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1

Moral Monism

The obvious fact that different societies understand and organize
human lives differently and entertain different even conflicting con-
ceptions of the good life has been noted and commented upon in all
civilizations. In western thought, reflections on the subject go back to
the ancient Greeks and have given rise to several responses, of which
moral monism is one of the oldest and the most influential. Moral
monism refers to the view that only one way of life is fully human, true,
or the best, and that all others are defective to the extent that they fall
short of it.1 Since every way of life necessarily embodies several val-
ues, moral monism either argues that one value is the highest and oth-
ers merely a means to or conditions of it, or more plausibly and com-
monly that although all values are equally important or some more than
others, there is only one best or truly rational way to combine them. For
the monist evil, like error, can take many forms, but the good, like truth,
is inherently singular or uniform in nature. Even as the same proposi-
tion cannot be true in one place and false in another, the same way of
life cannot be good for one person or society and bad for another.
Although the monist considers only one way of life to be truly human,
he is not committed to the view that all human beings or societies ought
to live by it. He might believe that since they are unequally endowed
intellectually and morally, those unable to lead the truly human life
should be left free to live such inferior ways of life as are best suited to
them. What he cannot concede is that the good life can be lived in sev-
eral more or less equally worthwhile ways.

Although the monist has the theoretical resources to establish a hier-
archy among different ways of life, it is not necessary that he should do
so. He might agree with the Stoics that ways of life that fall short of the
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highest are so imperfect and unworthy that there is no point in taking
them seriously and establishing a moral hierarchy among them. Or, like
the early Christian theologians, he might argue that the good does not
admit of degrees and that ways of life are either good or bad and can-
not be hierarchically graded. Or he might argue with the Gnostics and
the Neo-Platonists that such a hierarchy should be avoided in order to
discourage people from aiming at the next best way of life rather than
the best itself. Although the monist need not grade ways of life, he can-
not ignore important differences between them.

In order to show that one way of life is the best, the monist needs to
ground it in something that all human beings necessarily share and is
transcultural in nature. If some did not share it, they would not be
bound by his preferred way of life, and if they shared it coincidentally
it would lack a rational basis. The obvious candidate is human nature.
The monist could also appeal to the structure of the universe, God, and
so on, but in order that these can be shown to be binding on all human
beings, they need to be mediated by human nature. He might define
human nature strongly or weakly, as something that determines or only
disposes humans to act in a certain way. And he might either give it a
substantive content or only highlight its distinctive and largely formal
features. Whatever his approach, and each has its strengths and limita-
tions, the monist relies on a conception of human nature to deduce or
justify a particular way of life.

If his conception of human nature is to do the required philosophical
work, the monist needs to assume the following. First, the uniformity
of human nature; that is, all human beings, however much they are
divided by time and space, share a common nature consisting of certain
unique capacities, dispositions and desires. The monist does not deny
that they differ in important respects or that no two human beings are
ever exactly alike, but insists that differences define their particularity
not their humanity and do not penetrate or shape their shared nature. In
his view differences are not autonomous, and only represent so many
different ways of expressing or combining the shared universal fea-
tures. Some men pursue wealth, others women, fame or learning.
Although the objects of their desires differ, the underlying desire is the
same, be it that for pleasure, status, recognition or pride. Like human
desires human capacities too, in his view, have basically the same
nature, structure and mode of operation. Reason, the allegedly highest
among these, is the same in all human beings and functions or ought to
function in an identical manner.

Moral Monism 17
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Second, the monist assumes the moral and ontological primacy of
similarities over differences. Since only what human beings share in
common is supposed to constitute their humanity, the monist argues that
their similarities are ontologically far more important than their differ-
ences. Differences vary from individual to individual, do not affect let
alone form part of their humanity, and are ultimately inconsequential. All
human beings are human in exactly the same way, not each in his or her
own way. Third, the monist insists on the socially transcendental char-
acter of human nature. Human nature inheres in human beings as their
natural endowment. Although it can be developed only in society, it is
deemed to be unaffected by the latter. For the monist human beings are
therefore basically the same in different times and places, and their cul-
tures or ways of life make at best only a minor difference. Fourth, the
monist assumes the total knowability of human nature. For some monists
human nature is relatively simple and consists of readily specifiable
capacities and desires; for others it is complex and elusive but capable of
being discovered by means of sustained philosophical, theological or
scientific investigation. Finally, the monist takes human nature as the
basis of good life or, what comes to the same thing, asserts the unity of
good and truth. For the monist the content of the good life is determined
in the light of the central truths about human nature, not merely because
‘ought’ implies ‘can’ but because the good lacks an ontological basis and
remains purely subjective unless it is grounded in human nature. Since
human nature consists of several different capacities and desires, the
question arises as to which of them is central to it and should form the
basis of the good life. The usual monist tendency is to stress the differ-
entia specifica of the human species, be it the theoretical intellect, love
of God, or the capacity for self-determination and autonomy.

Monism can take several forms. I shall briefly examine three of the
most influential, namely the rationalist monism of Greek philosophy,
the theological monism of Christianity, and the regulative monism of
classical liberalism, and show how each has difficulty accounting for
and coming to terms with moral and cultural diversity. Of the three the
first advocates a substantive and comprehensive way of life, the second
a substantive body of doctrines and a way of life based on them, and
the third a relatively thin vision of the good life to which all ways of
life are expected to conform. All three appeal to human nature but
define it differently. The first takes a thick and largely secular, the sec-
ond a thick and theologically grounded, and the third a relatively thin
and secular view of it.

18 Rethinking Multiculturalism
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Greek monism

The tendency to argue that only one way of life is the best and that all
others can be judged and even graded in terms of it goes back to Plato.
For him the natural world was diverse and not uniform because God or
the demiurgus would otherwise remain purely ideal in nature and lack
perfection (Lovejoy, 1961, pp. 48–52). Each species had a distinct
nature or rather embodied a distinct ‘idea’, and its characteristic mode
of perfection consisted in realizing the latter and thereby contributing
to the perfection of the cosmos. Different species formed a hierarchy
based on the degree to which they realized the totality of goodness or
the Idea of the Good.

For Plato, human beings were no different. Their characteristic mode
of perfection consisted in realizing the potentialities of their nature and
living up to the idea of man. While social customs and practices varied,
human nature did not. This raised the question as to who was to dis-
cover it and how, for the person doing so was himself shaped by the
customs and beliefs of his society, and the human nature he aimed to
discover was itself overlaid with customs and hence opaque. Plato gave
little attention to the question. He took the rather simple-minded view
that human nature consisted of those capacities that were unique to
humans, and that their discovery and the determination of their status
called for a capacity for rational abstraction and critical reflection
which a philosopher acquired after arduous training.

For Plato, human nature was composed of three basic elements,
namely reason, spirit and desire. Reason was both theoretical and prac-
tical in nature. The former, which human beings shared in common
with God, was equipped to acquire true knowledge of the universe, and
the latter, which was unique to them, related to human conduct. The
spirit was the source of psychological energy and expressed itself in
emotions such as anger, indignation, pride, honour and ambition.
Desires largely related to the objects of bodily and other needs. For
Plato, reason was the highest of the three faculties. Desires were inher-
ently unruly and required its directive and regulative control, and the
spirit too had an irrational dimension and needed to be guided by rea-
son. Of the two forms of reason, theoretical reason was higher because
it was the source of the knowledge of the Idea of the Good without
which practical life lacked coherence and direction. It also dealt with
eternal and unchanging objects, was free of the constraints of space and
time, and hence divine in nature. Plato argued that although all human
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beings shared a common nature and possessed all three faculties, they
did so in different degrees and were unequally equipped to lead the
highest form of life. Depending on which of the three elements was
dominant in them, different human beings found their happiness in dif-
ferent forms of life. Although these forms of life were good for them
and indeed the only forms of life possible for them, their objective
moral worth could be rationally determined and hierarchically graded.

Plato graded all human activities and ways of life on the basis of the
hierarchical theory of the human soul. The bios theoretikos, the way of
life devoted to the contemplation and pursuit of theoretical knowledge,
was the highest. The activities and ways of life in which the spirit was
the dominant principle came second, and those devoted to the satisfac-
tion of desires came last. Plato readily admitted that all ways of life
involved all three faculties, for the philosopher practised moral virtues
and had his share of desires, and the artisan thought about God and the
meaning of life. His hierarchical distinction was based on which human
faculty dominated and formed their organizing principle.

Plato’s discussion of the ways of life was intended to be universally
valid, applying not just to the Greeks but also to others. To be sure, he
did not say much about the latter, but what he did say reflected his gen-
eral view.2 The Greeks were a superior people to the Egyptians and the
Phoenicians for, unlike the latter who took an instrumental and practi-
cal view of knowledge, they desired and pursued it for its own sake and
valued ‘theory’ or pure contemplation. Unlike many an Enlightenment
writer nearly two millennia later, Plato freely acknowledged that the
Greeks had learned and borrowed much from others, but insisted that
they had invariably refined and improved upon it, and that their very
willingness to learn from others and the desire to ‘travel for the sake of
theory’ as Pythagoras had put it demonstrated their superiority
(Halbfass, 1990, pp. 6f). The fact that the Greeks had established a
regime of free enquiry conducive to intellectual and other pursuits
whereas other societies only knew despotism and tyranny offered fur-
ther evidence of Greek superiority. Such a distinction between the
Greeks and non-Greeks implied that relations among the former were
governed by different principles from those regulating their relations
with non-Greeks. For Plato, all Greeks constituted a ‘single people’,
were ‘kindred’, and ‘by nature’ friends. Regrettably they did fight
among themselves, but this was a ‘civil strife’ not a war and subject to
certain rules: they should not treat each other harshly or take fellow
Greeks as slaves. By contrast non-Greeks were their ‘natural enemies’,

20 Rethinking Multiculturalism

06_cha01  24/8/05  1:58 pm  Page 20



and their relations with them were exempt from these constraints.
Although opposed to wars for national glory and territorial expansion,
Plato, like Aristotle after him, approved of those intended to rule over
‘inferior’ subjects (Tuck, 1999, p. 53; Aristotle, Politics, p. 12).

Like Plato, Aristotle was struck by the diversity of the natural world
and explained it in terms of the principle of divine plenitude. Each
species had a distinct ‘nature’ – the term he preferred to Plato’s ‘idea’
– and took it to mean a dynamic and self-moving essence. All members
of a species shared a common nature or essence, and their well-being
and characteristic mode of perfection, as well as their distinct contri-
bution to the harmony of the cosmos, consisted in realizing their
species-potentialities.

Aristotle’s view of human nature was somewhat different from
Plato’s. He did not assign the spirit a distinct status, and thought desires
to be less chaotic and unruly than Plato did. However, he too believed
that reason was the highest human faculty, and was both theoretical and
practical in nature. Theoretical reason was divine and immortal and,
although it was an integral part of human nature, it entered it ‘from out-
side’. It was higher than practical reason because it was self-sufficient,
free from worldly constraints, and enabled human beings to participate
in God-like existence (Ethics, 1955, Book X, ch. VIII). Unlike the life
of practical reason, which involved the development and exercise of
moral and political virtues such as justice and courage and required
other human beings, the life devoted to theoretical contemplation was
self-contained and free from the contingent responses of other men. It
dealt with immortal and unchanging objects, was most honourable and
worthy, and offered the highest and lasting happiness. As Aristotle put
it, ‘That which is proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleas-
ant for each thing. None of the other animals is happy since they in no
way share in contemplation’.

Theoretical life was devoted to the study of theology or first philos-
ophy, mathematics and physics, and of these the first was the highest.
And even here, ‘since pleasure is found more in rest than in move-
ment’, contemplating truths already attained was more pleasurable than
inquiring after them (Ethics, 1995, Book X, ch. VIII). For Aristotle
the best way of life was devoted to ‘the worship and contemplation of
God’ (Ross, 1956, p. 234). Sometimes he gestured in a slightly differ-
ent direction, arguing that, since human beings lived in society, they
should also cultivate appropriate virtues and combine the contempla-
tive with moral and political life. It is not clear whether he thought such
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a balanced life higher or lower than the purely contemplative (Ross,
1956, pp. 232–4; MacIntyre, 1985, pp. 137–53). In any case he was
convinced that only the life in which contemplation played a dominant
role was truly human and happy. Next in worth was the life devoted to
moral and political virtues and practical wisdom, and included above
all the life of the citizen. The life devoted to productive activities had
the least worth. Since human beings were unequally endowed, Aristotle
thought that only a small minority was capable of leading the highest
life. Many more were capable of the next best life, most others fated to
lead the third best, and some were only fit to be slaves. For Aristotle a
properly constituted society should respect this hierarchy and create
conditions in which each way of life received its due recognition and
importance.

In spite of their important differences, both Plato and Aristotle were
moral monists and shared all the five assumptions of moral monism
stated earlier. They classified and graded different ways of individual
and collective life in terms of which human faculties these exercised
and cherished, and graded the ontological status and dignity of the lat-
ter in terms of their metaphysical view of man’s place in the universe.
For them, humans occupied an intermediate position between God and
animals. Theoretical reason, which enabled them to participate in the
divine, was the highest, and desire which drew them closer to the ani-
mals was the lowest.

The vision of the highest form of life advocated by Plato and
Aristotle is underpinned by a number of beliefs concerning the nature
of God, the inner human impulse or duty to become God-like, the con-
stitution of human nature, the idea of the highest or purest pleasure, and
so on. They do not offer convincing reasons for these beliefs and some-
times only reproduce the cultural biases of the Greek aristocracy. This
is not to say that their views are indefensible, though some are, but
rather that it is possible to take different and equally valid views on the
nature of God and man, purity of pleasure, the nature of human happi-
ness and so on, and arrive at very different ideas about the best way of
life. For Plato and Aristotle the philosopher’s way of life is higher than
that of the artist, the poet, the priest and the citizen because theoretical
reason is the highest faculty and its exercise the source of true and last-
ing happiness. On different assumptions to theirs, just as plausible as
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their own if not more so, their whole way of thinking appears self-serv-
ing and even incoherent.

As we saw earlier, moral monism disjoins reason and morality from
culture, and Plato’s and Aristotle’s thought is a good example of this. It
takes no account of the fact that different societies understand and
structure human nature differently, cultivate different capacities and
virtues, and assign different meanings and worth to human activities
and relationships. To be sure Plato acknowledged the role of the ‘type
of human character’ dominant in a society, and thought that it deter-
mines what kind of constitution suits it best. However, the character
involved only refers to which of the three human faculties is predomi-
nant and has no cultural significance. Aristotle stressed the importance
of social classes and relativity of the criteria of justice, but this, again,
amounted to no more than recognizing the importance of economic
interests. The closest either of them came to appreciating the impor-
tance of culture is their acknowledgment of the role of customs, which
are but a small part of it. And even then they treat these as largely irra-
tional outgrowths, spontaneous like natural vegetation, mute, passive
and devoid of moral meaning and significance. Since both philosophers
ignored the role of culture in shaping human beings, they were unable
either to appreciate that the good life can be defined and lived in sev-
eral different ways, or to guard against the influence of their culture on
their own thought.

Christian monism

Like Plato and Aristotle, Christian theologians combined their even
greater delight in the infinite diversity of the natural world with a com-
mitment to moral monism. God could have easily created a uniform
universe. The fact that He did not shows how great a value He placed
on diversity (Lovejoy, 1961, pp. 64f). Augustine asked why God did
not make all things similar and replied, non essent omnia, si essent
aequalia (if all things were similar, all things would not exist). Thanks
to God’s infinite and overflowing love of His creation, He conferred the
gift of actuality on all possible grades of goodness. He created diver-
sity not as a vehicle of His self-realization, for He was already self-suf-
ficient, but out of His love of his creation and as part of His design to
create a perfect world. Each species in it was endowed with a unique
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nature, occupied a distinct place in the universe, and contributed to its
perfection and harmony by attaining its own characteristic mode of per-
fection.

Aquinas developed this argument more fully. Existence was a form
of goodness, and it was better to exist than to be merely possible. The
divine will, which always chose the good, willed the existence of all
possible grades of goodness. The perfection of the universe consisted
in ‘the orderly variety of things’, each reflecting the likeness of God
‘according to its measure’. In a profoundly significant remark he
observed that the fact that an angel was better than a stone did not mean
that two angels were better than one angel and a stone, for ‘two natures
are better than one’. A stone might benefit from being an angel but the
universe did not, for although the universe with two angels contained a
greater quantity of goodness than that with one angel and a stone, it was
less ‘excellent’ (ibid., pp. 75f). For Aquinas as for many other Christian
theologians, diversity was an intrinsic good, an irreducible and
autonomous value, and the perfection of the universe as of any social
whole within it consisted not in the highest possible quantity of good-
ness in the abstract, but in the widest possible variety of the natures it
contained. As we shall see later this idea was used by Vico, Herder and
others to provide a theologically grounded theory of moral and cultural
pluralism.

The celebration of diversity in Augustine, Aquinas and others was
grounded in a particular view of the universe and suffered from its
obvious limitations. The diversity they celebrated was that of types or
species, each endowed with a distinct nature whose realization consti-
tuted its characteristic mode of perfection. All the members of a species
therefore had an identical destiny, to realize the potentialities of their
shared nature. Indeed, since each species contributed to the harmony
and perfection of the universe only by remaining true to its unique
nature, its members must conform to the uniform norms of their
species-nature. So far as human beings were concerned, they were to
aspire for the same kind of perfection. Since they were unequally
endowed or differently circumstanced, they attained their characteristic
mode of perfection in different degrees, but it was inconceivable that
they could lead different and equally legitimate forms of good life.

Christian moral monism differed from the Greek in several important
respects. It was theologically grounded, and went hand in hand with
religious monism or the belief that Christianity alone represented the
‘one and true’ religion. While Plato and Aristotle claimed to demon-
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strate on philosophical grounds that a particular way of life was the
highest, Christianity made it a matter of faith. Some of its theologians
did, of course, seek to demonstrate its truths on rational grounds, but
most realized that this could not be done. Some even welcomed this
limitation because it showed that one accepted Christianity not as a
matter of rational necessity but as an uncoerced act of faith. Plato and
Aristotle had no interest in how the rest of humankind lived and
whether or not it knew of their doctrines; for Christianity humankind
had a vital common interest in salvation, and those knowing the way to
achieve it had a duty of love to ‘spread the good news’. This mission-
ary work was theoretically facilitated by the fact that, unlike Plato and
Aristotle for whom most of humankind was inherently incapable of
leading the highest way of life, the Christian way of life was within the
moral reach of all. Although Christian theologians admitted that some
kind of moral life could be lived on the basis of natural reason alone,
they insisted that it was inherently precarious because of the fallibility
of natural reason, shallow because it lacked energy and depth which
could only come from the love of God, and incomplete because moral-
ity was only a step towards the otherworldly life which alone repre-
sented the final human destiny. A truly moral life therefore needed a
religious basis, and its quality was higher the truer the underlying reli-
gion. While Christianity thus accommodated moral diversity, it graded
it hierarchically and remained as committed to moral as to religious
monism. Christian monism introduced the ideas of moral universalism,
missionary work and religious intolerance that were absent in its Greek
counterpart.

Christian monism faced two problems, internal and external. Since
its central doctrines could be interpreted in several different ways, its
spokesmen had to decide whether to establish a theological orthodoxy
or tolerate and even cherish hermeneutic pluralism. Secondly,
Christianity was confronted with other religions such as Judaism and
Paganism and later Islam, ‘Hinduism’ and others and, again, it had to
decide whether to dismiss them as false or embrace religious pluralism.
Although hermeneutic and religious monism do not entail each other,
there is a tendency for them to go together, partly because intolerance
and exclusivity in one area tend to encourage them in the other, and
partly because the ‘only true’ religion cannot risk diversity of interpre-
tations lest it should unwittingly come under the influence of other reli-
gions and compromise its absolute truth. Not surprisingly Christianity
built up a powerful tendency towards hermeneutic and religious
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monism. No great religion, especially one as philosophically rich and
universalist in its ambition as Christianity, can suppress all internal dif-
ferences or dismiss other religions as false. Christian monism was
therefore constantly shadowed by a pluralist impulse, and its history is
marked by a tension between the two.

In the early years Christianity was widely seen by its followers as a
strand of thought within Judaism. Some of them even thought that one
could not become a Christian unless one was a Jew. After all Jesus him-
self was one, Judaism provided the context of everything he said and
did as well as his sacrificial death, and he could not be accepted as a
Messiah without also believing in the Mosaic covenant, the Davidian
monarchy, and the divine inspiration of the Hebrew Scriptures. Other
Christians took a looser view of the relation between the two, but even
they thought that one could be both a Jew and a Christian. Not surpris-
ingly early Christians observed many of the ritual precepts of the Law
and frequented the Jerusalem Temple. The subsequent Christian deci-
sion to reject the practice of circumcision and some of the Jewish
dietary taboos was largely designed to facilitate missionary work
among non-Jews and not to signify a break with Judaism.

For reasons too complex to discuss here things began to change rad-
ically towards the end of the second century. Christianity made a clean
break with Judaism, and a Christian who observed any of its ritual pre-
cepts was excommunicated. It was argued that Jesus had not only ful-
filled Biblical Judaism but established a new religion, and that his fol-
lowers were now God’s chosen people. Christianity was the only true
religion, it had supplanted and superseded Judaism, and a Jew who
fully understood his faith had a duty to convert to it. Such a view was
not easy to maintain, for several passages in the Book of Leviticus
stated that the Law was a perpetual covenant, Jesus himself said that he
had not come to abolish or even alter but fulfill the Law, and several
passages in the Acts depicted the Apostles as attending Temple ser-
vices, observing at least some Mosaic dietary regulations, and per-
forming various other ritual acts after the death, resurrection and ascen-
sion of Jesus. Not surprisingly, Patristic writers devoted enormous
intellectual energy to explaining all this away and insisting on a total
rupture with Judaism. St Augustine played a decisive role in the pro-
cess. Drawing on the scattered elements of Patristic thought, he worked
out a position that was later incorporated into the Latin theological tra-
dition and became part of the standard Catholic view.

26 Rethinking Multiculturalism

06_cha01  24/8/05  1:58 pm  Page 26



For Augustine the Mosaic Law and all of Jewish history were signif-
icant only as a prelude to Christianity. Moses and other Old Testament
prophets knew that the Law was grossly inadequate, a mere shadow of
the true reality that was to come in the shape of Jesus. Christians were
therefore the only true heirs of Moses, and the Jews who failed to covert
to Christianity were guilty of apostasy. For Augustine the Hebrew scrip-
tures themselves indicated that the Mosaic Law would be abrogated
with the arrival of the Messiah and that its validity was historically lim-
ited. The Jews who continued to observe its precepts were spiritually
blind, willful, ‘carnal’ (sticking to the letter of the Law and missing its
deeper spiritual meaning) and idolatrous. They had become so degen-
erate that they had not only denied themselves the salvation offered by
Jesus, but done the work of Satan by rejecting and crucifying him.

While denouncing the Jews and their religion, Augustine had to
explain their part in the divine design (Augustine, 1967, pp. 218f;
Hood, 1995, pp. 10–14). He was convinced that their providential role
was to assist the spread of Christianity. Their status as homeless exiles
and the destruction of their Temple offered the conclusive proof that
God had rejected them in favour of Christians, whose church alone was
the Verus Israel. They also served the purpose of vouchsafing the
veracity of the claims of Christianity. If they did not exist, pagans
would accuse Christians of inventing the Old Testament prophecies
that pointed to Jesus as Messiah. Christians therefore had a duty to tol-
erate and even protect Jews not because they had given them their
Messiah, let alone because every religion deserved to be tolerated, but
because their existence furthered the cause of Christianity (Hood, 1995,
pp. 10–15 and 110; Deane, 1963, pp. 72, 206–20).

For Augustine, Christianity was the only true religion, the Catholic
church was its only authorized spokesman, and there was no salvation
outside the Church (Gilson, 1959, pp. 165–84). Christians alone led a
truly good life, and that too only if their faith was free of theological
errors. It is hardly surprising that Augustine spent much of his active
life fighting what he took to be the four great heresies of his age,
namely Manicheism, Donatism, Pelagianism and Arianism, and laying
the theological foundations of what he took to be the true interpretation
of Christianity.3 Surrounded by so many heresies, he could not avoid
appreciating that sincere Christians ‘accommodated the sacred words’
to their understanding and ‘found therein true albeit different mean-
ings’. However, he was uneasy with the consequences of such 
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hermeneutic pluralism and insisted that new meanings were to be
accepted only ‘if they … are true’, that is, in conformity with the views
of the Catholic Church.

Armed with a doctrine claiming to offer the only true interpretation
of Christianity, Augustine attacked non-Christians and heretics.
Although he thought that the prevailing Roman way of life was not
based on such low vices as greed and brute conquest but on the ‘love
of honours, power and glory’ and created a free republic devoted to the
pursuit of the common good, he was in no doubt that this libido ista
domination was ‘smoke without weight’, a source of deep moral cor-
ruption, and had predictably led to Rome’s ruin. Devoid of a true reli-
gion Rome was not a ‘true commonwealth’, lacked ‘true justice’, and
offered not a genuine but only an ‘allowable peace’. Like the individ-
ual, a society was to be judged by the object of its love, and only the
Christian society which was based on the highest and noblest object of
love in the shape of God was truly human. Augustine’s rejection of
Rome was so fierce that at every turn he juxtaposed ‘your Virgil’ with
‘our Scriptures’ and exuded the spirit of what one of his perceptive
commentators calls ‘Christian nationalism’ (Brown, 1967, pp. 306f
and 231).

In his early writings Augustine had argued that the state should do no
more than maintain earthly peace, leaving the salvation of the soul to
the Church and tolerating non-Christian ways of life. In his later writ-
ings he took the opposite view that the Christian ruler had a duty to cul-
tivate Christian virtues among his subjects and use his power ‘for the
greatest possible extension of his worship’ (Deane, 1963, ch. VI). The
‘righteous persecution’ of heretics and backsliders, which was designed
to safeguard their own ‘spiritual health’ and save them from ‘eternal
death’, was an act of love, like that of a father chastizing his undisci-
plined son. The ruler therefore had a duty to punish heretics with death,
to ensure that no Christian was left outside the church, and peacefully
to convert Jews and other non-Christians. If the latter persisted in their
errors, they were to be tolerated but not accorded the full membership
of society.

Unlike Augustine, Aquinas was more hospitable to some of pre-
Christian thought. To be sure Augustine, too, had drawn philosophical
inspiration from Plato, but he did not think much of his or Aristotle’s
political and social thought or of the Greek and Roman ways of life.
Aquinas was sympathetic to and drew heavily on them. Rejecting the
fear of the Franciscans and secular priests, the so-called Augustinians,
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that Aristotelian ideas would corrupt the Christian faith, he produced a
brilliant and generous philosophical synthesis of Christian and pre-
Christian ideas. However, thanks to his belief in the absolute truth of
Christianity and his insistence on the need for its one true interpreta-
tion, he adopted a largely instrumental attitude to Aristotelian ideas,
taking over only those that fitted into the Christian framework as pro-
pounded by the Catholic church. Even then his theology remained
highly suspect in the eyes of the church for decades.

For Aquinas, as for Augustine, religion was the basis of the truly
good life, Christianity was the only true religion, the Catholic Church
was the only authorized custodian of it, and an unquestioning faith in it
was the only way to salvation. Since true faith was the sine qua non of
the good life, Aquinas insisted that all possible steps should be taken to
safeguard its purity. It was ‘a much graver offence to corrupt the faith
than to forge money’ and deserved harsher punishment. If heretics and
blasphemers persisted in their errors, they could be put to death unless
political expediency and the likely disorder dictated otherwise. The
same treatment was to be meted out to apostates who ‘could be con-
strained, even physically, to observe what once they accepted for ever’.
As for unbelievers, they threatened the faith of ‘simple people’, for
whom it was ‘dangerous’ to hear ‘anything different from what they
believe’ and who should therefore be ‘forbidden to communicate with
unbelievers’. Since it was prudent to tolerate smaller evils in order to
avoid greater ones, unbelievers should be isolated rather than perse-
cuted; as Aquinas says quoting Augustine, ‘if you do away with harlots,
the world will be convulsed with lust’.

Aquinas’s treatment of Jews was not very different from Augustine’s
(Aquinas, 1952, vol.  2, pp. 43f; Hood, 1995, pp. 76–105). He thought
that although they rejected the Christian faith, they accepted its antici-
pation in the form of ‘the figure of that faith in the Old Law’. This was
both to their advantage and disadvantage, the former because they did
receive some divine guidance, the latter because they chose to disregard
it. Since Jews shared some of the Christian scriptures and corrupted the
Christian faith by their ‘false interpretation’ of them, their unbelief was
a ‘more grievous sin than that of the heathens’ who did not accept the
Gospel. Thanks to their sin of deicide, Jews were ‘destined to perpetual
slavery’, and sovereigns ‘may treat their goods as their own property’
provided, of course, that they did not deprive them of the basic 
necessities of life. Christians were not to socialize or discuss religion 
with them, and Jews were not to be allowed to exercise public or even
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private authority over Christians. Jews of both sexes should ‘on all
occasions be distinguished from other people by some particular dress’,
so that Christians may not inadvertently mistake them for one of them.
As against many of his intolerant predecessors and contemporaries,
Aquinas argued that the Jewish religious rites should be tolerated
because they foreshadow the truth of Christianity and reassure its
adherents that even ‘our enemies bear witness to our faith’. Like
Augustine, he saw Judaism as nothing more than a part of Christian
prehistory, and Jews as a people whose theological raison d’être was to
serve the cause of Christianity (Aquinas, 1952, vol.  2, pp. 432–40).

Aquinas was one of the first to formulate a coherent and influential
Christian response to Islam. His Summa Contra Gentiles was a theo-
logical manual intended to guide Christian missionaries in Spain in
their disputes with non-Christians. Since it was designed to convert the
latter and since the arguments derived from the Bible were of no help,
Aquinas based the work on allegedly neutral philosophical premises.
They were, of course, nothing like that and largely presupposed the
truth of the Christian faith. Aquinas had little interest in understanding
Islam let alone entering into a dialogue with it. His main concern was
to show that it was a false and immoral religion.4

Since the central doctrines of Christianity were deemed to be open to
only one true interpretation, those disagreeing with it had no choice but
to leave the Catholic fold and set up an alternative church and theology
of their own. Luther and Calvin did not challenge the traditional belief
that Christian doctrines were amenable to only one true interpretation,
and simply replaced the standard Catholic view with their own. As
Protestantism in turn gave rise to different sects, each of them made the
same monist claim. Although Christianity became internally diversi-
fied, the monist claim of each group and the consequent doctrinal hos-
tility to the rest did not encourage hermeneutic pluralism. The doctri-
nally closed, exclusive and dogmatic groups had little interest in a
mutual dialogue or even tolerance, except among the dissidents at the
periphery.

As far as other religions were concerned, Christians faced a problem.
On the one hand they were convinced that theirs was the only true reli-
gion and that others were either false or inferior. On the other hand,
they could not demonstrate such a claim and had the additional diffi-
culty of explaining why God should be partial to them and condemn the
rest to eternal damnation. By and large they stuck to religious monism
and explained away the difficulties involved in terms of God’s
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inscrutable will, circular philosophical arguments, and the symbolic
significance of the greater worldly success of Christian societies. Some
non-Christian religions were rejected as false, others presented as com-
mendable anticipations of Christianity. In either case salvation of their
adherents lay in converting to it.

Thanks to the Holocaust, the end of the European empires, the plural-
ist ethos of our times, and the self-assertion of non-Christian religions,
some radical rethinking is taking place among Christian theologians
and religious leaders, and there is a genuine desire to understand other
religions better. Such movements had, of course, occurred in the past as
well, but they were confined to a small minority of liberals and disap-
proved of by the religious establishment. When, for example, Chicago
held the World Parliament of Religions in 1893 in order, among other
things, to explore what the Chicago Tribune called the ‘wells of truth
outside’, some religious leaders condemned it for ‘coquetting’ with
‘false’ religions, and the Archbishop of Canterbury refused to attend it
on the ground that Christianity was ‘the only true religion’ and had
nothing to gain from a dialogue with others (Eck, 1993).

This is no longer the case today. Some years ago the World Council
of Churches set up a unit in charge of dialogue with other religions, and
it has done valuable work. The Second Vatican Council set up a special
secretariat in 1963 to deal with non-Catholics, and issued a sympathetic
Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian
Religions. The Declaration generously urged reverence for what is ‘true
and holy’ in other religions and belatedly rejected the pernicious belief
that Jews were guilty of deicide. It called their persecution immoral and
insisted that they should ‘not be spoken of as rejected or accused’
(Ariarajah, 1991, pp. 129–30). In many countries there are also several
church-inspired interfaith networks which organize dialogues between
Christianity and other religions and explore areas of common theolog-
ical and moral concerns. Indeed, it would not be an exaggeration to say
that the initiative for the dialogue is almost invariably taken by
Christians.

Contemporary Christian attitudes to other religions vary greatly,
ranging all the way from their dismissal to their acceptance as equally
worthy religions. The most influential and widely shared view, how-
ever, is to see them as valuable but wholly insufficient for salvific
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purposes, and hence inferior. The Second Vatican Council, which
talked of ‘sincere respect’ for the goodness in other religions, insisted
that all such goodness was necessarily inadequate. Pope Paul VI’s
Ecclesium Suan ‘recognizes and respects’ their moral and spiritual
values but not their religious insights, and hopes that since there is
‘but one true religion’, those who ‘seek God and adore him’ will one
day convert to Christianity (Ariarajah, 1991, p. 131). Even the cur-
rently fashionable talk of the Judeo-Christian tradition reflects the
same attitude. While it shows respect for Judaism, it tends to see it
largely as a precursor to and reaching its perfection in Christianity.
Karl Rahner, one of the major influences on Catholic and even non-
Catholic attitudes to other religions, expresses this with considerable
theological sophistication. For him Christianity is the ‘absolute reli-
gion … which cannot recognize any other religion besides itself as of
equal right’. Since God loves all human beings, His grace is given to
non-Christians as well, but only on ‘account of Christ’. They are
‘anonymous Christians’ and ‘invisible members’ of ‘the only true
Church’ (D’Costa, 1986, p. 84, Ariarajah, 1991, pp. 201f).

Like every other religion claiming to be the only true religion,
Christianity faces a problem.5 It cannot abandon its claim to unique-
ness, for that denies its historical and doctrinal identity; nor should it,
for the claim is both true in the sense that Christianity does represent a
distinct vision of God and human destiny and is consistent with the
similar claims of other religions. Again Christianity may rightly claim
that it is self-sufficient and has the resources to provide a worthy life,
for the claim is eminently reasonable and intellectually defensible. This
does, of course, deny its adherents access to the rich resources of other
religious traditions, but if they are content with the kind of good it real-
izes, they are right to live by its truths.

While Christianity is right to claim uniqueness and even self-suffi-
ciency, it is wrong to claim that it exhausts all possible forms of reli-
gious goodness, that there is no salvation outside of it, and that all other
religions are misguided or inferior. Such a claim is inherently unsub-
stantiable as there is no non-circular way of comparing and grading the
truths of different religions. The claim also has only a limited histori-
cal basis, for early Christians rarely made it, and it is, as we saw, largely
a product of subsequent theological orthodoxy. In the New Testament
Jesus said that Gentiles will share the kingdom of heaven and be judged
on the same basis as the faithfuls. Peter told Cornelius that ‘God has no 
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favourites’ and that ‘whoever in every nation is God fearing and does
what is right is acceptable to Him’ (Acts). The monist Christian claim
has also been a source of much intolerance and violence against
Jews, Muslims, native Indians and others, and sits ill at ease with its
commitment to love and non-violence.6 Christian theology needs to
find ways of both retaining its identity and uniqueness and opening up
itself to the reality and value of religious plurality (Hick, 1973).

Monism of classical liberalism

In the formation of liberal thought many factors played an important
part, of which three have received far less attention than they merit,
namely Christianity, colonialism and the nation-state. Since liberalism
developed within a cultural milieu suffused with centuries of Christian
influence, it could hardly avoid being shaped by it. Some early liberals
such as Locke, Montesquieu and Tocqueville thought that Christianity
was the only religion to develop the liberal values of human dignity,
freedom, equality and even dissent, and was alone worthy of a free
man. In their view liberalism was a secular expression of and sustained
by Christianity, which is why the expression ‘spreading Christianity
and civilization’ (meaning liberalism) aroused no anxiety on either
side. Other liberals such as Bentham, some leaders of the French
enlightenment and the two Mills were either ambivalent or hostile
towards Christianity and saw liberalism as its secular surrogate, play-
ing broadly the same moral and social role that Christianity had played
for centuries.

Whatever their attitude to Christianity, liberal writers freely bor-
rowed or imbibed the latter’s language, categories of thought, imagery,
self-understanding and manner of relating to others ways of life and
thought. Liberals represented the ‘light’, the rest lived in darkness; they
had discovered the truly human way of life, others left much to be
desired. Human history was a struggle between good and evil repre-
sented respectively by liberty, individuality and rationality on the one
hand, and despotism, collectivism, blind customs and social conformity
on the other. Like pre-Christian Europe, preliberal Europe lived in
‘dark ages’. And just as non-Christian religions were pagan and devoid 
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of true religious sensibility, nonliberal societies were benighted, back-
ward, unconsciously yearning for liberal truths, made up of ‘anony-
mous’ liberals, and desperately in need of liberal missionaries.

Liberalism developed during the period of European colonial expan-
sion, and some of its greatest thinkers such as John Locke and J. S. Mill
were personally associated with it. Liberal writers had to take a princi-
pled stand on colonialism and show why the colonies were not free to
lead their self-chosen ways of life. Colonialism thus could not and did
not remain an external historical phenomenon which liberals could
comfortably ignore.7 It confronted them with theoretical problems and
perplexities, and shaped the way in which they articulated their concep-
tion of the individual, the content of their principles, and the conditions
and limits of their application (Gerth and Mills, 1948, pp. 71–2; Tuck,
1999, pp. 14–15 and 226f). This is not at all to maintain the absurd view
that liberalism was nothing more than an ideological justification of
colonialism, but rather that it did not develop in a historical vacuum and
that its theoretical content and self-understanding cannot be fully com-
prehended without taking account of its complex relationship with the
colonial experience and its subjugated ‘other’ (Mehta, 1999; Parekh,
1994b).

The third factor that played an important part in the development and
articulation of liberalism had to do with the rise of the modern state. The
latter was a historical fact by the time liberalism appeared on the scene.
As I argue later, liberalism formed a close alliance with it and success-
fully shaped it in a particular direction. It is hardly surprising that a
strong, united, powerful, territorially bounded and sovereign state
became and has remained one of its central presuppositions. Almost all
liberals assumed, often uncritically, that every society needed such a
state, and even that the latter was one of the major distinguishing marks
of a ‘civilized’ society. As liberalism gained intellectual and political
ascendancy, it gave the state its modern character. It emphasized and
institutionalized such ideas as the rule of law, equality of citizens, 
individuals as the sole bearers of rights and obligations, and the direct
and unmediated relationship between the citizen and the state. In order
to consolidate itself both politically and ideologically and to create an
individualist moral and political culture, the state set about dismantling
traditional institutions, communities and ways of life, with liberals pro-
viding the necessary ideological justification. Since these communities
and the associated bodies of ideas offered strong resistance, liberal
writers had to show why their vision of the good life was superior and
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deserved to be enforced. The resulting intellectual and political battles
with their countrymen formed the domestic counterpart of the colonial
experience, and provided yet another context that shaped the structure
and content of liberal thought.

Even as liberals sought to civilize ‘backward races’ abroad, they used
the state to civilize the ‘reactionary’ feudal and the ‘backward’ working
classes at home. The two missions were closely related, required a sim-
ilar strategy, and formed part of a common national project. A liberal
state could not consistently claim to civilize backward races abroad
while leaving their domestic counterparts untouched, and vice versa. It
also could not mobilize the political and military power required to
carry out its external civilizing mission unless its own people were
internally united and enthusiastically shared that mission; conversely,
the task of uniting them became easier if they were all inspired by a
common external project and materially benefited from it. As with all
revolutionary doctrines, the sense of mission became central to liberal
self-understanding and deeply shaped its identity. Indeed, unless liber-
als were constantly engaged in distinguishing themselves from and
subduing their ideological opponents at home and abroad, they felt they
were in danger of losing or diluting their sense of what they stood for
and why. J. S. Mill, Tocqueville and many others thought that a large
empire was necessary to cultivate lofty sentiments, a global vision and
a sense of personal and national pride among its citizens, and that these
in turn were essential to sustain a vibrant and self-confident liberal cul-
ture at home and in the world at large.

Given the importance of these and other factors the presence of
monism in liberal thought is hardly surprising. Classical liberalism
drew on Greek rationalism and Christian universalism and arrived at a
form of monism which, while sharing some features in common with
both, is nevertheless distinct. Like the Greek philosophers classical lib-
erals stressed the centrality of reason and arrived at a vision of the good
life based on such values as critical rationality, choice and personal
autonomy. Unlike them, however, they defined reason in more modest
and largely practical terms and stressed its universality. Like the
Christian thinkers they therefore argued that their vision of the good
life was within the moral reach of all human beings. However, unlike
them and like the Greek philosophers, they argued that it could be ratio-
nally demonstrated and shown to be binding on all rational beings.
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Some classical liberals took a formal and relatively minimalist view of
human beings and prescribed not the highest but the minimally good
way of life, not the moral maximum but the moral minimum. Others
advanced a more substantive vision and came pretty close to the Greek
philosophers. Locke is a good representative of the first and J. S. Mill
of the second tradition. In their own different ways, both held up par-
ticular visions of the good life as universally binding and judged all
societies and ways of life in terms of them.

Locke

Locke advanced a set of what he considered to be universally valid
propositions about man and society. God created human beings and
gave them the earth in common. God’s gift entailed both rights and
duties, the right to mix their labour with nature and use its products to
satisfy their needs, and the duty to develop natural resources to the full
and maximize the conveniences of life (Locke, Second Treatise, §
33–4). Since all men had identical faculties including and especially
reason, and since they were all ontologically dependent on their creator
and hence independent of one another, they were all equal. For Locke
equality implied that all human beings had equal dignity and rights, that
no authority was legitimate unless it was based on their uncoerced con-
sent, that each should exercise his rights with a due regard for others,
and so on. As rational beings, humans were expected to govern their
affairs rationally. Since the use of force signified rejection of reason,
whoever used it without due authorization opted out of the human com-
munity and could be punished and treated like an animal.

Locke had no doubts about how the rational person should live, and
how rational society should be organized. The former possessed such
qualities as industry, energy, enterprise, self-discipline, civility,
acknowledgment of others as one’s equals and all that followed from it,
control of passions, obedience to the law, and reasonableness. A truly
rational society established the institution of private property and
encouraged industry and accumulation of wealth. The duty to be fruit-
ful and multiply ‘contains in it the improvement too of arts and sci-
ences’, and hence a rational society encouraged these as well. As for its
political structure, it had a clearly defined territorial boundary, a cohe-
sive, centralized and unified structure of authority entitled in peace and
war to speak and act in the name of the community, and the will to per-
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sist as an independent polity that made it ‘too hard’ for its neighbours
to attack and overrun it (Locke, Second Treatise, § 108; Tully, 1993,
p. 165). A rational society was governed not by customs and traditional
practices but by general and ‘positive laws’ enacted by the supreme leg-
islature. Political power in it was institutionalized, subject to clearly
stated procedures and checks, and separated into legislative, executive
and federative powers. Locke’s conception of the truly rational man
and society informed his theory of education, and his attitudes to the
poor and the working classes in England and the Indian ways of life in
the ‘new world’. Since his attitude to the latter shows most clearly the
limitations of his approach to cultural diversity, I will concentrate on it.

English colonization of America was not without its internal critics.
These, many of them clergymen, argued that England was wrong to
violate Indians’ rights to their land and way of life. Land was their
‘rightful inheritance’, and depriving them of it was an act of injustice.
Since it was also the basis of their way of life, the injustice amounted
to ‘impiety’ and was most ‘displeasing before God’ as the Rev. Roger
Williams, the minister of Salem, put it. Although the critics were a
small and uninfluential minority, they raised important issues which the
defenders of colonialism could not ignore.

Locke justified English colonialism in terms of his vision of the good
life. Since Indians roamed freely over the land and did not enclose it, it
was free, empty, vacant, wild, and could be taken over without their
consent. Whilst some Indians did not enclose their land in Locke’s
sense, coastal Indians who lived in villages and engaged in nonseden-
tary agriculture did. Locke argued that enclosure was not enough, for
their practice of letting it rot and compost every three years for soil
enrichment showed that they did not make a rational use of it. In
Locke’s view, the trouble with Indians was that they lacked the desire
to accumulate wealth, engage in commerce and produce for an interna-
tional market, and hence to exploit the earth’s potential to the fullest. In
this regard English settlers were vastly superior and had a much better
claim to the land. Locke acknowledged that the principle of equality
required that Indians should not starve or be denied their share of the
earth’s proceeds. Since English colonization increased the conve-
niences of life, lowered prices, created employment, and thus benefited
Indians as well, Locke thought that it did not violate the principle of
equality.

Vacant lands in Locke’s sense existed in several parts of Europe as
well, but he would not allow their colonization because they fell within
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the boundaries of established political societies, whose independence
and territorial integrity demanded respect under international law.
Locke had to show why the Indian vacant land was not part of their ter-
ritory, and hence unavailable for colonization. He argued that although
Indians called themselves nations or political societies, these were
nothing of the kind. They had no centralized and unified structure of
authority, were not governed by positive laws, lacked a collective sense
of identity, did not have clearly bounded territories, did not speak ‘one
language’ and so on. Locke could not see how such a loosely held col-
lection of individuals could be said to be ‘one society’, let alone a polit-
ical one (Tully, 1993, pp. 151f).

Although Indians did not constitute a political society in Locke’s
sense, he could not deny that they had developed at least some kind of
civil structure. Rather than argue that it was a less-advanced political
society, he insisted that it represented a more advanced stage of the
state of nature. The distinction was crucial, for it enabled him to draw
a qualitative distinction between Indian and European societies and to
argue that relations between the two were governed not by the law of
nations, which demanded respect for their territorial and cultural
integrity, but by the law of nature which only enjoined respect for
Indians as individuals. Since Indians were unable to raise themselves to
the level of the ‘civilized part of mankind’, English colonialism was in
their interest. Locke was prepared to admit that Indians might not see
things this way, but was convinced that in the long run they would
‘think themselves beholden’ to the English. If the obstinate Indians
resisted, they would have behaved irrationally, forfeited their liberty in
an ‘unjust war’, and could ‘be destroyed as a lion or tiger’ or taken as
slaves.

It never occurred to Locke that the very idea of owning land
appeared odd and sacrilegious to those who saw themselves as insepa-
rable from and defined their collective identity in terms of it. For him,
enclosure had to involve unambiguous physical demarcation, an infor-
mal, notional and relatively permeable boundary would not do. Locke
insisted that labour, too, had to be of a particular kind to qualify as
such, and dismissed planting, hunting, trapping, fishing and non-seden-
tary agriculture as ‘spontaneous provisions’ or products of ‘unassisted
nature’ and, except for the very last step of picking or killing, not forms
of labour at all. For Locke, land must not be wasted, but again he
defined ‘waste’ in extremely narrow and utilitarian terms, considering 
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land used for hunting, roaming for fun, or chasing animals as a waste.
Cultivation, too, was narrowly defined to mean ‘improvement’, and the
latter in turn had to produce a maximum yield, with the result that the
Indian practice of not exploiting land to the fullest, letting it ‘rest and
breathe for a while’, and allowing animals their share of access to it
was dismissed as irrational and wasteful. Locke insisted that the right
to property must be based on labour, be it one’s own or one’s servants’.
This culturally biased argument took no account of the basis of the
Indian claim to their land, which was that they had lived on it for gen-
erations, that their gods and dead spirits inhabited it, that their customs
were interwoven with it, and so on. For Indians it was not their land
because they laboured on it; rather they laboured on it because it was
their land, which they owed it to their ancestors to keep in good condi-
tion. Locke’s conception of political society displayed a similar cultural
bias. He uncritically universalized the emerging European, especially
English, state, and condemned other societies for failing to be like it
(Tully, 1993).

Locke’s whole approach to the Indian way of life was based on the
belief that there was only one proper or rational way to organize per-
sonal and collective life, and that those that differed from it were
defective and deserved neither respect nor even a patient and sympa-
thetic exploration from within. He uncritically assumed that reason
was the highest human faculty and formed the basis of the good life,
that it was inherently calculating and result-orientated, that the earth’s
resources should be exploited to the full, that the desire to accumulate
wealth signified rationality and civilization, that life must be lived
with utmost moral seriousness, and so on. This is a coherent and in
parts an  attractive view of life but not the only one, and Locke says
nothing to show that it is. Reason is certainly an important faculty but
not the highest, and can be defined and exercised in several different
ways. The references to God’s injunction to develop the earth’s
resources to the full have no meaning  outside a particular interpreta-
tion of the Christian tradition. And there is no obvious reason why
only the life devoted to the pursuit of wealth, power and satisfaction
of ever-increasing desires should be considered truly rational or
human.

Locke never asked if the Indian way of life might not represent a dif-
ferent view of human flourishing and contain elements missing in his
own and from which he might learn something. Even when he noticed 
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that Indians led peaceful and contented lives, were ‘free of hurry and
worry’ as a contemporary missionary put it, did not quarrel over prop-
erty, settled disputes peacefully, did not commit offences, and managed
to do without a centralized coercive apparatus, the qualities he himself
admired in other contexts, he dismissed them as deficiencies born out
of a lack of ambition and drive. Convinced of the absolute superiority
of his preferred way of life, he was unable to view Indian society with
critical sympathy, distinguish its good and bad features, and use it to
interrogate his own.

J. S. Mill

Although Mill shared many of Locke’s views, his liberalism differed
from Locke’s in several important respects. Locke was a natural-law
theorist, Mill a qualified utilitarian. Locke’s liberalism was largely
deontological, Mill’s teleological. Locke’s had a religious basis and
was a form of secularized Christianity; Mill’s was secular and intended
to provide a secular alternative to it. Like all contractualist writers,
Locke was primarily concerned to show the necessity and value of civil
society and explore the kind of moral qualities and virtues individuals
needed to sustain it; that is, he began with civil society and defined and
structured moral life in terms of it. Being a perfectionist and a teleolo-
gist Mill proceeded in the opposite direction, aiming to show the kind
of life human beings ought to lead and exploring the type of society
that was most conducive to it. In this respect he was following the lead
of the Greek and Christian philosophers, for all of whom reflections on
the nature and destiny of man were their starting point and provided the
guiding principles of their social and political thought. Not surprisingly
liberalism in Mill’s hands no longer remained minimalist and advo-
cated a substantive vision of the good life.

Mill’s theory of man is too well-known to need elaboration. Man is
the highest being on earth and should lead a life worthy of his status.
His ‘destiny’ and ‘comparative worth as a human being’ consists in per-
fecting himself, in becoming the ‘highest’ or the ‘best thing’ he is capa-
ble of becoming (Mill, 1964, pp. 116f). Such a fully human life has two
related components. First, it involves all-round development of his
intellectual, moral, aesthetic and other capacities and growing up to his
fullest stature. A person whose life is a ‘complete and consistent whole’
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has a fullness of life about him, is both a ‘noble and beautiful object of
contemplation’, and makes the human race ‘infinitely worth belonging
to’. Mill calls this the Greek ideal of self-development and thinks that
it is not only better than but includes all that is worthy and valuable in
others:

It may be better to be a John Knox than an Alcibiades, but it is better to be
a Pericles than either: nor would a Pericles, if we had one in these days, be
without anything good which belonged to John Knox. (Mill, 1964, p. 120)

Second, a fully human life involves individuality, self-determination
or autonomy, the terms Mill uses either interchangeably or to empha-
size different aspects of a common ideal. The goal is to become the
author of one’s life such that ideally there is little about oneself beyond
the unalterable that one has either not created or reflectively endorsed.
It involves making one’s own choices and decisions, forming one’s
own desires, beliefs, opinions and values, making sure that they are
‘properly one’s own’, critically examining the rationale of inherited
beliefs, and revising them where necessary. ‘One whose desires and
impulses are not his own has no character, no more than a steam-engine
has a character’ (ibid., p. 118).

Given his view of man, Mill was most sensitive to the value of diver-
sity, choosing as the epigraph for his On Liberty Humboldt’s remark
stressing ‘the absolute and essential importance of human development
in its rich diversity’. For Mill the diversity of individual character,
lifestyles, and tastes was both inescapable and desirable, the former
because each individual was unique, the latter both intrinsically and
instrumentally. Diversity added richness and variety to the human
world and made it aesthetically pleasing. It stimulated imagination, cre-
ativity, curiosity and love of difference. Since mankind ‘speedily
became unable to conceive diversity when they have been for some
time unaccustomed to see it’, it was ‘good that there should be differ-
ences even though not for the better’. Diversity also led to progress
because it created a climate conducive to the emergence of exceptional
and original minds, provided new sources of inspiration, and encour-
aged a healthy competition between different ways of thought and life.
Furthermore, since no way of life developed all human potentialities,
no type of character all desirable traits and no system of morality all
virtues, each needed others to balance and complement it and to guard
it against the all too familiar tendency to mistake a partial truth for the
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whole. There was a role in society for both secular and religious moral-
ities, for left to itself the former lacked a feel for the great virtues of
self-sacrifice and the latter encouraged submissivenes and passivity.
For similar reasons a society needed both rational and reflective as well
as emotional and passionate individuals.

Mill insisted that, like individuals, societies too were unique. They
had different histories and traditions, and their members differed in
their temperament, character and level of mental development. In some
societies people were dreamy and affectionate, in others intensely
worldly and practical; in some trustful, in others suspicious and even
cynical; some had an advanced moral and political culture, others were
primitive. Just as no way of life suited all individuals, none fitted all
societies, and each had to discover by trial and error one most appro-
priate to it. Although a universally valid legal and political philosophy
was possible, its application must be mediated by a ‘philosophy of
national character’.

Mill set so much store by diversity that he almost turned it into the
master key to progress (Mill, 1964, pp. 129f). For centuries Europe had
remained stagnant, decadent, mired in dogmas, but had now decisively
turned the corner. For Mill, Europeans avoided the ‘Chinese’ fate
because of their ‘remarkable’ diversity of character and culture. In
Europe individuals, classes and states cherished their differences,
struck out diverse paths of development, and resisted attempts at assim-
ilation. As a result they never entirely lost their vibrancy and creativity,
for if one society was passing through a bad period, it could always
draw inspiration from the liveliness of some others. Mill’s explanation
raised more questions than it answered. He did not clearly explain why
Europe declined for centuries and passed through the dark ages, and
why and when its people began to develop the love of diversity. He did
not explain either why the presence of different classes should by itself
cultivate and sustain the love of diversity when similar social differ-
ences in India, China and elsewhere allegedly did not.

Since Mill considered diversity so important, he was deeply dis-
turbed by the tendency towards social homogenization and cultural
assimilation that he found dominant in his age. Thanks to such factors
as increased communication, uniform education, disappearance of
ranks and varied neighbourhoods, social levelling and the ascendancy
of public opinion, people read, saw, desired and listened to the same
things, feared and hoped for the same objects, enjoyed the same rights
and liberties, and developed the same character. No class was strong
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and distant enough to have the will to resist mass opinion and nurture
nonconformity. The greatness of England was ‘now all collective’, and
its individual citizens were all small. ‘But it was men of another stamp
than this that made England what it has been, the men of another stamp
will be needed to prevent its decline’. Mill was convinced that England
and indeed every other European society as well as the United States
required a radical cultural change. They needed to encourage differ-
ences of tastes, beliefs, opinions, character and lifestyles even if these
sometimes appeared pointless, and to cherish eccentricity even if it
occasionally took wild and strange forms. The earlier hierarchical soci-
ety which once stood against homogenization had irretrievably disap-
peared, and the task had now fallen on intellectuals and the cultural
elite.

Mill made out a far more powerful case for diversity than most of his
predecessors and gave liberalism a new orientation. He was able to do
so because he appreciated the immense richness and complexity of
human nature and the inability of any way of life to embody more than
a small part of it. This enabled him to argue that the good life could be
lived in several different ways, that each profited from a dialogue with
the rest, and that it was wrong to construct an ideal mode of human
existence on the basis of ‘some one or some small number of patterns’.
These are profound insights which no theory of cultural diversity can
afford to ignore.

In spite of its obvious strengths, Mill’s case for diversity is inade-
quate.8 It rests on the assumption that human beings are naturally
unique and that human uniqueness somehow underwrites moral and
cultural diversity. Although the assumption is not totally mistaken, it is
too simplistic to form the basis of a theory of diversity. Mill does not
ask why and in what respects human beings are unique, the depth and
extent of their uniqueness, under what social conditions it can be nur-
tured, and so forth. Furthermore, the assumption sits ill at ease with his
repeated complaint against the increasing homogenization of his age,
for the latter would seem to imply that the natural uniqueness of human
beings is powerless before the pressure of public opinion and cannot be
depended upon to sustain diversity.

Even if Mill were able to give a coherent account of human unique-
ness, his theory of diversity would remain inadequate because of its
limited range and content. For him each individual must lead a life of
excellence. The form of excellence varied from individual to individual
but not the moral imperative to pursue excellence itself. Anyone who
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was content to drift through life, ignored his higher capacities, or failed
to approach life with the requisite degree of intellectual and moral seri-
ousness betrayed the dignity of the human species. Furthermore, it was
not enough to pursue excellence. Excellence had to have a specific con-
tent, namely, to develop all one’s powers into a ‘complex and consis-
tent whole’. No ‘portion of human nature’ that one possessed should
remain uncultivated, for then one wasted rare human passions and
capacities and led a truncated and one-sided life, which is why Mill
considered John Knox’s life inferior to that of Pericles. Again, for Mill
the desirable way of life should be freely determined by the individual
on the basis of a careful assessment of available alternatives and aim at
constant self-creation. This ruled out a wide variety of ways of life,
such as the traditional, the community-centred and the religious as
well as those that were not grounded in self-knowledge, did not
set much store by an energetic and go-ahead spirit, or preferred con-
tentment, weak ambition, humility and self-effacement to their oppo-
sites. Since Mill’s theory of diversity was embedded in an individualist
vision of life, he cherished individual but not cultural diversity, that is
diversity of views and lifestyles within a shared individualist culture
but not diversity of cultures including the nonindividualist.

Mill naïvely assumed that different ways of life and types of charac-
ter can all happily coexist, that the social structure is neutral between
them, and that the best of them will win out in the end. Ways of life
compete for power and resources, and the success of some often spells
the disintegration of others. Furthermore, every social structure tends to
value and throw its weight behind some of them rather than others.
Diversity cannot therefore be left to the vagaries of the cultural mar-
ketplace, which might not encourage it at all as Mill thought to be the
case in contemporary Britain. Since Mill does not analyse the social
conditions necessary for the flourishing of diversity, and since he does
not want the state to play a cultural role, he has no way of guarding
against such a possibility and is reduced to vague and sentiment exhor-
tations about cultivating eccentricity and difference.

Like Locke and others, Mill had difficulty appreciating the role of
culture and finding a secure space for it in his theory of man. He started
with a particular view of man and derived from it his preferred con-
ception of the good life. Culture matters to him only as a context or
raw material to be taken into account in deciding how best to realize a
transculturally valid vision of the good life, not as an independent 
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factor that might shape the nature and content of that vision itself. For
him all societies have an identical destination. Since they are unique
and unequally endowed, their paths, pace and degrees of achievement
vary, but not their ultimate goal. This is why he argues that ‘philosophy
of national character’ mediates only the application and not the charac-
ter and content of the truly human life.

The limitations of Mill’s theory of diversity are strikingly evident in
the fact that he saw no difficulty in justifying colonialism and disman-
tling the traditional cultures of subject societies. Since they allegedly
did not cherish autonomy, individuality, go-ahead character, restless
energy, ambition and constant progress, they were ‘backward’ societies
with ‘no history’ and had to be civilized. And since their members were
in a state of ‘nonage’, the civilizing mission had to be undertaken by a
‘superior people’. Like Locke, Mill insisted that these societies, which
included ‘dark Africa’ and the ‘whole East’, had no right to territorial
integrity. The right to one’s way of life and to territorial non-interven-
tion only belonged to those who were ‘mature’ enough to think and
judge for themselves. Since backward societies allegedly lacked that
capacity, the right was ‘either a certain evil or at best a questionable
good for them’. A ‘parental despotism’ by outsiders was necessary to
kick-start their history, and bring them to a take-off point from where
they could be relied upon to continue their progress unaided (Mill,
1964, pp. 199, 224, 377, 378, 382).

As human beings their members had equal moral claims to the pur-
suit and protection of their individual interests, but as collectivities they
had no political claim to independence and self-determination. Mill
condemned both the racial arrogance of and the misuse of political
power by the colonial government, so much so that many of his coun-
trymen called him unpatriotic and some of his obituarists could barely
restrain their relief at his death. However, like Locke, the natives were
for him equal individual objects of moral concern, not self-determining
collective subjects entitled to equal respect for their ways of life.

For Mill, great empires served three important liberal goals. They
carried liberal ways of life and thought to backward parts of the world.
They made the world safe for liberal societies by eliminating potential
threats. And finally, by fostering national pride, self-confidence, sense
of greatness, lofty sentiments and a high sense of moral purpose,
they inspired their citizens to pursue great ideals and scale yet
greater heights of intellectual and moral excellence from which both 
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the country and the entire humankind benefited. The linkage between
liberal values and national power and greatness is to be found in the
writings of many other liberals as well, including James Mill,
Tocqueville and T. H. Green.

Mill maintained that just as a civilized nation had a right to rule over
primitive or semi-civilized societies, a more civilized group within it
had a right to ‘absorb’ and dominate inferior groups. He had no doubt
that the Breton and the Basque and the Scottish Highlanders and the
Welsh stood to benefit greatly by becoming absorbed respectively into
the French and the English ways of life and gaining access to the lat-
ter’s artistic, philosophical and other achievements. Indeed, he could
not understand why small and backward cultural communities should
wish to remain within the ‘narrow mental orbit’ of their cultures rather
than stay ‘in tune’ with the great intellectual and moral currents of the
age. As he put it (1964, p. 363),

Nobody can suppose that it is not more beneficial to a Breton, or a Basque
of French Navarre, to be bought into the current of ideas and feelings of a
highly civilized and cultivated people – to be a member of the French
nationality, admitted on equal terms to all the privileges of French citizen-
ship, sharing the advantages of French protection, and the dignity and pres-
tige of French power – than to sulk on his own rocks, the half-savage relic
of past times, revolving in his own little mental orbit, without participation
or interest in the general movement of the world. The same remark applies
to Welshman or the Scottish Highlander as members of the British nation.

Mill welcomed the ‘blending’ or ‘admixture of nationalities’
because, like a ‘crossed breed of animals’, the new group was likely to
‘inherit the special aptitudes and the excellences’ of the original groups
(1964, p. 304). However, that happened only if the culturally superior
group remained the dominant partner. If there was any danger of the
inferior group acquiring ascendancy by virtue of its greater numerical
strength or power, that would constitute a ‘sheer mischief to the human
race and one which civilized humanity with one accord should rise to
prevent’. This is why, when Lord Durham’s Report on Canada rejected
the ‘backward’ French Canadians’ ‘vain endeavour’ to preserve their
cultural identity and insisted that their true interests lay in being sub-
jected to the ‘vigorous rule of an English majority’, Mill enthusiasti-
cally welcomed it, calling it an ‘imperishable memorial of that noble-
man’s courage, patriotism and enlightened liberty’ and urging ‘all legit-
imate means’ to assimilate the French Canadians, (ibid., p. 377).
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The thought of Locke and Mill, like that of Christian thinkers, dis-
plays a strange blend of moral egalitarianism and political and cultural
inegalitariansim: equality of human beings but inequality of cultures,
respect for persons but not their ways of life, rejection of racism but
advocacy of cultural domination, equal concern for all as individuals
but not as self-determining collective subjects. The process of reason-
ing involved in each case is the same. Human beings are considered to
be equal because they share a common nature, and the latter implies
that the good life is the same for them all. The shared human nature is
the basis of both equality and moral uniformity or monism. All human
beings are entitled to equal respect by virtue of being human. However,
precisely because they are human their ways of life must conform to
the required model and, if they do not, others may legitimately control
and guide them. This form of reasoning underlies the thought of many
other liberal and nonliberal writers including Tocqueville, Kant, Hegel
and Marx.9

Critique of Monism

In earlier sections I have discussed three major traditions of moral
monism and argued that none of them is able to redeem its promise to
show that there is only one correct or best way to understand human
existence and lead the good life. This is not because the thinkers
involved were not rigorous enough, after all they were some of the
finest minds of their age, but because their enterprise was philosophi-
cally flawed. Human beings are culturally embedded, and a culture not
only gives a distinct tone and structure to shared human capacities but
also develops new ones of its own. Since cultures mediate and recon-
stitute human nature in their own different ways, no vision of the good
life can be based on an abstract conception of human nature alone.
Furthermore, as I have indicated from time to time and shall argue fully
later, moral life is necessarily embedded in and cannot be isolated from
the wider culture. A way of life cannot therefore be judged good or bad
without taking full account of the system of meaning, traditions, tem-
perament and the moral and emotional resources of the people
involved. An attempt to prescribe one in the abstract would necessarily
be based not on what human beings are like, but on what they should
ideally be like, and would have no relevance for nor carry conviction
with any community.
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The very idea that one way of life is the highest or truly human is 
logically incoherent (Berlin, 1969, pp. 145ff; Gray, 1995a, pp. 38–76).
It rests on the naive assumption that valuable human capacities, desires,
virtues and dispositions form a harmonious whole and can be combined
without loss. Human capacities conflict for at least three reasons,
namely intrinsically and because of the limitations of the human con-
dition and the constraints of social life: the first, because they often call
for different even contradictory skills, attitudes and dispositions and the
development of some of them renders that of others difficult if not
impossible; the second, because human energies, motivations and
resources are necessarily limited and one can cultivate only some of the
valuable human capacities; and the third, because every social order
has a specific structure with its inescapable tendency to develop some
capacities rather than others and allow only certain ways of combining
them. Since human capacities conflict, the good they are capable of
realizing also conflicts. Like human capacities, values and virtues too
conflict. Justice and mercy, respect and pity, equality and excellence,
love and impartiality, moral duties to humankind and to one’s kith and
kin, often point in different directions and are not easily reconciled. In
short every way of life, however good it might be, entails a loss. And
since it is difficult to say which of these values are higher both in the
abstract and in specific contexts, the loss involved cannot be measured
and compared, rendering unintelligible the idea of a particular way of
life as representing the highest good. As Raz observes, ‘what one loses
is of a different kind from what one gains … and quite commonly there
is no meaning to the judgement that one gains more than one loses’
(1994, p. 179).

The idea that different ways of life can be graded is equally unten-
able. It presupposes that a way of life can be reduced to a single value
or principle, that all such values or principles can in turn be reduced to,
and measured in terms of, a single master value or principle, and that
the good can be defined and determined independently of the agents
involved. No way of life can be based on one value alone. It necessar-
ily involves a plurality of values, which cannot all be reduced to any
one of them and which can be combined in several different ways.
Furthermore, the values realized by different ways of life are often too
disparate to be translated into a common and culturally neutral moral
language, let alone measured on a single scale. And since a way of life
is meant to be lived, it cannot be abstracted from the capacities,
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traditions, dispositions and historical circumstances of its members
(Walzer, 1983, pp. 312f).

Moral monism also runs the constant danger of grossly misunder-
standing other ways of life and spells a hermeneutic disaster. Since its
approach to them is primarily judgmental, it has only a limited interest
in understanding them. And to the extent that it seeks to understand
them, its focus is on explaining why they are similar to or different
from its preferred way of life. Such a biased frame of reference, and the
consequently skewed angle of vision, necessarily prevents the monist
from appreciating their specificity and complex internal structures.
Since many of these ways of life are generally too weak or diffident to
talk back, or since the monist is too impatient to listen to their protest,
he is rarely compelled to reconsider the theoretical apparatus he brings
to his study of them. The standard Christian and liberal accounts of
non-Christian religions and nonliberal ways of life respectively provide
good examples of this.

Moral monism suffers from other defects as well. It views differ-
ences as deviations, as expressions of moral pathology. For Plato and
Aristotle non-contemplative and non-Greek ways of life had little to
recommend themselves. For Augustine and Aquinas, non-Christians
and even those Christians who disagreed with the official interpreta-
tions of their central doctrines were all wrong and had nothing of value
to contribute. For many liberals, non-liberal ways of life are irrational,
tribal or obscurantist; and for Marxists religious, traditional and
national ways of life are worthy of destruction. Since moral monism
cannot see any good outside its favoured way of life, it either avoids all
but minimum contact with them or seeks to assimilate them by peace-
ful or violent means. Plato and Aristotle favoured the first approach
because they considered the barbarians congenitally defective and inca-
pable of education. Christians, liberals and Marxists favoured the sec-
ond approach because they thought that the divinely revealed or ratio-
nally excogitated truths were within the moral reach of all. The ease
with which these and other groups have justified or condoned egre-
gious violence against alternative ways of life, often in the name of
human equality and universal love, should alert us to the dangers of all
forms of monism.10
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