its regulation. This model corresponds with the view I call exclusive neutrality,
since it holds the ‘primary goods criterion’ as a means of determining what counts as
acceptable public reason.

Note that only the third model requires all state actions to be substantively neutral
in terms of the goods that they can permissibly secure; only the first model goes without
requiring substantively neutral justifications for all state actions; and, only the second
model permits substantively non-neutral aims for state actions alongside a requirement
for substantively neutral justification. (See 5.3, and 4.1, for discussion of what
‘substantive’ means in this context.). The system of cooperation may, therefore, undergo
various degrees of regulation and neutrality depending on which member of the family of

I defer discussion of ‘justice as fairness’ to chapter 8. For now, I simply want to draw attention to the
way it regulates social cooperation, and so will not digress to define this conception of justice, or what it
otherwise entails.
357
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reasonable conceptions of justice citizens advocate. As I will explain in the following
section, it is this variation between the members of the family, together with the
corresponding variation in how the system may be regulated, which gives rise to the
asymmetry objection—as I interpret it—and presents the problem of determining whether
reasonable conceptions of justice require peripheral neutrality.

7.2 The Asymmetry Objection and Neutrality on Justice
As we saw in chapter 2, Rawls’ neutrality requirement issues from the value of political
autonomy and the associated benefits of fair cooperation it facilitates. Neutrality, then, is
founded on the idea of acceptance that political autonomy requires, which is that citizens
can accept the state’s actions as just, or more generally accept the considerations of justice
that regulate the use of political power. So, for political autonomy to be attainable, the
considerations of justice that regulate political power must be neutral between the
differences that divide reasonable people. More specifically, those considerations must
be independent of citizens’ comprehensive doctrines and associated conceptions of ‘the
good’. The standard formulation of the asymmetry objection targets the plausibility of
this idea of acceptance. It claims that, owing to the burdens of judgment, reasonable
people will disagree to the same, or to a similar extent, on justice, or ‘the right’, as they
do on ‘the good’. Such people will not, then, be able to accept the considerations of justice
that regulate (and guide) the state’s actions. This objection holds that it is inconsistent to
require that state actions are neutral on the good and not on the right (or justice) so as to
gain citizen’s endorsement. An asymmetrical stance on the right (or justice) and the good
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is unsustainable, and a consistently justified theory should eschew any such neutrality
requirement.
This ‘standard formulation’ of the asymmetry objection is somewhat dated and
irrelevant to our purposes here.358 This is because, as we saw in 4.1, the standard
interpretation of Rawls’ political liberalism—minimal neutrality—only requires
neutrality on the central areas of political power that are defined by the three general
liberal principles (GLPs), which also define the social goal of maintaining background
justice. Therefore, at least in one major way, my presentation of Rawls’ theory evades
this formulation of the asymmetry objection. By identifying the GLPs as the minimal
requirements that any reasonable conception of justice must entail, Rawls plausibly finds
an area of agreement that transcends the burdens of judgment.

The burdens of judgment still apply to the reasoning that leads contractors to
accept the GLPs. Accordingly, there may be many ways that the GLPs see expression and
manifestation among the different reasonable conceptions of justice. However, if we
accept Rawls’ theory of political constructivism, we must also accept that all such
reasonable conceptions converge on those General Liberal Principles, since they are
meant to be generally construed and not specific to any particular liberal theory (—see
3.2 for my argument for why this is true). Therefore, the asymmetry objection applies
only to the peripheral areas of social cooperation beyond the GLPs (peripheral actions).
This is because reasonable people agree on the GLPs despite the burdens of judgment,
but they do not necessarily agree on the importance of what I call ‘peripheral assent’. (See

For an example of this ‘standard formulation’ of the asymmetry objection, see Jeremy Waldron, Law
and Disagreement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), chapter 7.
358

281

4.1, for discussion of this term and its conjugates of ‘peripheral neutrality’ and ‘peripheral
action(s)’.).

When the asymmetry objection is reformulated so as to challenge the grounds for
a peripheral neutrality requirement, it provides an apt characterization of the problem of
principle for the extension of neutrality in political liberalism. This is the problem of
elaborating a form of social cooperation that is both free and fair in a way that reasonable
people can commonly agree is just. For this reason, in this section I will offer a new
version of that objection and describe how it identifies a particular difficulty with
inclusive neutrality.

The Asymmetry Objection Reformulated: a Neutrality Requirement for Justice

In brief, I maintain that in its most plausible form, the asymmetry objection is reducible
to the question of whether it is possible further to limit membership in the family of
reasonable conceptions of justice to a smaller set of conceptions than is permitted by
Rawls. This is because the range of reasonable disagreement on justice defines the
requirements for a well-ordered society (WOS), which is the goal of Rawls’ theory of in
political liberalism (a society stable for the right reasons—see 2.1). Thomas Pogge
describes these requirements by saying that Rawls gives us a three-tiered theory of
justice.359 The bottom tier is defined by the social institutions and rules that citizens are
to follow in their daily lives. The middle tier is defined by the public conceptions of justice
that such citizens accept. These conceptions are, then, used to elaborate the social
institutions and rules of the bottom tier. Finally, there is a top-tier criterion of what
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conceptions of justice are reasonable and suitable to be accepted as public conceptions of
justice—and what conceptions may be treated as members of the family of reasonable
conceptions of justice. This top-tier criterion is seen in the method of political
constructivism, which allows us to examine conceptions of justice to determine whether
they might be selected by contractors reasoning in the original position (or other similar
procedures of constructivism).

The importance of this tripartite view can be seen in the fact that it is by appealing
to the top-tier criterion that we are able to dispel the asymmetry objection in its standard
formulation. Hence, although the burdens of judgment apply both to considerations of the
right and the good, they do not properly apply to the very notion of political
constructivism that underpins political liberalism. This is because there must be some
starting point to the theory, or basis for its justification, and this is provided by political
constructivism. Ultimately, this basis of justification is expressed through political
constructivism’s method of finding what Rawls calls ‘reflective equilibrium’. (For
reasons of space I will not discuss this notion further except to say that it is a method of
justification that rests on its ability to organise and represent coherently the outcomes of
our considered judgments, while also allowing for such judgments to be adjusted to
cohere with each other after due reflection.360)

Political theorists are welcome to deny that political constructivism transcends the
burdens of judgment in any relevant way. However, taking such a view would not lead to
a version of the asymmetry objection. This is because the asymmetry objection is a
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challenge to the internal coherency of political liberalism, as opposed to a challenge to
the fundamental basis of that theory itself that is presented by political constructivism. As
Quong writes:
Unlike some other critiques of political liberalism, the asymmetry objection does not challenge
the main assumptions from which political liberalism begins. Rather, it purports to show that
political liberalism is not even internally coherent; that liberal neutrality concerning the good
cannot be consistently derived from within the political liberal position. Proponents of the
asymmetry objection are not necessarily rejecting the ideas of contractual agreement or
reasonableness [, or political constructivism]. They can maintain the commitment to
contractualism or reasonableness, and simply reject the further claim that the burdens of
judgment give us sufficient reason to rule out perfectionist values from a liberal conception of
legitimacy. On this reading, if the asymmetry objection is sound, then there is nothing
unreasonable about perfection in politics.

It makes perfect sense, then, that the standard formulation of the asymmetry objection to
which Quong refers, is no objection to the standard interpretation of political liberalism
seen in minimal neutrality. This is because the latter form of neutrality says that ‘there is
nothing unreasonable about perfection in [peripheral] politics’. Therefore, to consider a
relevant and effective form of the asymmetry objection we must consider whether it is
possible that the top-tier criterion of justice might entail a peripheral neutrality
requirement.

We can provide such a version of the asymmetry objection by considering that
there may be many reasonable conceptions of justice, and each has its own requirements.
However, the requirements of justice for a politically liberal society in its most general
form are not defined by any one reasonable conception of justice but by the top-tier
criterion—that is, by what defines membership in the family of reasonable conceptions.
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Thus, as we saw in the previous section through the three different models for how social
cooperation might be regulated, although some members of the family require peripheral
neutrality, some do not. And as long as some do not, we cannot maintain that justice
requires peripheral neutrality.

I express this idea in terms of political liberalism incorporating a form of
‘neutrality on justice’. The term ‘neutrality on justice’ might strike some readers as odd,
since it might seem to suggest that the state cannot institute justice. This is not what the
term implies, however.361 Rather, as I use the term, ‘neutrality on justice’ refers to what
we regard as the requirements of justice in a politically liberal society (a political
liberalism). At the level of theory conceptualization, we cannot simply privilege the
requirements of any one member of the family of reasonable conceptions over others,
even if it appears more reasonable. And without a way of altering the nature of
membership in that family itself, we cannot require peripheral neutrality. My asymmetry
objection, so construed, thus focuses on what is necessary to find ‘neutrality on justice’
before we affirm neutrality the good.

Of course, this view requires much clarification. Consider that one and perhaps
only one member of the family might ultimately be selected by the citizens of a political
liberalism and used to define its social rules and institutions. This might seem to privilege
one member above others, but neutrality on justice allows for such a possibility. This is
because in the instance that one member of the family wins the people’s support, we can
say that it earns the privilege of being enshrined as the public conception of justice.
Crucially, this is not the same as calling for one particular member of the family to be

For one view on ‘neutrality on justice’ as an unacceptable result, see Simon Clarke’s conclusion in his
“Contractarianism, Liberal Neutrality and Epistemology” Political Studies, XLVII, (1999).
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unilaterally and undemocratically institutionalized in a(n otherwise) WOS. For instance,
a moral theory might call for individuals in a bureaucracy, say, to circumvent public
processes of law and policy formation and institute the ‘correct’ conception of justice. In
this case, reasonable members of the public will be denied their due opportunity to
influence the system of cooperation according to their sense of justice (through voting,
lobbying, public debate or running for office). This is a problem in political liberalism
since, as we saw in 2.1, political autonomy is a dual requirement that calls for both
democratic participation in addition to the endorsement of the conceptions of justice used
to regulate social cooperation.362

To be sure, where there is sufficient injustice in a society, political liberalism is
consistent with officials having moral duties to institute justice as they conceive of it,
irrespective of citizens’ participation. In such a case, political autonomy is not attained
either way since it requires justice proper to be realized in addition to participation. The
point of the foregoing considerations is that in political liberalism justice is in part
constituted by citizens’ participation. Therefore, beyond a certain threshold of justice
proper being realized in a society, citizens’ participation takes on significance. At that
point, justice—as requiring political autonomy—is not fully realized until citizens’
participation is also respected by bureaucrats and other state officials.

To see the import of the above, consider that an undemocratically institutionalized
peripheral neutrality may lead to all state actions capable of being endorsed by all
reasonable people. Even so, those reasonable people will nevertheless be denied their
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Note that this is distinct from cases where a person is unsuccessful in influencing the system of
cooperation to effect change, since so long as they are not denied the opportunity to exert their influence
(however minimal) their political autonomy is preserved, nonetheless.
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political autonomy in a sense wider than peripheral assent—the endorsement of the state’s
actions as reasonable, which I define as a form of political autonomy (see 4.1). This is
because in addition to endorsement, political autonomy also requires the democratic
institutionalization of reasonable conceptions of justice.363 For this reason, my version of
the asymmetry objection holds that the undemocratic institutionalization of peripheral
neutrality leads to a more serious infringement of political autonomy than the kind of
peripheral dissent that peripheral neutrality aims to abolish (see 4.1). 364 In other words,
peripheral neutrality is utterly self-defeating if it is institutionalized in the wrong way,
since it does not help us attain (Rawls’ goal of) a society that is stable for the right
reasons.

We cannot, then, say that justice requires that any particular reasonable
conception of justice is institutionalized in a WOS, since citizens’ exercise of their
political rights takes precedence. In terms of the substantive requirements of justice, at
best we can say that the most reasonable conception(s) of justice citizens should endorse
is x conception.365 Such claims do not detract from the fact that citizens are entitled to
institute whatever member of the family of reasonable conceptions they find most
reasonable.366 ‘Neutrality on justice’ on this count means leaving it up to the people which
conception of reasonable justice to instil.

Both Rawls and Wall discuss this possibility. Rawls, PL (in the ‘Reply to Habermas), 411, and Wall
“Liberalism, Neutrality, and Democracy,” 165.
364
Simon Caney makes a similar observation to my formulation of the asymmetry objection, but misses
this important distinction between the democratic and the non-democratic institutionalization of justice.
Simon Caney, “Liberal Legitimacy, Reasonable Disagreement and Justice.” Critical Review of
International Social and Political Philosophy 1, no. 3 (1998).
365
This is how Rawls describes his favoured justice as fairness at the time of and after PL.
366
Simon Clarke makes a similar observation in his “Contractarianism, Liberal Neutrality and
Epistemology” Political Studies, XLVII, (1999).
363
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To explore how neutrality on justice might be met, consider how, as I described
earlier, restricted utilitarianism may be regarded as a member of the family. This
conception of justice permits substantively non-neutral (peripheral) state action without
requiring those actions to be justified by substantive public reasons (see also, 4.3, and
5.4). Since we may be compelled to consider restricted utilitarianism as a member of the
family, we cannot therefore privilege other members by advancing their considerations
as requirements for a WOS—although we are welcome to argue that they are more
reasonable. This conclusion is further supported by the existence of other similarly
permissive conceptions, such as rights theories of justice, which do not require peripheral
neutrality. Thus, although ‘utilitarian reciprocity’ as well as ‘justice as fairness’ both
demand forms of peripheral neutrality, those reasonable conceptions of justice do not
determine the requirements of a WOS as regards the reasonable citizen’s sense of justice;
and peripheral neutrality is not required under the standard interpretation of political
liberalism.

How Could Neutrality on Justice Require Neutrality on the Good?

It follows from the preceding discussion that there is at least one way to establish how
peripheral neutrality may be possible alongside the kind of neutrality on justice that is
required by the implications of my asymmetry objection. We would need to establish why
reasonable people would exclude restricted utilitarianism, and other permissive
conceptions of justice, from the family of reasonable conceptions. To do this, we need to
demonstrate why reasonable people would agree on more about justice than the mere
GLPs that require the maintenance of background justice.
Now, both inclusive and exclusive developments of Rawls’ neutrality considered
in this thesis offer reinterpretations of Rawls’s premises. They are attempts to demonstrate
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further areas where reasonable people agree on both justice and how the state might be
regulated by a conception of justice, so as to require peripheral neutrality. Both of these
views draw on Rawls’s description of the reasonable citizen’s sense of justice as
incorporating a concern for fair cooperation, as follows.
By Rawls’s definition, reasonable citizens hold the moral motivation to abide by
a principle of fairness (see 2.2). Since citizens are motivated in this way, they may
consider it a reasonable constraint on state action that proposed policies are justifiable to
fellow citizens according to grounds that they can accept, the burdens of judgment
notwithstanding. Fair cooperation should, then, demand that in any given instance the
ends as well as the terms of social cooperation are to be justifiable to its participants, the
citizens of a WOS. This is known as the principle of justificatory reciprocity (see also 4.3,
and 5.4). Such a principle may be met when the state’s actions are justified according to
a common framework or set of premises that reasonable people accept, which we see in
the theory of political constructivism that is used to form public reasons (see 3.2-4).

This dimension of fairness goes some way toward suggesting why citizens might
accept peripheral neutrality as an outcome of justificatory reciprocity, that is, as they
accept the GLPs. Yet, the condition that a justification for state action is acceptable to
reasonable citizens is open to a wide range of interpretations. Importantly, restricted
utilitarianism may also offer a justification for state actions since it sees the democratic
process as serving a specific purpose insofar as it is instrumental in achieving justice;
(democratic) state actions are, therefore, justified in virtue of their role in serving
utilitarian justice, which too is an end of sorts (see 4.3 for further discussion, also 3.4).367

367

See Riley, “Utilitarian Ethics and Democratic Government.”
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In such cases, the common framework of justification that provides a basis for public
reasons may be tortuous and used to produce overcomplicated and even absurd results
that are not commonly acceptable to reasonable people. This possibility threatens to
unravel the claim for peripheral neutrality, and would seem to give us reason to concede
that the asymmetry objection presents grounds to eschew such a requirement.

However, one move is still available to the dedicated neutralist, and that is to
appeal to a threshold notion of how acceptable a justification for state actions might need
to be to achieve peripheral assent, in terms of sufficient degrees of acceptability. The
justifications of state actions that issue from other less permissive conceptions of justice
might, then, be more acceptable or instantiate a more reasonable balance of political
values, see 4.3. And if a reasonable balance of political values so construed requires
peripheral neutrality, we can present a case for excluding from the family of reasonable
conceptions those that do not require peripheral neutrality.

In summary, for either inclusive or exclusive neutrality to reject my formulation
of the asymmetry objection they must demonstrate which more stringent conceptions of
justice will offer more robustly acceptable or more reasonable forms of justification than
at least restricted utilitarianism so that the former can gain citizens’ endorsements over
the latter. As we shall see, this is a more difficult task for inclusive than for exclusive
neutrality, owing to the different methods each permits for regulating social cooperation.

7.3 The Inclusive Response to the Asymmetry Objection
In this section, I will briefly describe the characteristics of inclusive neutrality (as outlined
in 4.3 and 5.4) before observing how it measures up to restricted utilitarianism, as a case
study, in offering a more acceptable form of justification for peripheral state action than
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is able to be given by more permissive conceptions of justice. (Note that I cannot examine
other permissive conceptions of justice within the scope of this thesis. For my conclusions
to hold we must, then, treat restricted utilitarianism as representative of others of its kind.)
I observe that we may have significant doubt regarding the ability of the inclusively
neutral form of public justification to be more acceptable than restricted utilitarian. Then,
I draw on my discussion on the normative significance of trust in the previous chapter to
present a more compelling account of inclusive neutrality. I conclude by noting that
inclusive neutrality can successfully reject the asymmetry objection, but not without
difficulty and challenges. Inclusive neutrality is a coherent and consistent view of social
cooperation, but at this stage questions remain as to whether it is the most morally
preferable extension of Rawls’ political liberalism.

Inclusive Neutrality and the Problem of Indeterminacy

According to the view I call inclusive neutrality, peripheral state actions may be justified
in neutral terms through an appeal to how those actions satisfy citizens’ preferences. Such
appeals are considered neutral for two reasons: first, preference satisfaction can be
appreciated as valuable according to the political values that reasonable citizens share;
second, preferences can be appealed to in their capacity as preferences, as opposed to
their content, to what they are preferences for (see 4.3, and 5.4).

The neutral value of preference-satisfaction might pass muster as an acceptable
ground for public justification on several grounds.368 However, inclusive neutrality
maintains a further condition that a preference-based justification must meet in order to
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These include: a Dworkinian right to equal concern and respect; political rights as lending legitimacy to
a political process designed to support the interests of the people; and, utilitarian considerations as
identifying a normative value in preference satisfaction.
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be acceptable to reasonable citizens. It requires that preference-directed state actions are
also ‘evidently fair’ to the interest groups that constitute the society. One way for evident
fairness to occur is by the allocated funds for a given action reflecting the ratio of
individuals in the society that happen to hold the respective preference. 369 This is a key
ingredient in a consistent view since if a fair pursuit of preference satisfaction cannot be
maintained, citizens may justifiably infer that the state considers the preferences of some
as more important than those of others, making the state’s actions unfair and
objectionably non-neutral..370

As acknowledged in 4.4, and 5.4, the discussion above presents a precarious
definition of acceptable and neutral justification, because it is in the nature of preferences
that they are indeterminate; preferences may be more or less strong than others, or held
by overlapping interest groups.371 Therefore, it is difficult to determine with any certainty
how important the promotion of one preference might be as compared with other
preferences; measuring the opportunity cost of proposed actions will be difficult and the
enacting of any single policy is liable to be socially divisive or become a source of
peripheral dissent.372 While evident fairness places an intensified demand on the publicly
acceptable nature of a given state action, the indeterminacy of preferences threatens to

That is, the ratio of allocated funds as compared with both the state’s discretionary budget and the interest
group concerned. Other factors might come into play, such as the relative importance of a preference and
how much other interest groups can sympathize and appreciate the interests in having the respective
preference met. State funds for ‘devil worship’, or even innocuous forms of religious practice, would be
unlikely to ground a neutral justification as compared with the examples used in chapter 4 (sports, arts and
science). As I acknowledge in this section, this is a complicated issue and I do not attempt to provide a
solution to it here. My concern in this thesis is in presenting the possibility of neutrally justified state action
that is capable of incorporating non-neutral values via preference satisfaction.
370
This proviso bridges the ‘neutrality of justification’ account provided here with a proportionate
‘neutrality of aim’ since it connects the procedural and substantive elements of state action in a way which
requires the justification of actions to fit with their intended effects.
371
For discussion on this aspect of preference satisfaction see Christiano, The Constitution of Equality, 2923.
372
For ‘peripheral dissent’, see 4.1.
369
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undermine the ability of the inclusive neutralist to provide such justifications. For
example, due to the existence of preferences that are only indeterminately assessed and
compared with preferences for alternative options, there may be substantial ‘grey areas’
where a given non-neutral state action, say funding for the arts or for certain kinds of art,
may be regarded fair by some members of a society. This is a potential problem for
inclusive neutrality and its ability to surmount the asymmetry objection, since it weakens
the acceptability of inclusively neutral justifications.

It may be possible to circumvent this problem by permitting imperfectly fair
justifications of state action that use a lower threshold of evident fairness. However, this
may make inclusive neutrality indistinct from minimal neutrality and its correlate,
restrictive utilitarianism, proving the asymmetry objection correct. And worse still, if the
condition of evident fairness is inconsistently applied, which may be possible due to the
problem of indeterminacy and a lower threshold of evident fairness, inclusive neutrality
could result in some state actions being restricted while others are permitted. Therefore,
rather than allow inclusively neutral conceptions of justice to issue a possibly inconsistent
constraint, reasonable citizens may prefer political power to be regulated by more
permissive conceptions such as restrictive utilitarianism, or by more stringent conceptions
such as those permitted by exclusive neutrality (which I discuss in 7.4).

A Trust-based Augmentation of Inclusive Neutrality

At this juncture it would appear that the second problem of extension for political
liberalism, as represented by the asymmetry objection, poses too great an obstacle for
inclusive neutrality. This may be unexpected for the following reason. As we saw over
chapters 5 and 6, there seem to be no obvious reasons why the first problem of extension
defeats inclusive neutrality. In fact, the grounds of that (practical) problem seem to
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support inclusive neutrality more than the other two interpretations of political liberalism,
since inclusive neutrality accommodates valuable instances of state support for the good
(unlike exclusive neutrality) alongside peripheral assent (unlike minimal neutrality).
Moreover, the two problems of extension are not strictly conceptually distinct; one
presents practical concerns and the other, matters of principle that regard the same
problem of meeting political autonomy’s dual requirement for free as well as fair
cooperation (see 3.4). Hence, the positive outcome for inclusive neutrality regarding the
first problem gives us reason to expect a similar outcome in relation to the second
problem.

The link between the first and second problems of extension should draw our
attention back to the grounds which favoured inclusive neutrality when we explored the
first problem of extension. For it is in virtue of those grounds in particular that we should
expect a positive outcome for inclusive neutrality with respect to the second problem of
extension. Those grounds concerned the significance of a citizen’s justified trust in the
state, and what the state must do to earn that trust, as providing a basis from which to
claim an equivalent condition to evident fairness. For this reason, I will now elaborate an
account of how the conceptual resources of that theory of trust can be used to inform
inclusive neutrality, to reveal how inclusive neutrality can offer a more convincing
response to my asymmetry objection and, similarly, to the second problem of extension.

As we have seen, due to the indeterminate nature of preferences we may be unable
to demonstrate when the preference-directed policies permitted by inclusive neutrality are
evidently fair, or at least significantly so. This means that state actions permitted and
justified by inclusive neutrality may be no more acceptable and reasonable than state
actions justified only by restrictive utilitarianism, or other such permissive conceptions
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of justice. And if that is the case, my version of asymmetry objection would be correct in
maintaining that inclusive neutrality does not ground a consistent requirement of
peripheral neutrality for a WOS. However, it does not follow from our being unable to
prove that a given action is fair, that it is not fair. Nor does it follow that we do not have
reasons to think the action fair, reasons sufficient to meet the condition of evident fairness,
especially when the latter is required at a lower threshold than what we might call
perfectly evident fairness.
I believe that my discussion of Raz’s arguments in the previous chapter has the
resources necessary to develop an account of how to offer reasons to identify a given
action as fair or not. Recall, Raz maintains that individuals attain the status of ‘fullcitizenship’ when they have reason to trust that the state considers their interests in its
actions. Under this situation, the state’s use of coercive and even manipulative
paternalism does not infringe the self-respect citizens associate with their independence,
because citizens are able to trust that the state considers and respects their better interests.
This argument turns on the state’s ability to make sound judgments on citizen’s behalf
through its various information gathering and decision-making faculties. Importantly,
such faculties can engage in global forms of reasoning that are beyond citizens’
sometimes limited perspectives. As I elucidated in the previous chapter (7.2), when these
faculties are competent, and are trusted to use in a benevolent and impartial way,
individuals retain their status of ‘full-citizenship’ even when the state interferes with their
independence by taxing them or withholding redistributive benefits in order to finance
perfectionist policies. My suggestion here is that we can apply the same principles to the
state’s judgments on the climate of the people’s preferences, and thus on its ability to
support the good fairly.
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To provide the missing bridge between policies founded on preference satisfaction
on the one side, and the need to demonstrate how such policies can be enacted fairly on
the other, consider that for the state’s actions to be evidently fair, the state is not required
to demonstrate definitively that a given action correctly reflects the climate of the people’s
preferences. (To demonstrate that may well be impossible given the indeterminate nature
of preferences.) Rather, the state must be able to demonstrate that it can competently
estimate what people prefer (in terms of support for the good), in order for it to administer
the corresponding state action(s) in a sufficiently acceptable way. As a result, we need
not say that a given policy is evidently fair in virtue of its reflecting accurately the pattern
of citizens’ preferences as they are (say, in keeping with the holistic view—see 4.3).
Rather, we must appeal to our reasons to believe that a policy is fair in such a way. To
this, we can say that we have reason to believe that a given policy is fair for the specific
reasons that it issues from a state that qualifies as a competent and impartial agent that
can be trusted to intend to be fair.

The existence of sound reasons for the state to suppose that its actions are fair
establishes the first part of a successful justification of preference-directed policies. This
establishes that a given policy might be fair, and that it might be justified in a way that
people can accept. However, for the people actually to accept such justifications, they
must also be able to trust in the state’s competence as well as its benevolence and
impartiality. In other words, the state’s competence, benevolence, and impartiality, are
necessary to establish that its policies are fair (in what those policies are intended to
achieve), but this does not establish that those policies are evidently fair, or that the people
can see and trust in the state’s competence, benevolence, and impartiality. The state must
also demonstrate publicly that it has this competence, as well as the intention to use this
competence in benevolent and impartial ways. When this condition, that we might call
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‘evident integrity’, is satisfied, citizens can justifiably trust the state’s actions to be fair,
and in that sense these actions will be evidently fair.
As elucidated in the previous chapter, the state’s integrity (which as I will use this
term entails competence, benevolence, and impartiality) can be made evident to the public
through a good record of sensitivity to the people’s preferences and of satisfying them
fairly. As I discuss below, following Rawls, we can think of this as a form of political
capital that accrues over time, and can be used to further the people’s ends. As a
government progressively earns the trust of its people, this trust can be implemented to
further justice in the society through the promotion of the people’s well-being in a way
that is consistent with their political autonomy.373 Thus, within the context of its actions
across time, the state may be able to demonstrate its integrity, and that it is worthy of the
people’s trust. In this way, the state can also demonstrate that its actions aim to be fair
and that it is ipso facto regulated by acceptable considerations of justice to which
reasonable people can assent.

As an interpretation of political liberalism, the trust-dependent model of inclusive
neutrality has textual support in Rawls’ work. Take the following passage, for example.
With reference to the idea of ‘political capital’, Rawls comments on the virtues of
‘reasonableness’ requiring ongoing affirmation, implying that citizens will constantly
draw upon their experience of each other’s political virtues and, we might say, ‘civic

As Rawls comments: ‘Gradually, as the success of political cooperation continues, citizens gain
increasing trust and confidence in one another.’ Rawls, JFR, 168. And…‘trust and confidence becomes
stronger and more complete as the success of cooperative arrangements is sustained over a longer time.’
Ibid, 86. For a similar view, see Rainer Forst’s discussion of the importance of trust in the context of
imperfect procedures. Forst, The Right to Justification, 180.
373
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integrity’, in order to maintain their mutual trust in each other and, by extension, their
public institutions:
The idea of public reason brings out…the great values achieved by a society that realizes in its
public life the cooperative political virtues of reasonableness and a sense of fairness, of a spirit
of compromise and a will to honor the duty of civility. When these virtues are widespread in
society and sustain its political conception of justice, they constitute a great public good. They
belong to a society’s political capital. The term “capital” is appropriate because these virtues
are built up slowly over time and depend not only on existing political and social institutions
(themselves slowly built up), but also on citizens’ experiences as a whole and their public
knowledge of the past. Again, like capital, these virtues can depreciate, as it were, and must be
constantly renewed by being reaffirmed and acted on in the present.374

For Rawls, the state is continuous with reasonable people’s use of the system of
cooperation in a way that is regulated by reasonable conceptions of justice.375 Rawls
describes how the experience of fair cooperation nourishes citizens’ sense of fairness and
their willingness to offer each other forms of social cooperation that each can accept. As
I interpret this passage, Rawls means by political capital the mutual assurance that citizens
might have, that they will each abide by the norms of fair social cooperation and not use
the machinery of the state unfairly for their own advantage. 376 As this assurance grows,
citizens can progressively trust that the state supports each interest group and is used fairly
by each interest group. Inclusive neutrality draws upon this notion by demonstrating how
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Rawls, JFR, pp. 118. Rawls uses the same language to express these ideas in PL, pp. 157, and 157f.
We are to assume that the agents who collectively hold the various positions of power in government
are also reasonable people, and the institutional setting and apparatus of the state are defined by reasonable
conceptions of justice. Hence, Rawls details the various public roles, such as the judiciary, where public
reason is to be used to higher and more stringent standards. Ibid., 231-40.
376
Here, I follow Paul Weithman in describing public reason as required to give citizens mutual assurance
that each are upholding the requirements of justice. Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, chapter 9.
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citizens’ confidence in the state can be implemented as a form of capital to mobilize the
state to further support their respective ends.

Thus, inclusive neutrality presents what appears to be an accurate interpretation
of Rawls’ political liberalism. And while it relies on a necessarily imperfect form of
justification, the significance of citizens’ trust in the state, as discussed here, goes some
way toward providing a coherent means for policies to meet a higher standard of
reasonableness than required by restricted utilitarianism. However, the invocation of
citizens’ trust invites a series of difficult philosophical problems. 377 While it may be
possible to give an account of when the state has demonstrated its trustworthiness by
making its integrity evident, many obstacles may stand in the way of even reasonable
citizens trusting a trustworthy state. To provide a brief illustration, consider political
circumstances where past grievances have gone unreconciled, leading citizens to maintain
their distrust towards the state despite the government changing hands. This distrust may
be irrational, but nonetheless understandable and foreseeable, given that as a
psychological phenomenon, distrust is not always perfectly rational. Thus, the fact that
citizens are reasonable in their ethical and political commitments may be insufficient to
enable them to overcome the psychological barriers to trusting a formerly unjust state.

Consider also how different interest groups, from majorities, minorities and
different kinds of minorities can have different reasons to be suspicions of each other and
of the state. When the state is involved in preference satisfaction, the grounds of distrust
tend to multiply. For instance, some policies may undergo more sensitive and finely tuned
administration, while other policies may provide only nominal support for certain goods.
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As discussed in Townley and Mäkelä, Trust: Applied and Analytic Perspectives.
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This may occur where government officials who make honest efforts at fair support for
the good are predisposed to making judgments in their interest groups’ favour and against
others.378 These and other trust-based issues cannot be given detailed attention here.
However, before proceeding, I will note two measures that may aid inclusive neutrality
in mitigating the difficulties posed by the invocation of citizens’ trust.
First, a citizen’s reasonable suspicion that the state favours its power holders and
administrators may be offset by an advanced publicity requirement for the state to
demonstrate the basis of its decisions, how it gathers its ‘good reasons’, and why its
decisions don’t merely promote the interests of people who happen to hold power at any
given time.379 Such a publicity requirement could be complemented by ensuing
(deliberative democratic) debate about the basis of the state’s decisions, once made
public.
Further publicity, and thus accountability of and for the state’s decisions may be
sufficient to establish a basis for trust in non-divisive societies. However, in post-conflict
societies suffering the aftermath of past injustices, or in societies that contain particularly
antagonistic comprehensive doctrines, such measures may be unable to dispel reasonable
or irrational suspicion regarding the state’s intentions and competence to support the
people’s interests fairly. In such instances, a second measure recommended by inclusive
neutrality is for the state to abstain from the promotion of the good, even via preferencedirected policy. Thus, the value of political autonomy (peripheral assent) provides a

Consider Thomas Christiano’s discussion of ‘the fact of cognitive bias’, which I invoke here. In brief,
because people are inevitably biased, even if sub-consciously, in favour of our own interests, it is reasonable
to require demonstrations (be able to be provided) of how everyone’s interests are considered appropriately
in determinations of justice. See Christiano, The Constitution of Equality, 88-95.
379
Carolyn McLoed describes how trust is similar to belief, if not a kind of belief. McLeod, Carolyn,
"Trust", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2015 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2015/entries/trust/>.
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decisive reason to consider that the best course of political action will often be to remain
focused on the goals of securing background justice, goals which all reasonable people
can accept.

In summary, inclusive neutrality requires a different form of social cooperation
than what is accepted under restricted utilitarianism and other permissive conceptions of
justice. And the grounds considered here present the case in favour of the view that social
cooperation (and state action) under inclusive neutrality is more acceptable and thus more
reasonable than restricted utilitarianism, and by extension other permissive conceptions
of justice that are considered acceptable under minimal neutrality (see 4.1). In virtue of
these grounds, we can say that inclusive neutrality successfully rejects the asymmetry
objection.

However, the indeterminate and consequently imperfect form of public
justification used by inclusive neutrality may, nevertheless, still be subject to difficulties.
One such difficulty is its reliance on the notion of trust, as noted above. On the basis of
the arguments discussed, although we may conclude that inclusive neutrality is preferable
to minimal neutrality—as represented by restricted utilitarianism—more remains to be
desired. Inclusive neutrality may be inferior to some other form of neutrality, particularly
one that offers a more compelling response to the asymmetry objection, perhaps one that
does not rely on such a potentially fragile collection of interrelated concepts, such as
inclusive neutrality’s proportionate satisfaction, trust and advanced publicity. Hence, in
the remainder of this thesis I will investigate whether the relatively elegant approach to
public justification seen in exclusive neutrality defeats inclusive neutrality as the most
morally preferable interpretation and development of Rawls political liberalism.
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7.4 Conclusion
The asymmetry objection focuses our attention on the problem of principle for the
extension of neutrality in political liberalism. This is the problem of elaborating a form
of social cooperation that is both free and fair in a way that reasonable people can agree
is just. As interpretations of how the principles and ideas of Rawls’ political liberalism
should be extended, both inclusive and exclusive neutrality elaborate forms of social
cooperation that may be acceptable in such a way.

We have seen that inclusive neutrality characterises state support for the good in
a way that reasonable citizens might accept, or trust, are fair. This accommodates a certain
degree of political freedom for citizens to cooperate in pursuit of an open-ended range of
goods, provided those goods can be secured in a way that is evidently fair to the interest
groups of the society. However, my version of the asymmetry objection brings to light
how this flexible scheme for fair cooperation also carries certain difficulties associated
with the preference-grounded justifications of state action it relies upon. In virtue of the
indeterminacy of claims for preference satisfaction, and of the problems of establishing
when the public has attained sufficient trust in the state, inclusive neutrality’s form of
public justification and, consequently, its account of fair cooperation are imperfect.

Unlike inclusive neutrality, exclusive neutrality can completely reject the
asymmetry objection by demonstrating that the aforementioned imperfection is not
inescapable. This interpretation enables us to characterise a limited set of aims for the
state that reasonable people can commonly accept as fair. These aims, which in Rawlsian
theory are identified under the rubric of background justice, provide citizens with a way
of satisfying their most fundamental interests in what are perhaps highly satisfactory
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ways, so that citizens have no further need to cooperate at a political level in pursuit of
the good. Exclusive neutrality, then, elaborates a form of social cooperation that is
perhaps nearly perfect in its realization of fairness. And since all reasonable citizens can
be motivated to accept the state actions it permits as just, reasonable citizens can freely
endorse the ways that each other might cooperate in an exclusively neutral society. The
exclusively neutral scheme of cooperation may not entail the same kind of political
freedoms as inclusive neutrality (morally and not legally construed – see 4.1). Yet, as
long as citizens are motivated by their sense of justice to support state actions in
accordance with such a scheme (see 2.2), we cannot say that they, as well as the scheme
itself are not free.

As we shall see in the next chapter, there is more to the second, principled problem
of extension than the asymmetry objection. Exclusive neutrality may be able to
demonstrate how neutrality on the good preserves peripheral assent, or how reasonable
people might agree on what the state does. However, there is still some question as to
whether the state ought to do more, and how reasonable and acceptable this view of social
cooperation is, in light of citizens’ full range of interests within and without the three
higher-order interests that inform the primary goods criterion, and the directive for the
state to maintain background justice (see 3.1, and 5.3).
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8
Reciprocity and the Reasonable Sense of Justice

In the previous chapter, we saw how both inclusive and exclusive neutrality offer
satisfactory answers to the asymmetry objection; they both offer accounts of why all
reasonable conceptions of justice require peripheral neutrality. By extension, both of
those interpretations provide accounts of why reasonable people would not be motivated
to use their political rights to participate in social cooperation in a way that infringes upon
such a requirement. Both of these forms of neutrality, therefore, present us with ideals for
free as well as fair social cooperation, and yet the kind of state actions permitted by
inclusive neutrality are only imperfectly fair. In this chapter, I argue that despite this
drawback citizens enjoy and retain their political autonomy to a greater extent when they
live under an inclusively ordered society (a society well-ordered by inclusive neutrality).
This is because under inclusive neutrality, citizens can endorse the way that they can use
the system of cooperation as well as the policies implemented by that system.

My argument for the superiority of inclusive neutrality centres on what it means
for a conception of justice to be acceptable to a reasonable person’s ‘sense of justice’. In
chapter 3, we saw how Rawls demonstrates through his method of political
constructivism how reasonable people accept the idea of society as a fair system of
cooperation between free and equal people. By balancing the political values of fairness,
freedom and equality which are involved in this notion of cooperation, a conception of
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justice may, then, be acceptable to reasonable people. I shall argue that exclusive
neutrality’s conception of social cooperation in its entirety, not merely of the policies or
state actions that result from it, insufficiently balances these values against each other.
This hinders the ability of reasonable people to accept such a system of cooperation freely,
causing them what I referred to in 4.1 as ‘systemic dissent’—an infringement of political
autonomy, as concerns neither the central areas of background justice, nor the peripheral
actions of state action, but the system of cooperation itself and the way that it functions.

To develop this argument, in 8.1 I acquire more conceptual resources to consider
how the political values might be reasonably balanced against each other in a way that
reasonable people might accept. I present a summary of Rawls’ account in A Theory of
Justice (TJ) of how a sense of justice develops according to certain principles of moral
psychology, all of which hinge on a notion of reciprocity. I then describe Rawls’ argument
in TJ for why his favoured conception of justice, ‘justice as fairness’, uniquely appeals to
a sense of justice that is founded on the aforementioned notion of reciprocity. In 8.2 I
consider how both inclusive and exclusive neutrality measure up against Rawls’ exemplar
of a reasonable balance of political values, justice as fairness.

8.1 Relative Stability as Dependent on Reciprocity
Rawls defines political autonomy as requiring that an individual accepts the conceptions
of justice that regulate social cooperation, and that they participate in that cooperation, as
they may do in a democratic society. I argued in chapter 2 that political autonomy is an
important good, and is required for individuals to be free in the sense that they can
participate in society rather than being coordinated by an otherwise coercive and
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impositional system. Yet, to see how political autonomy might be satisfied we need first
an account of what kinds of conceptions of justice reasonable people can accept. In this
chapter I will argue that such an account depends on the characteristics that define the
reasonable person’s sense of justice, because it is those characteristics that determine what
a person regards as acceptable.

Rawls provides a relatively pithy account of the sense of justice in PL when he
explains that the reasonable person is motivated by rational self-interest as well as by
what it means to accept fair terms of cooperation, to engage in a relationship of reciprocity
with fellow citizens so that ‘each benefits along with others’.380 Later in the text, Rawls
uses his procedure of political constructivism to specify what such fair terms of
cooperation involve. Hence, in PL, ‘the sense of justice’ is bound up with the notion of
reciprocity which characterizes ‘fair terms of cooperation’, and its dimensions are further
illustrated or ‘filled out’ by Rawls’ constructivist procedure in terms of the political values
and the GLPs.
At several points throughout this thesis I have drawn upon Rawls’ account of how
the principles of a reasonable and acceptable conception of justice may be identified by a
reasonable balance of the political values. However, this characterisation of a reasonable
conception is insufficient for my purpose here, which is to further refine our
understanding of a reasonable balance of the political values so that we might find
grounds for favouring either inclusive or exclusive neutrality. For this reason, in the
following, discussion I delve further into Rawls’ account of why the sense of justice is
characterized by a notion of reciprocity, and how this relates to what is meant by a
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reasonable balance of the political values. First, I review Rawls’ account of moral
development, as presented in A Theory of Justice (TJ). Second, I describe why Rawls’
favoured conception of justice, justice as fairness, emerges as a natural extension of the
aforementioned account of moral development, by instantiating a relation of reciprocity
between citizens. And third, I describe how reciprocity, as a property of principles of
justice, lends stability (for the right reasons) to a conception of justice.

Reciprocity as Integral to both Moral Development and the Sense of Justice
In TJ, Rawls elaborates why reciprocity plays an integral role in a (reasonable) person’s
sense of justice in Rawls’. He draws from several theories of moral development, most
notably from the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Jean Piaget, to present an account
of how individuals in a society well-ordered by his conception of ‘justice as fairness’
would come to accept its particular principles.381 As it will be helpful to have this account
before us, I summarize it in the following paragraphs before addressing its importance
for the justice of social cooperation.

Rawls explains that the first stage in moral development begins not with an
understanding of principles, or of society as an ideal of fair cooperation, but with the
relationship between a child and their parents. As a child associates his own sense of selfworth, security and welfare with their parents, they come to value their parents. 382 This
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For a more recent attempt to provide a theory of justice which draws upon such theories (particularly
Lawrence Kohlberg’s, which Rawls also invokes) see Gaus, The Order of Public Reason.
382
‘[T]he child comes to trust his parents and to have confidence in his surroundings; and this leads him to
launch out and to test his maturing abilities, all the while supported by their affection and encouragement.
Gradually he acquires various skills and develops a sense of competence that affirms his self-esteem. It is
in the course of this whole process that the child’s affection for his parents develops. He connects them
with the success and enjoyment that he has had in sustaining his world, and with his sense of his own worth.
And this brings about his love for them.’ Rawls, TJ, 406-7. Emphasis mine.
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forms the basis for why children come to abide by their parents’ rules: even though their
prescribed rules may appear arbitrary, since children are not yet able to fully comprehend
why they are justified, children acquire the desire to abide by their rules through the desire
to accept their parents’ judgments, ‘as powerful persons who have [their] love and
trust’.383
This first stage in moral development, which Rawls calls the ‘morality of
authority’, forms the basis for children to begin to piece together their understanding of
moral principles by providing examples of right and wrong. Following from the ‘morality
of authority’ Rawls elaborates an intermediate stage whereby children learn further
examples of right and wrong by understanding the various expectations and
responsibilities of the roles that are played in society’s various associations. These
associations range in size from the family, a kind of proto-association, to games or team
sports and to neighbourhoods and schools. Ultimately, the society itself is also conceived
of as an association in which individuals understand their role as citizens engaged in fair
cooperation with each other.
In a society that is regulated by the principles of ‘justice as fairness’ (which Rawls
assumes for the purpose of this account of moral development), all such associations
function to the benefit of each member. And so, as in the first stage of development (the
morality of authority) where children come to value their parents, children come to value
these associations when they participate in them since each such association affirms their
well-being. Furthermore, when people live up to their responsibilities and fulfil their roles
in their respective associations, just as children come to develop attitudes of trust and love
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toward their parents they, similarly, come to develop attitudes of friendship and mutual
confidence towards other participants. In this way, through this ‘morality of association’,
children are motivated to live up to the responsibilities of the roles they play in their
associations by the valuing their friends and by their valuing the ends of the associations
themselves, which are tied up in their own well-being.384
At the final stage of moral development, the ‘morality of principles’, Rawls
suggests that someone who accepts the morality of the first two stages and understands
the various examples of right and wrong, as well as the various roles played in society,
comes to apprehend the principles of ‘justice as fairness’ which regulate the society itself
and its (sub-) associations. As such a person also accepts the attitudes of love, trust,
friendship and mutual confidence of the prior stages, they also appreciate the role that is
played by the principles of justice in securing both their good as well as the good of those
they have come to care about.385 Rawls explains that it is in virtue of these connections
that such a person comes to value the principles of justice themselves, and their moral
development is complete.
‘Reciprocity’ is the operative relation behind of all these stages of moral
development. Where people, children and adults alike, are treated well and are genuinely
valued by an entity, a person or institution, they are naturally disposed to value that entity
in return. In the following passage Rawls summarizes how the motivation to respond to
others in kind, to reciprocate, is a central feature of human psychology and sociability.
He concludes by commenting that conceptions of justice which use these motivations will
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be more ‘stable’ than those that do not. He – means by this that people will be better able
to accept a conception of justice with their sense of justice when it involves principles of
reciprocity:386
[T]he active sentiments of love and friendship, and even the sense of justice, arise from the
manifest intention of other persons to act for our good. Because we recognize that they wish
us well, we care for their well-being in return. Thus we acquire attachments to persons and
institutions according to how we perceive our good to be affected by them. The basic idea is
one of reciprocity, a tendency to answer in kind. Now this tendency is a deep psychological
fact. Without it our nature would be very different and fruitful social cooperation fragile if not
impossible…if we answered love with hate, or came to dislike those who acted fairly toward
us, or were averse to activities that furthered our good, a community would soon dissolve.
Beings with a different psychology either have never existed or must soon have disappeared
in the course of evolution. A capacity for a sense of justice built up by responses in kind would
appear to be a condition of human sociability. The most stable conceptions of justice are
presumably those for which the corresponding sense of justice is most firmly based on these
tendencies. 387

In the following discussion, I will assume that Rawls observations here are if not
correct then sufficiently accurate for our purposes in describing what a sense of justice is:
that it is a motivation to adopt and to value principles of reciprocity in social life.388

As I discuss in the next section, the ‘stability’ of a conception of justice also requires that people can
judge that their sense of justice belongs to their good when the sense of justice is considered in light of the
ideals of the respective conception of justice. ‘Stability’ is not merely that a conception of justice appeals
to the sense of justice that people may have because such people are liable to eschew their sense of justice
if it does not appeal to them in other ways.
387
Ibid., 433.
388
There are, of course, rational motivations to be just. Rawls provides arguments as to why we would be
motivated to maintain our sense of justice (i.e., we would be motivated to maintain our motivations to value
386
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Justice as Fairness as a Form of Reciprocity
In TJ, Rawls uses his account of moral psychology to claim that his conception of ‘justice
as fairness’ would be better at well-ordering a society than would alternative conceptions
of justice, particularly utilitarianism.389 One of his central claims is that ‘justice as
fairness’ can fix an appropriate relation of reciprocity between the citizens of a wellordered society (WOS) by instantiating an essential component of the above account of
moral development: a society regulated by ‘justice as fairness’ possesses and
demonstrates an unconditional caring for each of its citizens’ good.390 When it does,
citizens thus reciprocate by coming to value the society and the way it is regulated, by
happily bearing the burdens of social cooperation and abiding by its principles of justice.
‘Justice as fairness’ is distinguished from other conceptions of justice by the claim
that each citizen has a right to a share in the ‘social product’, which founds its concern
for each citizen’s good.391 This is contrasted perhaps most sharply with libertarianism,
which sees each citizen as having a right to what they can produce on their own as
individuals, and not recognising that there is any social product that is necessarily
connected to each individual. Libertarianism sees the social product as an outcome of
social interaction, rather than of social cooperation. Because, according to this view,
individuals are merely interacting with no specific intentionality regarding one another,

principles of reciprocity. Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, see chapter 2 of that volume for an overview
of such motivations, as they are implied by political liberalism.
389
Later, in PL, Lecture VII and in JFR, 119-130, Rawls reiterates this argument.
390
‘[I]t is useful to recall three elements that enter into the operation of the psychological laws: namely, an
unconditional caring for our good, a clear awareness of the reasons for moral precepts and ideals (aided by
explanation and instruction, and the possibility of giving precise and convincing justifications), and the
recognition that those complying with these precepts and ideals, and doing their part in social arrangements,
both accept these norms and express in their life and character forms of human good which evoke our
admiration and esteem.’ Rawls, TJ, 436.
391
‘In a well-ordered society individuals acquire claims to a share of the social product…’ Ibid., 275.
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they have no claim to what is produced simply as a result of their happenstance
interactions.

However, when we think of society as a system of cooperation between morally
conscientious individuals, as in ‘justice as fairness’, we are entitled to change the way we
conceive of the social product in the following way. The great benefits and surpluses that
are produced by industrial societies come about as a result of burdens which are shared
by its contributors. Because society needs contributors at every level (labourers,
merchants, and managers, etc) in order to make this social product, and because this social
product is enjoyed by the society at large, as a system of cooperation society has a
responsibility to ensure that the benefits of the social product are enjoyed fairly among
the people who contribute to it. In contrast to libertarianism, this view attributes a degree
of intentionality to the way in which society assigns roles to the contributors to the social
product. Thus, a ‘society as a cooperative venture’ sees its participants as deserving to be
rewarded for their contribution.
‘Reciprocity’ is employed by ‘justice as fairness’ by the notion that society as a
whole must respond in kind to what its contributors do for it. ‘Justice as fairness’ thus
demonstrates a concern for each person’s good because a society that is regulated by this
conception of justice is not content to take advantage of those who, as a result of their
place in the system, bear the greatest burdens and enjoy the fewest benefits. Rather,
‘justice as fairness’ requires that those who are in these worst-off positions are rewarded
with as much of the social product as possible, that is also consistent with the efficient
functioning of the society (which involves incentives for people to employ their skills and
abilities).
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This notion of reciprocity sees its formal articulation in the outcomes of the
thought experiment of the ‘original position’, where the interests of each citizen are
represented by a contractor whose role is to find a fair agreement (with other contractors)
on what principles of justice are used to regulate the society. An unconditional concern
for each citizen’s good is secured by the ‘veil of ignorance’, a condition on contractor’s
deliberations which prevents them from knowing about the contingent and morally
arbitrary circumstances of the citizens they represent. Rawls thus supposes that because
they do not know who they are representing, contractors are motivated to maximize the
expectations of the worst-off members of social cooperation. This leads to the adoption
of the ‘difference principle’, which states that where inequalities exist in society (the kind
of accumulation of wealth that results from free enterprise, for example) they are
permissible only under the circumstances that they are to the greatest benefit of the least
advantaged members of society—made possible through the redistribution of the social
product.392

The Argument from Relative Stability, and Reciprocity as a Fair Balance of Political
Values
My purpose here is neither to argue in favour of Rawls’ difference principle nor to provide
a thorough exegesis of his theory of ‘justice as fairness’ and its principles. Rather, I aim
merely to elucidate the particular features of his theory which incorporate the notion of
reciprocity discussed here, in order to establish what is involved in appealing to a
reasonable person’s sense of justice, as Rawls understands this.

392

Rawls, JFR, 42-3.

313

Justice as fairness, and its difference principle in particular, appeals to the
‘disposition to reciprocity’ that is inherent in the normal processes of psychological
development. 393 As Rawls made clear in the passage cited above, because the disposition
to reciprocity is inherent in our psychology, any conception of justice that is based on this
disposition is likely to be accepted by our sensibilities. This is why Rawls supposes that
‘justice as fairness’ can be instrumental in helping to shape a person’s sense of justice (in
a society which is already regulated by justice as fairness) as well as why it would be
accepted by a reasonable person’s sense of justice.

Justice as fairness thus presents a conception of justice that is suited to our nature,
as beings disposed to reciprocity, and it describes a way for people to relate to each other
which is both just and consistent with their freedom to behave according to their
sensibilities. This is the basis for Rawls’ argument for the ‘relative stability of justice as
fairness’, which due to its import for present concerns I shall discuss briefly before
returning to the question of which approach to neutrality better appeals to a reasonable
person’s sense of justice.

After establishing that human psychology is disposed to reciprocity, Rawls
compares the relative stability of justice as fairness with utilitarianism. He comments that
utilitarianism relies on a different disposition, the disposition to sympathize with others
and to act on the basis of altruism. Utilitarianism asks each person to act for the greatest
good, not for themselves but for all people (or beings) understood collectively. 394 Rawls
doesn’t deny that people can be so motivated, but he claims that this motivation is rare in

‘[A]s a principle of reciprocity, the difference principle rests on our disposition to respond in kind to
what others do for (or to) us’. Rawls, JFR, 127.
394
Rawls, TJ, 437.
393
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comparison with reciprocity. Hence, it is unlikely that citizens will be able to be motivated
to abide by the requirements of a system of cooperation regulated by utilitarianism as
much as one that is regulated by justice as fairness. Consider how, traditionally,
utilitarianism advocates democracy as a means of satisfying people’s preferences, or
realizing their good.395 This is particularly problematic for members of the worst-off
interest groups, whose interests are neither necessarily nor probably promoted by the
democratic procedure. Utilitarianism asks them to assent to the idea that justice requires
them to accept that the social product should be put toward further realizing the good of
people who are already comparatively well-off.

This is a problem for the ability of utilitarianism to secure political autonomy. As
the early Rawls characterises this, people may not be motivated to act to stabilize the
system of cooperation by abiding by utilitarianism, or publicly affirming its
requirements.396 Rawls’ argument from relative stability thus claims that it is a great
burden for the worst-off to have to sympathize with others who are better off than them,
in order to assent to the way that the social product may be used to ‘make the better-off
better off still’.397 Whereas ‘justice as fairness’ merely asks the better-off to assent to the

See Riley, “Utilitarian Ethics and Democratic Government.”
Rawls does not use the term ‘political autonomy’ until the mid-1980s although its meaning is very much
captured by his use of the concept of ‘stability’ in TJ.
397
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URL
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<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/rawls/>. Rawls adds that this may lead to selfdestructive sentiments. In the case of a society regulated by utilitarianism a ‘sense of justice’ would be
construed as the disposition to sympathize with others as opposed to abiding by principles of reciprocity.
In this scenario, if the worst-off were motivated to abide by their ‘sense of justice’ they would be disposed
to self-abnegation, to eschewing their own commitments for the sake of others in better positions to
themselves who return no such regard back to them. For the former a ‘sense of justice’ is not a good thing
to have, and they would, paradoxically, be morally obligated to reject the norms of the society. This
contradiction does not arise in a society regulated by justice as fairness, or other conceptions of justice
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idea of sharing with the worst-off the fruit of the contributions they make to society,
which the better-off already enjoy.

Moreover, rather than justice as fairness being a burden for the better-off, Rawls
explains that these privileged interest groups should enjoy the mutual respect and selfrespect they gain from living up to the sense of justice that it shapes. Doing so portrays
people as intentionally engaged in a form of cooperation which recognises their dignity
as equally important on a moral basis, and affords them a relation of mutual respect and
civic friendship as people who are engaged in an association which supports everyone’s
good.

The argument from relative stability also applies to libertarianism. While justice
as fairness draws from the disposition to reciprocate to gain support from people’s
sensibilities, libertarianism may be said to draw from a sense of respect for individuals as
self-owners. This is associated more strongly with individuals’ self-interests than with
reciprocity as such. This does not pose the same problem as utilitarianism, since
libertarianism conceives of society as a system of coordination for mutual advantage and
does not ask people to sympathize with each other in a way that they may not be inclined
to do; libertarianism does not ask the worst-off to assent to the social product (which they
help to create) being used to make the better-off better off still. Rather, libertarianism
allows the social product, vast quantities of wealth and power, to accumulate in the hands
of some while permitting the worst-off, and similarly low positions in society, to be used
as tools to consistently and persistently support the exuberant lifestyles of the better-off.
There are some reasons why people might, nonetheless, accept libertarianism’s
requirements, or lack thereof. Libertarianism permits people to keep what they have
earned, and they are allowed the freedom to do what they choose as individuals. And
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since we don’t necessarily think of the social product as belonging to anyone in particular,
who is to say that it is an evil to let it lie where it happens to be distributed?

What libertarianism lacks is an institutionalized concern for others. This lack
creates a specific kind of problem for political autonomy. A libertarian society has no
formal requirements for justice beyond the preservation of security and contracts, and so
does not create an obstacle as such for people to live up to their sense of justice.398 People
living in a libertarian society are still able to abide by their sense of justice if this involves
duties of beneficence by way of giving to charity, for example. However, they will not be
able achieve a social recognition that such requirements of justice are commonly adhered
to. Consequently, libertarians lose out on the good that is afforded by participating in the
kind of society described above, as an ‘association which citizens participate in and that
functions for everyone’s good’.399
Charles Larmore clarifies that Rawls’ principles of justice do not merely afford
citizens with self-respect by living up to their sense of justice, but also by enabling them
to live in a society in which each (reasonable) citizen respects and is respected by each
other (reasonable) citizen. This is a good of mutual respect that is lacking in the libertarian
society.
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Rawls…asserts not so much that the principles express respect as that their public
recognition does so. Thus, the self-respect each person finds confirmed in them has to
be part of a mutual respect which their common affirmation displays.400

When compared with justice as fairness it seems, then, that libertarianism falls far
short of securing political autonomy. Yet, this is not because it is, like utilitarianism too
demanding in terms of requiring too much altruism or sympathy: rather, it is, because it
does not ask enough of us, and it does not contain the aspiration to live up to ideals of just
conduct, such as the social ideal of mutual respect that justice as fairness affords. This
insufficiency in libertarianism stems from its lack of recognition of the equal moral worth
of others. In other words, libertarianism lacks what utilitarianism demands in excess:
altruistic concern and sympathy for others.401
These sentiments are key for Rawls’ overall theory. He comments that his contract
doctrine, the principles of justice as fairness as derived from contractor’s choice in the
original position, achieves a ‘balance between altruism and the claims of the self…by a
theoretical construction which leads to the appropriate reciprocity principle as a
conclusion.’402 His principled balance of self-interest and altruism comes about by
modelling in the ‘original position’ what it means for all citizens to be as free as they can
be, as equal as they can be, which are both ‘claims of the self’, and then articulating how

Charles Larmore, “Public Reason,” in The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, edited by Samuel Freeman
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
401
Left-libertarianism goes a significant way toward establishing a place for institutionalized justice and so
does not have the same drawbacks. I discuss this below. Jonathan Quong “Left-Libertarianism: Rawlsian
Not Luck Egalitarian.” The Journal of Political Philosophy 19, no. 1 (2011).
402
Rawls, TJ, 440.
400

318

these claims can be met for all people simultaneously, which meets the claims of
altruism.403

As noted earlier, my purpose is not to interrogate further the rationales that
underlie Rawls’ theory of justice, nor necessarily to advocate them. Rather, the point of
my discussion is to establish that Rawls’ justice as fairness’ aims to strike a principled
balance between self-interest and altruism, and that this is also expressed in the balance
of the political values that are articulated by the ideal of fair cooperation between free
and equal people I have discussed throughout this thesis. As we have seen, a simple and
uninformed account of utilitarianism is liable to fail by placing the demands of ‘the other’,
through altruism, over the demands of the self. To be sure, it incorporates freedom and
equality, since it grants all people the freedom to conceive of their own good as they like,
and considers all such people equally important in its calculus. However, utilitarianism
shuns the value of fair cooperation since it dismisses the notion that each citizen might
be owed more than a basic chance at having their preferences favoured by the
requirements of justice as dictated by its calculus of social interests. Moreover, while
libertarianism clearly favours the interests of the self over ‘the other’, we can say that it
also favours freedom and to a lesser extent fairness over the value of equality, since it
disregards the equal moral worth of people in society by allowing the worst-off to
persistently serve the ends of the better-off.
I shall treat Rawls’ ‘justice as fairness’ as providing an archetypal balance of these
values, which any reasonable conception of justice should aim for (if not attain) in order

403

Rawls explains in PL that it is the features of the original position as a choice situation, and not the
motivations of contractors, which model the motivations of altruism (and ‘reasonableness’). Rawls, PL,
lectures II and III.

319

to appeal to the reasonable citizen’s sense of justice. In terms of balancing the political
values, and instantiating a relation of reciprocity between citizens, Rawls’ ‘justice as
fairness’ sets the standard that we must measure other conceptions of justice against. In
the next section, I compare inclusive and exclusive neutrality to this standard and present
my final arguments in favour of the former.

8.2 Exclusive neutrality as Failing the Standard of Reciprocity
I am now set to examine in what way inclusive and exclusive neutrality ‘balance’ the
political values and whether or how much they instantiate a relation of reciprocity
between citizens. However, before proceeding, I shall first acknowledge one incongruity
in my argument. My task here is to examine in what ways these approaches to neutrality
affect the way that the system of social cooperation functions, in order to determine
whether reasonable people can assent to that function. And to perform this task I will
attempt to query whether these approaches to neutrality are able to be accepted by a
reasonable person’s sense of justice in a way that lives up to what I call Rawls’s ‘standard
of reciprocity’, which is exemplified by justice as fairness. However, Rawls’ justice as
fairness is but one conception of justice, and the approaches to neutrality I am concerned
with concern whole families of (or alternative top-tier criteria for) reasonable conceptions
of justice. Thus, we need to ask how can we say that a family of liberal conceptions of
justice is balanced with respect to the political values, since such a family may contain
multiple and possibly disparate conceptions of justice.

I answer this question by considering the range of conceptions of justice that
inclusive and exclusive neutrality permit, thereby exploring the possibilities with respect
320

to how justice can be established in the societies they regulate. This allows me to observe
how both such societies permit significant deviations from the ideal of reciprocity that is
instantiated by justice as fairness. However, I shall argue that a major difference between
these two approaches to neutrality is that exclusive neutrality misses out on one particular
opportunity for citizens to realize that reciprocity: the ability for citizens to use their
political rights to restore their equality and freedom to pursue the good. I argue that
without this element, exclusive neutrality errs by resembling libertarian conceptions of
justice, while inclusive neutrality adopts a circumscribed form of utilitarianism that more
closely resembles Rawls’ archetypal balance of the values of freedom, equality and
fairness.
Primary Goods without the Difference Principle: Exclusive Neutrality’s Requirements of
Justice

By redistributing the benefits of social cooperation to the worst-off interest group(s)
Rawls’ difference principle ensures that all citizens have the economic power required
for them to pursue the good as they conceive it. A society regulated by justice as fairness,
then, affords citizens a high degree of freedom as well as equality. As I observed above,
this sets the standard of reciprocity and of the associated reasonable balance of political
values, which other conceptions can be compared against. To be considered reasonable
and, as such, appealing to the reasonable person’s sense of justice, conceptions of justice
must emulate this balance of political values.
However, an important element in the later Rawls’ theory of political liberalism
is the idea that we have reason to expand the family of reasonable conceptions of justice,
to include other conceptions of justice alongside justice as fairness. As discussed in 7.12, this is because we should expect reasonable people to come to reasonable
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disagreement(s) on what conceptions are correct, best or most reasonable. Rawls thus
claims that ‘reasonable’ conceptions of justice must only adhere to the GLPs, and he
permits that a relatively wide range of conceptions may meet that criterion. We saw this
in 7.2, through what Pogge calls Rawls’ top-tier criterion of justice. Justice as fairness is
only one among other possible middle tier conceptions of justice, which are defined as
acceptable by the further abstracted criterion for justice seen in political constructivism.

However, as I argued in 7.2, we have reason to include a further criterion—in the
top-tier—of what constitutes a reasonable conception of justice: the principle of
justificatory reciprocity which requires that all state actions are substantively justifiable
according to public reason. By doing so, we increase the level of political autonomy
enjoyed by citizens, which further increases the level at which they enjoy the goods
associated with exercising their sense of justice and their ability to do so in concert with
other reasonable members of the citizen body.

Recall that exclusive neutrality parts company with inclusive neutrality by placing
more stringent restrictions on social cooperation (7.4, 5.3). It bars as morally
impermissible neutral justifications that are formed on the basis of preference satisfaction
(or the use of political rights for an open-ended scheme of social cooperation). Exclusive
neutrality holds that all appeals to public reason must be grounded in terms of the goal of
securing background justice, that is, the conditions under which citizens maintain their
freedom and equality. Under exclusive neutrality, fair cooperation is thus conceived as
aimed towards the only substantive goals which reasonable people accept in common.
This is distinct from inclusive neutrality’s open ended and flexible system of cooperation.

The ideal of fair social cooperation between free and equal people that forms
Rawls’ notion of reciprocity in PL is, therefore, an especially weighty constraint in
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exclusive neutrality. It might, then, seem curious that I would argue that exclusive
neutrality fails precisely on the grounds that it does not live up to that notion of
reciprocity. However, when we compare Rawls’ original approach to justice in TJ with
exclusive neutrality, what we find missing from the latter is that the state is no longer
required, as a matter of justice, to adhere to the difference principle. Exclusive neutrality
presents us with a conception of state action that is almost exclusively based on the
procurement of primary goods (see 4.1 and 5.3 for exceptions) but that does not require
the state to redistribute them in favour of the worst-off beyond the social minimum that,
unlike the difference principle, is a requirement of justice (as a GLP).404

This introduces the criticism of exclusive neutrality discussed in chapter 4, that it is biased
in favour of individualistic interests: since the primary goods are valued more by
individuals and less by group-orientated conceptions of the good, exclusive neutrality
adopts a paradoxically non-neutral form of neutrality. This is seen most obviously in the
implication that fair cooperation under exclusive neutrality does not afford citizens with
a means of coordinating beyond the securing of primary goods. Thus, I said in 4.1, in the
absence of an organising body to coordinate individual group-members’ efforts, they may
often be unable to fund a given goal through to its completion. The same criticism can be,
and has been voiced against ‘justice as fairness’, but there are some ways in which it
compensates for this paradoxical non-neutrality.
First, we can note that justice as fairness’s societal focus on achieving freedom
and equality can be conceived as a kind of group-interest, which means that it is not, after
all, irredeemably individualistic. This is emulated by exclusive neutrality through its
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Caney, “Liberal Legitimacy, Reasonable Disagreement and Justice.”
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concern for background justice, but not to the same extent as justice as fairness, since
exclusive neutrality cannot require the difference principle, and the latter ensures that
equality is achieved to a greater extent.

Second, justice as fairness ensures that each interest group, and each citizen in
society, has sufficient economic power to pursue whatever their interests are (provided
their interests are reasonable);405 the worst-off are taken care of by the difference
principle, and every other interest group is presumably already prosperous enough to take
care of itself.406 Below, I argue that justice as fairness is not without fault in this regard,
but when we compare it with exclusive neutrality we see that in the latter neither the
worst-off nor community-based interest groups (let alone ‘worst-off communitarians’)
have guaranteed access to this economic power. Exclusive neutrality has a deeper bias in
favour of individualistic interests and it fails to provide the same level of concern for the
worst-off than does justice as fairness.

But is inclusive neutrality any better than exclusive neutrality at achieve a balance
between self-interest and altruism? Inclusive neutrality also permits the same level of
inequality as exclusive neutrality, since it gives membership to the self-same conceptions
of justice to its version of the family of reasonable conceptions of justice. Thus, inclusive
neutrality is also unable to maintain that an adherence to the difference principle is a
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Thus, interest groups are expected to moderate their tastes according to what resources they can
reasonably expect to be given as a result of fair social cooperation.
406
Pogge makes a similar argument against Amartya Sen’s capabilities view justice when he claims that by
redistributing to those who are worst-off, the difference principle ensures that disadvantages are already
looked after. Thomas Pogge, “Can the Capability Approach Be Justified,” Philosophical Topics 30, no. 2
(2002).
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requirement for a just society.407 However, inclusive neutrality includes other avenues for
the interests of the worst-off and for community-based interest groups (I call
‘communitarians’). It allows the state to promote such interests as long as this is done in
a way that is known or trusted to be fair to other interest groups (see 4.4, 5.4 and 7.3).
This is by permitting conceptions of justice such as ‘utilitarian reciprocity’ that justify
state actions according to preference satisfaction, under the proviso that they are
‘evidently fair’. And when we consider that community-orientated interest groups as well
as the worst-off are at a disadvantage, we have before us a compelling argument for why
at least in these instances—let alone for ‘worst-off communitarians’—state action for
non-primary goods would be fair and required for the system of cooperation to function
neutrally toward those interest groups.408
The case of ‘the worst-off and communitarians’ presents one way that exclusive
neutrality fails to reach Rawls’ standard of reciprocity, as exemplified by justice as
fairness. I have argued that, at minimum, inclusive neutrality is necessary to rectify these
particular instances of injustice. However, an objection to my argument might be that,
nonetheless, Rawls’ justice as fairness sets the standard too high, and that exclusive
neutrality is sufficient to ground a relation of reciprocity between reasonable people.409
Its redeeming feature is, as we have seen, its robust answer to the asymmetry objection
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This is so since I define central state actions as those required by the GLPs and which concern a basic
threshold of background justice. The difference principle provides a rendering of (some of) the GLPs, but
requires redistribution beyond the basic threshold of background justice required by political liberalism.
See 7.4 for discussion on this threshold.
Christiano presents what is, substantively, a very similar view. He claims that to instantiate ‘public
equality’ the state must advance people’s interests equally and publicly. Christiano, The Constitution of
Equality. However, he denies that this leads to any formalized principle of peripheral neutrality (or, as he
refers, public reason) as I present here. See, Thomas Christiano “Must Democracy Be Reasonable?”
Canadian Journal of Philosophy 39, no. 1 (2009).
409
This is no doubt implied by Quong’s acceptance that by having more modest goals his version of
exclusive neutrality will not realize perfect justice. Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, 133.
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and what is perhaps an unparalleled level of peripheral assent. This is why I emphasize
the point here and below that exclusive neutrality does not ground a system of social
cooperation that functions neutrally; it is liable to cause ‘systemic dissent’ by being
insufficiently neutral between interest groups, and, in particular, by failing to incorporate
the desired level of egalitarianism necessary to balance the political values of freedom,
fairness and equality.

Exclusive Neutrality as Libertarian, Inclusive Neutrality as Utilitarian

By claiming that just state action must be limited to the procurement of primary goods
without also requiring the difference principle, exclusive neutrality leaves certain interest
groups with less returns from social cooperation. I stress here that this failing is indicative
of a wider and endemic, if not more serious, injustice in a society that is regulated by
exclusive neutrality.

Exclusive neutrality and inclusive neutrality are both consistent with inequality
and mass accumulations of wealth in the hands of the few. Despite what Rawls says about
social cooperation and the difference principle, there is a question about whether or how
much inequality is inherently evil. Certainly, excessive inequality may be and is
damaging to society in many ways, but it remains true that democracies and private
enterprise have historically had a mutual interest in social prosperity. Setting that topic
aside, consider that one outcome of such inequality is inevitable for a society regulated
by exclusive neutrality. In matters that pass beyond background justice, decisions
regarding the collective fate of humanity will be adjudicated upon only from the private
domain. Inevitably, the nature of the social world will be determined by the
(comparatively) few powerful actors who emerge from social inequality, and not by the
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will of the people at large in any way distinct from consumer demand and market forces,
and the relatively whimsical trends of philanthropy.

Examples of the kind of perfectionist or non-neutral ends that might be relevant
here include funding in the arts and sciences, in particular. Powerful private actors may
be inclined to fund and promote art-forms that privilege certain cultures and interests,
imposing cultural hegemony and (false) notions of the superiority of the wealthy classes
on wider society. Research-fields in the sciences, similarly, might receive funding so that
progress in those areas privilege the self-perceptions of those already well-off over more
balanced perspectives of human nature that take into account a broader view of society
and anthropology.410 Other avenues where there may be a public interest in the investment
of (what could be classified as) non-neutral ends include: the right to benefit from
profound technological advancements, such as the ‘quantum computer’; and, similarly,
space exploration and the ownership and use of extra-terrestrial resources.411

Under exclusive neutrality, the private domain is the one contributor to and shaper
of the social world, while the state is to function only to secure the primary goods—a
closed set of comparatively narrowly defined social ends. Contrast this with inclusive
neutrality, which allows the state and, by extension, the people to exert influence on the

410

Michael Foucault discusses such mechanisms at length through his work on discourses. See Michael
Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (New York: Vintage books,
1988).
411
While such goods may be given a neutral justification, until they became practical (if they ever do) it
would seem fitting to class them as non-neutral. A main reason for the non-neutrality that I ascribe to these
goods is that their potential utility is valued by some people and not others for reasons that are especially
subject to the burdens of judgement and, relatedly, capture the imagination in ways that are akin to
(religious) comprehensive doctrines. Nevertheless, there are certainly good grounds for supposing that
investment in the sciences is reasonably expected to make such goods practical in the long run, and so this
topic touches on a wider debate that I do not have space to consider here. May it suffice to say that there
are both non-neutral as well as neutral grounds for investment in grand scientific goals, and that there may
be a public interest in investment for non-neutral reasons that relate to whether those goals are shared by
humanity broadly construed and not merely by oligarchs.

327

social world in further ways that support their interests. Even though wealth and power
may accumulate, it will never annul the political power and the state’s economic power
to drive the social world in directions that are determined by the people—that is, as long
as people are willing to realize and exercise their political power. This ability may be as
integral to state neutrality as is the requirement to justify state actions according to public
reason. Without it, the structure of political power is slanted in favour of the interests of
private entrepreneurs and of individualists who may have no concern for a social world
or for group-orientated interests. On this count, exclusive neutrality predictably privileges
the status quo, and cannot be said to regulate political power in a way that is perfectly
neutrality between the people’s interests.412

What we might call the socialist critique of exclusive neutrality holds that
exclusive neutrality is ultimately libertarian in character, since its exclusion of wider ends
for state action beyond the primary goods champions the political values of freedom and
fairness above the equality of the people.413 As we saw in the discussion above, what is
faulty with libertarianism is that is relies on the motivation of self-interest to preserve a
system of coordination for mutual advantage. Libertarianism is defective in terms of
supporting political autonomy since it does not adequately enshrine the human
motivations of sympathy and altruism that play a central role in defining the sense of
justice and the moral relationships of reciprocity that underpin it.
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Steven Wall makes similar arguments for perfectionism and against neutrality (or as it is sometimes
called in such contexts ‘benign neglect’) stemming from the state’s positive responsibilities. Steven Wall,
“Neutrality and Responsibility.” The Journal of Philosophy 98 (2001).
413
My socialist critique of exclusive neutrality bears close similarity with Michael Walzer’s ‘complex
egalitarianism’, which requires there to be multiple spheres of activity where people can realize their wellbeing, economic power being only one. Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice (Basic Books, New York,
1985), 17.
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The socialist critique of exclusive neutrality shows us why exclusive morality
ultimately fails to realize neutrality in social cooperation in terms of the interests which
it supports. Together with our deeper understanding of what the sense of justice is, as a
tendency to abide by principles of reciprocity, this critique reveals what are, perhaps, the
deeper reasons why this exclusive form of neutrality might fail to appeal to a reasonable
person’s sense of justice. It presents a conception of social cooperation that is skewed in
favour of self-interests, in comparison with the standard of reciprocity set by justice as
fairness, which balances the interests of the self with altruistic motivations.

What of inclusive neutrality? We saw that the problem with utilitarianism is that
it relies on people’s ability to sympathize with each other in order for them to be
motivated to accept it (with their sense of justice). This is a rarer motivation than the
reciprocity that is inherent in human moral and social development. Hence, utilitarianism
also errs by not instantiating reciprocity between reasonable people. And to the extent
that inclusive neutrality permits utilitarian justification of state action (see 5.4), it too
relies on the altruistic side of reasonable people’s motivations in order to gain their assent.

We might, then, wonder whether there is a clear winner here, given that both the
inclusive and exclusive approaches to neutrality fail to realize reciprocity in the same way
as justice as fairness. But such a thought ignores the considerable amendments that are
attached to utilitarianism for it to be permitted under inclusive neutrality. To begin with,
a suitable conception of utilitarianism must adhere to the GLPs. And added to this,
utilitarian justifications must be ‘evidently fair’. This latter condition requires that the
appeal to sympathy that supports utilitarian justifications cannot stray too far from
reciprocity (thus, I have occasionally called it ‘utilitarian reciprocity). For when citizens
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view justifications from preference satisfaction as fair, they recognize that each citizen
has the opportunity to have their interests supported by the state.

Moreover, because inclusive neutrality defaults to exclusive neutrality under the
condition that no state actions for non-primary goods are evidently fair, it too exhibits the
same appeal to self-interest. We can, therefore, say that inclusive neutrality straddles the
interests of the self and motivations of altruism in a way that renders a similar, if different,
notion of reciprocity to Rawls’ justice as fairness.

Have I Rejected Exclusive Neutrality or Simply Resurrected Justice as Fairness?
Since exclusive neutrality’s conception of permissible state action is limited to the
maintenance of background justice, it has no alternative to maintaining all citizens’ status
as free and equal other than through justice as fairness’s difference principle, or a similar
prioritarian principle, say. This is to say that there are few means available from the
exclusive neutralist’s conceptual resources to restore and sustain a relation of reciprocity
between citizens, other than the difference principle. And if reasonable people disagree
on whether this is the correct, best or most reasonable conception of justice, then
exclusive neutrality will fail to secure a relation of reciprocity between them. Hence, I
have argued that inclusive neutrality affords a greater level of reciprocity, and secures a
greater level of political autonomy all things considered.

Perhaps an obvious rejoinder is that I have merely presented a reductio ad
absurdum of the view that reasonable people could disagree on justice as fairness. This
follows from the view that because of its uniquely robust answer to the asymmetry
objection, exclusive neutrality is the only sure-fire way to preserve political autonomy.
Reasonable people should, then, be compelled to accept exclusive neutrality in virtue of
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the great goods that result from a seamless instantiation of political autonomy at all levels
of political power: systemic, central and peripheral. However, since the only way for
exclusive neutrality to be successful in instantiating a sufficiently strong relation of
reciprocity between citizens that can attain their systemic assent is through justice as
fairness, this reduces exclusive neutrality’s family of reasonable conceptions of justice to
a membership of one: justice as fairness.414 Barring arguments for other possible,
similarly egalitarian and liberal conceptions of justice not considered here, exclusive
neutrality, then, must exclude all other conceptions of justice as unreasonable.

This view is not completely implausible. After all, Rawls never gave up the view
that justice as fairness is the most reasonable conception of justice.415 But a difficulty
standing in the way of making this rejoinder stick is that one of the implications of Rawls’
PL is that reasonable people would not necessarily agree on any one reasonable
conception of justice, such as justice as fairness. Part of a condition of their political
autonomy is to have the freedom to develop and adopt other variations of justice that also
instantiate a relation of reciprocity. Reasonable people can still assent to a reasonable
conception of justice they do not consider as the most accurate rendering of justice, so
they would still retain their peripheral assent in a system regulated by ‘justice as fairness’
alone. However, were they to consider another conception of justice as more reasonable,
political autonomy holds that they must have the opportunity to advocate that conception
publicly and use it to regulate (and define) the political system (as discussed in 7.2).
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For the sake of simplicity, I set aside the similar notion of prioritarianism as a viable member of the
family of reasonable conceptions of justice alongside ‘justice as fairness’, under exclusive neutrality. In
any case, my argument should retain its significance.
415
This is clear from his language throughout JFR.
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The forgoing analysis is, of course, entirely consistent with the view that, once
reasonable people are properly informed, justice as fairness remains the only conception
of justice that they would think is sufficiently reasonable. Yet, even if this claim is correct,
there is one further consideration that speaks against exclusive neutrality in particular.

We have seen how exclusive neutrality adopts the primary goods criterion to the
exclusion of all other considerations that are to direct state action, which is why I have
called this view exclusive neutrality. Justice as fairness might be regarded as the
archetypal conception of justice considered reasonable under exclusive neutrality, since
it incorporates such a constraint. And this is certainly true of justice as fairness as it is
articulated in TJ. However, we have reason to think justice as fairness as it is presented
in PL and JFR would be more flexible than this, and that it jettisons such a constraint in
(at least some of) the peripheral areas of political power.
One of Rawls’ central changes between TJ and PL is the idea that reasonable
people regard themselves as free and equal citizens, and not as free and equal persons—
as is held by the Kantian ideal that the early Rawls ascribed to them.416 I argue in the
following that this change has downstream consequences for justice as fairness,
effectively diluting the requirement that its (original) principles of justice are used to
define state action to the exclusion of other concerns. I briefly offer a circumscribed
account of why this change was necessary (in order to establish how central it is) before
explaining how it affects the substantive requirements of justice as fairness.

Weithman, Why Political Liberalism, 293; John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness: Political not Metaphysical”,
Philosophy and Public Affairs 14, no. 3 (1985), 232.
416
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The change from considering free and equal persons to considering free and equal
citizens was necessary to explain why reasonable people who followed different
comprehensive doctrines would judge that a sense of justice is a good thing to have. As I
discussed in 2.2, this is an integral part of Rawls’ approach to justice and political
autonomy. If people cannot maintain their sense of justice then the value of political
autonomy is significantly diminished, so Rawls looked elsewhere—beyond the Kantian
origins of his view—to establish how they might maintain their sense of justice.

Consider how TJ accomplished this task. Rawls explained there that the principles
chosen in the original position represent a way for people to live free from the
contingencies of the world, a kind of freedom that is valued specifically, if not uniquely,
by a Kantian ideal (implicit in TJ’s justice as fairness) which affirms a conception of
people as free and equal persons.417 Therefore, Kantians would judge that it is rational for
them to be just, and they would maintain their political autonomy (in the guise of ‘moral
autonomy’) as well as the freedom to live according to their non-moral sensibilities (what
Rawls calls full autonomy).418 However, Rawls saw that the society regulated by justice
as fairness fails to be well-ordered because it requires that people are free to adopt nonKantian conceptions of themselves and will therefore cease to be motivated to maintain
their sense of justice, as this was presented in TJ.

417

Paul Weithman explains that the first-conjunct of the Aristotelian Principle shows us that we enjoy the
expression of our nature, and that the Kantian interpretation of justice as fairness maintains that our nature
is represented by the principles agreed to in the original position. On this basis, Kantians, who can accept
these notions, enjoy and hence consider it rational to act from the principles of justice as fairness: the right
(justice) matches up with the good. Freeman offers an alternative interpretation, but since its differences
these are of no import to my discussion I will not consider it further. Weithman, Why Political Liberalism,
chapter 5.
418
For reasons why my account here is accurate, see discussion in 2.2 on the terms moral autonomy and
full autonomy.
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To remedy this failing, in PL Rawls trimmed down the conception of the person
that he required reasonable people to share: he explained how they would accept a
conception of themselves as free and equal citizens, and not necessarily as free and equal
persons. This allowed him to offer a new account of how a society regulated by justice as
fairness would be well-ordered, by drawing on ‘political ideals’ which reasonable people
would share, ideals which are compatible with a range of comprehensive conceptions of
the good (not just the Kantian interpretation of justice as fairness). I have discussed these
ideals in 2.2, and in passing above, as they are associated with my discussion of the notion
of reciprocity integral to moral development and instantiated by justice as fairness. These
ideals concern the goods that are derived from ideal relations of civic friendship and
mutual respect between reasonable people, and the good of an ideal democratic society
which functions for the benefit of the people (see 2.2).

As we saw in 2.2, these political ideals supply reasonable people with pro tanto
motivations to be just. But to establish why they would judge that a sense of justice itself
was a good thing to have, Rawls relied on the contents of citizens’ respective
comprehensive doctrines. Ultimately, to establish that it would be rational for reasonable
people to maintain their sense of justice, Rawls maintained that their comprehensive
doctrines would either: affirm these ideals in the same way as the Kantian interpretation
of justice as fairness, described above; be supportive of these ideals; or else, not conflict
with these ideals (2.2). As long as the reasonable comprehensive doctrines of society
would be compatible with the ideals inherent in the public conception of justice which
regulates the society, the reasonable people following those doctrines would, then, be able
to maintain their sense of justice and thereby secure their political autonomy.
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The change from requiring reasonable people to adhere to a conception of
themselves as free and equal persons, to their being free and equal citizens affords them
with the freedom to affirm reasonable conceptions of justice from the perspective of their
own comprehensive doctrines. Without this change, Rawls’ justice as fairness would be
merely another rigid conception of justice that fails to take seriously the freedom of
people to disagree and to develop their own different ways of life. Hence, as a liberal
conception of justice, justice as fairness was required to alter its premises in this way.

This alteration has downstream consequences for the substantive requirements of
justice as fairness: to be consistent, justice as fairness must adopt the self-same conception
of the person it uses in its revised account of stability (above) as it does to develop its
requirements for substantive justice, which are developed by contractors’ deliberations in
the original position. Rather than considering the interests of free and equal people as
they do in TJ, contractors under the veil of ignorance, must now consider the interests of
free and equal citizens. This requirement invites contractors to think of such citizens as
having a host of other kinds of interests when they take their place as people, outside the
political domain.

To put this point another way, we can say that in TJ contractors are guided by the
assumption that the interests of those they represent are utterly defined by the freedom
and equality that is inherent in their nature. Freedom and equally define the conception
of the person to a profound and overriding extent, in a transcendent and metaphysical
sense. However, in PL contractors are to understand that people are free and equal in their
capacity as citizens and in the public domain, but may think of themselves in various
respects in the different areas of their lives. Contractors, then, are guided by the belief
that they are representing people whose interests are only in part defined by the ideal of
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free and equal citizens. In considering what justice requires of social cooperation,
contractors should, then, consider what else is in the interests of the people they represent.
Once background justice has been secured according to justice as fairness’s principles,
and people are ‘free and equal’ to the extent required for them to be ‘free and equal
citizens’, it would be difficult to maintain that contractors would not consider it in the
interests of the citizens they represent to allow the state to support a wider and
multifarious range of interests.419

Thus, once the interests of persons qua free and equal citizens are met, it seems
that contractors (in the original position) may be prone to adopt principles of justice with
the same kind of utilitarian content as the conception of ‘utilitarian reciprocity’
considered here.420 While I do not have scope here to consider my claim in depth, I believe
it finds textual support in Rawls’ posthumous publication, Justice as Fairness: a
restatement, in which he clarifies the requirements as well as the flexibility of justice as
fairness in particular. He comments:
Fundamental justice must be achieved first. After that a democratic electorate may devote large
resources to grand projects in the arts of sciences if it so chooses.

Rawls’ accommodation of these richer ends goes against the grain of the standard
interpretation of justice as fairness as requiring state action to be limited to the primary
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To press this claim we would need to incorporate some level of sufficientarianism into justice as fairness,
along the lines that as free and equal citizens, people only need so much. It is not necessary to speculate
how such a distinction may be drawn, only that there may be some point where the interests of persons as
undefined and multifarious may override the interests in citizens being maximally free and equal to the
extent defined by the original difference principle which, in theory, excluded other considerations from
entering into the aims of state action.
420
As Samuel Scheffler notes, justice as fairness is not qualitatively different to utilitarianism in that it
considers the interests of all on a systematic scale. Scheffler, “Rawls and Utilitarianism,” 442.
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goods, and directed to increasing economic prosperity in order to redistribute benefits (of
primary goods) to the worst-off under the difference principle.421 By emphasizing that
there are more stringent requirements on ‘fundamental justice’ than on what I have called
the ‘peripheral’ political matters, Rawls indicates that there are different sets of concerns
that are relevant to these different areas of political power. This theme is continuous with
his allowance in PL that public reason may not be required at all areas of social
cooperation, or, if it is, not in the same way.

I suggest here that although exclusive neutrality is successful in further
developing Rawls’ ideal of social cooperation beyond these central (or fundamental)
areas, it fails to incorporate the kind of nuanced view of cooperation we see in the later
Rawls, as distinguishing between two spheres of politics: background justice and
society’s basic structure on one side, and the more peripheral political matters that are
afforded with a greater flexibility, on the other.

The Last Avenue for Exclusive Neutrality

I have mentioned what seems to be the last resort for the proponent of exclusive neutrality.
This is to say that justice as fairness sets the standard of reciprocity too high; since ‘perfect
justice’ is an unrealistic goal, we should be satisfied with what exclusive neutrality can
do in terms of securing political autonomy. That is, we should be satisfied with exclusive
neutrality’s central and peripheral assent and forget about this notion of systemic assent,
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This is, of course, only a crude statement of what is a complex egalitarian view that relies on an interplay
between the difference principle, fair equality of opportunity, and the liberty principle. For an accurate
account, the likes of which I do not have space to consider here, see Norman Daniels, “Democratic Equality:
Rawls’ Complex Egalitarianism.” In The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, edited by Samuel Freeman
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
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which requires social cooperation to function according to a higher standard of
reciprocity.

This view is both unnecessary and unappealing. First, since inclusive neutrality
defers to exclusive neutrality under the condition that evident fairness is not met in the
justification of state actions, there is no need to settle for exclusive neutrality’s
circumscribed view of social cooperation for the sake of securing political autonomy.
Second, this view unappealing because it asks us to accept an account of peripheral
neutrality for the sake of a higher standard of justice while asking us to accept that there
is a practical ceiling on how much justice we can attain in social cooperation. It pushes
the boundaries of the requirements of justice beyond the fundamental areas and into the
peripheral areas of social cooperation, yet it seems inexplicably to withdraw its claim that
we should seek higher standards of justice.

I have merely presented one way which higher standards of justice can be reached:
a conception of ‘utilitarian reciprocity’ which forms a ‘neutral justification’ for policies
that can promote people’s preferences in a way that is also persuasively fair. This is one
possible conception of justice that is permitted under inclusive neutrality, and is but one
variation of reasonable justice that approaches Rawls’ standard of reciprocity that is set
by justice as fairness. There may be many other conceptions. Three examples that come
to mind are Ronald Dworkin’s scheme of equality of resources; Thomas Christiano’s
conception of democracy, which hinges on a notion of ‘public equality’ and an equal
advancement of interests, very similar to Dworkin’s; and socialist schemes which
advocate forms of property owning democracy, and/or worker-owned and managed firms.
These conceptions present ways for reasonable people to maintain their relation of
reciprocity absent agreement on justice as fairness. They therefore demonstrate how
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political autonomy can be maintained without the rigid and inflexible account of justice
characterised by exclusive neutrality.

8.3: Conclusion
In this chapter I have presented what I take to be the most accurate extension of Rawls’
neutrality principle beyond the fundamental or central areas of political power that are
defined by what Rawls calls the constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice.
Inclusive neutrality affords citizens with the relation of reciprocity most similar to Rawls’
original hope for justice: justice as fairness. It also provides citizens with the most
freedom to adopt different views of justice while also justifying their views to one another
in acceptable and reasonable ways. These elements are missing in the competing
extension of Rawls’ neutrality: exclusive neutrality.

I have acknowledged a potential failing in inclusive neutrality. The particular
example of a reasonable conception justice accepted by inclusive neutrality I have
considered here, utilitarian reciprocity, must rely on what might be a problematic notion
of trust in the integrity of the state, in order for it to be consistent with the requirement of
evident fairness and therefore the neutral justifications of preference-directed state action.
This presents a weaker form of acceptable justification than is provided by exclusive
neutrality. However, I have argued that the latter approach to neutrality also has its vices.
To put it crudely in terms of ‘neutrality’ – a heuristic I have used to clarify the aims of
this thesis – this view of social cooperation fails to be neutral between the interest groups
of society as it privileges the positions of the already privileged. This is a failing in terms
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of exclusive neutrality’s ambitions for social cooperation, since it stops short of realizing
the full potential for political power.

This failing is symptomatic of the deeper reason why the form of neutrality
advocated by exclusive neutrality does not appeal to the reasonable person’s sense of
justice in the same way as does inclusive neutrality. Without instantiating a similar level
of reciprocity, as is seen in justice as fairness, exclusive neutrality does not appeal both
to our sense of altruism as well as to our sense of self-interest; nor does it balance
sufficiently the political values of freedom, fairness, and equality. And even when we
consider it in its best light, as an approach to social cooperation which requires justice as
fairness, exclusive neutrality is inconsistent since it denies the flexibility in understanding
justice which I have argued that justice as fairness must require in virtue of its changes
from TJ to PL. These deficiencies present the reasons of principle why we should accept
inclusive neutrality as the correct extension of Rawls’ neutrality, despite the difficulties
it may present in articulating clearly acceptable forms of political justification.
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9
Conclusion:
The Limit to Neutrality in Political Liberalism

At the outset of this thesis, we saw how political autonomy contains an internal tension
that is potentially destructive: for reasonable citizens to participate in as well as endorse
the outcomes of social cooperation, which is what political autonomy requires, they must
be able to exercise their political freedoms in ways they can mutually accept are fair. We
saw in chapter 2 that the full realization of political autonomy is conceptually possible,
since reasonable people would be motivated by the political ideals of conduct and civic
friendship to cooperate with each other in ways that they can mutually accept. It seemed,
then, that the only problem that stands in the way of this possibility is the fact that free
people, however reasonable, would be liable to disagree about what is fair in the use of
political power. This would recommend that a procedural justification for the state’s
actions, founded on fair terms of cooperation, preserves political autonomy to a sufficient
extent, since it would allow citizens to exercise their political rights freely, while also
endorsing the basis of political power.

This thesis has sought to challenge such a conclusion, because the grounds that
lead us to want the basis of political power to be justifiable to each reasonable citizen also
extend to each individual state action. And the mere fact that reasonable people might
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disagree on what justice or fairness entails does not establish that they cannot come to
some common understanding, given the civilised commitments that they do share, such
as the political ideals and their associated political values.

To simplify matters, I divided the aforementioned difficulty in realizing political
autonomy into two problems. The first problem, a practical one, addressed the possibility
that the specific aims that citizens’ political freedoms could be used to pursue would be
more important than their ability to use those freedoms fairly. Excluding this possibility
would be helpful in addressing what was perhaps the most pressing worry: that an
extension of the neutrality requirement would be doomed from the outset by overriding
values. However, as we saw in Part 2 (chapters 5 and 6) there are independent grounds
(that we can assume reasonable people must endorse also) for adopting aims for the state
that can be justified under the rubric of inclusive neutrality. Therefore, it seems that the
practical value of free cooperation does not usurp the value of fair cooperation, so that a
fuller realization of political autonomy might be achieved.

Yet, this was not the only way that the practical problem for extending neutrality
could be resolved. In chapter 5, we also saw how exclusive neutrality presents an ideal
for social cooperation that realizes to a greater extent citizens’ interests through the
maintenance of background justice, such that citizens have no further significant interests
in cooperating for other aims. For exclusive neutrality, this reduced the complexity of the
practical problem dramatically. The value of alternative social aims was now compared
against what exclusive neutrality views as very great values stemming from political
autonomy, and the associated goods that the latter secures, such as citizens’ ability to
exercise their sense of justice, an especially profound value, as well as citizens’ relation
to each on terms of mutual respect.
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With the practical problem of extension resolved in either of these ways, in Part 3
I moved to considering the problem of principle for extending neutrality so that it also
applies to the substantive justification of state action. This problem presented what was a
deeper philosophical concern about the nature of social cooperation, and whether
reasonable people are capable of the kind of agreement required for peripheral neutrality.

As an introduction to the problem of principle, in chapter 7 I considered the
asymmetry objection, which claims that reasonable people would disagree regarding
justice, or fairness, as much as they disagree about the good. If this objection is correct,
this would mean that despite the solutions to the practical problem above, reasonable
citizens’ means of justifying to each other political power would not afford them the kind
of extension of political autonomy (peripheral assent) we are seeking. The asymmetry
objection revealed that the kind of public justification used in inclusive neutrality does
not find the same level of agreement between reasonable citizens as does the kind used
in exclusive neutrality. In virtue of this, inclusive neutrality does not afford citizens with
the same enjoyment of political autonomy as exclusive neutrality. On this basis, exclusive
neutrality would appear to be the superior view.

Yet, in chapter 8, we saw that there is more to the problem of principle than the
mere justification of the state’s actions. To be sure, exclusive neutrality establishes why
reasonable people would accept a limited set of state actions as fair, that is, those actions
centred on the goal of maintaining background justice. And if reasonable citizens could
come to internalize that particular goal as realizing their greatest interests, in private
freedoms alongside public harmony and civic friendship, then they would be motivated
to use their political rights in pursuit of that goal exclusively. However, when we further
investigated what a reasonable citizen’s sense of justice entails, we discovered that there
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is more to what reasonable citizens’ want than merely securing their private interests in a
publicly harmonious way. Reasonable citizens also want to give justice to each other.
They want reciprocity and to live up to the dispositions inherent to their sense of justice.

This motivation revealed the value of inclusive neutrality as an approach to public
justification that enables citizens to seek a wider range of ends in a way that is mutually
justifiable. This compensates for the imperfections in the inclusive approach to neutral
justification, and it explains why a state that secures the good for its citizens realizes a
different, we might say organic, dimension to justice compared with the comparatively
stark and sterile view articulated by exclusive neutrality. For if citizens are motivated to
give each other justice, to reciprocate in kind, they will be motivated to engage in a
distinctly non-neutral form of cooperation. Interestingly, this reverses the grounds of
neutrality, making them run in the opposite direction: where neutrality is required for
reasons of impartiality, under the traditional view of liberal philosophy, distinctly nonneutral aims of cooperation are required for reasons of altruism, as incorporated in the
ideal relation of reciprocity between reasonable citizens. The limit to neutrality, then, is
realized when the traditional grounds of neutrality are met, qua impartiality, and the
grounds of mutually beneficial social cooperation able to be endorsed by all through the
trust that they can develop in each other give citizens reasons to engage in non-neutral
cooperation for each other’s benefit.
Why this is consistent with Rawls’ political liberalism should not be a mystery.
The flexible view of social cooperation articulated by inclusive neutrality moves past the
discrete and simplified view of reasonable citizens’ endorsement, as all or nothing. It
incorporates a piecemeal approach to the development of public justification, using the
notion the political capital that is built up slowly over time, as citizen gain trust in a state
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that functions with integrity. This frees up the realm of fair cooperation in a positive direct
unanticipated by exclusive neutralists, presenting a new area of research for finding how
we may better give justice to each other by understanding each other’s good. Interestingly
enough, this view sees an affirmation in the fact that this is the direction other forms of
public reason have ventured since the publication of PL, to forms of deliberative
democracy that require a public understanding of each other’s interests.422

422

For one such view, see Robert E Goodin (2003) Reflective Democracy, Oxford University Press, New
York, chapter 9.
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