
The third and final section consists of three chapters, all ostensibly dealing
with indigenous politics. The first piece in the final section, by Alice Feldman,
recounts a series of indigenous mobilizations and the rise of the indigenous
rights movement from the 1970s onwards, and criticizes postcolonial theory
for concentrating too much on European texts and giving scant attention
to this movement and its theorists or to the need to seek unfamiliar theoretical
resources and to seek the substance of claims (p. 242). This is a very important
intervention, pointing to the need to look beyond Western categories in
constructing a postcolonial politics, although the contributions of Jung,
Dussel and the two Gordons suggest the call to go beyond readings of colonial
discourse and Western authors may not be as novel as Feldman suggests.

In ‘Doing the Postcolonial Differently’, Phillip Darby calls for political
theory to be directed to everyday life rather than the canon of theory itself
(p. 251). Criticizing a tendency for postcolonial theory to start from and circle
back to Western theory (p. 253), he wishes instead to start from the grassroots,
from self-assertion and self-help by the excluded (p. 255). Finally, M.I.
Franklin provides an empirical study of Polynesian Internet fora. Rather
ambitiously subtitled ‘Pacific Insights for Cynical Times’, what it does is rather
more mundane. Although it is revealing regarding how identity is constructed
online by some Polynesians, and provides insights into related debates over
gender and ethno-national roles, a lot of the content will be familiar to Internet
users and scholars of cyberpolitics, and little is added on a theoretical level.

In all, this book is as uneven and discontinuous as can be expected from such
collections, but is nevertheless a very worthwhile contribution to an important
literature.

Andrew Robinson
The University of Nottingham,

University Park, Nottingham, UK
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In his new book, Chandran Kukathas makes two fundamental claims. The first
is that justice is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for legitimate
authority. The second is that in a pluralistic world, legitimate political
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authority will be minimal, in that its role will be restricted to the preservation
only of the freedom of individuals to associate with whomsoever they please.
The Liberal Archipelago is lively, provocative defence of these two claims and
the liberal theory that Kukathas builds around them.

Kukathas offers an ambitious defence of his two claims, beginning with a
theory of fundamental human nature and interests. What makes humans
distinctive, he claims, is our recognition of the motive of principle – as opposed
to interest or affection – as having normative primacy. We are creatures of
conscience, even when we fail in fact to act as we think we should. It follows
that ‘[i]f there are any basic human interests, that interest [sic] is at a minimum,
an interest in living in accordance with the demands of conscience’ (p. 55).
Respect for this basic human interest requires freedom of association and
mutual toleration; the good society is one in which these are secure. The highest
authority in the good society, then, will ensure that they are; but it will do no
more, because to do any more may involve forcing individuals to lead lives that
conflict with the demands of their consciences. In particular, the highest
authority will not pursue the value of justice, pace most liberal theorists, for
justice is no less controversial than any comprehensive moral conception. (This
is where Rawls goes wrong, as Kukathas reads him.) So the highest authority
must be minimal in the sense I described above.

Within the good society, meanwhile, there will be many different
communities that may pursue justice, or indeed salvation, or any other value.
So long as the freedom of individuals to associate with one another as they
please is secure, these communities may distribute property, operate hierarchies
and engage in illiberal (or other) practices as they please. In these matters, their
practices are authoritative simply to the extent that individuals accept them as
such; and individuals do that by failing to dissociate from them. Thus, whether
or not an authority is just or good is irrelevant to its legitimacy: the highest
political authority is legitimate to the extent that it protects freedom of
association, whereas other authorities – and there may be many, overlapping
authorities in society – are legitimate to the extent that they are accepted by
those over whom they claim jurisdiction.

Kukathas defends this view against important objections from two
directions in particular. On one side, he faces objections from liberals
concerned that his view pays only lip service to the value of freedom of
association and that it offers no basis for social unity. On the other side, he
faces objections from advocates of the politics of recognition, concerned that
he is insufficiently attentive to the claims of minority communities. (A large
proportion of the book discusses multiculturalism, and Kymlicka’s multi-
culturalist liberalism in particular.) On both counts, readers may find
themselves unsatisfied by Kukathas’s responses. Consider by way of example
Kukathas’s response to the concern about freedom of association. The concern

Book Reviews

366 r 2009 Palgrave Macmillan 1470-8914 Contemporary Political Theory Vol. 8, 3, 363–374



is that failure to dissociate from a community ruled by an oppressive, abusive
or unjust authority does not necessarily indicate acceptance of that authority.
It is a familiar truth that the costs of dissociation may be too great for an
individual to be genuinely able to leave a community, even if no one would in
fact force her to stay. Liberals may therefore be inclined to strengthen the value
of freedom of association by ensuring (through tax-funded provisions) that exit
is not excessively costly. Kukathas’s reply is simply that this is to favour
the state’s authority rather than the community’s in a ‘stand-off that cannot
be resolved’ (p. 147), for once we allow any liberal state intervention, there will
be no stopping point short of taking children from their parents to give them to
more worthy couples. But, he claims, we should in fact favour
the community’s authority, because ‘this may still be less dangerous than
conferring greater powers upon the state on the assumption that it can only do
good’ (ibid.). However, this last claim is weak. Since Kukathas is not sceptical
about the possibility that we could know a state’s actions to be just and the
community’s to be unjust, why not advocate just intervention while acknowl-
edging the dangers of excessive state power? Moreover, the no-stopping-point
argument seems invalid: a natural stopping point would be set by minimal
conditions for voluntariness of association (such as a certain awareness of
alternatives, education to some specified level and the like). More must surely
be said about both these points.

There are other tensions and arguments in need of fuller development in The
Liberal Archipelago (although for some of that development, Kukathas does
direct his readers to other published works of his). Not enough is said about
the distinction between legitimacy and justice; Kukathas offers, but then
effectively abandons, a Kantian justification for freedom of conscience, which
is never clearly related to the more prominent human interest justification; and
the book seems to me to perch uncomfortably on the fence between pragmatic
and principled arguments for the kind of liberalism that Kukathas favours.
But many of the book’s virtues outweigh these shortcomings. Kukathas has a
wonderful range of examples drawn from both life and literature, a clear style
and a nice sense of humour. He often captures the essence of his opponents’
positions with admirable pithiness and an eye for the heart of an argument.
The early chapters in particular provide a textbook example of orderly liberal
theory-building from assumptions to political principles. Readers of The
Liberal Archipelago will find much to take issue with; but it is a credit to
Kukathas’s clarity and engaging style that they will have little trouble
identifying precisely where they and he differ.

Thomas Porter
Oxford University, Oxford, UK
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