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Abstract

A perennial objection to liberal political regimes is their purported role in
the loss of minority cultural traditions and the resulting homogenization
and impoverishment of public culture. Critics argue that liberalism does
not, contrary to its stated commitments, foster a plurality of cultural and
moral identities because it reinforces and systematically benefits the
conception of the person it assumes as fundamental, that is, a
characterization of persons as isolated, atomistic, and self-interested
individuals. A legal regime of rights is the chief mechanism by which this
conception of the person is institutionalized. Although leading political
liberals, including John Rawls, have shown that political liberalism does not
in fact rely upon metaphysical claims of this sort, the criticism remains that
when it comes to a plurality of cultural and moral identities, liberalism is
in practice, if not in theory, profoundly illiberal. I respond to this criticism
and argue that properly understood and established, political liberalism is
fully compatible with a diverse range of cultural, religious, and moral
identities. My argument depends on two claims. First, political liberalism
is primarily concerned with the establishment of just background
conditions, which includes such things as economic equality of
opportunity, procedural fairness, and the protection of basic human rights.
I argue that these just background conditions are compatible with a wide
range of cultural institutions and traditions because they are far less
determinate of actual legal and social institutions than most theorists
(including most liberals) realize. Second, a key feature of achieving just
background conditions is the public regulation of capital and other
fundamental economic institutions. This in turn permits the regulation of
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commerce, including by extension, legal authority over media and
advertising. It is precisely this unregulated, uncontrolled growth of global
media that in fact threatens traditional cultures and identities. Indeed, far
from supporting the emergence of a homogenizing global media culture,
political liberalism is, I argue, the only plausible political theory with
adequate conceptual resources to counter the hegemony of global media
and the nihilistic consumerism that so often accompanies it. As a practical
matter, I show that in a just society, adherents of reasonable doctrines (i.e.,
philosophical and religious beliefs and traditions that do not insist upon
using the mechanism of the state for their exclusive advantage) will agree
and affirm that the state has protected and preserved the background
conditions necessary for the possibility of practicing reasonable doctrines.
To illustrate this, I consider several examples of minority religious
traditions which I argue are compatible with a political liberal society. In
the concluding portion of the paper, I briefly compare my position with
Will Kymlicka’s work on minority groups rights and suggest that political
liberalism has adequate resources to address the concerns he raises.
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