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VULGAR LIBERALISM 

PATRICK NEAL 
University of Vermont 

DURING THE 1970s, ANGLO-AMERICAN DISCUSSION regarding 
the meaning and justification of a liberal sociopolitical order centered around 
the theme of rights versus utility as a possible theoretical foundation for such 
an order. The signal moment here was Rawls's monumental work, A Theory 
of Justice, and the responses elicited by it. The 1980s saw a turn away from 
this conflict in terms of the main lines of debate characterizing discussion 
about liberalism. The signal event here was the communitarian critique of 
liberalism, one result of which was the increasing degree to which liberals 
began self-consciously to speak directly to the issue of "defending liberal- 
ism." Very broadly, we witnessed a shift from liberals arguing with each other 
about rights versus utility to liberals exploring alternative ways of rationally 
defending the faith in the face of challenges from "outside." 

At present, we can identify three primary "strategies of liberal self-defense" 
that have emerged from the dialogue with the communitarians. As these 
defenses constitute at the same time different understandings of what, in 
essence, a liberal sociopolitical order is (that is, they are at once justificatory 
and descriptive conceptions), I refer to them as "models" of a liberal order. 
They are (1) the modus vivendi model, (2) the neutrality model, and (3) the 
ideal-based model. 

I will elaborate and specify these models more carefully. To anticipate, I 
want to propose that contemporary liberalism would benefit from a deeper 
recognition of and appreciation for the value of model 1, the modus vivendi 
model. This "vulgar" model of liberalism, historically associated with the 
name of Hobbes, has come to be treated by later liberals as an embarrassment, 
in ways similar to the manner in which Western Marxists have sought to 
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distance themselves from their "vulgar" cousins. I refer here to the complaint 
by liberals that it is a mistake to suppose that the primary Hobbesian value 
of civil peace exhausts the set of ideals from which liberals can draw in the 
attempt to defend their faith. 

Critics of liberalism, finding Hobbesian values to be "minimal," "low," 
"base," "uninspiring," or fit only for "possessive individualists," attack 
liberalism on the basis of such judgments. Many liberals have, wittingly or 
unwittingly, accepted the force of this criticism insofar as they have 
embarked on the task of articulating and defending a version of liberalism 
premised on the pursuit and/or achievement of loftier and more inspiring 
ideals: for example, self-development, self-realization, or autonomy. (Even 
Rawls, in his latest works, while arguing that the liberalisms of both Kant 
and Mill are premised on too strong a "comprehensive moral ideal" to serve 
as a foundation of a liberal political theory, is careful to distance his own 
alternative from being understood as "merely" Hobbesian.) 

This is, I think, a mistake on the part of liberals, who weaken the ultimate 
adequacy of the liberalism to which they are committed by implicitly 
accepting the critics' negative portrayal of Hobbes and "vulgar" liberalism. 
Poorly equipped to underwrite the successful pursuit of "nobler than Hobbesian" 
ideals, liberal political theory is left vulnerable to decisive criticisms, espe- 
cially from the left, once it is recast too exclusively in terms of those ideals. 
My view is that liberals ought to recognize this and cease feeling guilty about 
it. Hobbesian liberalism is defensible in its own right; liberals ought to let 
him out of the closet and affirm him as their own. There is less than meets 
the eye to the new wave of "perfectionist" and "ideal-based" versions of 
liberalism and more to be said for "vulgar" liberalism than might first seem 
apparent. 

In Section I, I outline the main features of the neutrality and ideal-based 
models of liberalism. The absence of the modus vivendi model from this 
discussion is a reflection of more than an authorial intention to set up the 

punch line. With a very few notable exceptions, the modus vivendi model 
lacks contemporary champions and has come to be treated as something of 
a straw man. To the extent this is so, the lack of attention it receives in Section 
I mirrors the distribution of discourse in contemporary political theory 
generally. Section II begins the attempt to redress this imbalance, by rede- 

scribing the neutrality and ideal-based models through the lenses of the 
modus vivendi model.1 Thus, although critical of the leading contemporary 
versions of liberalism, the discussion therein remains within the confines of 
a framework of understanding that conceptualizes the three models as 
alternatives to one another. Transcending those confines would entail con- 

ceptualizing the three models of liberalism as essentially related parts of a 
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greater whole rather than as alternative whole accounts of liberalism in and 
of themselves.2 For the moment, however, I rest content with adducing 
considerations that can lead one to sympathize with Jean Hampton's (some- 
what exasperated?) declaration that "I am one philosopher who does not think 
that calling a methodology 'Hobbesian' is an argument against it."3 

I. THE REIGNING MODELS OF LIBERAL SELF-DEFENSE 

The enterprise of employing "neutrality" as a sort of master concept for 
elaborating the focal meaning of liberal political theory in a contemporary 
context was first carried out thoroughly and self-consciously in Ronald 
Dworkin's important essay, "Liberalism," and in Bruce Ackerman's Social 
Justice and the Liberal State.4 In a recent review essay, William Galston has 
provided a nice summary of the aims, achievements, and meaning of this 
endeavor: 

Neutrality of procedure consists in a special constraint on reasons that can be invoked 
to justify public policy. It stands in roughly the same relation to political deliberation as 
do rules of evidence to trial advocacy. Specifically, a reason is not publicly valid if it 

appeals to, or rests upon, the presumed superiority of any particular conception of the 

good life. A policy is illegitimate if such a conception is an ineliminable element of its 

proposed justification.5 

Although these first efforts at redescribing liberalism in terms of neutrality 
did indeed reinvigorate the faith, they quickly came under widespread and, 
in my view, decisive criticism, much of it from self-described liberals. 
Without purporting to do justice to the intricacy of these arguments, we can 
nevertheless summarize by saying that the critics' view came down to this: 
the doctrine of state neutrality with regard to individual conceptions of the 
good is not itself a neutral position. Rather than avoiding the contentious and 
apparently interminable debate over the issue of the nature of the good life 
and the appropriate relation between individual and state, liberal neutrality 
was charged with constituting a position within that debate. The rhetorical 
tenor of such arguments tended to contrast (what was seen as) the somewhat 
naive and Pollyannish perspective of the neutrality theorists with the more 
robust and self-confident character of ideal-based liberalisms. Where neu- 
trality theories seemed to resemble too closely the apocryphal liberal unable 
to take his own side in an argument, the ideal-based theories connoted a 
liberal character willing and proud to take its stand and fight-or at least 
argue. 
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Thus, for example, William Galston argues that 

no form of political life can be justified without some view of what is good for 
individuals. In practice, liberal theorists covertly employ theories of the good. But their 
insistence that they do not reduces the rigor of their theories and leaves the liberal polity 
unnecessarily vulnerable to criticism.6 

Similarly, Brian Barry maintains that trying to sell liberalism to non- 
liberals on the basis of neutrality amounts to fiddling among the flames: 

If the principle of neutrality were itself neutral between different belief systems and 
conceptions of the good, we would be home and dry. But that is not so. The principle of 
neutrality does indeed put them all on the same footing, but to accept that this is how 

things ought to be organized it is necessary to have an outlook that is, in broad terms, 
liberal.7 

The essence of an ideal-based model of liberalism, then, is the specifica- 
tion of a theory of the good life generally as the foundation of a political 
theory specifying the proper (and improper) activities of the state. To use 
Dworkin's terms, such a model entails the view that there is continuity 
between the domain of "ethics" (theories of the good life) and that of 
"politics" (theories of proper state activity).8 In a moment, I consider the case 
for the alternative strategy of discontinuity. It is important to realize, how- 

ever, that there can be as many ideal-based models of liberalism as there are 
theories of the good life. 

Hence in the contemporary literature there are a number of different 
versions of the ideal-based model. Joseph Raz has defended a "perfectionist" 
account of liberal political morality based on the promotion of individual 

autonomy that seeks to justify a level of positive state activity significantly 
beyond the more limited conception of state activity envisioned by neutrality 
theorists.9 William Galston, in a series of important articles, has accepted the 
idea of a continuous link between individual virtue and the liberal polity, 

sought to specify and defend the components of a specifically liberal theory 
of virtuous character, and argued for the legitimacy of a program of "civic 
education" aimed at developing and maintaining such a character.'? Ronald 
Dworkin has worked out, with great subtlety, a distinction between what he 
calls the "challenge model" and the "impact model" of what constitutes a 

good life, and argued that acceptance of the challenge model serves as the 

foundation for a liberal theory of politics." Yet another example of an 

ideal-based model of liberalism has recently been articulated by Will 

Kymlicka, arguing that the defensibility of a liberal political order follows 

from "our essential interest in leading a life that is good." Kymlicka uses the 
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conceptual notion of living a life "from the inside" as the basis on which to 
elaborate a theory of the good that is treated as the foundation of a defense 
of a liberal political order.'2 

I make no attempt here to assess the soundness of these accounts. It 
suffices for present purposes to have a grasp of their structure, the way in 
which they each pursue the strategy of continuity. 

The leading competitor to the ideal-based model is now what might be 
referred to as the "second generation" of neutrality theories. Two detailed 
versions are those of Charles Larmore and John Rawls, and I take these to 
serve as exemplars of the model.'3 It is first necessary to clarify the sense in 
which these theories constitute versions of the neutrality model, given that 
each has abandoned the more grandiose claims of foundational neutrality that 
characterized the "first generation" theories of Ackerman and Dworkin. 

Although both Rawls and Larmore continue to employ a conception of 
state neutrality regarding individually held conceptions of the good in the 
elaboration of their theories, neither claims that this neutrality can encompass 
the complete range of conceptions of the good, nor does either claim that 
state neutrality is itself a "neutral value" needing no defense.'4 Thus each 

recognizes, far more overtly than was the case in first-generation neutrality 
models, the necessary limits of liberal state "neutrality," and speaks of a 
"wide range" of allowable conceptions rather than of a complete range.5 
Rawls identifies two ways in which liberal principles of right may function 
so as to exclude the effective practical pursuit of some conceptions of the 
good. Some conceptions of the good will be in "direct conflict" with the 
principles of right, and some will simply "fail to gain adherents under the 
political and social conditions of a just constitutional regime."'6 

In line with this circumscribed conception of neutrality, these second- 
generation models shift the focus of theoretical attention from the issue of 
"neutrality versus nonneutrality" to that of "political" conceptions of justice 
versus "metaphysical" conceptions. The latter term refers simply to theories 
of justice that pursue the strategy of continuity between ethics and politics, 
that is, to ideal-based models. Political conceptions of justice, on the other 
hand, are defined by two key features: nonreliance on any "comprehensive 
moral ideal" (i.e., conception of the good) for foundational support and a 
sharply drawn separation between the public and private spheres of sociopo- 
litical life. Thus, although at the private level individuals are thought of as 
"thick" persons with constitutive commitments to particular substantive 
conceptions of the good about which they might well disagree, as citizens at 
the public level they are represented as "thin" persons who, abstracting from 
their particular conceptions of the good, seek the terms of an "overlapping 
consensus" of principles of right by which they might live as free and equal 
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persons with their various compatriots. The terms of the principles of right 
are understood as being constituted without any reference to the particular 
conceptions of the good held by the individuals who will live in accordance 
with these principles, hence the crucial difference between this model and 
the ideal-based one.7 

Each model defines itself against the background of the other. From the 
point of view of the neutrality model, the ideal-based model represents a 
failure to appreciate fully the range and depth of disagreement regarding the 
good characteristic of modern cosmopolitan societies, or what Rawls refers 
to as "the fact of pluralism."'8 As Larmore frames it, "In modern times we 
have come to recognize a multiplicity of ways in which a fulfilled life can be 
lived, without any perceptible hierarchy among them. And we have also been 
forced to acknowledge that even where we do believe that we have discerned 
the superiority of some ways of life to others, reasonable people may often 
not share our view."'9 Both Rawls and Larmore include within their under- 
standing of the idea of conceptions of the good life highly formalized 
conceptions that refer to the way in which a life is lived rather than the 
particular substance of that life in terms of concrete ends pursued. For 
example, both use the Kantian notion of the autonomous life and John Stuart 
Mill's notion of "individuality" as examples of familiar foundations for liberal 
justice that would be rejected on the neutrality model. Larmore describes the 
liberalisms of Kant and Mill as "simply another part of the problem," whereas 
Rawls refers to them as "sectarian doctrines."20 Thus the ideals of the good life 
used by the contemporary ideal-based model theorists discussed above would, 
despite their highly formal character, be unacceptable foundations for a liberal 
theory of justice from the point of view of Rawls and Larmore. 

On the other hand, from the point of view of the ideal-based model, the 

neutrality model represents an internally incoherent theoretical formulation 
that, when properly understood, can be seen to fail at making good its own 
claims in one of two ways. Either a conception of the good (or "comprehen- 
sive moral ideal") is implicitly and unwittingly invoked along the way and 
traded on in the formulation of the principles of justice or, if it is allowed that 
no such moral foundation is invoked, we are, it is claimed, left with no theory 
of justice or right at all but, rather, with a prudential peace treaty among 
warring factions, the terms of which carry no force as morally obligatory 
duties. In the first instance, the neutrality model is said to be only a naive 
version of the ideal-based model after all; in the second, the specter of Hobbes 
is raised and the neutrality model is said to be not a model of political justice 
at all but a "mere" modus vivendi. Either way, the upshot of the criticism is 
to advocate conscious pursuit of the strategy of continuity through employ- 
ment of the ideal-based model as a means of defending liberalism. 



Neal / VULGAR LIBERALISM 629 

Considered as a two-sided argument, my view is that the ideal-based 
theorists have so far gotten the best of the neutrality theorists, although I make 
no claim to show that here. I hope only to have made tolerably clear the 
essential basis of dispute between them. As contemporary debate within 
liberal political theory is largely taken up, in one way or another, with the 
dispute between these two models, it is worth noting that a view shared by 
them is the hostility to what is variously called the "Hobbesian" or "pruden- 
tial" or "modus vivendi" model of political justice-vulgar liberalism. 

That hostility itself needs explaining; in the course of attempting that, I 
want to try to describe the two dominant models not as they appear in the 

eyes of their adherents nor through the lenses of the opposed dominant model 
but as they appear from the point of view within the model of vulgar 
liberalism. Doubtless, such a perspective will only provide a partial and 

incomplete angle of vision; is the fact that it is so often ignored justification 
enough for at least having a look? 

II. THE VIEW FROM BELOW 

The modus vivendi model of liberalism is the creation of its critics, and it 
was created for the purpose of allowing them to explain what they are not. It 
is primarily the neutrality theorists who have concerned themselves with it, 
for obvious reasons. No one is going to mistake an ideal-based version of 
liberalism for a "mere" modus vivendi account because a conception of the 

good is explicitly posited as the foundation of such accounts. But things are 
not as clear with regard to the neutrality models. When Rawls renounces 

"metaphysical" accounts of justice and argues for a "political" conception 
that aims at securing stability through the achievement of an "overlapping 
consensus," he appears to be engaged in the, broadly speaking, Hobbesian 

enterprise of pragmatically looking for ways to insure civil peace and order 

among those who disagree. 
He insists, however, that this appearance is deceiving and goes to great 

length to distinguish his idea of a political account of justice from a modus 
vivendi one.21 Larmore also distances his theory from such a reading: 

We may think of political liberalism as the effort to occupy a point between two extremes. 
One extreme lies in basing political neutrality, as Kant and Mill did, on individualist 
ideals claiming to shape our overall conception of the good life, and not just our role as 
citizens. The other extreme consists in basing political neutrality on solely strategic 
considerations. In this view, individuals who have different ideals of the good life, but 
are roughly equal in power, may strike a bargain, according to which political principles 
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to be established will not favor any of these rival ideals. This approach is basically a 
Hobbesian one, since it aims to ground a moral principle (neutrality) on nonmoral, purely 
prudential motives.22 

This passage catches nicely the aversion amongst contemporary liberals 
to being mistaken for a Hobbesian: such a view is thought not to be "moral," 
but merely "prudential." Rawls and Larmore each stress that their neutrality 
theories are not merely pragmatic or prudential. Thus Rawls states, 

The idea of an overlapping consensus may seem essentially Hobbesian. But against this, 
two remarks: first, justice as fairness is a moral conception: it has conceptions of the 

person and society, and concepts of right and fairness, as well as principles of justice 
with their complement of the virtues through which those principles are embodied in 
human character and regulate political and social life .... Second, in such a consensus 
each of the comprehensive philosophical, religious, and moral doctrines accepts justice 
as fairness in its own way; that is, each comprehensive doctrine, from within its own point 
of view, is led to accept the public reasons of justice specified by justice as fairness. 

I do not fully understand the force of these remarks and harbor the 
suspicion that (what seems to me to be) their ad hoc quality arises primarily 
from the perceived need to make sure one is not mistaken for a Hobbesian 
rather than from any intrinsic features of the theory itself. Consider the first 
claim: that Rawls's conception of political justice (hereafter "JAF' for ease 
of reference) is moral and not Hobbesian/prudential because it uses moral 

concepts. It is, of course, true that JAF does use such concepts, but I cannot 
see the significance; Hobbes, after all, also gives an account that uses the 

concepts of "right," "justice," and so forth, and the nineteen "Lawes of 
Nature" adumbrated in chapters 14 and 15 of Leviathan comprise, in effect, 
an account of virtuous liberal character that compares favorably in terms of 

depth and specificity with any such account developed by a contemporary 
liberal theorist.24 The only argument I can see for refusing to grant Hobbes's 
account status as a moral account in the sense under discussion here would 
be one that insisted that because his moral theory is not sharply separated 
from the theory of power and human passion with which it is (admittedly) 
bound up it cannot "properly" be termed moral and must be seen as an 
account that "reduces" morality to prudence. But that argument will seem 

obviously compelling only to someone who has already accepted the Kantian 
version of the dualism between "morality" and "prudence." Where the 
Kantian sees "reductionism" when looking at Hobbes, a Hobbesian sees 
"inflationism" when looking at Kant. 

Consider the second claim, that JAF is "moral" in the sense that each of 
those plural "comprehensive" doctrines of the good, which can accept the 
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terms of the overlapping consensus on principles of right it provides, does so 
"in its own way ... from within its own point of view."25 The idea here seems 
to be that the terms of right are accepted because at least some element of the 
comprehensive moral view (which element is therefore itself "moral") matches 
or links up with (some parts of? the whole of?) the terms of right. I read this 
to be a point about motivation; the terms of right are accepted, ex hypothesi, 
apart from any calculation of strategic advantage or disadvantage, hence the 
appellation "moral." 

I have two doubts about the success of this argument. First, if I am right 
to read it as an argument about the motivations of agents holding various 
comprehensive moral conceptions rather than as an argument about the terms 
of the comprehensive moral conceptions themselves, then the issue is an 
empirical and contingent one and cannot be decided by theoretical argument. 
Consider Jones, who holds comprehensive moral conception X, which, we 
assume, does contain elements that match or link up with the terms of right 
in whatever way is sufficient to satisfy Rawls's requirements here;26 whether 
Jones's motivation for accepting the terms of liberal right stems from a 
"moral" appreciation of this linkage and a consequent decision to act in 
accord with that recognition or whether it stems from a prudent appreciation 
of, say, the minority power position of Jones and her fellow travelers within 
the given society remains an open question. 

Second, suppose my reading in terms of motivation is wrong, and we 
instead take Rawls's point to be one regarding the analytical degree of linkage 
between the terms of the comprehensive moral conception itself and the 
terms of liberal right. Then the "argument" for the greater practicality of this 
"political" conception of justice (relative to ideal-based conceptions) be- 
comes no argument at all but rather a description of analytical linkage or the 
lack thereof.27 Moreover, if this second reading were that which constituted 
the public understanding of justice in a society, it would create perverse 
incentives for adherents of comprehensive moral ideals that would not fall 
within the terms of the liberal overlapping consensus to artificially and 
deceptively "inflate" the terms of their ideal so as to include just enough 
"liberal material" to establish the necessary degree of linkage to be 
included. Again, the issue of whether they (or anyone) "really believes 
and acts upon" these moral components or whether they merely pay lip 
service to them is ultimately an empirical one.28 Hobbesian liberals will not 
worry too much about this. Although greatly concerned with stability, they 
will focus on behavior rather than attitudes and on the coercive power of the 
liberal state as a means of creating material incentives not to violate the terms 
of justice rather than on the existence of "moral" wills disdaining such 
activity. 
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Apart from the matter of distinguishing the nature of their neutrality model 
theories from a Hobbesian modus vivendi model, both Rawls and Larmore 
also claim a certain practical advantage for their theories over the modus 
vivendi model. Consideration of this claim will allow us to mount more 
overtly the fundamentals of a Hobbesian response. 

Larmore argues that the Hobbesian approach "seems inherently unstable, 
since it is hostage to the shifting distribution of power: Individuals will lose 
their reason to uphold the agreement if their relative power or bargaining 
strength increases significantly."29 Rawls likewise suggests that on the 
Hobbesian modus vivendi model stability comes to depend on "happenstance 
and a balance of relative forces."3 

In choosing to join the argument with Hobbesians on the particular issue 
of stability, it seems to me that Larmore and Rawls embark on an enterprise 
with about as much prospect of success as that of arguing Scripture with the 
devil. Let us grant that on a Hobbesian model (1) adherence to principles of 
justice is necessarily underwritten by a rough balance of power between 
adherents, (2) in the absence of such material preconditions, adherence to 
justice is conceptualized as doubtful at best, impossible at worst, and (3) even 
in the presence of such conditions, adherence to justice is conceptualized as 
fragile and something less than guaranteed. Thus the attainment of political 
stability/threat of instability is understood not so much as a "problem" that 
can be "solved" to a greater or lesser degree but as an inherent condition of 

political life that can be "coped with" better or worse.31 Therefore, a Hobbesian 
liberal will grant, up to a point, Rawls's and Larmore's point that stability on 
his/her model rests on "a balance of relative forces"-but only up to a point, 
for it is not true on a Hobbesian model, as Larmore claims, that "individuals 
will lose their reason to uphold the agreement if their relative power or 

bargaining strength increases significantly" or, as Rawls claims, that stability 
depends on "happenstance." A rough balance of power provides a necessary 
motivation for the hypothetical decision to accept the authority of the liberal 
state, but the existence of such a state brings into being other sources of 
motivation for adherence: most obviously, the threat of punishment for 
disobedience but also the actual experience of the benefits of "commodious 

living" made possible by a system of social and civil order. Now it is true 
that should the imbalance of power become so great that one group is able 
to monopolize ownership of the state itself, anything resembling a liberal 
form of stability would be lost, but it is not true that rough equality of 
social power is the only resource for stability to which a Hobbesian liberal 
can appeal. My point is that Rawls's and Larmore's formulations tend to 
overestimate the prospects of instability on a Hobbesian modus vivendi 
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model of liberalism, because they underestimate the sources of motivation 
for adherence on such a model. 

Apart from this, I think they overestimate the source of stability provided 
by their neutrality models of justice. I think this happens because each tends 
to underestimate the coercive role of the state in their respective accounts of 
liberal justice and its attendant stability.32 Stability is seen, on their model, as 

arising from consensus at the level of beliefs of citizens; Rawls, for example, 
thinks of stability as resting primarily on the existence of a wide and inclusive 
overlapping consensus constituted of various pieces of people's beliefs about 
the good. Given such a consensus, stability is postulated as following. The 
state reflects the terms of that social consensus, benignly insuring it, perhaps, 
but not creating or building it. 

But the link between belief, on the one hand, and motivation and behavior, 
on the other, is simply assumed. It is that assumption that underlies the claim 
that the neutrality-based model of "political" justice is practically superior 
to the modus vivendi model because it underwrites stability more securely. 
This argument hinges on the underlying notion that whereas the modus 
vivendi model generates only prudential motivations for adherence, the 

neutrality model generates "moral" motivations that are, it is postulated, 
impervious to the distribution of power. 

I have one observation about and one objection to the arguments here. 
First, there is the question of whether there is any such thing as a distinctly 
moral motivation different in nature from a nonmoral or prudential motiva- 
tion; here again we run up against the issue that divides Kantians from 

empiricists. I do not purport to judge that debate here but to simply point out 
that the Kantian position on it (and the further assumption that the moral will 
is of greater force than the prudential will) underlies the claims advanced by 
Rawls and Larmore in the name of stability. 

Second, and more important, even if we grant Rawls and Larmore both 
those points, I cannot see that either actually gives an account of moral 
motivation, although each seems to assume himself to have done so. That is 
what I mean by saying the link between belief and motivation is simply 
assumed on their account; they give an account of belief but treat it as if it 
were an account of motivation. With regard to Rawls, for example, what is 
actually argued is the existence of a descriptive link or match between 
elements of an individual's conceptions of the good and elements of the 

public conception of justice. But what is not explained is why the existence 
of that analytical link provides the individual with a motivation (moral or 
otherwise, for that matter) to adhere to the public conception. For example, 
suppose my conception of the good is to live the life prescribed by liberal 
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Protestantism. Part of this ideal, let us say, is that of showing respect and 
concern for all others equally, even if they disagree with me. I find that this 
corresponds to the duty of tolerance as inscribed by liberal justice and 
embodied in the law of my liberal state. I thus find that my ideal of the good 
can fit within the overlapping consensus of my liberal state. Still, how does 
any of this have anything to do with my motivation for acting in accordance 
with the laws of that state? What is the link between a coincidence of beliefs 
and motivation to act? Why even assume that my motivations to action, 
whatever they truly are, bear any connection at all to my "conception of the 
good"?33 Perhaps I am a sinner in spite of the fact that my conception of the 
good is saintly-such a condition is not unknown among humankind. 

Note as well that Rawls's and Larmore's stability arguments assume not 
simply a link, but an extremely powerful one, between moral belief and 
motivation, one sufficient to override the force of whatever nonmoral moti- 
vations move us. In the absence of an explanation of the assumed link 
between (moral) belief and motivated behavior, I cannot see why there is any 
reason to accept the argument of Rawls and Larmore that their neutrality 
accounts are superior to a modus vivendi account of justice in terms of stability. 

I can envision two lines of response that might be invoked here. One would 
be to claim that principles of right are one thing, sources of actual behavior 
another; does my argument not confuse the "is" with the "ought"? Second, 
it can be pointed out that Rawls explicitly acknowledges that his theory 
presupposes on the part of persons (a) a "sense of Justice" and (b) the desire 
to act in accordance with it. Hence my objections are beside the point because 
the matters I have claimed to be left unaccounted for on his account are 
actually encompassed within (a) and (b). 

My response to the first claim is that in invoking the criteria of "practical- 
ity" and "stability" for purposes of assessing the political accounts of justice 
developed by Rawls and Larmore, and hence in making the issue of motiva- 
tion a central one, I am simply responding to the invitation they offer, for 
each, in setting out to bypass "metaphysical" claims, asks us to evaluate in 
terms of these practical criteria. In response to the second claim, I would 
remark that for any political theory simply to posit a "sense of justice" and 
the desire to act in accordance with it would be to ask something of its 
audience; for a political theory that claims as one of its great virtues its 

practical, nonmetaphysical character, it seems to me to ask an awful lot. 

Through a Hobbesian lens, the neutrality model's claim to take seriously 
the practical problem of ensuring stability in the face of the "fact of plural- 
ism" in the modem world appears unwarranted. A Hobbesian would only 
wish that we should be so lucky as to face no greater problem than that from 
which Rawls and Larmore begin. Let me explain. 
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The "fact of pluralism" for them is constituted by two key conditions. One 
is the existence in modern constitutional democracies of a diversity of views 
about what constitutes the good life.34 These views are referred to as "con- 
ceptions of the good" or "comprehensive moral ideals." Second, there is the 
claim that no such view could be made the foundation of the public concep- 
tion of justice without employing the "oppressive use of state power,"35 hence 
the task of avoiding any ideal-based account of liberal justice. 

I suggest that this is quite a sanitized understanding of the degree to which 
pluralistic conflict threatens social and political stability. The picture con- 
noted by formulations such as "disputes about the nature of the good life" 
and "alternative conceptions of the good" is a relatively benign and pacific 
one, and I think that point holds even if it is granted for the sake of argument 
that the Hobbesian account of the state of nature, which constitutes a very 
different conceptualization of the "fact of pluralism," is an extreme one. To 
conceive of the central threat to the stability of a liberal, constitutional order 
as disagreement about the nature of the good life is to think of liberal political 
life as if it were analogous to a philosophical debate amongst friends. With 
our attention focused on the fact that they disagree about the concrete answer 
to the question of the good life, it is easy to overlook just how much social 
order is implicitly being assumed when we suppose that that question is the 
root of conflict and the threat to stability. This is not a picture of people 
fighting over wealth or power or race or ethnicity or selfishness or greed or 
vainglory or-well, just about anything people actually fight over in the real 
world. It is, in fact, a picture that resembles more than anything else the, 
relatively speaking, genteel disagreements among contemporary political 
philosophers about the viability of liberal political theory! Is it really the case 
that the continued stability of existing liberal regimes is in any way whatso- 
ever dependent on a professor of political philosophy's ability to define the terms 
of an overlapping consensus among alternative conceptions of the good life? 

I want to be careful to avoid a possible misunderstanding of my point here. 
I do not wish to align myself with those who complain that the concerns of 
contemporary political philosophers are not "political" enough, that they are 
"alienated" from actual political life. I am content to have political philoso- 
phers talk about whatever they like, and if they want to talk about strategies 
of justification or epistemological aspects of liberal theories or any of the 
other "abstract" issues that so infuriate those critics who would wish them to 
be more "engaged," so be it. My complaint is rather that Rawls and Larmore 
have themselves fallen prey to the pleading for making political theory 
practical and useful, with what seem to me unfortunate results. One of those 
is the very rarefied picture of political conflict described above. If a political 
theory does choose to concern itself with the subjects of political conflict and 
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stability (a very different thing than concerning itself with actually contrib- 
uting to stability and the avoidance of conflict), then surely it has to recognize 
that what is going on "out there" is not well captured by the idea of 
"disagreement about the good life." Perhaps to call it instead a "war of all 
against all" is to go too far in the opposite direction, but it still seems to me 
closer to capturing the truth of the matter. 

Moreover, I suggest that the Hobbesian proposition that a rough equality 
of power is a necessary precondition for a stable liberal order is a highly 
plausible one and that Rawls and Larmore are too hasty in their dismissal of 
it.36 They maintain that stability on the modus vivendi account is always 
fragile because a shift in the distribution of power would give that group, 
which, let us say, gained a great deal of it, an incentive to "rewrite" the terms 
of the social contract so as to benefit itself. I grant that a Hobbesian modus 
vivendi model of liberal justice would provide no guarantee against this 
occurrence; what I fail to see is how any other model does provide such a 
guarantee and why there is reason to believe that the world is not actually 
like this. Rawls's and Larmore's point is that if people had a moral rather than 
a prudential motivation to adhere to the terms of liberal justice, they would 
not rewrite the terms of justice in their favor even if they came to possess the 
degree of power that would make it possible for them to do so. I grant that 
that is true, but it is simply true by definition; that is, if people act on the basis 
of what is right rather than on the basis of what serves their interests, then 
they will not take advantage of others even when they could get away with 
it.37 But as argued above, it is difficult to see how an overlap between 
elements of a person's full conception of the good and elements of the 
terms of public justice provides reason to think people will actually be so 
motivated. 

Certainly such behavior is much to be desired, but a Hobbesian model of 
liberal justice will not count too heavily on it when assessing the means of 
stability, on the suspicion that it presumes "a generosity too rarely found to 
be presumed on, especially in the pursuers of Wealth, Command, or sensuall 
Pleasure; which are the greatest part of mankind."38 A Hobbesian strategy for 
maintaining the rough equality of power necessary to underwrite liberal 

justice would be twofold. On one hand, the state itself would manipulate the 
conditions giving rise to the distribution of power in society so as to attempt 
to maintain the requisite balance of power. On the other hand, the problem 
is that of securing protection for social groups against the agency of the state 
itself, for it too represents a potential dominating power; this points in the 
direction of the familiar liberal palliatives of separating powers and checks 
and balances. It is true that these directives point in contradictory directions, 



Neal / VULGAR LIBERALISM 637 

but that result is simply in the nature of the beast; the political art of 
maintaining a balance between liberty and order is just that. 

Now, of course, this sketch of a Hobbesian model of liberal justice is not 
exactly equivalent to the account ofjustice that Hobbes himself actually gave. 
The second strategy identified above, that of securing protection against the 
agency of the state, is notoriously that which Hobbes has been criticized for 
ignoring ever since Locke pointed out that in doing so he (Hobbes) was in 
effect supposing "that men are so foolish, that they take care to avoid what 
mischiefs may be done them by pole-cats, or foxes; but are content, nay, think 
it safety, to be devoured by lions."39 My plea must thus be for some latitude 
in employing the notion of a Hobbesian model of liberal justice (as opposed 
to Hobbes's model of justice per se). I appeal to the spirit, not always the 
letter, of Hobbes's particular views. In doing so, I follow the generous (and 
in my view right-minded) example of Rawls himself, who fortunately pro- 
vides an excellent and succinct definition of the Hobbesian model of liberal 
justice. Identifying Montesquieu, Hume, and Madison as Hobbesian in spirit 
in the sense employed here, he writes, "Occasionally I refer to the Hobbesian 
strand in liberalism, by which I mean the idea that ordered liberty is best 
achieved by skilful constitutional design framed to guide self- (family-) and 
group-interests to work for social purposes by the use of various devices such 
as balance of powers and the like."40 This definition allows us to frame the 
issue of defending liberalism in a way that joins the central issue directly. 
Rather than arguing over whether Hobbes (or anyone else) is a liberal or not 
according to (what must of necessity be) a stipulative definition, we can, as 
Rawls does and as I wish to do here, join the issue of whether the Hobbesian 
spirit of seeking and relying on a rough equality of power as the linchpin of 
a liberal order is superior or inferior to the two rival approaches.41 

Whereas Rawls maintains that his model of liberalism is directed to the 
practical task of "mediating society's deepest conflicts"42 and trying to 
"conceive how social unity can be both possible and stable . . . in a society 
marked by deep divisions between opposing and incommensurable concep- 
tions of the good,"43 a Hobbesian liberal will surmise that if citizens are 
civilized to the point that the deepest sources of conflict among them are their 
arguments about the nature of the good life, then all in all things are going 
pretty well. Similarly, Larmore's neutrality model, by his own account, rests 
on the hypothesis that citizens are committed to the twin values of "rational 
dialogue" and "equal respect."44 The former supposes a willingness on the 
part of citizens who disagree about the good to abstract from disputed 
propositions and search for common ground so as to continue the conversa- 
tion; the latter supposes a willingness on the part of the powerful to continue 
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to converse with those who are "strange and weak."45 A Hobbesian liberal 
will think that the latter invocation of value is the practical problem of 
insuring a rough equality of power being wished away, whereas the former 
tends to downplay the fact that there will always be those willing to just fight 
about it instead. What distinguishes the Hobbesian liberal from the neutrality- 
model liberal here is not so much that the Hobbesian does not share the hope 
that people should accept the terms of liberal justice and obey them for 
"moral" reasons but, rather, that he or she does not ground the faith in such 
hopes and instead looks for those "auxiliary precautions" that might supply 
"the defect of better motives."46 

It will be complained that "auxiliary" precautions quickly become more 
than that, that the development of better motives is precluded by the (implicit) 
sanctioning of the legitimacy of lesser ones which a Hobbesian approach 
embodies. There is force to that complaint; what defines a Hobbesian liberal 
is not that he denies that but, rather, that he discounts it in light of what he 
sees as the potential price of misplaced hopes. Or to put it in the terms of a 
contemporary policy dispute embodying this difference in views: the 
Hobbesian approach is to distribute condoms rather than to preach absti- 
nence. There is a price to either choice. 

What of ideal-based models of liberalism viewed from below? Insofar as 
they represent, relative to neutrality models, a liberalism secure enough with 
itself to openly proclaim, profess, and enforce the components of the creed 
that are constitutive of itself, rather than cloak these under the gentle rubric 
of neutrality I think a Hobbesian has cause to look favorably on them. On 
the other hand, the Hobbesian will view the neutrality model's concern with 
the attainment of the mundane good of stability as salutary relative to the 
tendency of ideal-based liberalisms to generate scorn for it. Hobbesians take 
the measure of civil polity by the yardstick of the summum malum, and on 
that instrument the mark labeled "civil peace" is not preceded by the adjective 
"mere." When liberalism is conceived according to the image of some 

conception of the summum bonum, there is a tendency to forget that that mark 
is not a given in human affairs but an (always incomplete) achievement of 
human artifice. Amnesia regarding the fragility of human order can create a 

space that the love of ideals (and idols) fills to overflowing. Where great 
expectations are both generated and unfulfilled, guilt is often the conse- 

quence, part of which manifests itself as an aversion to mere Hobbesian 
liberalism. There are, to be sure, goods greater than civil peace and personal 
security, but here, a Hobbesian liberal will join neutrality theorists in doubt- 

ing, if not fearing, that these should be made the stuff of politics. 
A liberal order cannot even nearly fulfill the longings of the heart, soul, 

and body that move us, but a Hobbesian liberal will see no reason either to 
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say things that suggest it can or to feel particularly remorseful about not 

saying them. He or she will not begrudge those who search for or find 

"autonomy," "individuality," "liberation," or even their "own true self," but 

given the "warped wood"47 of which the liberal ship is constructed, he or she 
will think it worth a great deal simply to see it sail-even if many of the 

passengers, (relatively) warm and (somewhat) dry above the raging waves 
and endless depths, do not. 
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33. It could be objected here that my reading of the idea of a "conception of the good" is 
misguided and that this term is best understood as simply describing whatever ends in life a 
person actually does pursue. On that reading, there could be no gap between belief and 
motivation/action, by definition; we define a person's "conception of the good" in terms of that 
person's actual behavior. However, if that reading is employed to meet my objection here, then 
one would consequently no longer be able to invoke the claim that the overlapping consensus 
is moral rather than prudential because it comprises elements of an individual's (moral) 
"conceptions of the good." 

34. For Rawls, see "The Idea of an Overlapping Consensus," 3-8; for Larmore, see Patterns 
of Moral Complexity, 42-50. 

35. Rawls, "The Idea of an Overlapping Consensus," 4; it is the second feature that 
distinguishes the neutrality model from the ideal-based model. 

36. Do I understand Hobbes as claiming (1) that rough equality of power is a necessary 
precondition for justice or (2) that humans are in fact so equal that we can use that equality for 
establishment of political justice? The famous passage on equality opening chapter 13 of 
Leviathan can be, and has been, read in both ways; my own understanding is closer to (1). I think 
Hobbes treats rough equality of power as a task to be achieved socially rather than as a natural 
or ontological fact. I think he also knew that one way of achieving it socially would be to 
rhetorically present it as if it were a natural or ontological fact. I think this is what he does in 
chapter 13. Note that the defense of the postulate of natural human equality therein closes on a 
note of wry wit: "For there is not ordinarily a greater signe of the equall distribution of any thing, 
than that every man is contented with his share." 
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long as the three views are affirmed and not revised, the political conception will still be 
supported regardless of shifts in the distribution of political power. We might say: each 
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happenstance and a balance of relative forces. (Rawls, "The Ideal of an Overlapping 
Consensus," 11, emphasis added) 
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