interpretation of the Bible. Indeed, as Tho-
mas Goodnight and other scholars of rhe-
toric have shown, an essential component
of Reagan’s political personality was his
hard turn away from scientific-rationalist
discourse in favor of religious-mystical dis-
course. This rhetorical revolution was par-
ticularly noticeable in his national security
policy addresses. Reagan’s faith-based ap-
peals resonated strongly with many less
well-educated, working-class white voters
in the South and noncoastal states, who
quickly became the core support base for
the Republican party—a situation that has
persisted to the present day.

The displacement of science as the main
arbiter of truth in the U.S. political debate
could not fail to undermine the political
power of scientists. This new situation was
particularly evident in Reagan’s—and over
time his entire party’s—fierce embrace of
the technically unworkable SDI proposal.
Unfortunately, Bridger’s discussion of the
SDI focuses narrowly on the debates
among scientists, and therefore misses this
larger narrative. Bridger is certainly right
to point out that the renowned physicist
Edward Teller and a handful of his col-
leagues were the people who originally
sold Reagan on the idea of impermeable

space-based defenses, and that the Reagan
team subsequently found a few additional
scientist supporters who were willing to cre-
ate the appearance of technical plausibility
for the project. Bridger also aptly notes
the irony in the right-wing scientist-
activists’ appropriation of the Vietnam
War-era peace movement’s arguments
about the inherent political bias in funded
scientific research. In this way, they effec-
tively blunted the political impact of the at-
tacks by mainstream scientists on the
technical plausibility of SDI. But it is hard
to imagine that anything the mainstream
scientists could have said or done would
have convinced Reagan and his followers
to give up on SDI, willing as they were to
bend or break the laws of physics in pursuit
of a higher calling. In short, the scientists’
anti-SDI activism may have been defeated
not primarily by “merchants of doubt,” as
Bridger contends (p. 259), but rather by
merchants of faith.

—Jacques E. C. HymaNs

Jacques E. C. Hymans is associate professor of in-
ternational relations at the University of South-
ern California. His latest book is Achieving
Nuclear Ambitions: Scientists, Politicians, and
Proliferation (2012).
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Alan Patten’s Equal Recognition is the most
significant systematic attempt at deriving a
theory of minority rights from the basic te-
nets of liberalism since Will Kymlicka’s
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Multicultural Citizenship was published
over twenty years ago. The following de-
scription can give only a taste of its richness
and subtlety.
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Any theorist wading into these philo-
sophical waters must answer the question
of why we need a new theory of liberal mi-
nority rights. Patten’s answer is that Kym-
licka’s theory is not so much a theory of
liberal multiculturalism as it is a theory of
liberal nationalism. Kymlicka’s argument,
to recall, is that citizens need contexts of
choice in order to engage in the kind of au-
tonomous decision-making to which liberals
have traditionally given pride of place. For
Kymlicka, only “societal cultures” can serve
this purpose. (Societal cultures are defined
by Kymlicka as possessing a full range of
economic and social institutions, and as pro-
viding their members with options as to how
to lead their lives across the full range of
areas of human endeavor.) If we care about
autonomous decision-making, then we
need to care about societal cultures, since
they make autonomous decision-making
possible. In the case of minority societal cul-
tures, this means providing members of a
given group with group-differentiated rights
through which they can protect themselves
from the assimilative pressure exercised by
majority societal cultures.

It is quite clear that Kymlicka has in
mind modern nation-states as well as invol-
untarily incorporated minority nations,
such as Quebec, Catalonia, and Scotland.
Thus, his theory gives rise to an obligation
on the part of multinational states to pro-
vide minority nations with constitutionally
guaranteed powers through which they
can exercise meaningful self-determination.
What it does not do is provide a justification
for any other kind of minority rights claim.
Thus, Kymlicka’s theory is compatible with
a federal system in which all federated units
engage in internal nation-building aimed at
integrating immigrant minorities.

Patten, however, aims to provide us with
a liberal theory of minority rights, rather
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than a liberal theory of minority national-
ism, and to overcome other philosophical
difficulties that in his view have vitiated
Kymlicka’s project. His argument is based
on two main theoretical innovations.

The first has to do with the manner in
which liberal theorists ought, in his view,
to construe culture. Rather than conceive
of it as a “context of choice,” with all of
the attendant problems to which this con-
ception gives rise, he argues that we should
think of culture as a “social lineage.” For
Patten, “A distinct culture is the relation
that people share when, and to the extent
that, they have shared with one another sub-
jection to a set of formative conditions that
are distinct from the formative conditions
that are imposed on others” (p. 51; italics
in the original).

The second innovation has to do with the
much-maligned concept of liberal neutrality.
In Patten’s view, we ought to think about
neutrality neither as “neutrality of effect,”
that is, of the outcomes associated with dif-
ferent state policies, nor as “neutrality of jus-
tification,” that is, of the ways in which
policies are justified. Rather, we should
think of neutrality as “neutrality of treat-
ment,” that is, as a constraint on the way in-
dividuals and groups are treated. According
to this view, individuals can be treated non-
neutrally even by policies that are amenable
to neutral justification. At the same time,
fairness according to a conception of neu-
trality of treatment need not generate equal
outcomes. Some individuals and groups
can fare less well than others, as long as
the manner in which they are dealt with by
the state satisfies norms of neutrality of
treatment.

How do these two conceptual innova-
tions function within Patten’s overall argu-
ment, which is that it is sometimes a
requirement of neutrality (and thus of liberal
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justice) that the state accommodate minor-
ity cultures? First, Patten distinguishes be-
tween substantive and procedural accounts
of the requirement of justice toward cul-
tures. For him, a substantive account de-
rives a theory of minority rights from
what a culture is, whereas a procedural ac-
count builds the case for minority rights
by looking for cases in which the failure
to grant minority rights would involve the
state treating members of minority groups
in a procedurally unjust (because nonneu-
tral) way.

Patten argues that in order to meet this
procedural requirement, liberal states will
have to go beyond what he terms the
“basic liberal package” that has tended to
constitute the core of liberal theories of jus-
tice, such as that of John Rawls: that is, the
provision of individual rights and a certain
degree of material support for the least well-
off. Patten argues that the basic liberal pack-
age is not sufficient to prevent majorities
from using democratic processes in order
to promote certain aspects of their cultures,
and thus, from violating the norm of neu-
trality. For Patten, minority rights are re-
quired when their absence would give rise
to (nonneutral) cultural majoritarianism.

Let me make three critical observations
about Patten’s elegant theory and its incor-
porated conceptual innovations. The first is
that there is a tension between Patten’s in-
tention to base the argument in an entirely
procedural account—one that does not
ground such rights in an account of what lib-
erals should take culture to be—and the for-
mulation of just such a theory, namely, his
theory of culture as social lineage. Granted,
that theory is far less substantive than
many others, including Kymlicka’s, but it is
still a theory about what culture is. This
poses a dilemma for Patten’s argument: ei-
ther the argument for minority rights is
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truly procedural, in which case the account
of culture as social lineage ends up being
an idle wheel in the argumentative machin-
ery of the book, or it does do substantive
work, in which case the claim that the argu-
ment is entirely procedural is more difficult
for him to establish.

Second, Patten’s account of culture is one
that, were it to be a key cog in the theory,
would incline it toward liberal nationalism
just as surely as Kymlicka’s does. Every-
thing turns on the way in which we under-
stand the notion of “formative conditions.”
In the modern world, it seems clear that the
main formative conditions to which people
are subjected are created by the state, in
large measure through its control over edu-
cational institutions and curricula. Of
course, states can abuse this power in an
unjust way—say, by imposing educational
requirements on incorporated minority na-
tions as a way of eroding their distinctive
cultures. But when they act in such a man-
ner, they violate norms of liberal national-
ism, rather than of liberal multiculturalism.

In order for Patten’s view to ground a
more capacious conception of minority
rights, it would have to claim that the
state should abstain from intervening in
the education of immigrant minorities or
religious minorities entirely. It is hard to
see Patten’s argument as welcoming this
implication, especially given the fact that
his theory generates only prima facie cul-
tural rights, that is, rights that can be limit-
ed by weighty societal concerns. One might
argue that there are good reasons, on
grounds of equality, to forbid religious
groups or immigrant minorities from ex-
empting themselves entirely from a public
education curriculum. There may thus be
legitimate reasons of policy to allow the
state to establish new “formative condi-
tions” for immigrants. But if this is the
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case, it is hard to see how Patten’s theory
moves us beyond Kymlicka’s.

Third, it is ultimately unclear that Patten
truly relies on his account of culture as social
lineage in order to ground his argument.
Nor do I think the idea of neutrality can
carry the argumentative weight he places
on it. Patten’s argument is that, with respect
to a certain category of goods, the state’s fail-
ure to accommodate minority groups consti-
tutes a failure of neutrality. Those goods,
which  Patten “identity-related”
(p. 156), are the ones that states have to
take care not to distribute on the basis of
purely majoritarian preferences. Identity-
related goods in Patten’s view have two de-
fining properties: first, the preferences that
people have for them are connected to
their “conceptions of the good”; second
(and presumably by virtue of being so con-
nected), they matter to people “in a special
way,” such that it would constitute “an espe-
cially serious setback for the person were the
preference to be unsatisfied” (p. 157).

This account of culture, connected to
people’s conceptions of the good life, ends
up smuggling in a substantive conception
of culture through the back door. Indeed,
one can well imagine an individual whose
conception of the good life is far less tied
to culture than is the case for the kinds of
agents whose profile is being assumed in
Patten’s argument. So while the view of cul-
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ture that ties it as tightly as Patten’s view
does to “identity” and to one’s “conception
of the good life” is plausible, it is contest-
able, and thus falls foul of neutralist
strictures.
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There is perhaps no way that Patten’s neu-
trality-based account could have avoided
this. Indeed, his view needs to ascribe
pride of place to some preferences—those
linked with a culturally defined conception
of identity—in order to avoid the unwanted
consequence of neutrality applying to all
manner of preference. Moreover, this con-
ception of culture is at best tangentially re-
lated, as far as I can see, to Patten’s “official”
account of culture as social lineage. Again,
that may have been inevitable: some things
matter to people as a matter of recognition,
not just because they are connected to the
formative conditions that they share. Con-
sequently, the social lineage account may
be something of an idle wheel in Patten’s
argument.

Patten thus faces a dilemma: either he
grounds his conclusions in his conception
of culture as lineage, in which case his argu-
ment ends up supporting conclusions that
are similar to Kymlicka’s in privileging
“societal cultures”; or he bases them on
his alternative conception of culture as
tied to identity and conceptions of the
good, in which case he must abandon his
neutralist pretentions.

All that said, Patten has written a bril-
liant book on liberalism and culture, one
that will fuel debates and discussions for
years to come.

—DANIEL WEINSTOCK

Daniel Weinstock is a James McGill Professor in
the Faculty of Law and director of the McGill In-
stitute for Health and Social Policy, McGill
University.
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