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God does not burden any soul with more than it can bear.  

(Qurôan, 2: 286)¤ 

                                                        
¤ The edition of The Qurôan used here is translated by M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, reprinted with corrections (Oxford: Ox-

ford University Press, 2010). 
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Introduction  

 

 

 

What is politically at stake when citizens of Muslim faith are publicly presented as perma-

nent aliens in contemporary European societies? On what grounds is such exclusion or óexter-

nalisationô1 based? What requirements can European citizens be reasonably expected to meet? 

These are among the most theoretically pressing questions in the inflamed and often confus-

ing discourse about Muslimsô citizenship in contemporary Western European societies. To be 

clear, such questions are part of one of the most controversial, intricate, passionate, entangled, 

and multifarious debates in academic fields as diverse as political theory, sociology, law, reli-

gious studies and so on, not to mention in everyday political discussions. To begin with, the 

nature of the questions that should be raised is not altogether clear. Moreover, which approach 

to follow in dealing with them is a highly contentious issue. What is more, these two prob-

lems are intertwined: the chosen approach influences the nature of the questions under con-

sideration and vice versa. Thus, choosing one of them is never an entirely innocent act. Such a 

choice always has important consequences in terms of oneôs underlying assumptions, theoret-

ical goals, as well as the scope of the research and its associated implications. 

                                                        

1 Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam: An Exploration of Muslims in Liberal Democracies (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2013), 140.  
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In this study, I analyse the subject of Muslimsô citizenship in contemporary European soci-

eties from the perspective of normative political theory,2 and more precisely from the view-

point of John Rawlsôs political liberalism, in particular in light of the óidea of public reason.ô3 

As I have just underlined, this choice is not without consequences. Approaching this issue 

from the angle of political liberalism means considering the questions mentioned above in a 

particular way, which is at the same time more general and more specific than one would 

probably think at first sight. In fact, as I will explain, by its very nature political liberalism 

does not prescribe a single model for being Muslim in contemporary Europe. Thus, one may 

wonder if it is too vague as a point of departure for the analysis. On the other hand, however, 

political liberalism specifies a peculiar evaluative framework that allows citizens to answer 

the above-mentioned questions in a distinctively political way and, ideally, to solve the politi-

cal and social problems from which those questions spring. This is in a nutshell the main the-

sis of my research. I do not provide here a full description of how I have formulated the re-

search problem or of how it can be solved, because I devote chapters one and five respective-

ly to these issues, while I refer the reader to the general conclusions for an exhaustive over-

view of the main arguments of this study and their connections. In anticipating concisely the 

conclusions of my research, I can say that in what follows I will argue that public reason pro-

vides a common discursive platform that establishes the ground for a public political identity 

and for shared standards for social and political criticism. Together, these two elements solve 

the two dimensions of the problem of stability in contemporary European societies, because 

they secure both the political inclusion of Muslims on an equal footing as citizens and civic 

assurance that they will remain committed to fair terms of social cooperation (infra). After 

                                                        

2 In this work, I use ñpolitical philosophyò and ñpolitical theoryò interchangeably. In doing so, I obviously focus on 

normative thinking in political theory. See the introduction by Robert E. Goodin and Philip Pettit to A Companion to 

Contemporary Political Philosophy, edited by them (Oxford and Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1993), 1-2. Andrew F. 

March [ñWhat is Comparative Political Theory?,ò The Review of Politics 71, no. 4 (2009), 533-534] has pointed out the 

ófruitful, fortunate, and productive absence of a settled consensus on the meaning and purpose of political theory,ô and 

he emphasises that óthere is no single such thing as political theory. ñPolitical theoryò is the name given within the 

academy to a number of different types of intellectual activities, some of them mutually hostile, which have in common 

only the fact that they do not aim at empirical explanation or prediction and instead deal with the realms of ideas, con-

cepts, texts, values, and norms.ô One such activity is normative political philosophy. There would be no reason to dis-

cuss here the status of political theory within political science or the relation of the former to the latter. See, inter alia, 

David Leopold and Marc Stears, eds., Political Theory: Methods and Approaches (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2008); John S. Dryzek, Bonnie Honig and Anne Phillips, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Political Theory (Oxford and 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), introduction by the editors; Ross J. Corbett, ñPolitical Theory within Politi-

cal Science,ò PS: Political Science & Politics 44, no. 03 (2011), 565-570. 

3 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, expanded edition (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005). Hereafter: Politi-

cal Liberalism; different editions will be specified each time. 
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having compared public reason citizenship with two prominent normative alternatives, I will 

then conclude that the former is an adequate ideal conception of citizenship for European so-

cieties. Finally, I will apply the justificatory evaluative methodological framework developed 

in chapter two (whose requirements I will specify starting from the idea of public reason) to a 

conception of citizenship elaborated by one of the most renowned Muslim intellectuals in Eu-

rope: Tariq Ramadan. I will justify the choice of this author in sections 2.3 and 6.1, but I will 

also return to this point later in this introduction. The purpose of such evaluative work is two-

fold. Firstly, it aims at examining whether and how the idea of public reason accounts for a 

version of European citizenship for Muslims coming from Muslims themselves. Secondly, it 

aims at disclosing whether what such a Muslim conception of citizenship in Europe says 

about the two dimensions of óstability for the right reasonô of the system of social cooperation 

(namely, inclusion and ómutual assuranceô) is consistent with the provisions of public reason 

citizenship. 

This also makes clear two significant assumptions underlying this work. First, since I adopt 

the perspective of normative political philosophy, here I consider only ideal conceptions of 

citizenship and not the different national models of citizenship historically realised in Europe-

an countries (for instance, the contemporary or past approaches to the issue of citizenship ac-

tually implemented in France, Germany, or the United Kingdom). In other words, the discus-

sion developed here is situated on a high level of philosophical abstraction, because the kind 

of questions that I will address are related to how things should be, and not to how things are 

or have been up until now. Therefore, I will deal with theoretical models of ideal citizenship: 

for example, public reason citizenship, óliberal multiculturalô citizenship, ócritical republicanô 

citizenship (infra), and so on. Second, the evaluation carried out in this research will be main-

ly concerned with (a specific version of) Sunni Islam in Europe. This is simply because the 

only case to which I will apply the justificatory evaluative framework comes from the ñSunni 

world.ò I am aware that considering other cases would have been extremely interesting and 

probably very helpful, but, as an accurate reading of chapter six can easily show, it would 

have exceeded by far the structural possibilities of this study. Nonetheless, this does not imply 

that other Islamic doctrines or views (different interpretations of Sunni Islam, Shióa, Sufism 

and so on) are less important or less likely to achieve an óoverlapping consensusô (infra). Nor 

does this infer that such different doctrines and views find it more difficult to comply with the 

requirements of public reason citizenship. Simply, they are beyond the material reach of this 
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research: the latter does not take them into consideration, thus it cannot take a position on 

them. It is completely possible that they īor at least some of themī may pass the evaluative 

test laid out here. The objective of my work is to demonstrate that public reason citizenship 

can be understood as expressing a justificatory evaluative framework and that through the lat-

ter it can help solve the problem considered in chapter one, not to exhaust all the possible ap-

plications of such a framework. I repeat again that this is not to say that Islam in Europe is a 

monolithic, unchanging, and undifferentiated entity, nor that alternative Muslim conceptions 

of citizenship in Europe are less reasonable from the perspective of public reason. Quite the 

contrary (I will return at length to this aspect in chapter one). However, as it will become 

clear, evaluating a conception of citizenship in the light of public reasonôs evaluative re-

quirements is not an easy task: it requires a deep knowledge of both the roots and the content 

of the requirements themselves and, above all, of the overall theory to which they must be ap-

plied (in this case, Tariq Ramadanôs theory). Thus, once more one has to make a choice. The 

plausibility principle presented in chapter two seems to me a reasonable criterion for choosing 

which Muslim conception of citizenship should be primarily analysed (see 2.3 and 6.1). 

The last observation brings me to a further methodological point. I do believe that any en-

deavour in political philosophy should start from a careful exegetical consideration of the 

texts on which it is based. This explains the extensive use of quotations and textual comments 

in this study. This also partially explains why this research is much longer than I initially in-

tended. As far as possible, I tried to avoid repetition and to focus on the essential. I also pro-

vided many cross-references within the text and several summarising figures and tables. Fi-

nally, I made the effort of recapitulating the crucial aspects of my view more often as the ar-

gument proceeds and becomes deeper, so that the reader does not get lost. This work has been 

conceived as a unitary block with a linear structure from chapter one to chapter six. The three 

parts of which it is composed support each other. The first methodological part illustrates the 

overall approach and the grounds of the second reconstructive part and the third evaluative 

part of the research. The two chapters of each part are fairly autonomous because they deal 

with different topics (with the partial exception of chapters three and four), but they are also 

tightly connected because each of them is necessary to achieve the goal of the part in which 

they are placed. As I have just asserted, I tried to design the structural elements of this re-

search in a straightforward and liner manner (I justify the structure adopted in 1.2.b). The first 

chapter deals with the research problem and questions and presents different kinds of litera-
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ture about the question of Muslimsô citizenship in Europe, while also trying to provide clarity 

by putting them in some sort of order. The second chapter outlines my methodological ap-

proach: justificatory evaluative political theory. In the second part, chapters three and four re-

construct the idea of public reason and specify from this standpoint the fundamental require-

ments of the justificatory evaluative approach. In chapter four I also explain my interpretation 

of the ówide viewô of public reason: I will present an extensive interpretation of the óprovisoô 

and a bifurcate model of the óduty of civilityô (infra). In doing this, however, these two chap-

ters also present a broad overview of the existing literature about public reason and the main 

objections raised against it. In the third part, chapter five bridges the reconstructive and the 

evaluative tasks of the research and compares public reason citizenship with alternative ideal 

conceptions. Its goal is to demonstrate that public reason not only could, but also should be 

adopted as a regulative ideal of citizenship in European societies. Finally, in chapter six the 

evaluative framework is applied to the conception of citizenship elaborated by Tariq Rama-

dan, in order to assess the congruence of the latter with the requirements of public reason citi-

zenship. This is briefly the general structure of the research. However, I divided the text in 

many specific sections so that a partial reading is also possible. In particular, those who are 

interested in the philosophical arguments can get the main ideas by focusing directly on sec-

tions 1.1.a.1, 1.2.a, 1.2.b, 2.1, 2.2.b, 2.3, 3.2, 4.2, and chapters five and six in their entirety. 

Those more interested in my reading of Ramadanôs citizenship theory may find it useful to 

centre their attention on 1.1, 1.2.a, 2.3, 5.1, and obviously chapter six in its entirety. Notwith-

standing those facilitating efforts, as I have said, the reader should be aware that the line of 

argument presented here is developed throughout the whole text as it is structured.  

In chapter one, I will begin from some empirical observations about the role of perceptions 

and identities in relation to the issue of Muslimsô citizenship in contemporary Europe. I will 

claim that from this point of view Islam seems to ñmake problemò in a very specific sense. 

This does not mean that Islam is a problem, but that Islam is frequently publicly presented 

and perceived as a problem. This is the background problem from which my work starts. I 

will explore some dimensions of such a problem. This is not yet a satisfactory formulation of 

the research problem and questions, but I will postpone the latter to a more advanced stage 

(see 1.2.a and 1.2.b). Now, with reference to the background problem (which is also related to 

the so-called óbacklash against multiculturalism,ô infra) one may immediately wonder wheth-

er a normative philosophical approach ïwhich, as I have mentioned, is located on a high level 
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of abstractionī is able to tackle very real social problems such as economic, political, and 

even urban exclusion and discrimination or the legacy of colonial domination. I will analyse 

such question in more detail in 1.1.b and I will refer to it as objection O1.3. In this introduc-

tion I shall limit myself to some concise remarks. Whilst I acknowledge the importance of a 

closer analysis of the empirical dimensions and cases of the subject considered here, I also 

think that philosophically the solution of such political problems must be sought at a higher 

and more general (and, unfortunately, more complex) level that concerns the conception of 

citizenship itself. The single issues that are today so divisive and about which so much has 

been said (e.g., wearing the veil in public schools, public funding to religious schools, and so 

on) would probably be less controversial (even though not uncontroversial, given the fact of 

óreasonable pluralism,ô infra), if there were not a wider predicament about the status of Mus-

lims as citizens. Whilst I do not deal directly with the first kind of questions (i.e., the place of 

the veil in public schools and so on), I focus on the second higher-order problem: the political 

status of Muslims as citizens. Notice that the above-mentioned predicament can go both 

ways: not only are prejudices often reciprocated, but many times criticism of traditional dis-

criminatory social arrangements should also work in both directions. What I argue here is that 

the priority must be to adopt a conception of citizenship that can secure the two dimensions of 

óstability for the right reasonsô (infra) in European societies :political inclusion of citizens on 

an equal standing and the solution of the ómutual assurance problemô (infra). I will claim that 

public reason citizenship can effectively secure both of them because it provides the bases for 

citizensô public political identity and shared standards for political criticism. I will maintain 

that the availability of a common political identity and of shared standards for social and po-

litical criticism is a criterion for evaluating normative theories of citizenship. This is so be-

cause they are necessary to achieve both mutual assurance about other citizensô loyalty to fair 

terms of social cooperation and political inclusion on equal footing. If, as it seems plausible to 

assume, something like Rawlsôs óstability for the right reasonsô is an important social good, 

then I will try to show that a conception that provides both the ground for a public political 

identity and shared standards for social and political criticism protects and enhances that so-

cial good. This is in the interest of citizens as such, Muslim and non-Muslim alike. However, 

I will also argue that the availability of shared standards for denouncing unjust discriminatory 

treatment is particularly in the interest of those whose voices are usually less likely to be 

heard in public debates, like Muslims and members of other minority groups. In light of this 

criterion I will try to show that public reason citizenship performs better in terms of stability 
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for the right reasons than liberal multiculturalism (as some leading liberal multicultural theo-

rists admit) and critical republicanism. 

What is the meaning of the expression public reason citizenship? As I will explain in the 

introduction of chapter four, on my interpretation public reason expresses both a regulative 

moral political ideal of citizenship (which works also in non-ideal conditions, see 5.2.a) and a 

justificatory standard for a civic practice of public justification. Taken together, these two el-

ements shape a normative model of citizenship (public reason citizenship), from which one 

can derive the evaluative requirements enunciated in chapters three and four. As I have antic-

ipated, in chapter four I will provide my own interpretation of the wide view of public reason. 

Such an interpretation tries to combine and render consistent two positions usually thought to 

be in contrast: namely, a strong commitment to the moral foundation of public reason (what I 

call ñreciprocity of the reasonableò)4 and a more inclusive stance toward the role of religious 

convictions in politics. In line with this reading of public reason, in chapter five, as I have 

said, I will emphasise the role of public reason both (1) in (re)constructing the public political 

identity of citizens and (2) in providing shared standards for social and political criticism. 

This makes a decompression of the public space possible: public reason frees the public space 

from those forces that would prevent citizens from the possibility of exercising effectively 

their two moral powers (the ócapacity for a sense of justice and for a conception of the goodô)5 

as free equals. In this sense, public reason tries to reconcile ideal political consensus and the 

fact of reasonable pluralism on a public political ground. I believe that this is the deepest 

meaning of what Rawls calls óreconciliation through public reasonô (infra): its aspiration is to 

reabsorb reasonable pluralism politically without annihilating it. 

Now I would like to say something more about the aim and the theoretical relevance of the 

analysis carried out here. Public reason is about coherence. It is about coherence not only with 

regard to certain justificatory requirements and procedures, but also with regard to a certain 

conception of society and the person and, then, certain political values. In one word, public 

reason is about coherence with a certain ideal of citizenship. More precisely, a liberal political 

ideal of citizenship. Therefore, an inquiry into the relations between European Muslims and 

                                                        

4 The criterion of reciprocity of the reasonable expresses the reciprocal recognition between reasonable free and equal 

cooperating fellow citizens who possess the capacity for a sense of justice and a capacity for a conception of the good. 

5 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 19. 
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the idea of public reason can be best understood as an inquiry about the coherence between 

European Muslimsô public political claims and those justificatory requirements and political 

conceptions and values. Undoubtedly, such an inquiry is needed. It addresses some compel-

ling theoretical questions that are not exhaustively developed in the predominant literature. 

Indeed, the topic ñIslam and liberalismò is so enormous that there is no scarcity of literature. 

On the contrary, the latter is so broad that one might even wonder if, strictly speaking, ñIslam 

and liberalismò represents a ñtopic.ò No doubt, the first task is to narrow the focus: the refer-

ent and the approach must be defined more appropriately. Thus, any researcher in this ñareaò 

should consider at least the following questions. What does ñIslamò mean for my research? Is 

it the proper subject of my study or am I studying something else? Why do I assume that it is 

problematic from a liberal perspective? To which ñliberal perspectiveò am I referring? How 

can I analyse the relation between those two concepts? Is there a common element? Where, 

when, and how do they meet each other? What element of one of the two may I use to ñgraspò 

the other? The theoretical importance of these questions is self-evident, but answering them is 

not so clear-cut. Above all, one should acknowledge that oneôs own answer is nothing but an 

answer. Nevertheless, some answer is necessary. Moreover, one should be conscious that 

such a ñtopicò has inescapably a political dimension. This is not to say that a rigorous analysis 

is not possible, or that its political exploitation is nearly unavoidable. This only means that 

one should begin her research without ñstrongò demonstrative expectations or pretensions: ar-

rogance and naïveté are not promising starting points. Nonetheless, a political theorist is not 

an ostrich: one should not bury her head in the sand. To be fair, apparently ïI am not an ex-

pertï even ostriches themselves do not do that. A researcher should be aware of the possible 

political implications of her work: personally, I think that she cannot be held completely un-

accountable for them. These considerations are even more relevant in normative political the-

ory than in other fields of research, for obvious and good reasons. To be sure, this may be true 

if and only if we assume that the researcher is able to understand such implications fully and 

in advance, that her work is not misunderstood, distorted, exploited against her will or inten-

tions, and so on. Probably, the most we can ask (and hope) for is awareness and self-criticism. 

Still, even this modest request is not a matter of little or no importance. I have personally 

gained experience of that in working on this study. As the reader will realise, I have openly 

tried to take into account and to reply to most of the objections raised against this study dur-

ing its numerous public presentations or simply imagined īor foreseenī by its author. None-

theless, I am aware that more needs to be said on several counts that here I could only hint at 
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(in 5.2.a I provide a tentative list of some of them that I would like to develop in the future). 

Furthermore, other points that have not been explicitly identified so far will certainly emerge. 

Having said this, while this research is conscious of its own limitations and constraints, its 

theoretical and political aspirations are not excessively humble. Drawing on Rawls, it can be 

argued that public reason as an ideal of citizenship is órealistically utopian.ô6 An account of 

citizenship is realistically utopian if , on the one hand, it is worked out from something that 

citizens can share and, on the other, it can remove the ógravest forms of [actual, real] political 

injustice [é] by following just (or at least decent) social policies and establishing just (or at 

least decent) basic institutions,ô7 while at the same time it establishes solid and reasonably just 

bases for social stability and civic friendship. Indeed, such an ambition is far from being self-

deflating: ópolitical philosophy is realistically utopian when it extends what are ordinarily 

thought to be the limits of practicable political possibility and, in so doing, reconciles us to 

our political and social condition. Our hope for the future of our society rests on the belief 

that the social world allows a reasonably just constitutional democracy [to exist é].ô8 

What is the specific importance of this research then? Firstly, it is an attempt to fill a vacu-

um in the existing literature. It is an effort to tackle openly and thoroughly the issue of Mus-

limsô citizenship in Europe today from the perspective of political liberalism. As I will ex-

plain, it differs from both a liberal conjecture and a Muslim justification of a possible Islamic 

endorsement of a liberal political conception of justice. It tries to develop an ideal of liberal 

citizenship and its requirements through the reconstruction of the idea of public reason and it 

evaluates from this standpoint the coherence and the nature of the political demands and 

claims plausibly coming from a European Muslim perspective. To my knowledge this is the 

first attempt to systematically read the production of a Muslim scholar in the light of Rawlsôs 

idea of public reason (a notable but only partial exception is the work of Andrew F. March; 

however, as I will explain at length in chapter two, his analysis is more concerned with the 

ideas of an overlapping consensus and reasoning from conjecture than with the idea of an 

evaluative analysis from the viewpoint of public reason: the two approaches ïjustificatory 

comparative political theory and justificatory evaluative political theoryī are complementary 

                                                        

6 John Rawls, The Law of Peoples (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), in particular 5-9 and 11-23.  

7 Ibid. 7. 

8 Ibid. 6 and 11. 
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but nonetheless different). In my opinion, this is the main methodological contribution of my 

research to the existing literature. Secondly, and in continuity with the first point, whilst the 

two main sources on which this study is grounded (that is, John Rawlsôs political liberalism 

and Tariq Ramadanôs conception of citizenship) are classics of contemporary political philos-

ophy and of the debate about Islam in Europe respectively, what is new here is the way in 

which they are put together and the manner in which they may reciprocally contribute to shed 

a new light on each other. Thirdly, while this study is rooted in the wide range of literature in 

political philosophy about the idea of public reason, due to the specific nature of this research, 

I also turned to many contributions from other fields: just to give an example, in the first 

chapter it is possible to find references to a piece of sociological literature concerning Islam 

and Muslims in Europe, one that deals with Islamic and Arab philosophy and political 

thought, another from the field of immigration and security studies and so on. Far from being 

a weakness, taking into account different kinds of contributions is a necessity that mirrors the 

complexity and multi-faceted reality of the issue under investigation here. Fourthly, contrary 

to a longstanding stereotype according to which Rawlsôs idea of public reason is too tightly 

connected to its American origins to be appealing in the European context, this research 

shows that ïwhen rightly understoodī an ideal of citizenship rooted in public reason can also 

be normatively appealing on the Old Continent. Basically, there are two orders of reasons for 

the normative significance of this ideal model of citizenship in Europe. From a point of view 

which is external to the theory, this model demonstrates itself cable of resolving questions 

that are widely perceived as problematic in contemporary European societies better than rival 

ideal models of citizenship. On the other side, from a perspective which is internal to the theo-

ry itself, this model is centred on an ideal conception, but it aims at functioning as a regulative 

ideal also in existing (non-ideal) European societies. Thus, it would not be necessary to wait 

for European societies to achieve an ideal state of full justice in some indefinite future (if ev-

er) to comply with the political ideal of public reason. This ïI believeī makes such a concep-

tion of citizenship all the more attractive from a political standpoint. Fifthly, contrary to an-

other generalisation, the analysis developed here shows that civic unity and friendship do not 

need to rest on homogeneity or uniqueness in reasoning. Within certain limits (specified by 

what I will call the criterion of reciprocity of the reasonable, embedded in the two levels of 

the duty of civility) one may also foster civic friendship by speaking different ñmoral lan-

guagesò or by articulating her reasoning differently according to the context. This is made 

clear in practice thanks to the evaluative investigation of Tariq Ramadanôs discourse about 
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citizenship in Europe: in particular, I will consider his call for a moratorium on ỠudȊd pun-

ishments as a paradigmatic example of double discourse which fosters the ideal of public rea-

son. Accordingly, a sixth and final point is that, as I mentioned above, the careful reconstruc-

tion of the idea of public reason is here followed by an interpretation of the latter that tries to 

reconcile two views that are sometimes presented as antithetical: a deep commitment to the 

political moral foundation of the idea of public reason (political reciprocity) and a position 

more open to religious contributions in public discussions about fundamental political ques-

tions. On such an interpretation, those contributions may have a lot to say and there is an am-

ple margin for bringing them into the public forum. On this point, I would like to add that 

many of these pages have been written during the days of the terrorist attacks to the satirical 

magazine Charlie Hebdo (January 7, 2015) and revised during the attacks to the theatre Ba-

taclan, the Stade de France, and in the streets of Paris (November 13, 2015). Needless to say I 

was profoundly shocked by those events, as were millions of people around the world without 

distinction of religion. Moreover, it may be redundant to say that Islam and terrorism are two 

different things, but repetita iuvant, for they are too often conflated and confused. Precisely 

for this reason, however, we need a theory of citizenship which is strong enough to disqualify 

or ban political unreasonableness (both in its extreme forms īlike in this caseī and in its mi-

nor manifestations) without at the same time stifling religious doctrines that politically are 

peacefully and more or less reasonably practiced by millions of women and men. 

A concluding remark is in order.9 In some respects, this work is the completion of a long 

journey that began eight years ago with my bachelor thesis. At that time, I was dealing with a 

broad research question: is there room for an Islamic Enlightenment? Even though this first 

step was crucial because it deepened my knowledge of contemporary Arab and Muslim polit-

ical thought and I started to sketch out my method, I was aware that a satisfying account of 

the notion of Islamic Enlightenment would have required focusing the attention on more than 

a single philosophical perspective, even if I had tried to assess it critically from different 

viewpoints. Thus, in my master thesis I analysed the concept of Islamic Enlightenment by 

means of both diachronic and synchronic comparison. In few words and simplifying a lot, 

there I argued that we should understand the notion of lumières of Islam as a continuum going 

                                                        

9 The following reflections are a development of some considerations originally presented during the 2014 GEM Annu-

al Meeting in Rome and my 2014 GEM-ULB seminar in Brussels. I would like to thank all the participants for their ob-

servations and comments.  
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from the most universalist claims to viewpoints which present themselves in continuity with 

the Islamic tradition, rather than as a single notion. Yet, another important question arose: was 

my work in line with my aims? Was I looking for a ñuniversalò model or a solution for a nar-

rower ïpoliticalī question? I realised that I should have clarified several points. Thus, my 

work has shifted in three important dimensions: 

1) First, the scope of its normative claims has been limited: now it plainly focuses on the 

conception of citizenship within European societies. 

2) Second, its object has been revised: now it focuses on the political demands and claims 

about citizenship of Muslims, rather than on their conceptions of Islam as a religion or 

tradition. 

3) Third, with reference to its approach, now it is mainly concerned with working out a the-

oretical framework for evaluating politically those claims and demands. 

These three shifts represented a major change of direction and it was challenging to find a 

perspective allowing me to follow this path. The two main questions were how to frame the 

notion of citizenship and, consequently, how to conceive an evaluative standard. I ended up 

by framing citizenship in terms of a Rawlsian ideal political conception of citizenship and by 

elaborating an evaluative method in line with that conception. This study originated from 

these initial considerations and my hope is that now the reader will  find a solid and persuasive 

ground on which to begin the exploration. 
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[W]e are all swimming in [the wa-

ters of tradition and modernity], 

Westerners and Muslims and oth-

ers alike. And since [ these] waters 

are part of the ocean of history, 

trying to plow or divide them with 

barriers is futile. These are tense 

times, but it is better to think in 

terms of powerful and powerless 

communities, the secular politics 

of reason and ignorance, and uni-

versal principles of justice and in-

justice, than to wander off in 

search of vast abstractions that 

may give momentary satisfaction 

but little self-knowledge or in-

formed analysis. ñThe Clash of 

Civilizationsò thesis is a gimmick 

like ñThe War of the Worlds,ò bet-

ter for reinforcing defensive self-

pride than for critical understand-

ing of the bewildering interde-

pendence of our time.À 

 

     ~~~ 

 

According to the culturalists, Mus-

lims live hermeneutically sealed 

within their homogeneous culture, 

their lives entirely determined by 

it, whereas Westerners exist out-

side any specific culture in the 

universal space of modernity. In 

the West, people make culture; in 

Islam, culture makes people. [é] 

In doing so, culturalists displace 

what are essentially political con-

flicts onto a more comfortable cul-

tural plane. The problem is their 

culture not our politics.¤ 

                                                        

À Edward Said, ñThe Clash of Ignorance,ò The Nation, October 22, 2001, available on The Nation website URL = 

http://www.thenation.com/article/clash-ignorance, 9 (page number refers to the printable version of the article). 

¤ Arun Kundnani, The Muslims are Coming! Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic War on Terror (London and 

New York: Verso, 2014), 58-59. 
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Chapter One 

General Framework 

 

Il mare brucia le maschere 

le incendia il fuoco del sale. 

Uomini pieni di maschere 

avvampano sul litorale. 

 

Tu sola potrai resistere 

nel rogo del Carnevale. 

Tu sola che senza maschere 

nascondi lôarte dôesistere.¤ 

 

In this introductory chapter, I firstly present the problem which is in the background of my 

study. Furthermore, I clarify some fundamental concepts and assumptions. Moreover, I for-

mulate my research problem and questions. The overall purpose of this chapter is to explain 

why I frame my theoretical concern as I do, and to prepare the ground for showing why I have 

chosen the standpoint of public reason in order to deal with the issue of Muslimsô citizenship 

in European liberal societies. In this first chapter, I necessarily just hint at several important 

concepts and their mutual connections. They will become clearer in the following chapters.  

 

 

 

                                                        

¤ Giorgio Caproni, ñIl mare brucia le maschereò (Cronistoria, 1943): in Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo, Poeti italiani del No-

vecento (Milan: Mondadori, 1983), 706. 
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1.1 Preliminary Insights. 

 

1.1.A The Background Problem. Phenomena and Theoretical Viewpoints. 

The first three lustra of the twenty-first century have made it clear that political theory 

cannot just ignore questions concerning perceptions and identity. Perceptions are related to 

the óextraction and use of information about oneôs environment, [é] oneôs body,ô and the 

self.10 Obviously, such extraction and use are variously affected by several factors, which are 

related not only to the environment itself, but also to our interpretative framework of refer-

ence, whose formation is in turn highly complex and articulate. In this study, I use the term 

perception as a laymanôs term and not in a technical sense, to mean our sense of how things 

are. On the other hand, identity can be simply defined as óour sense of who we are.ô11 Else-

where,12 I have also defined identity as the set (or combination) of the features īin part innate, 

in part inherited, in part resulting from adaptation to oneôs environment, and in part resulting 

from the dialogic exchange with others13ī which expresses the specificity and continuity of 

the self over time and which makes self-understanding possible. Perceptions and identities are 

relevant for a normative political theory that aspires to be a órealistic utopia.ô14 This is because 

perceptions and identities significantly shape reality: as the Thomas theorem suggests, óif men 

                                                        

10 See the entry ñperceptionò by Fred Dretske in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Robert Audi, second edi-

tion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 

11 For this definition: Robert D. Putnam, ñE Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the Twenty-first Century,ò 

Scandinavian Political Studies 30, no. 2 (2007), 159. 

12 See my ñOltre un illuminismo islamico. Due prospettive sulla storia e sulla tradizione,ò masterôs thesis (LUISS Guido 

Carli ï Dipartimento di Scienze Politiche, Rome, 2011), 264.  

13 For the dialogical nature of the self, see Charles Taylor, ñThe Politics of Recognition,ò in Multiculturalism: Examin-

ing the Politics of Recognition, edited and introduced by Amy Gutmann (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 

especially 32-37. 

14 John Rawls, The Law of Peoples, in particular 5-9 and 11-23. 
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define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.ô15 Thus, no normativity can be 

realistic if it does not take into account the importance of perceptions and identities.16 As it 

will become clear, in my understanding, normativity and its context are not reciprocally inde-

pendent.17 

Therefore, I begin this research in normative political theory by acknowledging that in 

contemporary Western Europe a major tension does exist with regard to questions of identity 

and perceptions. This tension concerns Islam and its place and role in European societies. In 

contemporary Europe, one could say, Islam ñmakes problem.ò18 No doubt, in such a concise 

form this affirmation is highly troublesome. It could even appear tranchant in the wrong way. 

                                                        

15 This principle is known as the Thomas Theorem and was formulated by the American sociologist William Isaac 

Thomas in his and Dorothy Swaine Thomasôs book The Child in America: Behavior Problems and Programs [(New 

York: Knopf, 1928), 572], quoted in Robert K. Merton, ñThe Thomas Theorem and the Matthew Effect,ò Social Forces 

74, no. 2 (1995), 380. See also Mertonôs article ñThe Self-Fulfilling Prophecy,ò The Antioch Review 8, no. 2 (1948), 

193-210 for an analysis of the implications (and some examples) of the Thomas Theorem. In Mertonôs words, ó[t]he 

first part of the theorem provides an unceasing reminder that men respond not only to the objective features of a situa-

tion, but also, and at times primarily, to the meaning this situation has for them. And once they have assigned some 

meaning to the situation, their consequent behaviour and some of the consequences of that behaviour are determined by 

the ascribed meaningô (ñThe Self-Fulfilling Prophecy,ò 194). 

16 I am grateful to Tatiana Alekseeva for having discussed this issue with me. 

17 I am indebted to Sebastiano Maffettone for this point. 

18 I use the admittedly inelegant expression ñIslam makes problemò contrasting it with the expression ñIslam is a prob-

lem.ò The difference between ñlôIslam fa problemaò and ñlôIslam è un problemaò is altogether clear in Italian. I tried to 

express this opposition in English by translating the first with the expression ñmakes problem.ò Enzo Pace similarly 

maintains that óIslam in Europe seems to represent a problem.ô See his Lôislam in Europa: modelli di integrazione 

(Rome: Carocci, 2004), 7, my translation [but see also ibid. 117: óMuslims are perceived as a dangerô (my translation)]. 

Similarly, Stefano Allievi [ñIslam italiano e societ¨ nazionale,ò in Islam in Europa / Islam in Italia tra diritto e società, 

ed. Alessandro Ferrari (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2008), 43-75] maintains that in Europe there is a ócognitive problemô with 

reference to Islam (65), because óa process of substantial integration [é] goes nonetheless with a strongly conflictual 

perception, firstly linked to the transnational activities of Islamic terrorism [é], but also to a rigorously selective atten-

tion to conflictual aspects of Islamic presenceô (67). See also Marjorie Moyaôs article ñIslam e laicit¨ ïil caso della 

Francia. Tra discorsi e realtà una «laicità interrogataè dallôislam,ò Quaderni Laici 8, issue ñLôislam in Occidenteò 

(2013), 88, 92-93 and 93-99; Arun Kundnani, The Muslims are Coming! Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic 

War on Terror, for instance 58. Finally, see Tariq Ramadan, To Be a European Muslim: A Study of Islamic Sources in 

the European Context (Leicester, UK: The Islamic Foundation, 1999), 9, 113, 234, 250. Ramadan interestingly adds 

that óthe European perception of this new presence ïoften considered as a problemī has been assimilated into Muslim 

mindsô (ibid. 113, italics in the original) and that the óquestion of Islam is above all a problem of presentation and men-

talityô (ibid. 234). His diagnosis is concise but open and exhaustive: ó[f]rom the Rushdie affair to the excess of the Tali-

ban, from the violence and killings in the Middle East to the daily horrors in Algeria, all this has engendered a climate 

of fear. This has become more pronounced in the context of the social crisis sweeping Europe as a result of unemploy-

ment, exclusion, and urban violence. It is what makes the debate on the Islamic presence so difficult ïsome would say 

impossible. Particularly when, under the pressure of crisis, it becomes confused with the problem of immigration. One 

can actually speak of a kind of ñIslamophobiaò,ô ibid. 250. Elsewhere [What I Believe (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2010), 76], Ramadan argues that óthroughout Europe [é] Islam and Muslims do not symbolize settled citizens 

but eternal immigrants who are to be integrated or stigmatized.ô I address the points raised by Ramadan in what follows. 
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However, let me clarify this assertion. I am not obviously claiming that Islam is (quasi- or 

pseudo-ontologically) a problem in itself. Nor does this means that every single Muslim in 

Europe experiences the reality of being a Muslim as a problem. The quasi-metaphysical and 

theological dimension of the first statement and the intimately personal dimension of the sec-

ond are not discussed here. To be fair, the only thing I could say about these two dimensions 

concerns the second one and is based on ïand strictly limited toī my own experience: to my 

knowledge, among my Muslim neighbours, acquaintances, colleagues, and friends, many 

(probably most) of them do not experience or think of their faith as a problem at all. At least 

no more than other people I know who define themselves in religious terms (e.g. as Catholics, 

Waldenses, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists and so on) do. However, this is not an argument and I 

leave this question immediately. My claim is substantially different and narrower. The phrase 

ñIslam in Europe makes problemò refers to the theoretical question deriving from the fact that 

today Islam is often (but in no way exclusively) publicly presented, treated, and perceived as 

a problem. As the very famous Muslim scholar and public intellectual Tariq Ramadan (see 

chapter six for a detailed analysis of his thought) points out, óthe general feeling about the 

Muslim question is that it represents a threat [é Such a] perception is an enormous chal-

lenge, it must be changed,ô19 and óEurope will begin to change its perception about Islam only 

when it realises that Islam represents a resource and not only a problem: thus, a radical 

change of perspective is needed.ô20 Others have emphasised that this perception of Islam as a 

threat and of Muslim residents and citizens as a potential ñenemy withinò who óthreate[n] the 

notion of Europeanness itselfô21 has been connected both with counter-terrorist measures and 

security policies22 and with ómoves to roll back multiculturalism and promote monocultural 

homogeneity through assimilation.ô23 According to this perception of Islam as a threat or as a 

problem, ó[a]ll Muslims who practise their faith [é] are guilty by association until proved 

                                                        

19 See Tariq Ramadanôs contribution (the transcript of his speech to the Faculty of Law at Università degli Studi 

dellôInsubria, May 27, 2006) in Islam in Europa / Islam in Italia tra diritto e società, 330-331, my translation. Empha-

sis added. 

20 Ibid. 326. My translation. Emphasis added. In the text I translated óricchezzaô as resource, but literally it means 

ówealth,ô órichness,ô óasset.ô 

21 Liz Fekete, ñAnti-Muslim Racism and the European Security State,ò Race and Class 46, no. 1 (2004), 4. 

22 See the literature on the securitisation of Islam cited below. 

23 Liz Fekete, ñAnti-Muslim Racism and the European Security State,ò 3. These two kinds of policies characterise what 

Fekete calls the óEuropean security state.ô 
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innocent ïexcept that the proof is never enough; their allegiance is, at best, irredeemably 

split and, at worst, cover for something far more sinister.ô24 However, note that for the mo-

ment I use the word ñproblemò in an extensive way. In such a broad characterisation, it does 

not necessarily imply hostility and conflict. Rather, it may simply point out a dynamic ten-

sion, an open, sometimes public debate īmore often internal among individuals or within or-

ganisationsī about oneôs own identity (or identities), beliefs, and social, economic, and politi-

cal relationships. Thus, ñproblemsò here firstly mean ñopen questions.ò The aim of this re-

search is not, obviously, to analyse such problematic open questions in their entirety. Person-

ally, I doubt that a final word is possible or even desirable concerning these questions.25 Nev-

ertheless, as I have said, the ñproblemsò in question usually entail not only tacit or open de-

bate, but also some forms of essentialism, stigmatisation, discrimination, and rejection. These 

phenomena are often public. And, as it has correctly been argued, the fact that ñIslam makes 

problemò is a problem for Muslims and non-Muslims alike.26 My purpose is to focus on a 

specific part of the theoretical implications of such ñproblems.ò As I will explain at length in 

what follows, the fundamental aim of this research is not to solve an alleged ñIslamic prob-

lem,ò that is a problem supposedly concerning Islam per se.  

Rather, my general aim is twofold. First, in this chapter I take into consideration the roots 

of the perception according to which ñIslam makes problemò and, starting from the tentative 

formulation ñthe problem is that Islam is perceived as a problem in Europe,ò in the last sec-

tions I will  restate my research problem (which, as I will explain, I conceive as a relational-

                                                        

24 Ibid. 23. 

25 And, if possible, these would probably be questions that Muslims themselves must decide. In a very debated and crit-

icised article, Bernard Lewis, after having predicted a óclash of civilizationsô between Islam and the West conceived as 

two quite homogeneous antagonistic entities (a theme that inspired Samuel Huntingtonôs theses), nonetheless recognises 

that the ómovement nowadays called fundamentalism is not the only Islamic tradition. There are others, more tolerant, 

more open, that helped to inspire the great achievements of Islamic civilization in the past, and we may hope that these 

other traditions will in time prevail. But before this issue is decided there will be a hard struggle, in which we of the 

West can do little or nothing. Even the attempt might do harm, for these are issues that Muslims must decide among 

themselves.ô Bernard Lewis, ñThe Roots of Muslim Rage: Why so Many Muslims Deeply Resent the West, and Why 

their Bitterness will not Easily be Mollified,ò The Atlantic Monthly, September 1990, available online at URL = 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1990/09/the-roots-of-muslim-rage/304643/, page 21 of the printable ver-

sion. The final remark does not change the main thesis of the article, namely that ó[a]t times [Muslimsô] hatred goes be-

yond hostility to specific [Western] interests or actions or policies or even countries and becomes a rejection of Western 

civilization as such, not only what it does but what it is.ô Ibid. 3. Such a thesis has been persuasively criticised by Ed-

ward Said (ñThe Clash of Ignoranceò), among others. 

26 Sebastiano Maffettone, Un mondo migliore: giustizia globale tra Leviatano e Cosmopoli (Rome: Luiss University 

Press, 2013), 152. 
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discursive problem) more properly and with a greater degree of specificity. Second, in the rest 

of this study I propose a solution for this more specific question. In few words, the problem is 

not Islam or Muslims. Rather, considering why and how Islam and Muslims are perceived as 

a problem is the starting background or general problem of this research. It is not, however, 

its proper object of inquiry, which can be formulated only at a later stage. Therefore, to be 

more precise and give some substance to the claim that ñIslam makes problem in Europeò be-

cause it is ñperceived as a problem,ò let me analyse the empirical background on which these 

affirmations are grounded (1.1.a.1 and 1.1.a.2). Only after having introduced such preliminary 

considerations can I formulate my research problem and questions more precisely (see 1.2).  

1.1.A.1 Representations and Perceptions of Muslims in Europe. 

It would probably be enough to be familiar with European media and popular political dis-

courses to realise that Islam and Muslims are often perceived and depicted as a problem in 

contemporary Europe. Empirical evidence supports such a perception. First, a recent PEW 

survey (2014) confirms this intuition, showing that 63% of Italians, 53% of Greeks, and 50% 

of Poles have negative views of Muslims. Even in those countries in which the percentages of 

unfavourable views are not so high (Germany, France, and the UK), they are still quite rele-

vant (33%, 27%, and 26% respectively).27 In addition, in 2006, the European Monitoring 

Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC)28 published the report ñMuslims in the European 

Union: Discrimination and Islamophobia.ò29 After having pointed out that óEuropean Mus-

lims are a highly diverse mix of ethnicities, religious affiliation, philosophical beliefs, politi-

cal persuasion, secular tendencies, languages, and cultural traditions, constituting the second 

largest religious group of Europeôs multi-faith societyô and that óMuslim communities are not 

different from other communities in their complexity,ô30 the report analyses the demographic 

                                                        

27 See chapter four of the 2014 PEW Research Centreôs report ñA Fragile Rebound for EU Image on Eve of European 

Parliament Elections,ò available at URL = http://www.pewglobal.org/files/2014/05/2014-05-12_Pew-Global-Attitudes-

European-Union.pdf.  

28 Established by the European Union in 1997 as an independent body based in Vienna (Regulation EC 1035/97). In 

2007, it was replaced by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA, Regulation EC 168/2007). See the 

FRAôs website, URL = http://fra.europa.eu/en/about-fra/who-we-are.  

29 Available on the FRAôs website, URL = http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2012/muslims-european-union-

discrimination-and-islamophobia.  

30 ñMuslims in the European Union: Discrimination and Islamophobia,ò 3. 
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situation of Muslims in the European Union, their social conditions with reference to em-

ployment, housing, and education, data concerning manifestations of Islamophobia, and pre-

sents an overview of ógovernment and civil society activities targeting Muslims.ô The report 

underscores that: 

óThe disadvantaged position of Muslim minorities, evidence of a rise in Islam-

ophobia and concern over the processes of alienation and radicalisation have trig-

gered an intense debate in the European Union regarding the need for re-

examining community cohesion and integration policies. A series of events such 

as the September 11 terrorist attacks against the US, the murder of Theo van Gogh 

in the Netherlands, the Madrid and London bombings and the debate on the 

Prophet Mohammed cartoons have given further prominence to the situation of 

Muslim communities. The central question is how to avoid stereotypical generali-

sations, how to reduce fear and how to strengthen cohesion in our diverse Euro-

pean societies while countering marginalisation and discrimination on the basis 

of race, ethnicity, religion or belief.ô31 

Incidentally, I might say that my research is largely grounded in this substantive ócentral 

question,ô as will become clear in this chapter. However, the report goes on and points out 

that in European countries: 

óMuslims are often victims of negative stereotyping, at times reinforced 

through negative or selective reporting in the media. In addition, they are vulnera-

ble to manifestations of prejudice and hatred in the form of anything from verbal 

threats through to physical attacks on people and property. Many Muslims, partic-

ularly young people, face limited opportunities for social advancement, social ex-

clusion and discrimination which could give rise to hopelessness and alienation.ô32  

Furthermore, it adds that: 

óMuslims in the Member States of the European Union experience various lev-

els of discrimination and marginalisation in employment, education and housing 

                                                        

31 Ibid. Emphasis added. 

32 Ibid. 8. 
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[é] Discrimination against Muslims can be attributed to Islamophobic attitudes, 

as much as to racist and xenophobic resentment, as these elements are in many 

cases inextricably intertwined. Racism, xenophobia and Islamophobia become 

mutually reinforcing phenomena and hostility against Muslims should also be 

seen in the context of a more general climate of hostility towards migrants and 

minorities.ô33 

It concludes by stating that óthe EUMC believes that measures and practices which tackle 

discrimination, address social marginalisation and promote inclusiveness should be integrated 

policy priority.ô34 These considerations represent a first order of reasons for arguing that in 

Europe today ñIslam makes problemò (in the sense I have specified). These things considered, 

it should be clear now why I have said that the fact that Islam is presented, displayed, and 

perceived as problematic ñis a problem for allò. But these remarks do not paint the entire pic-

ture. 

On a more theoretical level, another correlated element is worthy of consideration. In 

2010, Angela Merkel claimed that óthe approach [to build] a multicultural [society] and to live 

side-by-side and to enjoy each other has failed, utterly failed.ô35 Her position was endorsed in 

2011 by David Cameron, who affirmed that, while óIslamist extremism and Islam are not the 

same thing,ô a ódoctrine of state multiculturalismô encourages ghettoization and alienation. 

Thus, he argued that ówe need [é] a much more active, muscular liberalism [é that] believes 

in certain values and actively promotes them. [é] Freedom of speech. Freedom of worship. 

Democracy. Equal rights, regardless of race, sex or sexuality. [A liberal country] says to its 

citizens: This is what defines us as a society. To belong here is to believe these things.ô36 Af-

ter having been considered a viable solution for the question of citizenship in societies charac-

terised by sharp and irreconcilable divisions to such an extent that one may have thought that 

                                                        

33 Ibid. 19. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Angela Merkelôs declaration in Potsdam, October 17, 2010. See ñMerkel Says German Multicultural Society Has 

Failed,ò BBC News website, URL = http://bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-11559451. 

36 See David Cameronôs speech in Munich, February 5, 2011. See ñState Multiculturalism Has Failed, Says David 

Cameron,ò BBC News website, URL = www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-12371994. 
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ówe are all multiculturalists nowô,37 multiculturalism is today under increasing criticism.38 

Multiculturalism is mainly criticised with reference to immigrants and citizens with immi-

grant origins (including second and third generations), rather than with reference to sub-state 

minorities (e.g. South Tyrol in Italy, or Basque in Spain) or indigenous people (e.g. American 

Indians): ó[i]n the last years there have been no particular problems in connection with sub-

state minorities and indigenous people. Words like retreat, backlash, and crisis apply to multi-

culturalism only if we have in mind [é] the case of migrants. For sub-state minorities and in-

digenous people there has been nothing similar.ô39 In a similar vein, it has been observed that 

ó[t]he greatest challenge to multiculturalism may not be philosophical but political. At the 

start of the twenty-first century, there is talk of a retreat from multiculturalism as a normative 

ideal and as a set of policies in the West. There is little retreat from recognizing the rights of 

minority nations and indigenous peoples; the retreat is restricted to immigrant multicultural-

ism.ô40 This observation has a double importance. On the one hand, it confirms the idea that 

contemporary attacks on multiculturalism mainly concern a specific group: immigrants. On 

the other hand, it emphasises the fact that contemporary debates on multiculturalism are main-

ly focused on factual considerations and political departures from multicultural policies and 

institutions. In other words, today both defenders and critics of multiculturalism seem to focus 

more on actual shifts in policies and institutions than on philosophical arguments in favour of 

or against multiculturalism. Here I follow a similar line of reasoning rather than proposing a 

                                                        

37 As Nathan Glazer points out in the title of his work We Are All Multiculturalists Now (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 1997). Note, however, that Glazer does not uncritically embrace multiculturalism. On the contrary, he 

openly says that the expression óñwe are all multiculturalists nowò [é] harks back to others that have been pronounced 

wryly by persons who recognized that something unpleasant was nevertheless unavoidable; it is not employed to indi-

cate a wholehearted embraceô (ibid. 160). Glazer thinks that multiculturalism in U.S.A. is a necessary but temporary 

strategy for including groups (in particular African Americans) that previous assimilationist approaches were unable to 

incorporate. See in particular ibid. 20-21 and 147-149. 

38 See for instance Sebastiano Maffettone, ñFrom Liberal Multiculturalism to Multicultural Liberalism,ò proceedings of 

the international symposium Les minorités: un défi pour les États (Brussels: Académie Royale de Belgique, May 22 and 

23, 2011) [a revised Italian version is now included in his book Un mondo migliore, 147-173], 127-131. Jocelyne Ce-

sari, ñThe Securitisation of Islam in Europe,ò CEPS (Centre for European Policy Studies) CHALLENGE programme 

(Changing Landscape of European Liberty and Security) research paper no. 15 (April 2009), available on the CEPSôs 

website URL = http://ceps.eu/book/securitisation-islam-europe, 5-6, 11. Olivier Roy, Secularism Confronts Islam (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2007), xi, xiii, and 33-34. Other critical theoretical positions can be found in what 

follows.  

39 Sebastiano Maffettone, ñFrom Liberal Multiculturalism to Multicultural Liberalism,ò 130. 

40 Sarah Song, ñMulticulturalism,ò The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2014), URL 

= http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/multiculturalism/, 7 (page number refers to the printable pdf version). 
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philosophical analysis of multiculturalism. That is, I am more concerned with the fact that ï

with reference to the specific case of Muslims in contemporary Western Europeī such criti-

cisms against multiculturalism do exist and that they are paralleled by very real phenomena of 

discrimination and exclusion (supra and infra), rather than with the overall soundness of the 

philosophical foundations of multiculturalism as a political doctrine.41 [Note that, however, in 

chapter five I will provide a philosophical argument that seems to undermine liberal multicul-

turalism as a theory of citizenship for Muslims in contemporary Western Europe: I will argue 

that liberal multiculturalism seems unable to secure stability for the right reasons (infra) be-

cause it does not solve the ómutual assurance problemô (infra). Nonetheless, it must be under-

scored that this claim is not intended as a confutation of liberal multiculturalism as a philo-

sophical view in general. Rather, it only means that, for a political theory to be plausible, it 

should seriously consider the question of social stability for the right reasons, and that liberal 

multiculturalism fails to provide a suitable political account of social stability, even if ïas far 

as I am concernedī it may be so only with reference to the case of Muslim citizens in con-

temporary Western Europe. This would be enough to argue that, with reference to this par-

ticular case, political theorists should look for better alternatives. As one can see, my philo-

sophical objection to liberal multiculturalism is very narrow in scope and rests mainly on po-

litical considerations that are known to multicultural philosophers like Kymlicka (infra)]. In-

deed, some authors doubt that the rhetorical and politically oriented criticism of multicultural-

                                                        

41 For philosophical defences of multiculturalism, see Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of 

Minority Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) and Tariq Modood, Multiculturalism: A Civic Idea, second 

revised edition (Cambridge, UK and Malden, Mass.: Polity, 2013). For an egalitarian critique of multiculturalism, see 

Brian Barry, Culture and Equality: An Egalitarian Critique of Multiculturalism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 2001). For two different critical approaches from a liberal feminist perspective, see Susan Moller Okin, ñIs Mul-

ticulturalism Bad for Women?ò in Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? ed. Joshua Cohen, Matthew Howard, and Mar-

tha C. Nussbaum, 7-24 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) and Anne Phillips, Multiculturalism Without Cul-

ture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
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ism is associated with a real retreat from multicultural policies and institutions.42 Moreover, 

others claim that such a criticism represents a strategy for passing over in silence situations of 

real exclusion, discrimination, and alienation. For instance, Charles Taylor affirms that óthe 

European attack on ñmulticulturalismò often seems [é] a classic case of false consciousness, 

blaming certain phenomena of ghettoization and alienation of immigrants on a foreign ideolo-

gy, instead of recognizing the home-grown failures to promote integration and combat dis-

crimination.ô43 Thus, this kind of criticism would harm its victims twice: after having failed to 

include Muslims of immigrant origin (or second or third generation of Muslims with an im-

migrant background) and to provide adequate levels of social, political, and economic integra-

tion, European societies de facto shift the blame to them for their own failures.44 However, 

other authors maintain that the theoretical and political criticism of multiculturalism is associ-

ated with actual changes at the level of policies and institutional settings (e.g., the hijab and 

burqa bans in France, respectively in 2004 and 2010,45 the success of anti-immigrant parties 

across Europe, and so on),46 although the causal relations between these two levels remains 

                                                        

42 See, for instance, Will Kymlicka, ñMulticulturalism: Success, Failure, and the Future,ò Migration Policy Institute 

(2012), available on the website URL = http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/TCM-multiculturalism-success-

failure (here Kymlicka maintains that óreports of the death of multiculturalism are exaggeratedô and that óthe retreat [of 

multiculturalism] may indeed be more a matter of talk than of actual policies,ô 14) and ñThe Rise and Fall of Multicul-

turalism? New Debates on Inclusion and Accommodation in Diverse Societies,ò in The Multiculturalism Backlash: Eu-

ropean Discourses, Policies and Practices, ed. Steven Vertovec and Susanne Wessendorf (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2010), 40-43. See also Steven Vertovec and Susanne Wessendorf, ñIntroduction: Assessing the Backlash 

against Multiculturalism in Europe,ò in The Multiculturalism Backlash: European Discourses, Policies and Practices, 

in particular 13-21. Also Tariq Modood is deeply sceptical and speaks of the óstrange non-death of multiculturalismô 

(see chapter seven of Multiculturalism: A Civic Idea). He reaffirms his support for the idea of ócivic multiculturalismô 

saying that ó[c]ontrary to all those who think that the time to speak of multiculturalism is over, I think it is most timely 

and necessary, and that we need more not less.ô Ibid. 13. 

43 Charles Taylor, ñInterculturalism or Multiculturalism?ò Philosophy and Social Criticism 38, no. 4-5 (2012), 414. 

44 This point was reaffirmed by Taylor during the conference ñLa piazza e il tempioò (Il Cortile dei Gentili-Centro Studi 

Americani-Institut Français Centre Saint Louis, Rome, March 6, 2015).  

45 See Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics of Veil (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007) and Anne Fornerodôs essay 

ñThe Burqa Affair in France,ò in The Burqa Affair Across Europe: Between Public and Private Space, ed. Alessandro 

Ferrari and Sabrina Pastorelli (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 59-76. For an analysis of the plural meanings of the veil, see 

Renata Pepicelli, Il velo nellôIslam: storia, politica, estetica (Rome: Carocci, 2012). 

46 For example, see Christian Joppke, ñThe Retreat of Multiculturalism in the Liberal State: Theory and Policy,ò The 

British Journal of Sociology 55, no. 2 (2004), in particular 247-254, and Rogers Brubaker, ñThe Return of Assimila-

tion? Changing Perspectives on Immigration and Its Sequels in France, Germany, and the United States,ò Ethnic and 

Racial Studies 24, no. 4 (2001), especially 532-533, 535-539, and 542-544. See also Joowon Yukôs review of the vol-

ume edited by Vertovec and Wessendorf [ñBook Review: The Multiculturalism Backlash: European Discourses, Poli-

cies and Practices,ò Cultural Trends 20, no. 3-4 (2011)], 338-339. 
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unclear.47 Some of these authors even talk of a ówholesale retreat from multiculturalism in 

Europe.ô48 However, it is interesting to note that even those who criticise the idea of the death 

of multiculturalism and the reality and/or the extent of the retreat from multicultural policies 

must óacknowledge that there are major obstacles to the multiculturalist project,ô and that 

ócertain conditions must be in place for [multicultural citizenship] to have its intended ef-

fects.ô49 In particular, Will Kymlicka maintains that multicultural citizenship and its related 

multicultural policies are not likely to work when one or more of the following conditions are 

in effect:  

1. When there is a securitisation of óminorities that [are seen] as potential collabora-

tors with neighbouring enemies.ô50 Kymlicka acknowledges that this condition is 

present in the case of Muslims in Europe, who are frequently perceived as a ósecu-

rity threatô51 (see also infra). 

2. When there are concerns about minoritiesô commitment to the protection of human 

rights. Again, Kymlicka says that such concerns are present with reference to Mus-

lims in Europe (e.g. about gender equality, freedom of conscience and so on). 

Then, he concludes that óstates are unlikely to accept minority autonomy if they 

fear it will lead to islands of local tyranny within a broader democratic state.ô52 

                                                        

47 Christian Joppke, ñThe Retreat of Multiculturalism in the Liberal State: Theory and Policy,ò 239. 

48 Ibid. 244. Joppke concludes that ó[w]ith this new stress on civic integration [é] the liberal state is becoming more 

assertive about its liberal principles, and shows itself less willing to see them violated under the cloak of ñmulticulturalò 

toleration. [é O]ne can interpret the new assertiveness as a shift of emphasis from diversity to autonomy, in whose op-

tic liberalism itself appears as a distinct way of life that clashes with other, non-liberal ways of life. The reasons for the 

new assertiveness of the liberal state in Britain and beyond are complex. One reason, which predominated before the 

most recent concern about terrorism and security, is preparation for envisaged new large-scale immigration. Public con-

sent for this is sought through the scaling-back of multiculturalism, both as social fact and political programmeô (ibid. 

252). 

49 Will Kymlicka, ñMulticulturalism: Success, Failure, and the Future,ò 21. 

50 Ibid. 

51 Ibid. 22. 

52 Ibid.  
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3. When ócitizens fear that they lack control over their borders.ô53 This fear too is of-

ten invoked with reference to new Muslim comers (see for instance the heated de-

bates about Turkeyôs admission to the EU). 

4. When there is high cultural homogeneity among immigrants, since only in óa situa-

tion where immigrants are divided into many different groups originating in distant 

countries, [is there no] feasible prospect for any particular immigrant group to chal-

lenge the hegemony of the national language and institutions.ô54 However, this is 

not always the case with regard to Muslims in Europe. While one can undoubtedly 

observe a wide diversity in terms of their regional, national, traditional (and even 

religious or spiritual) backgrounds, one should also acknowledge that in specific 

national contexts (also due to their colonial past) some immigrant groups seem ho-

mogeneous or predominant (e.g. North Africans in France and Spain, Pakistanis in 

the UK). 

5. When the perception that óimmigrants are holding up their end of the bargain and 

making a good-faith effort to contribute to societyô55 is absent. This point is also of-

ten raised in European debates about Muslimsô presence in Europe, in particular by 

stressing the fact that certain groups (e.g. refugees) rely too much on the welfare 

state. Usually, however, such distinctions are not made and the argument is pre-

sented in general terms, as it would concern all Muslims with an immigrant back-

ground. 

Therefore, all the five circumstances that Kymlicka takes into account as potentially nega-

tive factors with regard to the implementation and correct functioning of multicultural policies 

prima facie are present with reference to the case of Muslims with immigrant background in 

Europe. As Kymlicka ïthe scholar who gave the most important contribution to the develop-

ment of contemporary theories of liberal multiculturalismī acknowledges:  

                                                        

53 Ibid.  

54 Ibid. 23. 

55 Ibid.  
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ó[I] mmigrant multiculturalism has run into difficulties where it is perceived as 

carrying particularly high risks. Where immigrants are seen as predominantly ille-

gal, as potential carriers of illiberal practices or movements, and/or as net burdens 

on the welfare state, then multiculturalism poses perceived risks to both pruden-

tial self-interest and moral principles, and this perception can override the forces 

that support multiculturalism.ô56 

Unfortunately, as I have just demonstrated, it seems that these perceptions are widespread 

in contemporary Europe with reference to Muslims with an immigrant background. Thus, as 

Kymlicka himself concedes, multiculturalism and its related policies appear particularly hard 

to uphold in those circumstances and with reference to that specific group.57 Whilst in Cana-

da, ómulticulturalism serves as a source of shared national identity and pride for native-born 

citizens and immigrants alike,ô58 in the case of Muslims with an immigrant background it 

seems unlikely that multiculturalism can represent such a common shared identity in contem-

porary Europe. Also Tariq Modood and Nasar Meer acknowledge that questions related to so-

cial unity and common political identities are more and more relevant in European countries 

with a longstanding tradition of multicultural policies, such as the UK.59 If this is so, however, 

how to fill this shared-identity gap? Kymlicka (rightly) fears that óin the absence of multicul-

turalism, national identity is more likely to lead to intolerance and xenophobia.ô60 I think that 

the problem of defining a common shared identity is crucial and I return to this point below 

and in 1.2. In 5.2.b I will demonstrate that liberal multiculturalism leaves this question open 

(in fact, as I will explain in chapter five, the italicised sentence in the preceding long quota-

                                                        

56 Will Kymlicka, ñThe Rise and Fall of Multiculturalism? New Debates on Inclusion and Accommodation in Diverse 

Societies,ò 46. Emphasis added. 

57 Against the view that I am advocating, see Patti Tamara Lenard, ñWhat Can Multicultural Theory Tell Us about Inte-

grating Muslims in Europe?ò Political Studies Review 8, no. 3 (2010), 314-317. However, from a substantive perspec-

tive I do not see any radical opposition between the liberal multicultural principles she invokes and the position I de-

fend. For instance, public reason citizenship fully agrees with the claim that non-discriminatory inclusion involves 

óabandoning the implicit and explicit privileges extended to Christianity, and the adoption of a genuine commitment to 

equal treatment of all religions. Doing so will require accepting newcomers ïof whatever cultural and religious back-

groundī on equal terms in the political sphere.ô Ibid. 317. 

58 Will Kymlicka, ñMulticulturalism: Success, Failure, and the Future,ò 11. 

59 Nasar Meer and Tariq Moodod, ñThe Multicultural States Weôre In,ò in European Multiculturalisms: Cultural, Reli-

gious and Ethnic Challenges, eds. Anna Triandafyllidou, Tariq Modood, and Nasar Meer (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-

versity Press, 2012), 65 and 84-85. 

60 Will Kymlicka, ñMulticulturalism: Success, Failure, and the Future,ò 11-12. 
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tion is related to the ómutual assurance problemô), whilst in 5.2.c I will  show that this problem 

is overcome by public reason citizenship. 

Notice that my claim here is limited in scope. As I said, I am not trying to suggest that (lib-

eral) multiculturalism is an inadequate political philosophy: properly speaking, I am not pre-

senting any normative argument in favour of or against multiculturalism in general. Moreo-

ver, I am not concerned with providing quantitative evidence of its retreat in terms of national 

policies and institutional settings. Whether the backlash against multiculturalism in Europe 

corresponds to a change in actual policies and the orientation of public opinion or whether it 

is just a ócrisis of perception,ô61 in either case the crucial point is that ïas I said at the begin-

ningī perceptions do matter. Even critics of the reality of the retreat of multiculturalism must 

concede that órelentless attacks on multiculturalism [é] might not have changed the basis of 

policies radically, but they have certainly fomented a negative atmosphere surrounding immi-

grants, ethnic minorities, and particularly Muslims.ô62 In other words, what is important is 

that worries about the implications of multicultural policies specifically refer īin negative 

termsī to immigrants as Muslims [as Ralph Grillo and Prakash Shah have noted, óconcern 

about the ñfailureò of Muslims (in general) to integrate is at the heart of the current backlash 

against multiculturalismô63] and that the negative political atmosphere created by such per-

ceptions has very real consequences in terms of exclusion and discrimination, as the previ-

ously mentioned EUMCôs report shows. Thus, in Europe the backlash against multicultural-

                                                        

61 Vertovec and Wessendorf quoting the report of the Consultation Commission on Accommodation Practices Related 

to Cultural Differences led by Gérard Bouchard and Charles Taylor, in Steven Vertovec and Susanne Wessendorf, ñIn-

troduction: Assessing the Backlash against Multiculturalism in Europe,ò 22. 

62 Ibid. 27. Emphasis added. 

63 Ralph Grillo and Prakash Shah, ñThe Anti-Burqa Movement in Western Europe,ò in The Burqa Affair Across Eu-

rope: Between Public and Private Space, 200. For a similar claim, see also John R. Bowen, ñEuropeans Against Multi-

culturalism,ò Boston Review, July/August 2011, available on the Boston Review website, URL = 

http://bostonreview.net/john-r-bowen-european-multiculturalism-islam, in particular 1-2 of the online printable version. 

http://bostonreview.net/john-r-bowen-european-multiculturalism-islam
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ism seems to concern mainly Muslims with an immigrant background,64 who are defined as 

(or identified with) ñthe otherò by definition. 

In fact, it has been observed that in Europe óthe immigrant has become Muslimô and that 

this European phenomenon of óIslamisation of immigrationô65 marks an important difference 

with reference to the United States. In fact, ócategories of ñimmigrantò and ñMuslimò overlap 

in Western Europe, unlike in the United States, where immigration debates centre on econom-

ic and social concerns such as wages, assimilation and language,ô so that óin the U.S. the pro-

totypical immigrant is a low-skilled Mexican or Central American worker rather than a con-

servative Muslimô66 as in Western Europe.67 This is because American Muslims (in contrast 

to European Muslims) show an overall similarity ïor even a better positioning in compari-

sonī with the rest of the population in terms of education, employment, income and so on.68 

Robert Putnam argues that in the United States ósurvey evidence suggests that for most Amer-

icans their religious identity is actually more important than their ethnic identity, but the sali-

ence of religious differences as lines of social identity has sharply diminished.ô69 Along these 

lines, Richard Alba has persuasively demonstrated in his comparative study of social bounda-

ries in the U.S., France, and Germany that in Western Europe religion constitutes a óbright 

boundaryô between immigrant minorities (including second and third generations) and native 

                                                        

64 óAttacks on multiculturalism have become indirect attacks on Islam and Muslims.ô Ibrahim Kalin, ñIslamophobia and 

the Limits of Multiculturalism,ò in Islamophobia: The Challenge of Pluralism in the 21st Century, ed. John L. Esposito 

and Ibrahim Kalin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 4. See also Tariq Modood, Multiculturalism: A Civic 

Idea, 4 (óMuslims have become central to the merits and demerits of multiculturalism as a public policy in western Eu-

ropeô) and 12 (ódisillusionment with and anxiety about multiculturalism [é] is however strongly associated with the 

presence and activities of Muslimsô). 

65 Stefano Allievi, ñHow the Immigrant has Become Muslim: Public Debates on Islam in Europe,ò Revue Européenne 

des Migrations Internationales 21, no. 2 (2005), 135-163, available on the REMIôs website URL = 

http://remi.revues.org/2497 (subsequent quotations refer to the online printable version), 3. 

66 Jocelyne Cesari, ñThe Securitisation of Islam in Europe,ò 2-3 and footnote 5 on page 3. 

67 For the analogy between Muslims in Europe and Spanish language speakers in U.S.A., see also Aristide R. Zolberg 

and Long Litt Woon, ñWhy Islam is Like Spanish: Cultural Incorporation in Europe and the United States,ò Politics and 

Society 27, no. 1 (1999), in which they claim that óIslam and Spanish are metonyms for the dangers that those most op-

posed to immigration perceive as looming ahead: loss of cultural identity, accompanied by disintegrative separatism or 

communal conflict,ô 5.   

68 See PEW Research Centreôs report ñMuslim Americans: No Signs of Growth in Alienation or Support for Extrem-

ism,ò available at URL = http://www.people-press.org/2011/08/30/muslim-americans-no-signs-of-growth-in-alienation-

or-support-for-extremism/.  

69 Robert D. Putnam, ñE Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the Twenty-first Century,ò 160. 
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populations, whilst in the case of the U.S. race ïnot religionī is the crucial element on which 

a óbrightô demarcation is built.70 According to Alba, a social boundary is bright when óthe dis-

tinction involved is unambiguous, so that individuals know at all times which side of the 

boundary they are on.ô71 On the other hand, in the case of óblurry boundariesô (that is, bounda-

ries óinvolving zones of self-presentation and social representation that allow for ambiguous 

locationsô)72 a member of the immigrant group (or of the majority group) has several options 

for redefining his or her position in order to overcome a sharp demarcation and separation 

from the other group. On the contrary, when the boundary between immigrant groups and ma-

jority society is óbrightô ïas it is in the case of Muslim immigrants (or, more precisely, immi-

grants coming from Muslim majority countries) in the two European countries considered by 

Albaī one can do nothing but ócrossô the boundary.73 This entails a considerable cost and a 

great risk for individuals, who have to ñchooseò īif  and when they have the possibilityī on 

which side they want to stand and in doing so break many interpersonal relationships.74 In 

case of bright boundaries, then, boundary crossing implies that assimilation in other groups óis 

unlikely to be undertaken by large numbers, even in the second generation,ô and it is largely a 

matter of an óindividualistic pattern.ô75 Thus, while in the United States the category of ñoth-

ernessò is mainly built on racial grounds, in Europe the ñotherò is primarily perceived on reli-

gious terms as ñthe Muslim.ò If one brings these points together, it seems reasonable to say 

that in Europe worries mainly concern the fact that multiculturalism seems to be conducive to 

an exacerbation of differences and a lack of a shared public political ground, especially with 

reference to Muslim immigrants.76 As I explain in 1.2, in my view this is the crucial question 

                                                        

70 Richard Alba, ñBright vs. Blurred Boundaries: Second-Generation Assimilation and Exclusion in France, Germany, 

and the United States,ò Ethnic and Racial Studies 28, no. 1 (2005), 30-35, 37-39, and 39-40. 

71 Ibid. 22. 

72 Ibid. An example of a blurry boundary is religion in the U.S., according to Putnam (see the quotation above) and Al-

ba (30-31). 

73 Ibid. 23-24. 

74 Ibid. 26. 

75 Ibid.  

76 See, for instance, what Jeffrey C. Alexander calls the óconservative critique,ô in his ñTheorizing the ñModes of Incor-

porationò: Assimilation, Hyphenation, and Multiculturalism as Varieties of Civil Participation,ò Sociological Theory 19, 

no. 3 (2001), 237-238. 
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at stake, and it represents the theoretical problem of my research. Let me anticipate an im-

portant question. The reader could ask which implications derive from the claim that today 

multiculturalism is under attack because it seems inadequate ïsometimes from the perspective 

of Muslims themselves77ī to take on the new challenge represented by an expanded pluralism 

(infra). Do these observations mean that one should promote an assimilationist monocultural 

model of citizenship, as some authors fear?78 I do not think so. One of the main purposes of 

this study is to show that there is a plausible way to take the diversity and specificity of our 

attachments and identities seriously and let them flourishing without compromising the possi-

bility of a shared platform for discussing the most fundamental political questions and for 

shaping our public institutions.  

Coming back to the point, I was saying that ñthe Muslimò is often perceived and represent-

ed as the paradigmatic ñotherò in contemporary Europe. As I have said, the ñimmigrant,ò the 

ñenemy within,ò the ñthreatò to the very essence of ñEuropeannessò become just as many 

transpositions of ñbeing a Muslim.ò79 Some authors then maintain that both in public dis-

courses and in common perception Muslims are óexternalized.ô80 In other words, even though 

Muslims live within the physical and political boundaries of European societies and even 

when they share the legal status of citizenship, they are often perceived and publicly repre-

sented as citizens outside or even against the citizenry. It has been recently suggested that 

ó[f]raming Islam as a set of values intrinsically incompatible with Europe implies that Mus-

                                                        

77 For instance, see Tariq Ramadan in Aziz Zemouri, Faut-il faire taire Tariq Ramadan? (Paris: LôArchipel, 2005), 

155-157. Moreover, concerning the U.S.A., see the PEWôs report ñMuslim Americans: No Signs of Growth in Aliena-

tion or Support for Extremism,ò in which it is shown that the majority (56%) of American Muslims says that they want 

to óadopt American customs and ways of lifeô rather than óbe distinct from the larger American Society.ô Note, howev-

er, that only 33% of the general public thinks that American Muslims want to adopt American life-style, while 51% be-

lieve that they want to live separately or distinctively. This inverted proportion could perhaps be explained by making 

reference to the lack of a shared political discursive platform and be linked with the criticism of multiculturalism I men-

tioned before: people do not know what kind of ñpublic lifeò (here, I use this expression in a very general way, meaning 

how one desires to live with regard to the rest of society: to assimilate, to live separately, to integrate while preserving 

oneôs distinct cultural, religious, linguistic features and so on) others want and this fact is a source of misunderstanding, 

generalisation, prejudice, and fear. 

78 Liz Fekete, ñAnti-Muslim Racism and the European Security State,ò 18 and 22. See also her article ñWhere Mono-

culturalism Leads,ò published on the Institute of Race Relationôs website (2015), URL = 

http://www.irr.org.uk/news/where-monoculturalism-leads/, which begins by commenting on the Paris attacks of January 

2015 with these words: ó[i]t may seem counter-intuitive, but far from suffering from an excess of multiculturalism, Eu-

ropean thought and culture are suffering from too much monoculturalism.ô 

79 See also Olivier Roy, Secularism Confronts Islam, for instance 1 and 34. 

80 Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam, xvii . 
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lims must choose between abandoning their religion and remaining outside the boundaries of 

the true European citizenry.ô81 As I said with reference to the EUMCôs 2006 report, this per-

ception has not only a symbolic dimension but also material consequences in terms of dis-

crimination and Islamophobia (óthe fear of or prejudiced viewpoint towards Islam, Muslims 

and matters pertaining to themô).82 As Chris Allen puts it, óIslamophobia has a very real im-

                                                        

81 John R. Bowen, Christophe Bertossi, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and Mona Lena Krook, ñAn Institutional Approach to 

Framing Muslims in Europe,ò in European States and Their Muslim Citizens: The Impact of Institutions on Perceptions 

and Boundaries, ed. John R. Bowen, Christophe Bertossi, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and Mona Lena Krook (Cambridge 

and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 1. 

82 For this definition, see the Council of Europeôs 2004 publication ñIslamophobia and its Consequences on Young peo-

pleò(https://www.coe.int/t/dg4/youth/Source/Resources/Publications/Islamophobia_consequences_young_people_en.pd

f), 6. The report continues by saying that óIslamophobia is not a new phenomenon but we know that today many Mus-

lim communities in Europe are experiencing an increasingly hostile environment towards them characterised by suspi-

cion, deep-rooted prejudice, ignorance, and, in some cases, physical and verbal harassment. Whether it takes the shape 

of daily forms of racism and discrimination or more violent forms, Islamophobia is a violation of human rights and a 

threat to social cohesion,ô 6. This document rightly raises the following questions: óIs it useful to use the expression Is-

lamophobia? Shouldnôt we simply talk of ñdiscriminationò or ñintoleranceò? Is it true that the usage of the term Islam-

ophobia can provoke more Islamophobia and hence further victimise Muslims in Europe?ô (5). Here I do not need to 

explore these questions. I do not want to reduce the issue to a mere linguistic matter: words are important. However, in 

this initial stage of my work I am concerned with the core of the problem. Thus, corroborated by the literature presented 

in this section, I fundamentally take for granted that, while one may prefer terms like ñracismò or ñintoleranceò (which, 

I equally take for granted, are repudiated by any minimally decent democratic society), it is also true that it óis practical-

ly undisputed that they have [é] recently taken a particular religious and ñcivilizationalò connotationô (ibid.). There-

fore, for the sake of simplicity, here I use the term Islamophobia. The report ñMuslims in the European Union: Discrim-

ination and Islamophobiaò also quotes (p. 61) the very influential 1997 report by the think tank Runnymede ñIslam-

ophobia: a Challenge for Us All,ò available online at URL = http://www.runnymedetrust.org/publications/17/32.html, in 

which (p. 5) the following features of Islamophobia are listed: Islam is seen as (1) ómonolithic and static,ô (2) óseparate 

and ñotherò,ô (3) óbarbaric, irrational, sexist,ô (4) óviolent, aggressive, threatening,ô (5) ómanipulativeô and insincere. 

Moreover (6) ócriticisms made by Islam of the ñWestò are rejected out of hand,ô (7) óhostility towards Islam is used to 

justify discriminatory practices towards Muslims and exclusion of Muslims from mainstream society,ô and (8) óanti-

Muslim hostility is accepted as natural and ñnormalò.ô For an introduction to the concept, see, among others, Abdellali 

Hajjat and Marwan Mohammed, Islamophobie: Comment les élites françaises fabriquent le «problème musulman» 

(Paris: La Découverte, 2013), in particular chapter four for a history of the concept; Ayhan Kaya, Islam, Migration and 

Integration: The Age of Securitization (Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 201-218; and Marc 

Helbling, ñIslamophobia in the West: An Introduction,ò in his edited work Islamophobia in the West: Measuring and 

Explaining Individual Attitudes (London and New York: Routledge, 2012), 1-18. For a critical genealogy of the Islam-

ophobic óideology,ô see Mehdi Semati, ñIslamophobia, Culture and Race in the Age of Empire,ò Cultural Studies 24, 

no. 2 (2010), in particular 265-267. For a comparison between anti-Semitism and Islamophobia (with a specific focus 

on Germany), see Sabine Schiffer and Constantin Wagner, ñAnti-Semitism and Islamophobia: New Enemies, Old Pat-

terns,ò Race and Class 52, no. 3 (2011), 78-79 and 80-82. For a study of Islamophobia in Italy, see Alfredo Alietti and 

Dario Padovan, ñIl razzismo come legame sociale nella societ¨ dellôeccezione giuridica. Note su antisemitismo e anti-

islamismo in Italia,ò in Antisemitismo, islamofobia e razzismo: Rappresentazioni, immaginari e pratiche nella società 

italiana, ed. Alfredo Alietti, Dario Padovan, and Claudio Vercelli (Milan: Franco Angeli, 2014), 69-88, and, from a hi-

storical perspective, Anna Curcio, ñGenealogia e metamorfosi del razzismo in Italia,ò in Antisemitismo, islamofobia e 

razzismo, 91-106. 
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pact on the daily experience of many European citizens.ô83 In the same vein, Ibrahim Kalin af-

firms that: 

óIslamophobic acts manifest themselves in numerous ways. Some are explicit 

and obvious, some subtle and implicit. They take various forms and display vary-

ing degrees of aggression. Sometimes they come in the form of verbal and physi-

cal attacks on Muslim individuals. In some cases, mosques, Islamic centres, and 

Muslim properties are attacked and desecrated. In the workplace, health services, 

schools, and housing, Islamophobia takes the form of suspicion, staring, hazing, 

mockery, rejection, stigmatizing, and outright discrimination. In other public 

places, it may take the form of indirect discrimination, hate speech, or denial of 

access to goods and services.ô84 

In other words, such perceptions and public representations of Muslims as the irreducible 

and threatening other of an alleged ñEuropean selfò play a functional role in justifying varying 

degrees and forms of Islamophobia.85 However, it is noteworthy that the term Islamophobia 

can be misleading if we understand it too narrowly: it may absorb and overshadow different 

discriminatory patterns. As Jocelyne Cesari rightly emphasises, this term ópresupposes the 

preeminence of religious discrimination when other forms of discrimination (such as racial or 

class) may be more relevant.ô86 In fact, she points out that two important features of European 

Muslims are that they óare mostly immigrantsô (as I have said) and that they are too often óso-

cially marginalized.ô87 Thus, she argues that ó[b]ecause European Muslims tend to be socio-

economically marginalized, much of the discrimination against them may be due to their class 

                                                        

83 Chris Allen, ñóTutte le differenti forme di discorsi, parole e atti:ô il problema della comprensione e definizione 

dellôIslamofobia,ò in Antisemitismo, islamofobia e razzismo, 34. My translation. 

84 Ibrahim Kalin, ñIslamophobia and the Limits of Multiculturalism,ò 9. 

85 óInsulting, intimidating, and threatening Muslim individuals and communities and in some cases committing violence 

against them is presented as a reaction to what is described as the existential threat of Islamic extremism and terrorism. 

Such justifications give the impression that violent acts perpetrated against Muslims have a reason and thus can be ex-

cused. Islamophobia is used to construct, justify, and sustain racist and exclusivist political discourses [é] Islam is pre-

sented as an enemy and as an ñotherò to construct purist and exclusivist national identities, as well as to justify religious 

exclusivism.ô Ibid. 16. 

86 Jocelyne Cesari, ñIslamophobia in the West: A Comparison between Europe and the United States,ò in Islamophobia: 

The Challenge of Pluralism in the 21st Century, 24. 

87 Ibid. She adds that those two features of European Muslims óstand in sharp contrast to the features of Muslims in the 

United States.ô 
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situation rather than religion.ô88 I agree with Cesariôs claim that Islamophobia should be con-

sidered in its open meaning, as a óstarting point for analyzing the different dimensions that de-

fine the political situation of Muslim minorities in Europe,ô89 and that many different factors 

(not only religion, but also immigrant background, social class, racial and national stereo-

types, and so on) play a decisive role in such a discriminatory trend. As I mentioned in the 

opening quotation above, we should avoid culturalist approaches, which ódisplace what are 

essentially political conflicts onto a more comfortable cultural plane [, so that t]he problem is 

[Muslim] culture not our politics,ô90 as Arun Kundnani appropriately warns. Also Olivier Roy 

underlines this point, noting that óif the banlieue is primarily a problem of Islam, then there is 

no social problem. [é] The problems of society are transformed into a debate about ideas.ô91 

However, as I have just mentioned, Cesari also claims that public discourses in Europe tend to 

present specifically Islam and Muslims as both an internal and an external threat. She argues 

that, both at the level of European politiciansô public discourses and at the level of citizensô 

general feelings and perceptions, óIslam and Muslims [are put] outside the civilized space of 

the West.ô92 Thus, as I have shown so far, it seems that those discourses specifically address 

(at least formally) Islam and Muslims on religious grounds: in those perceptions and public 

representations, they are singled out as Muslims. Then Cesari is right when she maintains 

that:  

óDue to the complexity of the situation of Muslims in Europe, it is difficult and 

perhaps impossible to untangle the threads of motivation behind [European reac-

tions, policies and discourses about Muslimsô presence in Europe]. Although an 

anti-immigrant sentiment is clearly growing in Western Europe, one wonders to 

what degree this is a result of the fact that so many of the immigrants are Muslims 

and whether a different group of immigrants would have provoked such a strong 

reaction. [é] Anti-immigrant sentiment is common in many countries [é] How-

                                                        

88 Ibid. 25. 

89 Ibid. 24. 

90 Arun Kundnani, The Muslims are Coming! Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic War on Terror, 58-59. 

91 Olivier Roy, Secularism Confronts Islam, 31. 

92 Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam, xvii. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

40  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

ever, in European countries, this predicament can slide into what can more accu-

rately be termed as Islamophobia. [é I]t seems clear that [anti-immigrant rheto-

ric] has become more anti-Muslim.ô93  

Several studies based on recent literature and surveys94 support Cesariôs conclusions and 

uphold the idea that in European public discourses óan essentialized West and an essentialized 

Islam are fighting each other and in so doing reinforce one another.ô95 On a practical level, 

this way of framing the relationships between Western European societies and their Muslim 

citizens and communities have two very important consequences, as Ibrahim Kalin highlights: 

1. Muslims are prevented from actively and ófully participating in the political, social, 

cultural, and economic life of the societies in which they live.ô96  

2. Self-criticism becomes more costly for Muslims due to surrounding social pressure, 

hostility, and suspicion.97 

Finally, such an opposition also underlies a phenomenon that in the literature has been 

called ósecuritisation of Islam.ô98 For instance, Stuart Croft has analysed how the oppositions 

and the interplays between the three categories of the óBritish self,ô the óRadical other,ô and 

the óOrientalized otherô99 are functional to bringing about the óontological securityô of the 

                                                        

93 Jocelyne Cesari, ñIslamophobia in the West,ò 30-31. 

94 See, for instance, Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam, in particular chapter one. Jytte Klausen, The Islamic 

Challenge: Politics and Religion in Western Europe, paperback edition with new foreword (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2007), 6-7. Jonathan Laurence, The Emancipation of Europeôs Muslims: The Stateôs Role in Minority Integration 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), for instance 6-7.  

95 Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam, xiv. 

96 Ibrahim Kalin, ñIslamophobia and the Limits of Multiculturalism,ò 16. 

97 óConfronted with frontal attacks driven by racist and Islamophobic attitudes, Muslims of various religious and politi-

cal bents shy away from openly criticizing fellow Muslims and end up defending some of the most extreme and illogi-

cal ideas and actions, which would under normal circumstances be rejected as contrary to an Islamic ethos. The fear is 

that they will be betraying their Muslim brothers and sisters in the midst of a war launched against them.ô Ibid. 

98 Stuart Croft, Securitizing Islam: Identity and the Search for Security (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 2012), in particular 1-16 and chapter five, Jocelyne Cesari, ñThe Securitisation of Islam in Europe,ò 10-12, 

and Ayhan Kaya, Islam, Migration and Integration: The Age of Securitization, for instance 7-8. See also Liz Fekete, 

ñAnti-Muslim Racism and the European Security State,ò in particular 5-14 and Arun Kundnani, The Muslims are Com-

ing! Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic War on Terror, passim. 

99 Stuart Croft, Securitizing Islam, for the two categories of the óOrientalizedô and the óradical otherô, see, 86-90.  
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(British) self, a condition in which óhumans are able to trust that they can bracket off all sorts 

of possibilities; that they can therefore rely on a social normality, a predictability, which then 

structures their practical everyday interactions as natural, normal and commonsensical.ô100 

Thus, ontological security is ensured through a multiplicity of óeveryday routinesô101 which 

must protect the self from events perceived as crises.102 When the securitisation process is 

completed, Croft argues, British Muslims must face the choice between two alternative identi-

ties that are defined in relation to the British self: in other words, Muslims must choose be-

tween being a óRadical otherô or an óOrientalized other.ô103 That is, between personifying the 

ñotherò óthat threatens the very existence of the self,ô104 or representing the ñotherò that ac-

cepts óto be led, governed, moulded, and taught.ô105 Needless to say, whatever the result of 

such a ñchoice,ò in this perspective Muslimsô inclusion as free equals is irremediably jeopard-

ised.  

1.1.A.2 Theoretical Viewpoints. 

How could one conceptualise those phenomena and perceptions from a theoretical view-

point? I believe there are at least five ways to do this. Not only are they profoundly different, 

but it would also be difficult to appraise some of them from the standpoint that I have chosen, 

namely, the philosophical standpoint of John Rawlsôs political liberalism. Notwithstanding 

this, I will present some examples for each position. However, in no way can I offer a com-

plete or even a satisfactory overview of the immense and varied literature concerning Islam 

and Muslims in Europe. Such a generalising categorisation is obviously subject to several ca-

veats. Still, I do think that such an attempt is not worthless: it can shine a light on the multi-

faceted approaches to the background problem of my research. I consider now five view-

                                                        

100 Ibid. 21. 

101 Ibid. for instance 23. 

102 Ibid. 249: ó[s]ecuritizations, of course, do not occur from nothing. They emerge from particular incidents that are so-

cially constructed as crises.ô 

103 Ibid. 259. 

104 Ibid. 86. 

105 Ibid. 90. 
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points, which are openly concerned with the ongoing debate about Islam and Muslims in Eu-

rope: 

1- According to the first perspective, the problem is the incompatibility between democra-

cy and Islam ñas such.ò These two concepts cannot be conciliated: they are mutually exclu-

sive.106 Frequently, those who endorse this position add that their criticism is oriented toward 

Islamism or Islam (the shift between the two is usually very easy and subtle in these writings), 

not toward individual Muslims. Another common theme is the censure for Europeôs incapaci-

ty to understand and counter the ñIslamic threat.ò For instance, in his recent book While Eu-

rope Slept: How Radical Islam is Destroying the West from Within, Bruce Bawer discusses at 

length the causes of the alleged óEuropean integration crisis.ô107 To make a long story short, 

Bawerôs thesis is that European societies are going through potentially fatal changes, due to 

their inability to recognise, assess, and tackle the most dangerous of present threats. The prob-

lem, as made explicit by the title, is Islamôs presence in Europe. Not Islam in general, of 

course, but only radical Islam. Reading the book, however, one can wonder if, at the end, at 

least a substantial majority of Muslims are to be held responsible for that deficit of integra-

tion. In fact, in Bawerôs perspective, while radical Islamists play an active role in attacking 

European democracies, mainstream Muslims keep silent and their willingness to integrate 

seems vacillating.108 In his view, moderate Muslimsô silence is partially caused by the weak-

ness of European reactions against assaults by Islamists: since they are unable to distinguish 

between different attitudes among Muslims, European societies fail to gain the support of 

those Muslims who would be able and willing to integrate. Therefore, both sides are under 

scrutiny in Bawerôs work: Europe for its blindness, Muslims for their ambivalences. Having 

lived in Amsterdam for some time, Bawer gives his first-hand account of óthe division be-

tween the native Dutch and their countryôs rapidly growing Muslim minority.ô109 According 

                                                        

106 Concerning this account, I would just like to mention the recent book by Hamid Zanaz, Islamisme. Comment 

lôOccident creuse sa tombe (Paris: Éditions de Paris, 2013). Notwithstanding the reference to Islamism in the title, Za-

nazôs effective target is patently Islam tout court: ówho claims that there is a fundamental difference between Islamism 

and Islam is quite cunning.ô Ibid. 10, my translation. 

107 Bruce Bawer, While Europe Slept: How Radical Islam is Destroying the West from Within, paperback edition with a 

new afterword (New York: Anchor Books, 2007), 2. 

108 See, for instance, ibid. 3-4. 

109 Ibid. 2. 
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to him, ó[t]hat division was stark: the Dutch had the worldôs most tolerant, open-minded soci-

ety, with full sexual equality, same-sex marriage, and libertarian policies on soft drugs and 

prostitution. Yet many Dutch Muslims kept that society at armôs length, despising its free-

doms and clinging to a range of undemocratic traditions and prejudices.ô110 Simultaneously, 

as I said before, Bawer plainly condemns European inability to judge things as they actually 

are, and the stubborn absence of any effective countermeasure. What is the source of this (al-

leged) European passiveness? Why is Europe unable to recognise and contrast this threat? 

Bawerôs answer is unambiguous: Europe lacks critical and effective means because of a kind 

of taboo expressed by the notion of the ópolitically correctô.111 Political correctness is both 

empty rhetoric and risky blindness: 

óDiversity, respect, dialogue; this, of course, was the mantra of political cor-

rectness, a habit of thought that in America is an annoyance but in Europe is a 

veritable religion ïits tenets instilled by teachers and professors, preached by poli-

ticians and journalists, and put into practice by armies of government paper push-

ers. It was political correctness that had gotten Europe into its current mess, and 

only by repudiating political correctness did Europe stand a chance of averting 

what seemed, increasingly, to be its fate.ô112 

It is in the light of these considerations that one can understand the existential value that 

Bawer ascribes not only to tragic events such as the Madrid and London bombings (2004 and 

2005 respectively) and the murder of Theo van Gogh (2004), but also to less violent (even if, 

in the long run, more enduring) phenomena īsuch as the increasing ghettoization of European 

suburbs and the simultaneous expansion of those ghettos, due to family reunification policies 

in the past.113 Leaving aside other kinds of evaluation, this discourse is not particularly prom-

                                                        

110 Ibid. 2-3. 

111 Ibid. for instance 6, 35, 65, and 66. 

112 Ibid. 6. 

113 See, for instance, ibid. 20. 
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ising from a theoretical perspective. Even if a more or less similar discourse is widespread,114 

it shows two unsolvable impasses. On the one hand, it does not provide any meaningful defi-

nition of the concept of ñdemocracyò that it would defend and, consequently, it is deprived of 

any effective strategy concerning how to structure its defence. On the other hand, the ñIslam-

as-suchò-assumption seems to refer to nothing else but an empty rhetorical (and essentialist) 

entity. Often, as I have underscored, this conceptual emptiness is functional, because it facili-

tates a double shift: firstly, from reality to fiction (or nightmare), and, secondly, from the par-

ticular to the general and vice versa. This position, however, is unlikely to be assessable 

through the lens of political liberalism. The only feasible political liberal evaluation would 

consist of considering which claims are openly unreasonable (because of the refusal of the 

freedom and equality of fellow citizens), and ócontainingô them (infra). However, I doubt that 

a political liberal theorist would accept to undertake such a project with the spirit that charac-

terises this first viewpoint. The fundamental purpose of political liberalism is the reconcilia-

tion between the need for a form of public justification and the fact of (reasonable) pluralism 

(infra), while the viewpoint that I am considering now starts by overtly or covertly denying 

the reasonableness of Islam and seems to end up with dismissing any possibility of public jus-

tification involving Muslims, precisely because of the fact that they are Muslim. I call this 

perspective Islam-as-an-unsolvable-problem view. According to this view, óthe notion of 

ñMuslim citizensò appears as an oxymoron: their presence as citizens would challenge the es-

sential values constitutive of European civilization.ô115 Of course, the main ïopen or tacitï 

reference of this position is Huntingtonôs thesis of a óclash of civilizations.ô116 To be sure, 

                                                        

114 For instance, Ayhan Kaya (Islam, Migration and Integration: The Age of Securitization, 205-211) argues that óIs-

lamophobia has become the mainstreamô in the West. See also the European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xeno-

phobiaôs 2006 report ñMuslims in the European Union: Discrimination and Islamophobia,ò for instance 108. For a con-

tribution focusing especially on France, see Vincent Geisser, La nouvelle islamophobie (Paris: La Découverte, 2003), in 

particular see chapter 1 (about anti-Islamic arguments in the media) and chapter 2 (about the professionalisation of 

ñfear-expertsò). See also 13-15 and 15-17 for, respectively, employment discrimination against Muslims and the politi-

cal use of anti-Islamic arguments.  

115 John R. Bowen, Christophe Bertossi, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and Mona Lena Krook, ñAn Institutional Approach to 

Framing Muslims in Europe,ò 2. 

116 Samuel Phillips Huntington, ñThe Clash of Civilizations?,ò Foreign Affairs 72, no. 3 (1993), 22-49, ñIf not Civiliza-

tions, What? Paradigms of the Post-Cold War World,ò Foreign Affairs 72, no. 5 (1993), 186-194, and The Clash of Civ-

ilizations and the Remaking of the World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996). 
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while Huntingtonôs arguments are quite articulate (this is not the same as saying convinc-

ing),117 several contemporary authors simply assume that the clash is there.  

2- Within the second view, I bring together approaches and positions that are so different 

and varied that one might even wonder whether there is any consistency between them. In 

particular, within the second view I gather together multicultural theories and political dis-

courses,118 broadly speaking democratic critical and recognition theories,119 and ïamong oth-

ersï sociological and historical analyses concerning Muslimsô presence in Europe.120 In spite 

of the obvious differences, these approaches share a fundamental common feature. They are 

                                                        

117 I have discussed several critical points of Huntingtonôs theses in my previous works ñLôIslam dei Lumi: ragione, 

religione e responsabilità nel XXI secolo. La prospettiva di Sadik Al-Azm,ò bachelorôs thesis (LUISS Guido Carli ï Fa-

coltà di Scienze Politiche, Rome, 2009), 73-78, and ñOltre un illuminismo islamico,ò 282-294. 

118 See above.  

119 For some examples specifically addressing the question of Muslimsô presence in Europe, see Cécile Labordeôs criti-

cal republican perspective as formulated in her Critical Republicanism: The Hijab Controversy and Political Philoso-

phy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). I place her work here because, as I understand it, her critical republican-

ism seems to put together the Anglo-American republican tradition [see for instance Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A 

Theory of Freedom and Government (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) and his ñThe Republican Ideal of Free-

dom,ò in The Liberty Reader, ed. David Miller, 223-242 (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2006), and Quentin Skinner, 

ñA Third Concept of Liberty,ò in The Liberty Reader, 243-254] with a more deliberative and critical approach. In her 

Critical Republicanism she conceptualises critical laïcité as follows: egalité as secular impartiality; liberté as non-

domination and right to voice; and fraternité as trans-ethnic solidarity (ibid. 9, 85-89, 152-161 and 230-253). I will ana-

lyse her work in chapter five. See also her ñSecular Philosophy and Muslim Headscarves in Schools,ò The Journal of 

Political Philosophy 13, no. 3 (2005), 305-329, and the ñReview Symposium: The Danish Cartoon Controversy and the 

Challenges of Multicultural Politics: A Discussion of The Cartoons That Shook the World,ò Perspective on Politics 9, 

no. 3 (2011), in particular 604-605 [in this article she discusses Jytte Klausenôs book The Cartoons that Shook the 

World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009)]. For a more recent and different formulation of her conception of 

secularism, see her ñJustificatory Secularism,ò in Religion in a Liberal State, ed. Gavin DôCosta, Malcolm Evans, Tariq 

Modood, and Julian Rivers, 164-186 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). Note, however, that her last ver-

sion of secularism comes closer to Rawlsôs idea of public reason which I analyse in the next chapters. With reference to 

the approach I have in mind, see also Joseph H. Carens and Melissa S. Williams, ñMuslim Minorities in Liberal De-

mocracies: The Politics of Misrecognition,ò in Secularism and its Critics, ed. Rajeev Bhargava, 137-173 (New Delhi: 

Oxford University Press, 1998), and ñIslam, Immigration, and Group Recognition,ò Citizenship Studies 2, no. 3 (1998), 

475-500. For the interplay between redistribution and recognition within critical theory, see Nancy Fraser and Axel 

Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange (London and New York: Verso, 2003), 

especially 81-82 for a specific reference to the veil question. 

120 Contributions are countless in this field. I will just mention some recent works that are illustrative of the view I am 

discussing for the way in which they frame the question of Muslimsô citizenship in Europe. Stefano Allievi ñConflicts 

over Mosques in Europe: Policy Issues and Trends,ò published by Alliance Publishing Trust for the NEFôs (Network of 

European Foundations) Initiative Religion and Democracy in Europe (2009), available on the NEFôs website URL = 

http://www.nef-europe.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Conflicts-over-mosques_NEF-RelDem-RELIGION-

MOSQUES-Final-1.pdf. See also his ñHow the Immigrant has Become Muslim: Public Debates on Islam in Europe,ò 

and his Musulmani dôoccidente: Tendenze dellôislam europeo (Rome: Carocci, 2002). Felice Dassetto, ñDiscours, soci®-

t®s et individus dans lôislam europ®en,ò in Paroles dôislam: Individus, soci®t®s et discours dans lôislam europ®en con-

temporain / Islamic Words: Individuals, Societies and Discourses in Contemporary European Islam, ed. Felice Das-

setto, 13-34 (Paris: Maisonneuve & Larose, 2000). Jytte Klausen, The Islamic Challenge. Jonathan Laurence, The 

Emancipation of Europeôs Muslims. Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam. 
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all primarily concerned with the cultural, historical (colonial), social, economic, and political 

conditions that characterise the relationships between Muslim minorities and Western Euro-

pean societies. Since I have no better definition, I call this perspective Muslims-as-a-minority 

view. However, the focus here is on Muslims as actors who bear a specific set of cultural, 

economic, and socio-political claims.  

3- A third view affirms that the problem consists of Muslimsô attitude toward their own 

tradition. Here a remark is in order: taking Muslim reformism seriously means avoiding a 

hodgepodge of profoundly different perspectives. However, for the sake of simplicity and 

clarity, here it is enough to say that if one had to categorise the full range of discourses, she 

could observe a continuum going from the most openly modernist discourses,121 to writers 

more committed to preserving an internal relation and continuity with the tradition.122 Finally, 

                                                        

121 See, among others, Sadik Al-Azm, ñA Criticism of Religious Thought,ò in Islam in Transition: Muslim Perspectives, 

second edition, ed. John J. Donohue and John L. Esposito (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 93-99 [a new 

and complete English translation (by George Stergios and Mansour Ajami) of Naqd al-Fikr al-Dǭnǭ is now available 

with the title Critique of Religious Thought (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2015)], ñA view from the East: Sadik Al-Azm.ò 

Global Knowledge, no. 1 (2006), http://siu.no/eng/Front-Page/Global-knowledge/Issues/No-1-2006/A-View-from-the-

East-Sadik-al-Azm, ñIslam, terrorismo e occidente oggi,ò in Il Mediterraneo: Ancora Mare Nostrum?, eds. Maurice 

Aymard, Giovanni Barberini and Sebastiano Maffettone, 79-98 (Rome: LUISS University Press, 2004), Lôilluminismo 

islamico: il disagio della civiltà, second expanded edition (Rome: di Renzo, 2002), ñScience and Religion, an Uneasy 

Relationship in the History of Judeo-Christian-Muslim Heritage,ò in Ludo Abicht, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Sadik Al-

Azm, Tariq Ali, John Bowen, Roger Dilemmans, Mark Eyskens et al., Islam & Europe, Challenges and Opportunities, 

127-158 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2008). Mohammed Arkoun, Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Un-

common Answers, ed. Robert D. Lee (Boulder: Westview Press, 1994), in particular chapters 3, 4, 12 and 16, and ñRe-

thinking Islam Today,ò in Liberal Islam: A Sourcebook, ed. Charles Kurzman (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1998), in particular, 206, 208-213, 214-215, 217-219. Abdou Filali-Ansary, Islam e laicità: Il punto di vista dei musul-

mani progressisti, ed. Lorenzo Declich (Rome: Cooper & Castelvecchi, 2003), for instance 75, 84, 86-90, 92-109, 111-

115. Bassam Tibi, Euro-Islam: Lôintegrazione mancata (Venice: Marsilio, 2003), ñIslam and Europe in the Age of In-

tercivilizational Conflict. Diversity and the Challenges,ò in Islam & Europe, Challenges and Opportunities, 63-83, 

ñMuslim Migrants in Europe: Between Euro-Islam and Ghettoization,ò in Muslim Europe or Euro-Islam: Politics, Cul-

ture, and Citizenship in the Age of Globalization, ed. Nezar AlSayyad and Manuel Castells (Lanham, Md.: Lexington 

Books, 2002), see 37-43 and 45-49. 

122 See, for instance, Mohammed Abed Al -Jabri, Arab-Islamic Philosophy: A Contemporary Critique (Austin: Center 

for Middle Eastern Studies, University of Texas at Austin, 1999), Democracy, Human Rights and Law in Islamic 

Thought (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2009), The Formation of Arab Reason: Text, Tradition and the Construc-

tion of Modernity in the Arab World (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2011). Abdullahi Ahmed An-Naóim, Islam 

and the Secular State: Negotiating the Future of Sharióa (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2008), for in-

stance, 1-7, 97-101, 101-104, 106-109, 125-136, ñToward a Cross Cultural Approach to Defining International Stand-

ards of Human Rights: The Meaning of Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment,ò in Human Rights in 

Cross-Cultural Perspectives: A Quest for Consensus, ed. Abdullahi Ahmed An-Naóim, (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1992), in particular 22-26, 26-29, and 32-36, and Toward an Islamic Reformation: Civil Liberties, 

Human Rights, and International Law (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1990), in particular chapter 7. 

Mohamed Talbi, Plaidoyer pour un Islam moderne (Tunis: Cérès Éditions, 1998), notably 100-128. Abdolkarim So-

roush, Reason, Freedom, and Democracy in Islam: The Essential Writings of Abdolkarim Soroush, ed. Mahmoud Sadri 

and Ahmad Sadri (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), in particular chapters 6, 8, and 9. Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, 

Testo sacro e libertà: Per una lettura critica del Corano, ed. Federica Fedeli (Venice: Marsilio, 2012). 

http://siu.no/eng/Front-Page/Global-knowledge/Issues/No-1-2006/A-View-from-the-East-Sadik-al-Azm
http://siu.no/eng/Front-Page/Global-knowledge/Issues/No-1-2006/A-View-from-the-East-Sadik-al-Azm
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within this view there is a line of thought that tries to work out an account of citizenship for 

Muslims in Europe.123 I call this perspective Muslims-as-interpreters view. 

4- A fourth view argues that the main problem is moral disagreement between Islam ï

understood as a ótradition of [moral] argumentationô124ï and a conception of political values 

of citizenship for European societies. Here we are very close to the core of political liberal-

ism: such a view can be formulated in a specific way within political liberalism. In Rawlsian 

terms, we could try to consider if within Islam (so conceived) there are adequate resources for 

achieving a full justification (infra) of the political conception that incorporates such political 

values. This is the method of reasoning from conjecture, which I analyse at length in the next 

chapter. If such resources are available in the Islamic tradition of argumentation, then a full 

justification is possible, and, consequently, a public justification can be obtained.125 For this 

reason, I call this perspective Islam-as-a-source-of-justification view. 

5- However, there could also be a fifth view. Such a view is usually overlooked in the lit-

erature concerning the issue of Muslimsô citizenship in liberal democracies. This is the point 

where I hope that my research can improve existing understanding of the issue analysed in 

this study. This perspective argues that we should focus our analysis on European Muslimsô 

modalities of participation in the process of public justification and on their attitude toward 

the ideal of public reason. Therefore, the problem could be conceived as follows. Politically 

                                                        

123 For example, Sadik Al -Azm, Lôilluminismo islamico, 54. Bassam Tibi, Euro-Islam, notably 103, and Tariq Ramadan 

Western Muslims and the Future of Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), for instance 97. 

124 For this concept, see Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal Citizenship: The Search for an Overlapping Consensus 

(New York: Oxford University Press: 2009), 8-9. 

125 For examples of this approach, see Joshua Cohen, ñMinimalism About Human Rights: The Most We Can Hope 

For?ò Journal of Political Philosophy 12, no. 2 (2004), in particular 202-210, and Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal 

Citizenship. Since a great part of the next chapter is devoted to conjecture, I do not analyse it further here. 
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speaking, the problem is neither Muslims citizensô socio-economic-historical conditions,126 

nor ïdirectlyï their relationships with their own tradition (even though, as I will explain in the 

next chapter, with regard to this dimension, political liberals may reason from conjecture, and 

Andrew F. Marchôs work is a prominent example of this strategy). Rather, the problem is that 

public discourses about the common terms of citizenship are largely mutually incomprehensi-

ble or even highly suspect, because so far the reconciling role that the idea of public reason 

can and should play in European societies (for this, see 1.2 and 5.2.c) has not been fully un-

derstood, theorised, and deployed. In few words, the problem concerns the idea of public rea-

son in both its two fundamental and interrelated dimensions: as a common basis for public 

justification and as expressing common political values (for this point, see in particular the in-

troduction of the fourth chapter). Therefore, an unexplored problem concerns the relation be-

tween European Muslims and the idea of public reason.127 In this research, I develop this fifth 

perspective, which I call Muslims-as-citizens-participating-in-public-justification view. Thus, 

my main aim is to show and theorise the reconciling role that public reason can and should 

play in contemporary Western European societies. 

                                                        

126 This point should be clear, since it is very important. As I have remarked, I am not saying that blatant injustices are 

acceptable or that the colonial past is morally irrelevant. Quite the contrary. Simply, I argue that these concerns are not 

the appropriate considerations for working out a political conception (which specifies the content of the idea of public 

reason) that should govern the basic structure of a democratic society. The ideal of citizenship should be worked out 

free from the constraints of such particular conditions. Only in this way could it serve as a political ideal. However, 

since such an ideal is part of a broader conception of justice, unjust conditions should be remediated according to the 

principles of justice embedded in the political conception. Moreover, in addition to those principles and the related 

óvalues of political justice,ô such as equality of opportunity, social equality and economic reciprocity (John Rawls, Po-

litical Liberalism, for instance 224), since the ideal of liberal citizenship expresses a duty of civility and an ideal civic 

friendship (ibid. for instance il, 217, 224, 253) which are based on the criterion of reciprocity and since such a criterion 

óis normally violated whenever basic liberties are deniedô (ibid. il), I think that such an ideal of citizenship has within 

itself powerful resources for acting against blatant injustices. After all, this is the overall purpose of all Rawlsôs work. 

127 I want to make it clear that this problem is not completely unexplored. Sebastiano Maffettone has prefigured a simi-

lar approach in his paper ñFrom Liberal Multiculturalism to Multicultural Liberalism.ò Moreover, we discussed it 

countless times together. I am profoundly indebted to him for this idea, and I build on his arguments. Yet, my aim is to 

develop and examine in depth several important points that he just sketched out in that paper. In particular, I would like 

to consider some possible objections (in chapters one, two, three, and four) and draw ïas far as possibleï a complete 

account of the notion of public reason in the matter of Muslimsô citizenship in European liberal democracies (chapters 

three, four, and five). Even more importantly, I would like to consider this idea from a methodological perspective 

(chapter two) and try to see how it may work (chapter six). In addition, note that I do not consider the question of 

whether it is possible to frame the idea of public reason within (some) Muslim majority societies. For this, see Raja 

Bahlulôs attempt to define an óIslam-based public reason, in analogy to Rawlsôs liberalism-based public reasonô in 

ñToward an Islamic Conception of Democracy: Islam and the Notion of Public Reason,ò Critique: Critical Middle 

Eastern Studies 12, no.1 (2003), especially 46-49, 51, 56-59. See also Fevzi Bilginôs book Political Liberalism in Mus-

lim Societies (Abingdon, Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2011), where he addresses the difficult question ó[p]olitical 

liberalism offers a moral framework for divided societies [, b]ut to what extent could it apply to contexts other than the 

democratic West?,ô 46. For his answer, see chapters 4-6. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

49  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

 

It should now be clear that I do not ask: Is Islam as such consistent with European liberal 

democracy?128 Even if we assume (as I do) from the very beginning that something like an 

ideal-typical form of ñEuropean liberal democracyò could be normatively defined and we try 

(as I do) to frame this idea within the Rawlsian idea of a well-ordered society in which social 

unity is grounded in the public acceptance of a liberal political conception of justice,129 such a 

question, I think, is misleading. I have already considered this point when I analysed the Is-

lam-as-an-unsolvable-problem view. What does ñIslam as suchò actually mean? Moreover, 

political liberalism, the philosophical perspective that I adopt here, does not horn in on the 

                                                        

128 I take Nicholas Wolterstorffôs formulation as an initial and general definition of liberal democracy: liberal democra-

cy is óthat mode of governance that grants to all people within the territory of its governance equal protection under 

law, that grants to its citizens equal freedom in law to live out their lives as they see fit, and that requires of the state 

that it be neutral as among all the religious and comprehensive perspectives represented in society.ô Nicholas Wolter-

storff, ñThe Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political Issues,ò in Religion in the Public Square: The 

Place of Religious Convictions in Political Debate, eds. Robert Audi and Nicholas Wolterstorff (Lanham, Md.: Row-

man & Littlefield, 1997), 70, emphases added. Obviously this initial definition will be characterised in a specific way, 

on the basis of the Rawlsian interpretation of liberal democracy developed in this study. 

129 A well-ordered society is a society 1) óin which everyone accepts, and knows that everyone else accepts, the very 

same principle of justice,ô 2) its basic structure óis publicly known, or with good reason believed, to satisfy these princi-

ples,ô and 3) óits citizens have a normally effective sense of justice and so they generally comply with societyôs basic 

institutions, which they regard as just.ô John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 35. The idea of a well-ordered society (35-43), 

along with the óconception of society as a fair system of cooperation over timeô (15-22), and the ópolitical conception of 

the person as free and equalô (29-35) are the three fundamental ideas of justice as fairness as a liberal political concep-

tion of justice. The latter is defined by two orders of features. It is a liberal conception if 1) it provides óa specification 

of certain rights, liberties and opportunities (of a kind familiar from democratic regimes),ô 2) it grants óa special priority 

for these freedoms,ô and 3) it adopts ómeasures assuring all citizens, whatever their social position, adequate all-purpose 

means to make intelligent and effective use of their liberties and opportunities.ô Ibid. xlvi. It is a political liberal con-

ception since 1) ó[w]hile such a conception is, of course, a moral conception, it is a moral conception worked out for a 

specific kind of subject, namely, for political, social, and economic institutions. In particular, it applies to [é] the basic 

structure of society. [é] By the basic structure, I mean a societyôs main political, social, and economic institutions, and 

how they fit together into one unified system of social cooperation from one generation to the next,ô 2) it is ópresented 

as a freestanding view,ô that is óexpounded apart from, or without reference to, any [wider comprehensive] back-

ground,ô and 3) óits content is expressed in terms of certain fundamental ideas seen as implicit in the public political 

culture of a democratic society.ô Ibid. 11-13. Then, as Joshua Cohen points out [ñA More Democratic Liberalism,ò 

Michigan Law Review 92, no. 6 (1994), 1522], Rawls defines a political conception as óautonomous from comprehen-

sive conceptions of the good with respect to scope, content, and justificationô (emphases added). For the definition of 

comprehensive doctrines, see section 2.1. Finally, social unity is based on the following points. 1) óThe basic structure 

of society is effectively regulated by one of a family of reasonable liberal conceptions of justice [é].ô 2) óAll reasona-

ble comprehensive doctrines in society endorse some member of this family of reasonable conceptions, and citizens af-

firming these doctrines are in an enduring majority with respect to those rejecting each of that family.ô And, 3) ó[p]ublic 

political discussion, when constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice are at stake, are always, or nearly always, 

reasonably decidable on the basis of reasons specified by one of a family of reasonable liberal conceptions of justiceô. 

John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xlvii -xlviii. As it will become clear (see in particular section 2.1 below), for Rawls 

ósocial unity is given by a stable overlapping consensus of reasonable comprehensive doctrines,ô ibid. 43, emphasis 

added. 
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debate surrounding comprehensive doctrines judging them true or false.130 At most, one could 

say, political liberals can argue ófrom conjecture,ô that is, they can present good reasons from 

within a given comprehensive view for its members to endorse a liberal political conception 

of justice.131 However, even in this case, the problem is not evaluating Islam as such. In rea-

soning from conjecture, one should openly state that she does not óassert the premises from 

which [she argues].ô132 Rather, the problem is evaluating what logically follows from those 

premises. Therefore, even in conjecture, political liberals do not deal with Islam ñas such,ò 

but with Islamic arguments. 

Nevertheless, my purpose is not reasoning from conjecture. My central methodological 

claim is that, along with conjecture, political liberalism may encompass another way to ap-

proach comprehensive doctrines without violating the boundaries of the ódomain of the politi-

cal.ô133 In the following chapter, I will explain in detail the method that I adopt in my work. 

For the moment, let me define my study as an inquiry into the relationships between Europe-

an Muslims and the idea of public reason, where the latter is primarily understood as a nor-

matively salient element of European democratic societiesô public political culture134 and as 

an idea upon which we can structure a normative theory of European liberal citizenship. The 

ideas of public reason and public political culture are expounded in chapter three. Here, I 

would like to point out that such an inquiry should be concerned with the problem of how to 

conceive ïfrom a philosophical and normative point of viewī European Muslims as full 

members of European (political) liberal citizenries, committed to an ideal of public reason 

                                                        

130 Ibid. for instance xix-xx and 94. I define comprehensive doctrines later. 

131 See section 2.2.b. 

132 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò in Political Liberalism, 466. See infra. 

133 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, for instance, xviii, xxxviii, 11, and 38. 

134 Rawls assumes that the public political culture of a democratic society is characterised by three facts. 1) The fact of 

reasonable pluralism as óa permanent feature of the public culture of a democracy [, since u]nder the political and social 

conditions secured by the basic rights and liberties of free institutions, a diversity of conflicting and irreconcilable ïand, 

whatôs more, reasonableï comprehensive doctrines will come about and persist.ô 2) The fact that óa continuing shared 

understanding on one comprehensive religious, philosophical, or moral doctrine can be maintained only by the oppres-

sive use of state power.ô 3) The fact that óan enduring and secure democratic regime [é] must be willingly and freely 

supported by at last a substantial majority of its active citizens.ô Ibid. 36-38. Public political culture is a óshared fund of 

implicitly recognized basic ideas and principles.ô Ibid. 8. It ócomprises the political institutions of a democratic regime 

and the public traditions of their interpretation [é], as well as historic texts and documents that are common 

knowledge.ô Ibid. 13-14, emphases added. See also 14, 25, 43, 175. 
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that is rooted in European public political culture and specified by a Rawlsian political con-

ception of citizenship, the core of which I assume to be composed of 1- the acceptance of (and 

respect for) the need for a public justification for the use of coercive political power so that 

the latter can be regarded as politically legitimate, and 2- a kernel of political values and vir-

tues which derive from 1. (For this double dimension of public reason, see the introduction of 

chapter four). 

Consequently, European Muslims ïand not ñIslam as suchòï are my referent. Below, just 

before concluding section 1.1.a.2, I will explain why I prefer talking about European Muslims 

rather than about a ñEuropean Islam.ò Here, I must clarify how I use the expression ñEurope-

an Muslims.ò I consider the latter in its twofold meaning, that is, both descriptively and nor-

matively. Descriptively, then, European Muslims are, simply, ñthose Muslims who are citi-

zens of European democratic societies,ò regardless of their social and economic conditions, 

the duration of their stay in Europe, level of political participation, gender, age, and ethnic 

group (but with one qualification that I will explain later). All the subsequent cautions against 

essentialism apply here (see 1.1.b), but I would like to assert once again that I am not taking 

into consideration the case of Muslim citizens because I am persuaded that they are somehow 

intrinsically more problematic than ñthe othersò (if this opposition makes any sense at all). In 

no way do I use the expression ñEuropean Muslims and liberal citizenshipò to suggest that 

there is a tension or incompatibility between European citizenship and the fact of being Mus-

lim. However, the aforementioned remarks support the idea that we should seriously consider 

the fact that the ñcompatibilityò between being a Muslim and being a European citizen is of-

ten questioned and presented as problematic in public discourses (see 1.1.a.1). Coming back 

to the point, I wish to emphasise the fact that, since political liberalism mainly deals with óan 

idea of the politically reasonable addressed to citizens as citizens,ô135 and since the relevant 

relationship between members of society for elaborating the political conception of justice is 

the ópolitical relation of citizenship,ô136 here I consider only Muslims as citizens. I do not con-

sider other possible and more specific status (e.g., Muslims as legal/illegal immigrants, non-

                                                        

135 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 441. Emphasis added. 

136 Ibid. 445. 
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citizen residents, members of a minority group,137 and so on). Neither do I consider the ques-

tion of European converts to Islam, nor the case of Muslim indigenous populations in Europe, 

for instance in Greece. Thus, when I refer to European Muslims, here I have in mind the case 

of European citizens of Muslim faith (I should also specify that I have mainly in mind Sunni 

Muslims, but only because the case study that I will consider in chapter six comes from the 

Sunni world) and with an immigrant background (I include in this definition not only first, 

but also second and third generations). The last specification is justified by the kind of con-

siderations that I mentioned earlier: the critique of multiculturalism and the securitisation and 

externalisation of Islam in Europe apparently concerns mainly the ñimmigrant-who-became-

Muslim,ò to refer to Allieviôs definition. Indeed, these are great simplifications. However, 

since I am concerned with a (politically speaking) liberal theory of citizenship, such a simpli-

fication seems reasonable and consistent with the aim of this research, which, drawing on 

Rawls, focuses on the political relationship between cooperating members of society. Political 

liberalism ïfor its own purposesï politically defines the person as ósomeone who can be a cit-

izen, that is, a normal and fully cooperating member of society over a complete life.ô138 The 

political relationship of citizenship is central for Rawls because it is on the basis of such a re-

lationship that the ófundamental organizing idea of justice as fairnessô can be structured. Such 

an idea, as I have said, is that of ósociety as a fair system of cooperation over time, from one 

                                                        

137 For an interesting, pre-September 11th 2001 account of the rights of Muslims as an immigrant minority in Europe, 

see Joseph H. Carens and Melissa S. Williams, ñMuslim Minorities in Liberal Democracies: The Politics of Misrecog-

nition;ò see in particular 163ff. 

138 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 18, emphasis added. Rawlsôs political liberalism openly tries to work out a politi-

cal conception of justice for the basic structure of a óclosed society,ô which is óself-containedô and has óno relations with 

other societies. Its members enter it only by birth and leave it only by death. This allows us to speak of them as born 

into a society where they will lead a complete life.ô He is aware that this is óa considerable abstraction, justified only 

because it enables us to focus on certain main questions.ô Ibid. 12. However, he tried to broaden (with some adjustment) 

the scope of his theory by considering the relations between (liberal and non-liberal, with several distinctions) peoples 

in his 1993 essay ñThe Law of Peoples,ò in John Rawls, Collected Papers, ed. Samuel Freeman (London ï Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 529-564, and in The Law of Peoples. Rawlsôs assumption of a closed society 

and his conception of a ólaw of peoplesô have been criticised in different ways. I do not discuss this point here. For both, 

I just mention Bruce Ackermanôs critique in ñPolitical Liberalisms,ò in Political Liberalism: Variations on a Theme, ed. 

Shaun P. Young (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2004), see 94-97. Also Onora OôNeill (ñPolitical 

Liberalism and Public Reason: A Critical Notice of John Rawls, Political Liberalism,ò The Philosophical Review 106, 

no. 3 (1997), 419ff) criticises ïfrom a Kantian perspectiveī Rawlsôs abstraction (or, as OôNeill puts it, Rawlsôs inade-

quate óidealizationô) of a closed society. OôNeill maintains that Kantôs practical reasoning ódoes not assume that those 

who reason must share a political identity,ô and thus ódiffers from Rawlsôs more Rousseauian conception, in which pub-

lic reason is identified with citizensô reason.ô Ibid. 423. She concludes that in óKantôs eyes, a Rawlsian conception of 

public reason would not be fully public, nor therefore fully reasoned.ô Ibid. 424. For Kantôs account of public reason-

ing, see chapter two. 
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generation to the next.ô139 Notice that the possible objection that this descriptive use of the 

expression is very general and actually is not an adequate description is partially well-

grounded. In fact, here I do not describe European Muslims in terms of their actual legal sta-

tus, economic and social conditions, sex/gender/age profiles, or their actual participation in 

social institutions and political activities. Nor do I describe their actual individual religious 

identification(s), for I do not consider their different forms and degrees of religiosity and reli-

gious practice. How much do they effectively pray, go to the mosque, and fast? Are they Sun-

ni or Shióis? Generally, the account provided in this study does not ask such questions and, 

thus, it cannot assist in answering them. However, the qualification that I mentioned before 

comes now to the fore. While I take for granted the idea that a more detailed description of 

European Muslimsô legal, social, economic, and political conditions is necessary for knowing 

who Muslims in Europe are today, I also think that the ideal of citizenship worked out in this 

research would not be affected too much by the introduction of those additional elements. 

Since such an ideal of citizenship embraces all the citizenry (Muslims and non-Muslims alike) 

as it should be, I believe that one may simply assume that an ideal of citizenship for European 

societies can include Muslim citizens even in the absence of a full sociological description of 

their present actual status. To be sure, I am perfectly aware that this assumption may be a 

ñstrongò one,140 still I do not think that it jeopardises the results of a research that adopts 

Rawlsôs political liberalism as its main reference. I must be clear on this point: I am not say-

ing that these facts are not morally, socially, and politically important. Quite the contrary: 

they may represent the kind of political injustices that Rawlsôs conception of justice strives to 

eliminate (or at least to reduce robustly). I will explain why public reason may equip citizens 

with standards for social criticism that allow them to cope with unjust economic or social ine-

qualities or exclusion (see 1.2 and 5.2.c). Moreover, I do think that, by its very nature, any 

                                                        

139 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 15. 

140 It may be a strong assumption because in practice there might be a (quite obvious) positive relation between oneôs 

longstanding possession of the legal status of citizenship and oneôs participation in the ñEuropean public political cul-

ture.ò Above all, one might argue that if we neglect important socio-economic and historical factors, we risk perpetuat-

ing the órelationships of domination which tend to impose a reference frameworkô on the óformation of identities of Eu-

ropean Muslimsô [Jocelyne Cesari, ñMuslim Identities in Europe: The Snare of Exceptionalism,ò in Islam in Europe: 

Diversity, Identity and Influence, eds. Aziz Al-Azmeh and Effie Fokas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 

49]. This is a serious concern. However, it does not affect per se the normative arguments developed in this study. The 

fact that some Muslims are more likely to share or actually share European public political culture does not affect the 

problem of why and how they should share it, that is, the problem of justification. Moreover, in what follows, I explain 

that one of the main motivations of my work is precisely the need for a normative framework allowing citizens to prob-

lematise ïand eventually overthrowī those órelationships of domination.ô 
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conception of citizenship grounded in reciprocity and civic friendship (infra) is inclined to 

recognise the importance of knowing who oneôs fellow citizens are and how they live. And, 

by my interpretation, public reason citizenship is rooted precisely in political reciprocity. 

Along these lines, my work starts by denouncing actual discrimination and arbitrary inequali-

ties and aims at drawing a normative ideal picture of citizenship in Europe in which there is 

no room for those arbitrary inequalities. However, the process through which we can reach a 

normative ideal of citizenship should not be concerned only with existing conditions. This is 

what distinguishes a ócriticalô liberal perspective grounded in ideal consensus from a órealistô 

liberal account centred on actual consensus, institutions, and preferences.141 Following 

Rawlsôs critical liberalism, the idea is that theoretical priority should be granted to reasonably 

fair considerations (through a fair procedure of political construction) that everyone ï

independently from her contingent actual position in societyī could accept, so that we can 

work out principles of justice whose ñembodimentò in societyôs basic structure can eliminate 

(or at least reduce) political injustice. A general idea of justice as fairness is that, for an ac-

count of justice to be fair, it should not be grounded in contingent and (from the viewpoint of 

political justice) morally arbitrary features, endowments, and positions of a specific person.142 

A defining feature of Rawlsôs liberalism is the idea that, for an ideal of political justice to be 

justifiable to every citizen in society and to work toward removing political injustices, it 

should not be shaped by embedding existing injustices in the political conception of justice it-

self. What is important is the fact that each person can have the right kind of reasons for en-

dorsing that account. Accordingly, as we shall see, the content of public reason is specified by 

a family of reasonable liberal conceptions of justice.143 Among them, Rawlsôs conception is 

worked out in an original position in which nobody knows ó[f]eatures relating to social posi-

tion, native endowment, and historical accident,ô since they are óirrelevant, politically speak-

ing, and hence placed behind the veil of ignorance.ô144 Thus, the political moral ideal of liber-

                                                        

141 For the distinction between ócritical liberalismô and órealist liberalism,ô see Sebastiano Maffettone, ñLiberalismo fi-

losofico contemporaneo,ò in Manuale di filosofia politica, eds. Sebastiano Maffettone and Salvatore Veca (Rome: 

Donzelli, 1996), in particular 71-80. 

142 See, John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, original edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971) and re-

vised edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999) [references to A Theory of Justice will be made in the 

following form: original edition/revised edition page numbers], for instance 100-108/86-93, 310-315/273-277. 

143 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, for example 213, 223-227. 

144 Ibid. 79. 
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al democratic citizenship specified by public reason is not worked out on the basis of such 

considerations. Therefore, my previous assumption (ñan ideal of citizenship for European so-

cieties can include Muslim citizens even in the absence of a full sociological description of 

their present actual statusò) is not too strong. Later on (see 1.1.b), I will take into considera-

tion two possible objections (that I will call respectively O1.3 and O1.2): the first concerning 

the empirical-normative dimension of the problem that I am analysing, and the second related 

to the (alleged) lack of an exhaustive account of power. 

These remarks lead me to the second ïnormativeī use of the expression European Mus-

lims. In this sense, the expression expresses ñhow a Muslim should conceive her political 

rights, obligations, and values and be committed to an ideal of democratic citizenship as a 

European citizen.ò In this work, such an ideal is specified by public reason, which expresses a 

ócriterion of reciprocity.ô The latter, in turn, specifies óthe nature of the political relation in a 

constitutional democratic regime as one of civic friendship.ô145 Thus, on a normative level, the 

question is to see how a citizen who sincerely professes her Muslim faith can endorse this 

common political ideal. Again, I am not assuming that Muslimsô endorsement of such an ide-

al is (by definition) peculiarly difficult or problematic. I am just assuming that, since the issue 

of Muslimsô loyalty to liberal terms of citizenship has been raised and questioned from differ-

ent perspectives, a normative reflection about how this endorsement should be understood is 

part of the tasks of contemporary political philosophy. Again, finally, the normative horizon 

of this research is one of political reconciliation in democracies in which citizens recognise 

                                                        

145 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 447. 
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that the ófact of reasonable pluralism limits what is practicably possible under the conditions 

of our social world.ô146  

In this work, therefore, I do not use the term citizenship in a legal sense. In this study, citi-

zenship is defined as the political relation specifying the mutual rights and obligations of per-

sons who share that relation in a democratic society. Since ócitizenship is a social role,ô147 it 

imposes on persons órole-specificô148 (or órole-mediatedô)149 obligations: we have certain mu-

tual obligations precisely because we share the political relation of citizenship. Some of these 

obligations have a specifically moral and political character. Each conception of citizenship 

qualifies the nature of the political relation. The former, in turn, is specified starting from sev-

eral assumptions concerning the characterisation of society and persons and it is justified in a 

specific way. I consider some of those assumptions and the procedure of justification peculiar 

to Political Liberalism in chapter two. In this work, then, I am exclusively concerned with a 

                                                        

146 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, edited by Erin Kelly (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 

2001), 4. In this sense, political philosophy is órealistically utopian,ô since it óprob[es] the limits of practicable political 

possibility.ô The crucial question is ó[w]hat would a just democratic society be like under reasonably favourable but 

still historical conditions [é]? What ideals and principles would such a society try to realize given the circumstances of 

justice in a democratic culture as we know them?ô Among those circumstances of justice that we can find in our demo-

cratic public political culture, there is the ófact of reasonable pluralism,ô a circumstance that arises when reason is exer-

cised under free institutions (for all this, see infra). This circumstance imposes limits on what is politically practicable 

in a democratic society. With reference to the órole of reconciliationô of political philosophy (ibid. 3-4), Rawls specifies 

that, because of the fact of reasonable pluralism, óa democratic society is not and cannot be a community, where by a 

community I mean a body of persons united in affirming the same comprehensive [é] doctrine.ô Nor, as we will see, 

for the specific kind of reason (namely, public reason) that characterises it, a political society can be understood as an 

association (ibid. 94). Associations (e.g. churches, universities, clubs, and so on), in fact, are characterised by non-

public reasons, and their authority is freely accepted. Rawls specifies: óI do not claim that we [recognise a non-public 

authority] by an act of free choice, as it were, apart from all prior loyalty and commitments, attachments and affections. 

I mean that, as free and equal citizens, whether we affirm [a comprehensive view] is regarded as within our political 

competence as specified by the basic constitutional rights and libertiesô (93). On the contrary, since emigration is the 

only way to ñback outò of a political society and since it is usually a very expensive step in terms of oneôs own identity, 

attachments, and historical, social, linguistic and cultural references, Rawlsôs concludes that óthe right of emigration 

[é] does not suffice to make accepting [public] authority free, politically speaking, in the way that liberty of con-

science suffices to make accepting ecclesiastical authority free, politically speakingô (94). Finally he concludes the dis-

tinction between society, associations, and communities by saying that, within a political society, associations ócan be 

communities united on a shared final ends; indeed this is essential: were it not the case social life would lose its pointô 

(94, emphasis added). On the idea that a ówell-ordered society is neither a community nor, more generally, an associa-

tion,ô see also Political Liberalism, 40-43. Here he importantly adds: óa zeal for the whole truth tempts us to a broader 

and deeper unity that cannot be justified by public reason,ô and, later, that in a well-ordered society the ónature of social 

unity is given by a stable overlapping consensus,ô 42-43. 

147 Paul J. Weithman, Religion and the Obligations of Citizenship (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2002), 13. 

148 Ibid. 

149 James W. Boettcher, ñThe Moral Status of Public Reason,ò The Journal of Political Philosophy 20, no. 2 (2012), 

166. 
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liberal normative conception of citizenship, that is, how a (conscientious) liberal citizen 

should conceive of her political relation with fellow citizens. In Political Liberalism (and in 

ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisitedò), conscientious citizens try to behave in accordance 

with a member of the family of liberal political conceptions of justice (see chapter three). To-

gether, the members of the family of liberal political conceptions specify the content of public 

reason. The latter, in turn, represents óan ideal conception of citizenship for a constitutional 

democratic regime, it presents how things might be, taking people as a just and well-ordered 

society would encourage them to be.ô150 Thus, public reason (as a conception of citizenship) 

qualifies the political relation of citizenship in a specific liberal political way. Thus, the re-

quirements of public reason can be understood as expressing the obligations that are appropri-

ate for conscientious liberal citizens. That is, as appropriate requirements for persons who 

jointly affirm a liberal conception of citizenship grounded in public reason and in political 

reciprocity.151 In my work, then, liberal citizenship can be read as public reason citizenship. 

Therefore, here liberal citizenship is defined as the political relation specifying the mutual 

rights and obligations of citizens of a democratic society who affirm the ideal of public reason 

as the normative standard in their public political lives. Indeed, in this definition many ele-

ments must be further developed (e.g. the scope of the expression ñpublic political livesò). 

Chapters two, three, and four will secure what is needed to this end.  

A final remark that connects my descriptive and normative use of the expression ñEurope-

an Muslimsò [and may anticipate my reply to the objections concerning the notion of power 

and the normative emphasis in this research (1.1.b, O1.2 and O1.3)] refers to the fact that 

Rawls himself is aware of the risk of bypassing the struggle against existing injustices using 

as an excuse oneôs exclusive concern with the elaboration of a normative ideal. He unambig-

uously asserts that a normative approach cannot ignore īand be insensitive toī an unjust sta-

tus quo. Political philosophy cannot justify social, political, and economic injustices by silent-

ly taking them for granted and building over them an ideological apparatus that ends up ï

overtly or implicitlyī making them more or less acceptable. Such blindness would amount to 

                                                        

150 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 213. For the relevance of such an ideal in societies which are not well-ordered, see 

chapter five. 

151 For a thorough investigation of the moral character of the requirements of public reason, see James W. Boettcher, 

ñThe Moral Status of Public Reason.ò According to Boettcher, órequirements of public reason are role-mediated obliga-

tions [é] based on the moral duty of mutual respect.ô Ibid. 166. Here, it is not possible to explore this question in fur-

ther details. 
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guilty connivance, because it would understand the role of reconciliation of political philoso-

phy in the wrong way. In fact, Rawls writes: 

óThe idea of political philosophy as reconciliation must be invoked with care. 

For political philosophy is always in danger of being used corruptly as a defense 

of an unjust and unworthy status quo, and thus of being ideological in Marxôs 

sense. From time to time we must ask whether justice as fairness, or any other 

view, is ideological in this way; and if not, why not? Are the very basic ideas it 

uses ideological? How can we show they are not?ô152 

Still, he does not dismiss his project, being persuaded of its worthiness: 

óWe must start with the assumption that a reasonably just political society is 

possible, and for it to be possible, human beings must have a moral nature, not of 

course a perfect such nature, yet one that can understand, act on, and be sufficient-

ly moved by a reasonable political conception of right and justice to support a so-

ciety guided by its ideals and principles. [é] The focus on these questions no 

doubt explains in part what seems to many readers the abstract and unworldly 

character of [A Theory of Justice and Political Liberalism]. I do not apologize for 

that.ô153 

This is the core of Rawlsôs political ócritical liberalismô (supra) which, as we will see, tries 

to reconcile ideal political consensus and reasonable pluralism through the ideas of an over-

lapping consensus and of wide public reason (see chapters two, three, and four). Elsewhere, 

with an unusual but sincere emphatic tone, Rawls adds: 

óWe try to show that the well-ordered society of justice as fairness is indeed 

possible according to our nature and [the requirements of workable political insti-

tutions]. This endeavor belongs to political philosophy as reconciliation; for see-

ing that the conditions of a social world at least allow for that possibility affects 

our view of the world itself and our attitude toward it. No longer need it seem 

hopelessly hostile, a world in which the will to dominate and oppressive cruelties, 

                                                        

152 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, 4 note 4. 

153 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, lx.  
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abetted by prejudice and folly, must inevitably prevail. None of this may ease our 

loss, situated as we may be in a corrupt society. But we may reflect that the world 

is not in itself inhospitable to political justice and its good. Our social world might 

have been different and there is hope for those at another time and place.ô154 

I will return to these points later. In particular, in 2.1 I will show how Rawls tries to recon-

cile justificatory consensus and reasonable pluralism through the idea of an overlapping con-

sensus, whilst in 5.2.c I will explain how wide public reason works toward political reconcili-

ation.  

Always with reference to the normative dimension of my investigation, an important clari-

fication is in order. If I have said the scope of my analysis is limited to Western European so-

cieties, I must also emphasise the fact that my approach is not comparative. Rather, as I have 

just mentioned, it is normative and situated at a high level of theoretical abstraction. I do not 

consider the question of citizenship in the European Union: my only remarks on this topic are 

admittedly provisional and concise, and they can be found in chapter five. Nor do I consider 

specific models of citizenship as they have been historically experienced in different countries 

in Western Europe such as France, Germany or the UK. In other words, this study does not 

present a comparative analysis of national models of citizenship in Europe155 or of the ways in 

which they deal with Muslims.156 Instead, I adopt the perspective of normative political phi-

losophy. From this viewpoint, I consider some ideal models of citizenship. In particular, I try 

to demonstrate that the model that I defend (public reason citizenship) is normatively more 

appealing and adequate to the resolution of the question that I am analysing if compared with 

alternative philosophical conceptions of citizenship. (For reasons that I will explain further 

on, I will take into account liberal multiculturalism and critical republicanism, see 1.2.a and 

5.2.b). 

                                                        

154 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, 37-38. 

155 For an outstanding example of this kind of analysis, see Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France 

and Germany (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992). 

156 See for instance Joel S. Fetzer and J. Christopher Soper, Muslims and the State in Britain, France, and Germany 

(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005). For a comprehensive overview of the different and 

changing realities concerning Muslim citizens, groups, and communities around Europe, see The Oxford Handbook of 

European Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), edited by Jocelyne Cesari. 
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I am aware that my project may engender several objections even at this introductory 

stage. I want now to consider a powerful general objection (GO) to my research. Moreover, in 

the next section (1.1.b) I will consider three other possible arguments against the proposed 

way of framing the question that I am analysing (objections O1.1, O1.2, and O1.3). Finally, in 

the next chapter, after having explained my method by means of comparison with an alterna-

tive method of reasoning within the framework of political liberalism which deals with a 

similar but different issue (namely, ñwhat resources does Islam provide for the full justifica-

tion157 of a liberal conception?ò), my hope is that my approach will be clear enough to counter 

other and more detailed objections (see 2.3 for objections O2.1, O2.2, O2.3, O2.4, and O2.5).  

(GO) Let me consider a very serious argument against my research project. It asks why we 

should assume that Muslims are intrinsically more problematic than other religious groups 

from the perspective of liberal democracy. Since there is no evidence that Muslim citizensô at-

titude toward common terms of liberal citizenship is more challenging than for other religious 

citizens (in fact, some empirical research shows the opposite trend),158 this study would tacitly 

stand on the artificial construction of its own problem. The latter would be the alleged particu-

larly difficult relation between Muslims and European democratic systems. I call this claim 

the artificially -constructed-problem objection. I think that this concern is important and wor-

thy of consideration. The only way to expel it lies in explaining why and how I take into ac-

count the case of Muslim citizens in European democratic societies. The ñhowò will be ex-

plained in the next chapter. Concerning the ñwhy,ò I do not assume that Muslims are intrinsi-

cally more problematic than citizens of faith belonging to other religious traditions. Nor do I 

assume that Islam is more inconsistent with liberal democracy than other religions. As I said 

at the beginning, this research is not concerned with such quasi-ontological considerations 

(ñIslam in itself isé,ò ñby definition, Muslims areéò). Rather, the relevant problem is on a 

different level: the political level. Politics always involves some form of relationship. Then, 

by saying that the problem is political, I mean that we should consider its relational dimen-

sion. Put differently, there are two possible replies to the previous objection. Firstly, I do not 

need to suppose that European Muslims are effectively more problematic than other religious 

groups. The literature considered at the beginning of this chapter shows that a problem does 

                                                        

157 Infra. 

158 For example, some surveys found that Muslims in Paris, Berlin, and London are more supportive of democratic in-

stitutions (e.g. elections and the judicial system) than non-Muslims. See Jytte Klausen, The Islamic Challenge, viii.  
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exist in European societiesô public perceptions, speeches, and real life. These latter (and not 

Islam or Muslims per se) constitute the background problem of my work. Starting from this 

background problem, I specify my research problem (1.2.a) and questions (1.2.b). Thus, such 

a problem could simply be considered as my case study and it would not be any more ñcon-

structedò than other political phenomena that political scientists, political philosophers, histo-

rians, and sociologists usually investigate (this is a broad question that I do not address here). 

I believe that this is a legitimate answer. Nonetheless, a second and more illuminating reply to 

GO is possible. It refers to the meaning and purpose of my analysis. The latter aims to dis-

close the dimension that is actually at stake when we talk about Muslims in Europe as a prob-

lem. As I have just said, these perceptions and discourses concern the political dimension. In 

few words, this research could help to understand where the problem lies (to state on which 

sphere ïthe political oneï our perceptions, experiences, thoughts, discourses, and claims 

about the so-called ñMuslim problemò impact) and how to deal with it (through procedures of 

public justification and a shared commitment to common political values). To avoid any mis-

understanding, let me repeat very clearly that I am not saying that Muslims are a problem. I 

am not claiming that we should look at them as essentially problematic (implying that we 

should assume that differences between them would be less important than their common 

problematic ñMuslim essenceò), nor am I propose a single solution for that alleged quasi-

ontological ñMuslim problem.ò For the moment, in this section 1.1.a, I am just saying that Is-

lam is often presented as a problem in European public discourses. Therefore, my theoretical 

concern is with answering to these perceptions and to their practical consequences from a 

normative perspective. Only in 1.2.a will I analyse the roots of such perceptions and extract a 

detailed account of my research problem from this background problem. Moreover, as I will 

explain in the second chapter, my approach openly denies the possibility of a theoretical anal-

ysis of the European Muslim approach to the issue of citizenship. Doing so would amount to 

an essentialist and simplistic understanding of the varied reality of Muslims (as individuals, 

associations, groups, communities, as well as their religious, political, and philosophical 

trends) in contemporary Europe. For this reason, I introduce a methodological principle ac-

cording to which, without dismissing the analytically useful concept of a ñEuropean Muslim 

perspective,ò the best we can hope for is to consider a plausible European Muslim approach. 

That is, a Muslim approach among others in Europe, which we can plausibly define as a Eu-

ropean Muslim approach because it is widely accepted by Muslims citizens in Europe. In 

these terms, I think, the objection GO is much less paralysing. Finally, if one does not assume 
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that Muslims are more problematic than other religious citizens, then it becomes possible to 

shift the burden of proof. The latter falls on those who affirm that with Muslim citizens there 

is no problem at all in Europe, and that they are not only fully ñintegratedò within the political 

system, but also publicly recognised, presented, and perceived as fully integrated and cooper-

ating members of society. Not does only the analysis in 1.1.a.1 show that such recognition, 

presentation, and perception is absent, but a similar expectation of ñnaturalò consistency be-

tween citizensô religious beliefs and their political status as citizens (in terms of their political 

liberties, rights and duties) would starkly contrast with the historical experience concerning 

citizens of faith belonging to other religious groups. In fact, the Rawlsian perspective adopted 

in this research treats citizens of different religions fairly because óit does not single out Islam 

for special treatment. Rawls presumes all reasonable citizens undertake the task of reconciling 

their comprehensive views with those of public reason.ô159 If one can investigate the level of 

political reconciliation attained with and through the idea of public reason by every citizen (of 

whatever religion or philosophical conviction), then there is no point in targeting Islam and 

Muslims as particularly problematic. In themselves, they are not more problematic than any 

other religion or group of religious citizens from the angle of democratic citizenship. Howev-

er, the point is that in contemporary Europe they are too often publicly presented and repre-

sented as particularly problematic. This work īadopting the viewpoint of public reasonī tries 

to show that they are not. 

Moreover, as I will explain in 1.1.b, I am aware that there is a thin red line between the 

kind of considerations developed here, and the kind of arguments derived from an essentialist 

approach that establishes an opposition between ñEuropean liberal democratic citizensò and 

ñMuslims,ò perhaps with a tacit underlying ñweò vs. ñyouò logic, in which the essence of the 

two subjects is homogeneously pre-established. I consider the respect of that red line of capi-

tal importance. The essentialist approach is precisely what the argument developed here tries 

to eradicate īor at least to contain significantly, in order to establish more reciprocally re-

spectful relationships. In 1.1.b I explain the fundamentally different motivations which distin-

guish my approach from an essentialist account of the ñEuropeansò vs. ñMuslimsò kind, 

which I find simply nonsense. Moreover, as I have mentioned, in the second chapter I adopt a 

                                                        

159 Mohammad Fadel, ñThe True, the Good, and the Reasonable: The Theological and Ethical Roots of Public Reason 

in Islamic Law,ò Canadian Journal of Law and Jurisprudence 21, no. 1 (2008), 5-69. Available at URL 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1085347##. References are to the version available online: the pre-

vious quotation is from page 9. Emphasis added. 
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methodological principle whose main purpose is to avoid essentialism without dismissing the 

possibility of analysing a plausible (not the) European Muslim perspective on the issue of cit-

izenship. In the text, I have tried to avoid any possible cause of misinterpretation. However, 

for editorial reasons, in more advanced stages of the work I have used shorter expressions 

(such as ñEuropean Muslim approachò tout court). So, let me state from the very beginning a 

general principle for interpreting this research: nothing in this study aims to reduce the rich, 

complex, and diverse reality of Muslimsô presence in Europe to a single, unified and perenni-

al ñessence,ò nor to reduce the relationships between Muslims (in their diversities) and non-

Muslims (in their diversities) to a mere theoretical and problematic core. Moreover, there is 

no binary opposition: I am persuaded that no theory can exhaustively account for the rich-

ness and complexity of human life, interactions, and relationships in their varied and chang-

ing manifestations. I hope that this initial remark will clarify and amend possible ambiguities. 

As I previously mentioned, now I must return to the five perspectives mentioned above 

(see the beginning of this section), in order to clarify a question that I have not yet touched 

upon. One should notice that those perspectives deal with Islam, Muslims, or both. It is note-

worthy that the choice and use of these concepts seems to be particularly relevant in the first 

view, for the shift from a criticism of Islam to a criticism of Muslims in general is grounded 

in the (con)fusion of these two terms. Moreover, as I have remarked, the fourth view is main-

ly concerned with Islam as a tradition of moral argumentation and as a source of justification. 

The third view tries to critically assess the relationship between Islam as a tradition in a 

broader cultural sense and Muslims as believers and historically situated interpreters of that 

tradition. The second view principally focuses on Muslims as a minority, as individuals, and 

as social and political actors, but I have also observed that, so constructed, this category is too 

extensive to draw meaningful conclusions beyond what I said at the preliminary stage of this 

study. However, one can observe that the fifth perspective refers to European Muslims and 

not to European Islam. I do not want to over-emphasise such a distinction: this would be nei-

ther useful nor in line with my aims. Notwithstanding this, I did after all begin by saying that 

ñIslam makes problem:ò therefore, apparently the first empirical insight of my research re-

ferred to Islam and no preference for the expression European Islam or European Muslims 

was invoked there. So, one might ask why I refer now to European Muslims rather than to Eu-
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ropean Islam. All things considered, is it not true that óIslam is what Muslims do with itô160? 

Moreover, sociology does use the expression óEuropean Islam,ô161 so why does this study opt 

for the expression European Muslims? While the use of the former may be justified in socio-

logical analyses as referring to the phenomenon of Islam as being in, belonging to, and/or 

adapting to Europe,162 when we shift to a normative level I think that the latter is the most ap-

propriate.163 Firstly, one can observe that some references to a óEuro-Islamô in a normative 

                                                        

160 Bassam Tibi, Euro-Islam, 103. My translation.  

161 See, for instance, Stefano Allievi ñHow the Immigrant has Become Muslim: Public Debates on Islam in Europe,ò 8-

9 and ñConflicts over Mosques in Europe: Policy Issues and Trends,ò 11. See also Felice Dassetto, ñDiscours, soci®t®s 

et individus dans lôislam europ®en,ò passim. 

162 In this sense, Islam may be considered European since: 1) Islam óhas become the second religious presence in Eu-

rope [é,] a presence that can be considered definitive and irreversible,ô 2) European converts and second and third 

generation of Muslims ócan call themselves European to all effects, and represent [é] the first real autochthonous Eu-

ropean Islam (often [é] also ñcitizenò to all effects, and so endowed with full rights).ô Stefano Allievi ñHow the Immi-

grant has Become Muslim: Public Debates on Islam in Europe,ò 8-9. These considerations seemingly justify the refer-

ence to a new sociological ñkindò of the phenomenon ñIslam.ò Allievi (ñConflicts over Mosques in Europe: Policy Is-

sues and Trends,ò 10-11) draws a five-stage history of the óapproximationô between Europe and Islam. The first stage 

(óIslam and Europeô) was marked by conflict and it was also the longest-lasting (ólasting for at least the first ten centu-

ries of Islamô). The second phase (óEurope in Islamô) was characterised by European colonial power. The third stage 

(óIslam in Europeô) began with the arrival of the first Muslim immigrants, mainly between the aftermath of the Second 

World War and the 1960s-1970s. In the fourth phase (óIslam of Europeô), we observe óa gradual process of insertion, 

manifested in the processes of integration ïinitially in the workplace, then in a social and sometimes political contextï 

and of generational transition. Together, these contribute to the formation of a middle class and an intelligentsia of Is-

lamic origin: one that still has relations with the countries of origin, but which does not come from outside, and is born 

and socialized in Europe.ô The fifth phase would produce a ógenuine European Islam, with its own pronounced identi-

ty,ô resulting from óa gradual and substantial process of ñcitizenizationò of Muslims residing in Europe.ô However, Al-

lievi recognises that ómost Europeans countries find themselves somewhere between the third and fourth phases.ô 

163 Interestingly enough, we can observe that, when the focus shifts from sociology to religious studies and history of 

religions, the terminology shifts as well. So, for instance, in the book edited by Felice Dassetto Paroles dôislam: Indi-

vidus, soci®t®s et discours dans lôislam europ®en contemporain / Islamic Words: Individuals, Societies and Discourses 

in Contemporary European Islam, the contribution about the normative aspect of Islam deals with Islam in Europe, not 

with European Islam. For this contribution: Jacques Waardenburg, ñNormative Islam in Europe,ò 49-68. The reason can 

be understood in the light of the first argument I mention below. 
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sense have been persuasively criticised.164 Secondly, I would like to add four arguments that 

justify the preference for the expression ñEuropean Muslims.ò  

1) Religious internal coherence and unity argument. From the viewpoint of a pious Mus-

lim believer, Islam is a single, unitary religion. Despite the obvious existence of different reli-

gious practices and identities (related to the above-mentioned differences in social, political, 

and historical contexts and traditions), each believer understands Islam īas her own religionī 

as a single and unique one. Islam is a strictly monotheistic religion and the principle of tawỠǭd 

(the oneness and uniqueness of God, affirmed in the ġahǕda, the testimony of faith) profound-

ly shapes it, not only in the sense that it professes that there is only one God, but also in the 

sense that such uniqueness permeates every aspect of the religious.165 Again, this is not to say 

that such a principle has not been debated or that Islam has been historically immutable or en-

                                                        

164 See, for instance, Jocelyne Cesari, ñIslamophobia in the West,ò 35: óBassam Tibi [é] launched the term Euro-Islam 

[é] to express an understanding of Islam in a ñEuropean culture of referenceò (Leitkultur). Although Tibi does not 

himself promote essentialist visions of Islam, his ideas about the incompatibility of Islam and Europe contribute to an 

understanding of Islam as foreign and dangerous.ô See also Jørgen Nielsenôs criticism of Tibiôs notion of Euro-Islam, in 

ñThe Question of Euro-Islam: Restriction or Opportunity?ò in Islam in Europe: Diversity, Identity and Influence, eds. 

Aziz Al -Azmeh and Effie Fokas, 34-48 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). Nielsen argues that Tibiôs ap-

proach is deeply problematic, firstly because, ó[d]espite the assertion that both sides [Europeans and Muslims] need to 

move, there is precious little discussion of how Europe is supposed to move, other than by encouraging change in the 

right direction by Muslims.ô Moreover, Muslims are expected to ómeet European standards which Europeans them-

selves have often not met. The expectation of religious tolerance is one which is blind to the continuing national and 

ethnic intolerance which remains endemic in European culture and continues to find expression in national legislation 

and policies.ô Finally, óthe implication that the European religious scene is one which acknowledges the equality of es-

teem of all religions in the public space is also open to question, especially in countries where some churches hold 

privileged positions in relation to the state and the taxpayer.ô Ibid. 36. Nielsen comes to the conclusion that, since 

ó[t]here is more than one way of being a European when it comes to cultural and religious practice and identity,ô then 

there óare necessarily more ways than one for Muslims to become Europeans.ô He argues that such a notion of Euro-

Islam óbecomes restrictive [, since t]oo quickly and easily it shifts subtly from being a description of the complicated 

process of integration which Muslims of immigrant origin are passing through, to becoming a prescription which im-

plies a dichotomy between ñògoodò and ñbadò Muslims, a dichotomy which is particularly dangerous at a time when 

Islam in the public space is too facilely viewed from the perspective of public security.ô Ibid. 37. At the end of his es-

say, Nielsen argues in favour of other conceptions of the ways in which Muslims can rethink their being Muslim in Eu-

rope. Among those promising approaches, he mentions Tariq Ramadan (ibid. 45). However, for the sake of argument, 

here I just retain his points against Tibiôs Euro-Islam. Note, however, that Nielsenôs arguments may be equally directed 

against some uses of the label ñEuropean Muslims.ò So, this cannot be the ground for my normative preference for the 

latter. However, I do think that the considerations I will develop in this chapter and in the following one would mitigate 

Nielsenôs concerns about the possibility that my use of the expression ñEuropean Muslimsò may hide óa prescription 

which implies a dichotomy between ñgoodò and ñbadò Muslims.ô 

165 See, for instance, Alessandro Bausani, LôIslam: Una religione, unôetica, una prassi politica (Milan: Garzanti, 1999), 

19 and 43. Massimo Campanini, Islam e politica, new edition (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2003), 50-51. Sabrina Mervin, 

LôIslam: Fondamenti e dottrine, edited by Bruna Soravia (Milan: Bruno Mondadori, 2004) [Original edition: Histoire 

de lôislam. Fondaments et doctrines. Paris: Flammarion, 2000], 5 and 55. Alberto Ventura, ñLôislǕm sunnita nel periodo 

classico (VII-XVI secolo),ò in Islam, ed. Giovanni Filoramo, Economica Laterza edition (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 

2007), 120-121. 
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tirely coherent.166 However, the oneness and uniqueness of God and, consequently, of His re-

ligion is a fundamental pillar of Islam. Therefore, normative political theory should seriously 

take into account the fact that it is very likely that a believer would perceive her faith as a 

commitment to Islam tout court, and not to a Europe-based ñtailoredò Islam. For instance, 

Tariq Ramadan claims that his reformism must be understood as an effort to revitalise the 

original dynamism of the universal message of Islam, which must always be put in its context, 

and not to create a new ñbranchò of Islam: he argues that ó[t]he point is not to create a new Is-

lam but to reconnect Islam with its original dynamism, creativity, and confidence, which ena-

bled the faithful to observe and integrate positively all that was good and positive in the cul-

tures they encountered.ô167 Thus, pace Tibi, normatively speaking the presumption should be 

that, while many (how many is a question that normative political theory alone is unable to 

answer) Muslims could accept to define themselves ñEuropean Muslims,ò very few would a 

priori define their faith as a ñEuropean Islam.ò We should not assume that Muslims in Europe 

are currently revising (or should revise) the fundamentals of their religion in order to work out 

a new or different Islam.168 By choosing the expression ñEuropean Muslims,ò then, my first 

aim is to avoid the risk of ñforcingò Muslims to redefine their own faith (by means of an ad-

jective) as a necessary condition for honouring the normative terms of citizenship.  

2) Political liberalism coherence argument. As I have said and I will explain later, political 

liberalism does not horn in on the issue of comprehensive doctrines, since óit is constrained by 

                                                        

166 For example, for some considerations about Muôtazilaôs doctrinal formulation of the internal unity and singleness of 

God, see my previous work ñOltre un illuminismo islamico,ò 70 and 74-76 and Ida Zilio-Grandi, ñTemi e figure 

dellôapologia musulmana (óilm al kalam) in relazione al sorgere e allo sviluppo della falsafa,ò in Storia della filosofia 

nellôIslam medievale 1, ed. Cristina DôAncona (Turin: Einaudi, 2005), in particular 145. For additional bibliography on 

this subject, see the contributions mentioned in my work. 

167 The full passage reads as follows: ó[w]e are witnessing the birth of a Western Islamic culture within which Muslims 

remain faithful to fundamental religious principles while owning up to their Western cultures. They are both fully Mus-

lim as to religion and fully Western as to culture, and that is no problem at all. The point is not to create a new Islam but 

to reconnect Islam with its original dynamism, creativity, and confidence, which enabled the faithful to observe and in-

tegrate positively all that was good and positive in the cultures they encountered while remaining critical and selective 

when those cultures could result in insularity, in questionable behavior and usage, or in systematic discrimination.ô 

What I Believe, 42-43. 

168 As Bhikhu Parekh puts it (and Andrew March appropriately reminds in Islam and Liberal Citizenship, 76): ó[m]any 

of these cultural communities are not averse to self-criticism and change, but they do so in a spirit of humility rather 

than self-creation, and in terms of the central values and principles of their culture rather than some allegedly transcul-

tural norms autonomously derived by an unanchored and self-sufficient reason.ô Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multicul-

turalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 107.  
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its own agnosticism about the nature and truth of comprehensive doctrines.ô169 In Rawlsôs 

view, since a political conception of justice must be ófreestanding,ô170 ó[i]t does not provide a 

specific religious, metaphysical, or epistemological doctrine beyond what is implied by the 

political conception.ô171 However, as Larmore states it, ó[a]lthough the moral basis of liberal-

ism must be minimal, it cannot be trivial.ô172 Political liberalism is a óminimal moral concep-

tion;ô173 that is, a moral conception limited to the domain of the political. Let me add ïin a 

provisional formī an important point, which I will explore in chapters two and three. In this 

study, I provide an interpretation of (wide) public reason which mainly focuses on its ideal 

and moral (rather than strictly epistemological, formalistic, or institutional) dimension. This 

interpretation seems the most fitting with Rawlsôs ideas of reasonableness and public reason. 

For example, in Political Liberalism Rawls says: ó[o]bserve that here being reasonable is not 

an epistemological idea (though it has epistemological elements). Rather, it is part of a politi-

cal ideal of democratic citizenship that includes the idea of public reason. The content of this 

ideal includes what free and equal citizens as reasonable can require of each other with re-

                                                        

169 Micah Schwartzman, ñThe Ethics of Reasoning from Conjecture,ò Journal of Moral Philosophy 9, no. 4 (2012), 523. 

170 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, see, for example, 10, 12, 24-25 note 27, 133, and 144. 

171 Ibid. 144 (see also 10). For an influential critique see Joseph Raz, ñFacing Diversity: The Case of Epistemic Absti-

nence,ò Philosophy and Public Affairs 19, no. 1 (1990), in particular 14-15, 18-20, and 22-24. 

172 Charles Larmore, ñPolitical Liberalism,ò in Political Liberalism: Variations on a Theme, 63. 

173 Ibid. 57. While I do not discuss the moral foundations of political liberalism here, one clarification is in order. Lar-

more argues that ópolitical liberalism is to be understood as a correct moral conception and not just as an object of con-

sensus.ô Ibid. 70. The correctness of political liberalism as a moral conception stems, according to Larmore, from its 

moral justification, which is based on the two moral norms of rational dialogue and equal respect (ibid. 58, 63-65). In 

Larmoreôs understanding, the idea of an overlapping consensus is morally grounded in something like his ónorm of 

equal respect.ô In fact, Rawls affirms that ójustification is addressed to others who disagree with us, and therefore it 

must always proceed from some consensus, that is, from premises that we and others publicly recognize as true; or bet-

ter, publicly recognize as acceptable to us for the purpose of establishing a working agreement on the fundamental 

questions of political justice. It goes without saying that this agreement must be informed and uncoerced, and reached 

by citizens in ways consistent with their being viewed as free and equal persons.ô John Rawls, ñJustice as Fairness: Po-

litical not Metaphysical,ò in John Rawls, Collected Papers, 394, emphases added. Thus, Larmore contends that the 

norm of equal respect óserves to define the sort of consensus that, for [Rawls] counts as a legitimate basis for political 

principles. This norm is therefore assumed to be correct and not merely agreed on,ô and he concludes that Rawls should 

make clear this moral foundation of political liberalism more resolutely (óRawls should be more explicit about the role 

that the norm of equal respect plays in his political theoryô). Charles Larmore, ñPolitical Liberalism,ò 72. For a similar 

point, see also his ñThe Moral Basis of Political Liberalism,ò The Journal of Philosophy 96, no. 12 (1999), in particular 

605-611. 
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spect to their reasonable comprehensive views.ô174 In this sense, justice as fairness is not pro-

cedurally neutral: the reasonable orients the rational choice toward certain substantive princi-

ples of justice.175 Justice as fairness openly appeals to certain moral values and virtues, name-

ly, political moral values and virtues: óthe virtues of civility and toleration, of reasonableness 

and the sense of justice.ô176 Nor justice as fairness claims to be neutral concerning its influ-

ence or effect: since óit may [é] affirm the superiority of certain forms of moral character and 

encourage certain [political] moral virtues,ô177 óit is surely impossible for the basic structure of 

a just democratic regime not to have important effects and influences as to which comprehen-

sive doctrines endure and gain adherents over time.ô178 Since it is legitimate for a constitu-

tional democratic regime to admit óthese [political] virtues into a political conception [, be-

cause this] does not lead to the perfectionist state of a comprehensive doctrine,ô179 it is likely 

that some comprehensive doctrines will gain while others will lose adherents, depending on 

                                                        

174 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 62. Emphasis added. With reference to the status of the idea of reasonableness, this 

point has been restated ïfor critical purposesī by Stephen Mulhall and Adam Swift [ñRawls and Communitarianism,ò 

in The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 482-

483] in these terms: ó[t]he notion of ñthe reasonableò does not mark out a set of epistemological constraints that must be 

respected on pain of irrationality or ignorance of uncontroversial fact; rather, it contributes to the specification of the 

moral constraints that partly determine what it is to live up to the duties and obligations imposed by participation in a 

fair system of social cooperation based upon mutual respect.ô 

175 óJustice as fairness is not procedurally neutral. Clearly its principles of justice are substantive and express far more 

than procedural values.ô John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 192. Procedural neutrality is defined as óa procedure that can 

be legitimated, or justified, without appealing to any moral values at all.ô Ibid. 191. Rawls specifies that these substan-

tive principles of justice are political principles. Thus, his conception can be considered procedurally neutral only after 

having specified that nonetheless it expresses substantive political values and a political conception of person and socie-

ty. As he states in ñThe Priority of Right and Ideas of the Goodò (in John Rawls, Collected Papers, in particular 459), 

the consequence is that if ówe do apply to it the idea of procedural neutrality, we must do so in virtue of its being a po-

litical conception that aims to be the focus of an overlapping consensus. That is, the view as a whole hopes to articulate 

a public basis of justification for the basic structure of a constitutional regime working from fundamental intuitive ideas 

implicit in the public political culture and abstracting from comprehensive religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines. 

It seeks common ground ïor if one prefers, neutral groundī given the fact of pluralism. This common or neutral ground 

is the political conception itself as the focus of an overlapping consensus.ô The (added) emphasis points out the obvious 

fact that the idea of neutrality in question concerns a constitutional democracy (and not some other kind of regime) and 

works within its public political culture. Therefore, it embeds the political values derived from the public political cul-

ture of such a regime. Only in this sense can one say that the political conception is procedurally neutral, making an ap-

peal to ñneutralò (better, political) values (see the next chapters). 

176 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 194. 

177 Ibid. 

178 Ibid. 193. 

179 Ibid. 194. 
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their ñability to accommodateò political and comprehensive values.180 Still, justice as fairness 

is neutral in aim: the state óis to secure equal opportunity to advance any permissible concep-

tion [of the good],ô since óso long as the basic structure is regulated by [a political conception 

expressing the priority of right over the good], its institutions are not intended to favor any 

comprehensive doctrine.ô181 In line with these considerations, a political liberal theory should 

not a priori favour a comprehensive understanding of ñEuropean Islamò over any other kind 

of Islam. It cannot assess the comprehensive premises of Islam as a doctrine and try to ñad-

justò them. Two remarks are in order. First, this is not to say that political liberals cannot en-

ter at all within the comprehensive doctrine. As we will see, they can reason from conjecture. 

In this case, however, they enter only in the argumentation that stems from those premises, 

not in the premises themselves. Moreover, as I will explain, political liberals can politically 

evaluate the reasonableness (that is, a political moral feature) of a comprehensive doctrine. 

Second, this is not to say that a comprehensive doctrine cannot change, develop, or evolve. 

Simply, politically speaking, as long as social cooperation and the justification of the political 

conception are not called into question, this fact is irrelevant for political liberalism. 

3) Closely related to the second argument, I introduce a methodological argument, which I 

develop in the next chapter. As I have outlined, if we take into account the problem of the full 

justification of the political conception and we try to reason from conjecture, then we are 

dealing with the Islamic ótradition of argumentation.ô182 Within this tradition, it could be pos-

sible to consider a specific trend or pattern of argumentation (among many others) that we 

might call European Islam.183 However, since my horizon is the public justification (which 

concerns the political relationship between citizens), my referent is not Islam as a tradition ï

                                                        

180 Therefore, clearly, it may be that in the long run liberal institutions have some effects on the way in which Muslim 

believers approach their religion. However, it is both difficult and unnecessary to say which effects from the beginning. 

Hence, I think that we can use the expression European Islam only in an ex post and descriptive meaning. 

181 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 193. Emphasis added: according to Rawls, a conception of the good is permissible 

if it respects the principles of justice (ibid. and ñThe Priority of Right and Ideas of the Good,ò 457). 

182 Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal Citizenship, 9. 

183 See for instance Andrew F. March, who says that, in looking at Islam as a tradition of moral argumentation, we 

should expect that a pious Muslim believer might regard (e.g.) Tariq Ramadanôs arguments as Islamic doctrine. None-

theless, óit is never the case that these sources (or indeed any single nonrevelatory source) are invoked as authoritative 

in their own right. Rather, they are invoked as representative positions of a certain pattern or trend in Islamic discours-

es.ô Ibid. 83. 
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with its different trends and branchesï but citizens and, among them, citizens of Muslim faith. 

That is, European Muslims. 

4) Finally, I would like to discuss what I call the ñWhat come first, the chicken or the 

egg?ò argument. It claims that we should avoid using the expression ñEuropean Islamò (in its 

normative meaning), at least at the beginning of the research, because it is not clear whether it 

is a solution or a part of the problem that we are analysing. It could be that part of the confu-

sion about óIslam as an identityô and óIslam as a set of beliefsô184 is due exactly to a reciprocal 

misconception of the idea of public reason. One might guess that the more stringent and per-

emptory are Europeansô demands about the ñEuropeanisationò of Muslimsô Islamic beliefs, 

the more Islam will become an identity, and that the more Muslimsô identity is expected to 

become ñEuropean,ò the less they will be willing to reconsider their beliefs. This phenomenon 

is called ñreactive identity.ò185 As David Hollenbach rightly underscores, óthe pressure to treat 

religion as a purely private affair may thus be a source rather than cure for the emergence of 

fundamentalist religion as a political force. If fundamentalism is normatively objectionable, as 

I hold it to be, normative recommendations that religion be kept private will be counterpro-

                                                        

184 Ibid. 8-9. 

185 Political theory should be more aware of the sociological contributions regarding reactive identities. See, for in-

stance, the already mentioned work by Stefano Allievi ñHow the Immigrant has Become Muslim: Public Debates on 

Islam in Europe,ò 11-12. See also Tariq Ramadan, To Be a European Muslim, 1 and 9 (óPerceived as a problem in secu-

larised societies, Muslim men and women are expected to find solutions in order to adapt their religion and practices. 

Muslims are forced, almost automatically, to adopt a reactive attitude, just as they are quickly tempted to justify their 

beliefs and practicesô). See also Akeel Bilgrami, ñWhat is a Muslim? Fundamental Commitment and Cultural Identity,ò 

Critical Inquiry 18, no. 4 (1992), 821-842. 
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ductive.ô186 Thus, it may be the case that the more one insists on such ñEuropeanisation,ò the 

more one weakens a shared commitment to the idea of public reason. However, the solution is 

not to relinquish any serious normative attempt. Rather, we should avoid imposing any ready-

made European way of believing in Islam and focus on how Muslims in Europe try ïin their 

own termsï to participate in a common ideal of citizenship. If they prefer to call those terms 

ñIslamicò rather than ñEuropean Islamic,ò a political theorist should respect their preference. 

The mutual respect that citizens owe to each other also includes this.  

 

                                                        

186 David Hollenbach, S.J., ñPolitically Active Churches: Some Empirical Prolegomena to a Normative Approach,ò in 

Religion and Contemporary Liberalism, ed. Paul J. Weithman (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), 

301. For a similar point, see also Paul J. Weithman, ñIntroduction: Religion and the Liberalism of Reasoned Respect,ò 

in Religion and Contemporary Liberalism, 21: ó[t]he incivility of American politics is a reaction, fuelled by the resent-

ment of religious citizens who rightly think they have been ignored.ô A note on terminology is in order here, because 

the debate is usually characterised by a confusing proliferation of labels often used interchangeably. While I will not 

delve into too many technical considerations, let me make clear that, with reference to the phenomenon of Islam in poli-

tics, I prefer the expression ñpolitical Islamò (or ñIslamismò) to designate what is often called ñIslamic fundamental-

ism,ò namely, the political appeal to the óIslamic tradition for sources of innovation, renewal, and change.ô See 

Mahmood Mamdani, Good Muslims, Bad Muslims: America, the Cold War, and the Roots of Terror (New York: Pan-

theon Books, 2004), 46. I agree with Mamdani that óit makes more sense to speak of political Islam [é] than of Islamic 

fundamentalism,ô because ó[w]hereas the development of a political Christianity in the United States was mainly the 

work of a ñfundamentalistò religious clergy ïsuch as Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, and othersī the development of po-

litical Islam has been more the work of nonclerical political intellectuals such as Muhammad Iqbal and Mohammed Ali 

Jinnah in colonial India, and Abul Aôla Mawdudi, Sayyid Qutb, and Ali Shariati in postcolonial Pakistan, Egypt, and 

Iran respectively. The glaring exception was Ayatollah Khomeini.ô Ibid. 47, emphasis added. For the thesis that we can 

transfer the label ñfundamentalismò to the Muslim context(s) see Sadik Al-Azm, LôIlluminismo Islamico, 25-30. For a 

detailed analysis of the latter, see my master thesis ñOltre un illuminismo islamico,ò 297-301. I assume that political 

Islam, per se, can be either forward-looking or conservative. Moreover, forward-looking political Islam can be either 

reformist or radical. (For these distinctions, see Mahmood Mamdani, Good Muslims, Bad Muslims, 46). For the sake of 

simplicity, here I use the expression ñradical Islamò just to designate one rough end of this ideal continuum, that is, a 

peculiarly and overtly aggressive form of political Islam. This position can be defined as a óhighly militant mobilizing 

ideology selectively developed out of Islamôs scriptures, texts, legends, historical precedents, organizational experienc-

es, and present-day grievances all as a defensive reaction against the long-term erosion of Islamôs primacy over the pub-

lic, institutional, economic, social, and cultural lifeô of contemporary societies [Sadik Al-Azm, ñWhat Is Islamism?ò 

Costruire la democrazia: un progetto mediterraneo, proceedings of the international symposium (Venice: Fondazione 

Cini, June 29 and 30, 2006), 6. Note that Al-Azm is describing what he calls Islamism and what I call radical Islam; the 

difference is mainly terminological]. According to Al-Azm, such an aggressive form of Islamism is characterised (not 

necessarily at the same time) by a plurality of different phenomena: not only an attempt to re-Islamise society (which is 

not, per se, a distinctive feature of the most aggressive forms of Islamism), but also an overt conflict with both óapostate 

regimesô in Muslim majority countries and unbelievers. Ibid. Clearly, among the strategic options of such an extreme 

interpretation of Islamism, there is violence and terrorism. Here I define the latter as the activity intended to hit oneôs 

enemy ówhere it hurts mostô (Ibid. 7) and to terrorise its population as a whole by using unconventional aggressive 

means (e.g. a civil airplane or a farm tractor used as a projectile) or conventional aggressive means in unconventional 

attacks against innocent civilians (e.g. bombs and machine guns to kidnap and kill students in a school or people in a 

market, examples sadly taken from reality). Typical features of a terrorist attack are its suddenness, violence, destruc-

tiveness, and its deliberate spectacular nature (see ibid.). For further bibliographical references on these subjects (and on 

the concept of jihǕd, which I do not analyse here), see my master thesis ñOltre un illuminismo islamico.ò Part of this 

radical view (which, as I have said, I consider only in its most extreme form) is an integralist attitude toward reality. In-

tegralism is the view that óstresses the unity of religion, politics, the sciences, the economy, and the whole gamut of 

human endeavour.ô See David Hollenbach, S.J., ñPolitically Active Churches: Some Empirical Prolegomena to a Nor-

mative Approach,ò 304. 
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1.1.B Motivations: Against Essentialism. 

In this section, I consider three different but conceptually interrelated objections. Since 

they are of crucial importance, they deserve careful examination. 

(O1.1) The first objection is that my research presupposes an orientalist approach to Euro-

pean Muslims. The objection might be formulated in these terms: ñyour inquiry disguises it-

self, because it pretends to be academic neutral knowledge, but, in fact, it tries to impose a 

liberal framework on Muslims in Europe.ò Such a concern is genuine and not groundless. My 

research openly and frankly deals with European Muslims from a non-Muslim perspective. 

What is more, it tries to frame the problem of Muslimsô citizenship in Europe from the point 

of view of ïpoliticalï liberal theory. Having said this, however, I do not think that the best we 

can hope for is a collection of self-centred discourses in which Muslims speak for Muslims 

and only for them, liberals speak for liberals and only for them, and so on. ó[I]s a lack of 

commitment to a culture (or comprehensive doctrine) a reason to refrain from arguing from 

within itô187 (as one does in conjecture), from evaluating it from a political liberal point of 

view (as I do in this work), or even from talking about it? An affirmative answer would be 

paralysing as well as implausible. Indeed, however, Edward W. Saidôs criticism of oriental-

ism goes much beyond these trivial points. It mainly deals with the processes through which 

óa created body of theory and practiceô188 about the Orient stems from a óflexible positional 

superiorityô189 of the West. In those processes, Western power is the enabling condition for 

the dis-covering of the Oriental: ó[k]nowledge means rising above immediacy, beyond self, 

into the foreign and distant. The object of such knowledge is inherently vulnerable to scruti-

ny; this object is a ñfactò which [é] is fundamentally, even ontologically stable. [é] To have 

such knowledge of such a thing is to dominate it, to have authority over it. And authority here 

means for ñusò to deny autonomy to ñitò.ô190 Western authority means, among other things, 

                                                        

187 Micah Schwartzman, ñThe Ethics of Reasoning from Conjecture,ò 535. Schwartzman argues (535-540) that this lack 

of commitment is not a reason for refraining from reasoning from conjecture. Other possible objections against conjec-

ture are considered in the next chapter.  

188 Edward W. Said Orientalism, 25th anniversary edition with a new preface by the author (New York: Vintage Books, 

2003), 6. 

189 Ibid. 7. 

190 Ibid. 32. 
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the auctoritas of the paternalistic and ñcivilisedò educator, scientist, officer, and so on. The 

very essence of the Oriental descends from such Western authority: ó[k]knowledge of the Ori-

ent, because generated out of strength, creates the Orient, the Oriental, and his world. [é 

T]he Oriental is contained and represented by dominating frameworks.ô191 The Oriental, then, 

is disciplined, contained, enclosed within (and, thus, pre-defined and re-created by) the repre-

sentation produced by the West. 

Saidôs famous and compelling analysis is particularly valuable with reference to the ques-

tion of Muslims in Europe. For example, Jocelyne Cesari warns us against the ósnare of ex-

ceptionalism.ô192 She contends that ó[a]lthough often considered an ñexceptional caseò (i.e., 

operating according to rules of exceptionalism), Muslims are not always such an excep-

tion.ô193 She rightly emphasises the importance of dynamic processes in the formation of Eu-

ropean Muslimsô individual identities.194 Since several and diverse elements influence such 

processes on different dimensions and in different ways,195 there is a multiplicity of European 

Muslim identities. Thus, one should avoid any kind of essentialist predetermination of a single 

European Muslim identity. One cannot monopolise the meaning of the reality of being a Mus-

lim in Europe, or impose her own view about a hypothetically true European or Muslim es-

sence. Furthermore, one should not aspire to contain the rich diversity of meanings encom-

passed by the concept ñEuropean Muslimò in a flat and univocal picture. As I anticipated in 

1.1.a and I will explain in the second chapter, my method openly tries to avoid such an essen-

tialist snare. These considerations are crucially important and I refer to them here because 

they represent the very background upon which I will articulate my thesis. However, the polit-

ical liberal evaluation I am beginning to sketch cannot be conceived as an orientalist or impe-

rialist project. It is worked out in order to consider the public political attitude of Muslim and 

                                                        

191 Ibid. 40. 

192 Jocelyne Cesari, ñMuslim Identities in Europe: The Snare of Exceptionalism.ò 

193 Ibid. 50. 

194 Ibid. 49. Cesari uses the term óidentificationô to underscore such dynamism. 

195 She maintains that ó[t]he multiplicity of identities follows from the fact that these identities are distributed according 

to age, gender, and socio-economic level. In the case of Muslim minorities, it is also useful to underline the following 

particular dimensions of identity construction: the meta-discourse on Islam; the influence of dominant cultural and po-

litical frameworks; the complex interaction between religion and ethnicity; the influence of global Islam; the state of 

collusion between religion, ethnicity and social marginality; and the challenge of a theological revival.ô Ibid. 52. For her 

analysis of such elements, see 52-65. 
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non-Muslim citizens toward a shared political ideal of citizenship within European liberal so-

cieties. It would be hard to maintain that European societies cannot legitimately set up a 

standards and criteria valid for all citizens and governing their fundamental institutions. How-

ever, I am not saying that Islam and Muslimsô religious commitments are worthy of consider-

ation just because of the justificatory political problem I am considering. Nor that the Islamic 

political thought and Muslimsô cultural contributions to European history are relevant and 

worthy of being studied only as far as political liberalism goes. I do not insist on these points 

because I take them for granted. Nothing in this work is intended to flatten out or reduce Is-

lam and Muslimsô religious, spiritual, historical, and cultural richness. Moreover, in no way 

should this study be read as an attempt to marginalise or stigmatise Muslims.196 First of all, I 

hope to demonstrate that the theoretical framework that I develop in this research can be rec-

ognised as reasonable by all citizens as citizens. Secondly, and crucially, my justificatory 

evaluative method should not be read as a European evaluation about (against?) Muslim citi-

zens or about their willingness to integrate and be ñloyal to the West.ò Again, as fellow citi-

zens I think they deserve much more respect than that. Rather, I am trying to work out a 

method that any citizen as citizen could apply in participating to the public justification. The 

final goal is to foster civic trust and friendship, not to encourage stereotypes, suspicion, or 

distrust. Maybe, the best way to answer this objection is to refer to the motivations of my re-

search. In few words (and without any claim of argumentative cogency, at least for the mo-

ment), I am deeply persuaded that both European societies and their Muslim citizens perceive 

that in contemporary Europe there is a problem of civic trust and social unity. The literature 

cited above represents evidence of the existence of such a problem (1.1.a). Plausibly, it can 

also be argued that Muslims are the most disadvantaged in this situation. On the other hand, 

European societies do not know exactly what they should ask for and expect from Muslim cit-

izens. In such a deadlock, mutual accusations trigger a vicious cycle in which civic trust and 

friendship become weaker and weaker (for more details, see the formulation of my research 

problem in 1.2.a). I prefer not to overstate the alarmist tone of these remarks (we are not lack-

ing alarmist discourses): indeed, not all European societies and not all Muslim citizens are in 

the same situation. However, the normative problem deserves very careful consideration. 

Therefore, my research stems from the desire to reconstruct a common ground for public dis-

courses on fundamental issues and, above all, a common ideal of citizenship in European 

                                                        

196 For a similar point, see Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal Citizenship, 62-64. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

75  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

democratic societies. This is in the interest of all,197 especially in the interest of those who 

have lacked a voice so far. This intention is not paternalistic: all can participate ïif they wishï 

to this effort. Indeed some proposals have already been formulated by Muslim authors (I con-

sider one of them in chapter six). Thus, the problem consists of sharpening the appropriate 

theoretical tools to be able to understand (and answer to) those proposals and demands, since 

they concern the recognition of Muslims as equal citizens and not merely as potentially dan-

gerous aliens settled more or less durably within the physical European space. The issue at 

stake is not to read Muslimsô discourses and arguments as a liberal judge could, but to read 

them as another reasonable and rational free and equal person who shares a political relation-

ship of citizenship based on reciprocal social cooperation could. Finally, note that essential-

ism is an insidious ñsnareò in both directions: even Said was criticised for his ñessentialist 

driftsò in Orientalism.198 Thus, one may also wonder if I am trying to impose a single unify-

ing model of public reason citizenship on the rich diversities of European societies and tradi-

tions. In this case, the essentialist view would concern European societies and not Muslims. I 

can only reply that, as I said above, I am considering a normative ideal and its normative al-

ternatives, not the models of citizenship that have been historically experimented with in dif-

ferent European societies. To a greater or lesser extent, normative ideals always claim (or 

should claim) to be abstract and general/universal. I will consider this point in chapter five. 

(O1.2) A second kind of criticism that could be raised is that here I do not provide an ac-

count of power. Is my work blind to the issue of power relationships? If with the expression 

ñaccount of powerò the critic means the question of how the exercise of power should be kept 

within the limits of political legitimacy, then the critique is pointless, because this is exactly 

one of the fundamental concerns of political liberalism. However, if with this expression the 

critic means a theory of how óarbitrary interferenceô or ódominationô199 works in our societies, 

then the criticism is out of place. In line with Rawlsôs view, my research does not assume re-

lationships of arbitrary interference and domination as a fixed or unchangeable. From the 

standpoint of a normative theory, such relationships should be excluded for the future, as long 

                                                        

197 Sebastiano Maffettone, Un mondo migliore, 152. 

198 This is Sadik Al-Azmôs criticism to Said in his article ñOrientalism and Orientalism in Reverse,ò reprinted in Orien-

talism: A Reader, ed. Alexander Lyon Macfie (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 217-238. 

199 óOne agent dominates another if and only if they have a certain power over that other, in particular a power of inter-

ference on an arbitrary basisô, see Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government, 52. 
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as the principles that it specifies are appropriately satisfied (that is, in the ideal case). Such a 

theory aims at a peaceful social and political life based on some kind (specified by the theory 

itself) of just grounds, civic trust and friendship. Its normative horizon does not end by sub-

suming the perpetuation of domination and mistrust. This does not mean being naïve, but 

making normative political philosophy. Saying this, however, does not exclude citizensô vigi-

lance (on the contrary, the latter is crucial for maintaining and supporting just social institu-

tions). Nonetheless, being vigilant does not entail perpetual mistrust. A political liberal ideal 

of citizenship as a órealistic utopiaô requires that citizens are able both to comply with the 

principles of justice and to eliminate unjust relationships of domination and to politically trust 

one another on the basis of that political conception of justice and the common political ideal 

it specifies. This makes it possible that, if some injustices occur in what Rawls calls a nearly 

just society (that is, in a society in which the gravest forms of social and political injustice are 

excluded and whose political institutions generally comply with the principles of justice, see 

infra), they do not radically undermine citizensô mutual trust, because the latter know that 

they have appropriate means īprinciples of justice, along with public guidelines and values 

specified by the ideal of public reasonī to solve them. In this sense, a theory of domination 

may help but it is neither sufficient nor necessary to remedy them. The purpose of a family 

doctor is to provide an effective treatment for her patients, not to provide a description of the 

morphology of the virus affecting them. This is a task for the microbiologist, not for the fami-

ly doctor. To be sure, all the better if the family doctor knows microbiology, but this is not 

strictly necessary for her primary task. What is important is to recognise the disease and to 

treat the patient with appropriate drugs. The description of the virus and the history of its dif-

fusion may be important, but logically they are neither a sufficient nor a necessary condition 

in order to find a treatment for the disease. Similarly, if the task of political liberal theory is to 

provide an account of how citizens should live together in a fair system of cooperation and 

how they ought to deal with disagreement, it does not need to include a description of how 

(and/or a genealogy of why) things go wrong today. Reasonable disagreement will not fade 

away. The problem, then, is to assure fair terms of social cooperation in conditions of reason-

able disagreement. Moreover, the problem is to know what to do when disagreement is not 

reasonable. 

(O1.3) Let me conclude this section by taking into account another possible criticism. It af-

firms that this study has little hope of success, because I am trying to solve problems which 
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have an important empirical dimension merely by theoretical, normative, and abstract means. 

Let me interpret the expression ñempirical dimensionò in the sense of those material socio-

economic-political conditions that characterise Muslimsô real lives in European countries at 

different levels ïindividual, domestic, associational, local, national, and supranational. As I 

have repeatedly said, empirical reality provided the motivation and the background for my 

theoretical effort. Additionally, as I have made clear several times, I am perfectly aware that 

nowadays there is an inclination to subsume every issue to a cultural dimension, producing a 

óculturalization of political, social, and economic conflicts.ô200 My work, however, is norma-

tive rather than descriptive: its object is a normative ideal. For such a research, then, the em-

pirical dimension is a fundamental requisite in the preparatory diagnostic stage and a neces-

sary component of the solution (that is, in the implementation of the ideal). Still, it does not 

monopolise the latter. Here there is room for a normative ideal theory that should orientate the 

process of resolution. The obvious caveat is that a normative proposal cannot claim to be the 

immediate panacea. Otherwise, it would amount to a more or less sophisticated form of intel-

lectual divertissement. Rather, it aspires to direct reforms and policies that impact on the em-

pirical level. However, as I mentioned a few lines above, the leading idea is that, once ïif ev-

erī the normative ideal were achieved, the empirical dimension of the problem would be 

solved. This is a common assumption in normative ideal theory. The latter moves from the as-

sumption that we are not fatally bound to existing injustice. Concerning the issue that I am 

discussing, I do think that a normative reflection is not only legitimate, but also necessary: as 

Tariq Ramadan aptly emphasises, órecognizing that there are victims is one thing; maintaining 

a victim mind-set is another. [é B]ecause there are actual victims, people must resist the 

temptation to feel victimized and take it upon themselves to demand their rights.ô201 Let me 

conclude with this remark. By ñempirical dimension,ò the critic could also mean a concrete 

referent on which the research is grounded. Then the criticism could sound more like a ques-

tion: to which European Muslims are you referring precisely? I devote the entire sixth chapter 

                                                        

200 óThe supremacy of cultural-religious discourse in the West is likely to frame many of the social, political, and eco-

nomic conflicts within the range of religious differences. Many of the ills of migrants and their descendants such as 

poverty, exclusion, unemployment, illiteracy, lack of political participation and lack of will to integrate are reduced to 

their Islamic background, which is stereotypically believed to be in clash with Western secular norms and values. Cul-

turalization of political, social, and economic conflicts has become a popular sport in a way that reduces all sorts of 

structural problems to cultural and religious factors.ô Ayhan Kaya, Islam, Migration and Integration: The Age of Secu-

ritization, 217. 

201 Tariq Ramadan, What I Believe, 75. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

78  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

to the analysis of such a referent (Tariq Ramadan), while in the next chapter I justify my 

choice, firstly explaining the rationale of my method, then adopting a precise methodological 

principle.  

In the rest of the chapter, I will try to extract and detail my research problem and questions 

starting from the background problem analysed in 1.1.a. 

 

1.2 Specifying the Problem and the Object of the Research. 

 

1.2.A The Research Problem.  

To understand the core problem of this research, we should go back to the phenomena that 

I described at the beginning of this chapter (1.1.a). Drawing on those remarks, one could ar-

gue that contemporary Western European societies are characterised by the following fea-

tures:  

1. Islam has become highly visible, and, more generally, the religious dimension 

plays an important and divisive role in public debates. For instance, Randall Han-

sen writes that: 

óThe Europe of today is in one sense surprisingly similar to its sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century predecessor: religion is a foundation of social conflict. It 

might even be the most important foundation of that conflict. [é] The major cul-

tural clashes over the last 20 years ïthe Rushdie affair in Britain, the hijab debates 

in France, the question of Sikhs wearing crash helmets, the Danish cartoon con-

troversyī have all been about religion. And most of them have been about one re-

ligion in particular.ô202 

 Note, however, that saying that major political and social conflicts in contemporary 

European public debates seem to turn on religion does not imply a quasi-

eschatological perspective à la Huntington, according to which European societies 

                                                        

202 Randall Hansen, ñThe Two Faces of Liberalism: Islam in Contemporary Europe,ò Journal of Ethnic and Migration 

Studies 37, no. 6 (2011), 891. 
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must necessarily pass through a destructive clash-of-civilisation phase. On the con-

trary, as we will see, political and social conflicts are not only compatible with, but 

are also a fundamental component of life under free and democratic institutions. In 

fact, Hansen himself continues:  

óThe fact of conflict is itself not an indicator of a lack of cultural integration 

among Muslims. [é] Liberal societies are perfectly consistent with a high degree 

of conflict. Indeed, the great strength of liberal institutions is that conflict in an 

important sense sustains them; they derive their legitimacy in part from the rou-

tinised and institutionalised debate [é] that liberal institutions make uniquely 

possible.ô203 

This is precisely the horizon beneath which this research is developed: the 

preservation of (reasonable) disagreement within the common framework of 

liberal institutions. 

2. Additionally, in contemporary European societies there is a sort of equation be-

tween Islam and religion when the latter is publicly portrayed as irreducibly ñoth-

er,ò ñproblematic,ò and ñthreateningò (as suggested by Hansenôs phrase ómost of 

[the major cultural clashes in Europe] have been about one religion in particularô). 

In public discourses, there is a tendency to describe Islam as a problem. Exclusion, 

securitisation, and very real acts of discrimination are apparently the ñnaturalò con-

sequences of such a predicament with Islam and Muslims.  

3. These discourses focus on the anxiety that moral disagreement with this ñirreduci-

ble otherò could undermine the fundamental terms of social and political coopera-

tion in European democracies.204 Again in Hansenôs words, ó[w]hat is more worry-

ing is that there is emerging evidence that some Muslim communities in Europe are 

deeply mistrustful of the other participants in those debates ïtheir fellow citizens,ô 

and vice versa.205 Then, European societies seem to be concerned with some form 

                                                        

203 Ibid. 

204 For some references concerning these perspectives, see what I call ñIslam-as-an-unsolvable-problemò view in sec-

tion 1.1.a.2. 

205 Randall Hansen, ñThe Two Faces of Liberalism: Islam in Contemporary Europe,ò 891. 
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of a ómutual assurance problemô206 about citizensô continued commitment to hon-

ouring the common fair terms of social cooperation: óif citizens are to act from their 

sense of justice consistently, each must have some assurance that others will con-

sistently act justly as well.ô207 Without this kind of assurance, they fear not only a 

potentially destructive instability, but, more importantly, that stability cannot occur 

for the right reasons (for a full description of the ómutual assurance problem,ô and 

its implications and solution, see infra, 4.2, and 5.2.c).  

4. Multiculturalism is criticised precisely because it seems unable to answer this prob-

lem (see 1.1.a.1 and 5.2.b). 

If I am right, then one can certainly say that the problem that Western European societies 

and their Muslim citizens are facing óis more than a breakdown of communication,ô and that 

the óexisting conceptual frameworks at work in Muslim-West relations [é] have so far failed 

to establish a common ground and inspired a shared horizon.ô208 This could represent a first 

general formulation of my research problem. However, I can now specify the nature of the 

latter in greater detail. Before explaining my research problem, I try to summarise it in Figure 

1. 

                                                        

206 See in particular Paul Weithmanôs book Why Political Liberalism? On John Rawlsôs Political Turn (Oxford and 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2010) and his recent article ñInclusivism, Stability, and Assurance,ò in Rawls and 

Religion, ed. Tom Bailey and Valentina Gentile (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), passim. For Rawlsôs 

formulation of the assurance problem, see John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 269-270/237-238, 336/295-296 (see also 

496-497/434-435). 

207 Paul Weithman, Why Political Liberalism?, 46-47.  

208 Ibrahim Kalin, ñIslamophobia and the Limits of Multiculturalism,ò 4. Emphasis added. 
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Figure 1 The theoretical problem.  

 

Main theoretical problem: the relations between Western European societies 
and their Muslim citizens are affected by a crisis of their shared normative 

conception of citizenship .

This requires a common discursive platform .

New forms of pluralism in Europe. 

Two dimensions of stability for  the right 
reasons: Assuring both inclusion  and en-
during compliance with the terms of social 

cooperation (mutual assurance ). 

Such pluralism must be reab-
sorbed without being annihilat-

ed (political reconciliation). 

To solve the mutual assurance 
problem and providing effec-
tive means of inclusion, we 
need both: 

1) A common public  political identity , which 
allows ÏÎÅȭÓ self-recognition within a political 
consensus. 

2) Shared social and political critical stand-
ards, which make the public uncovering of un-
reasonable and unjust demands easier and more 
effective. Thus, such standards are important 
empowering and inclusive instruments, espe-
cially for members of minority groups. 
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It seems that Western European societies are facing a serious political problem. Certainly, 

it is not a matter of a clash of cultures,209 but the risk is the emersion of a culture of clash. My 

thesis is that, from a political standpoint, the problem is represented by a citizenship crisis. As 

I mentioned above, Muslims are often represented as outside or even against the liberal dem-

ocratic citizenry. The very possibility that they genuinely become European citizens is fre-

quently presented as deeply problematic or even unlikely: apparently, there is no room for 

Muslims in the existing normative models of citizenship in European societies. This crisis of 

the normative models of citizenship210 is rooted in the fact that Western European societies in 

the last two to four decades (depending on the national contexts) are going through a new 

form of pluralism.211 Obviously, this is not to say that European societies have never experi-

enced Muslimsô presence before. This would simply be false. However, this kind of pluralism 

is new for Europe because it combines three features at the same time: (1) the character of 

this pluralism, which: a) is not confined within Christianity, b) concerns (to different extents) 

the entire continent, and c) is likely to endure for the foreseeable future, (2) the numbers con-

cerned, and (3) the high visibility of the debates provoked by such pluralism (the ñMuslim 

questionò debate).212 To my knowledge, in European modern history there is no previous ex-

ample of pluralism combining these features at the very same time. Therefore, it is not sur-

prising that European societies are still uncertain and vacillating about what is the most ade-

quate approach to face this new situation. Nonetheless, it seems safe to say that, once we take 

seriously the fact that reasonable pluralism is óthe work of free practical reason within the 

framework of free institutionsô213 (see chapter two), the only way for facing such new plural-

                                                        

209 Bruna Soravia, ñLo scontro che non cô¯ stato. Guerre di civilt¨, guerre di parole e il Medio Oriente, 1979-2001,ò in Il 

nuovo disordine internazionale. Conflitti politici, cambiamenti tecnologici ed evoluzioni strategiche (Rome: Fondazio-

ne Magna Carta, 2015), 171-190. I am grateful to the author for having provided me with an advanced draft of the arti-

cle. 

210 Remember that I am concerned with a normative account of citizenship from the perspective of political philosophy. 

I am not concerned with an analysis of the models of citizenship historically experimented in the single national con-

texts. 

211 See for instance Tariq Ramadan, What I Believe, 80 and ñThey Live in a Bleak, Devastated Universe,ò interview 

with Erich Follath and Romain Leick published in the Der Spiegel issue 46/2005 November, 2005 and available at URL 

= http://www.spiegel.de/international/spiegel/spiegel-interview-with-tariq-ramadan-they-live-in-a-bleak-devastated-

universe-a-384900.html, page 2 of the printable version. 

212 For some of these points about the new kind of pluralism caused by the contemporary Muslim presence in Western 

Europe, see Enzo Pace, Lôislam in Europa: modelli di integrazione, 58, 64, 118, and 121-122. 

213 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 37. 
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ism compatible with liberal democratic principles and institutions is a political effort to reab-

sorb without annihilating it. This means that all parties must undertake an effort of political 

reconciliation (see 3.2.b.1). Such an effort involves the capacity of providing at the same time 

a full inclusion of Muslim citizens based on the equal status of citizenship and the assurance 

that the social cooperative system is stable for the right reasons, and not only based on con-

tingent circumstances or compromise (for what Rawls calls óstability for the right reasons,ô 

see in particular chapter two). European Muslim citizensô allegiance to a shared ideal of citi-

zenship is continuously called into question: mutual confidence seems lacking.214 To solve 

this problem means solving a ómutual assurance problem:ô215 each citizen must know that 

every other citizen is sufficiently motivated to respect the same fair terms of social coopera-

tion (see chapter four). The problem of citizensô fair inclusion and the problem of mutual as-

surance are thus the two crucial dimensions of óstability for the right reasons.ô However, they 

cannot be solved unless we first answer two compelling demands. The first demand concerns 

the lack of a public political identity (in what follows, I use the expressions ñpublic political 

identity,ò ñcommon political identity,ò ñshared political identity,ò ñpublic identity,ò and ñin-

stitutional identityò as synonyms; I do the same with the expressions ñpublic political morali-

ty,ò ñpublic morality,ò and óinstitutional morality;ô216 for all these notions, see below). I have 

already mentioned this element in 1.1.a.1. There I said that even liberal multicultural theorists 

                                                        

214 See, for instance, Tariq Ramadan, The Quest For Meaning: Developing a Philosophy of Pluralism (London: Allen 

Lane, 2010), ix, where he suggests that lack of mutual knowledge leads to a óconflict of perceptions,ô which in turn ex-

plains the lack of confidence. See also Jocelyne Cesari, Why the West Fears Islam, in particular 6-20 and Ibrahim Kalin, 

ñIslamophobia and the Limits of Multiculturalism,ò especially 16. Mutual lack of confidence is also revealed by the fact 

that, according to the FRAôs 2009 ñData in Focus Report: Muslimsò (available at URL = 

http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2010/eu-midis-data-focus-report-2-muslims), 59% of Muslims who did not report 

their experiences of discrimination (and note that óone in four Muslims experienced discrimination and did not report 

their experiences anywhereô) explained their silence by saying that ónothing would happen or change by reportingô (8-

9).  

215 Here I follow Paul J. Weithman (Why Political Liberalism? and ñInclusivism, Stability, and Assuranceò). In order to 

solve the problem of defection from terms of social cooperation and to stabilise them, óindividual conceptions of the 

good must supportô them (ñInclusivism, Stability, and Assurance,ò 83). In Rawlsôs theory, this is the role of the idea of 

an overlapping consensus (see chapter two of this research). However, as Weitheman rightly emphasises, óthe individu-

al rationality of compliance is not enough. If preemptive defection is to be avoided, the fact that each citizen recognizes 

the individual rationality of compliance must itself be a matter of public knowledge. In sum, each must have some as-

surance that others accept the terms of cooperation and will not defectô (ñInclusivism, Stability, and Assurance,ò 83, 

emphases added). For a more detailed account of Weithmanôs theoretical position, see his book Why Political Liberal-

ism? Rawlsôs solution for this second part of the problem of stability for the right reasons is his wide view of public rea-

son (see chapter four of this research). I will return to the mutual assurance problem in chapter four. For how wide pub-

lic reason solves this problem, see chapter five.  

216 Sebastiano Maffettone, ñPolitical Liberalism: Reasonableness and Democratic Practice,ò Philosophy and Social 

Criticism 30, no. 5-6 (2004), 555. 
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are aware of the fact that social unity and cohesion and the right kind of stability are crucial 

social goods. For instance, Kymlicka is deeply concerned with the social unity of his ómulti-

nation states,ô and agrees that what really matters is óthe idea of a shared identity.ô217 He also 

acknowledges that the most relevant critical points about multiculturalism concern Muslims 

with an immigrant background in Europe (see 1.1.a.1, below in this section, and 5.2.b). In the 

same vein, it has been argued that óthe fundamental question raised by post-immigration di-

versity for a variety of nation-states [is]: what is the identity of citizenship itself and what 

does it imply for other identities that citizens may have or want to have?ô218 However, 

Kymlicka does not provide a comprehensive answer to the question of social unity and stabil-

ity. What he says is just that ó[t]he great variance in historical, cultural, and political situations 

in multination states suggests that any generalized answer to this question will probably be 

overstated,ô219 and that óit is not clear how [é] multination states could try to create [é] a 

level of solidarity where it did not already exist.ô220 I claim that from a normative standpoint 

political philosophy can and should aspire to something more than this hesitant answer. In 

fact, with reference to the issue of Muslim citizens in Western Europe, a more resolute answer 

is needed if one wants to solve the mutual assurance problem and foster better relations of 

mutual trust, a communal sense of political belonging, social cooperation, and joint civic par-

ticipation. For instance, one may venture to guess that it is precisely from this lack of a shared 

political identity that suspicious questions such as ñare you loyal to your country or to the Is-

lamic umma (Islamic community)?ò originate. Understandably, this is a question that many 

Muslims (and many non-Muslims as well) find offensive.221 The second demand concerns the 

lack of a shared evaluative standard for critically assessing other citizensô political views, 

                                                        

217 Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, 188. Emphasis omitted. 

218 Anna Triandafyllidou, Tariq Modood, and Nasar Meer, ñIntroduction: Diversity, Integration, Secularism and Multi-

culturalism,ò in European Multiculturalisms: Cultural, Religious and Ethnic Challenges, 11. 

219 Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, 189. 

220 Ibid. 191. 

221 See, for example, Tariq Ramadan, Noi musulmani europei (Rome: Datanews, 2008), 22; To Be a European Muslim, 

162-163; What I Believe, 36. In the latter, Ramadan says that, when Muslims are questioned about whether they are first 

ñMuslimò or ñItalian,ò ñFrench,ò ñAmerican,ò and so on, ó[t]he question explicitly addresses [Muslimsô] definition of 

their identity whereas implicitly, and more seriously, it has to do with loyalty. Since one can only have one identity, one 

can only have one loyalty. A clear, unqualified, unambiguous answer must be given! Yet the question itself is meaning-

less.ô 
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claims, contributions, and proposals. For instance, in a passage that I have already quoted in 

1.1.a, Tariq Ramadan maintains that he does not  

óspeak of integration anymore. Integration of Islam, of Muslims as European 

citizens has already been accomplished: Islam is nowadays a European religion. 

Instead, the actual problem is to know what their contribution is, not only for 

themselves, but for Europe. Europe will begin to change its perception about Is-

lam only when it realises that Islam represents a resource and not only a problem: 

thus, a radical change of perspective is needed.ô222 

Hence, if one takes seriously this kind of request coming from leading Muslim intellectuals 

themselves, citizens need shared standards for social and political criticism, so that in public 

discussions they can more easily and effectively recognise positive contributions, reject un-

reasonable demands, and reform unjust laws, policies, and institutions. Indeed, only if such 

standards are publicly available is it possible to uphold with some reasonable hope of success 

the claim that óbecause there are actual victims, people must resist any temptation to feel vic-

timized and take it upon themselves to demand their rights.ô223 

I have just demonstrated that (according to Muslims themselves) the availability of a com-

mon political identity and of shared standards for social and political criticism is an im-

portant social good for citizens, because it is necessary to achieve both mutual assurance 

about other citizensô loyalty to fair terms of social cooperation and political inclusion in the 

terms set by reasonable Muslim citizens themselves. Therefore, one can legitimately claim 

that the availability of such political identity and shared standards is a salient criterion for as-

sessing political theories with reference to those two dimensions: the stability for the right 

reasons of European societies and their capacity for political inclusion toward Muslim citi-

zens. Other things being equal, a political theory that provides both a common political identi-

ty and shared standards for social and political criticism is better placed with regard to social 

stability (for the right reasons) and inclusion of Muslim citizens than theories that provide on-

ly one of them or both but at a lesser extent. 

                                                        

222 In Islam in Europa / Islam in Italia tra diritto e società, 326, my translation and emphasis added. 

223 Tariq Ramadan, What I Believe, 75. 
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The problem illustrated in Figure 1 is thus a multifaceted and complex one. How to solve 

it? As I will explain in 5.2.b, from the perspective of political philosophy two prominent 

families of theories of citizenship seem today unable to answer these demands.  

1) Multicultural citizenship (which I consider only in its liberal version) is under at-

tack. As observed in 1.1.a.1, notwithstanding the uncertain causal relations between 

theoretical critiques and effective downscaling in terms of policies and institutional 

settings, it seems that (at least with specific reference to the case of immigrants and 

in particular of Muslims with an immigrant background in contemporary Western 

European countries) temptations to commit such downscaling are real, as Kymlicka 

himself acknowledges. The reason for this is that apparently multiculturalism has 

underestimated the extent to which the unsolved problem of mutual assurance puts 

political identities and institutions under pressure. Political speeches against multi-

culturalism may also be populist, but they capture perceptions and feelings that are 

widespread in European streets. Political theory should critically address, scruti-

nise, deconstruct, and ïpossiblyī rectify such perceptions and feelings. But in the 

case of European Muslims multiculturalism alone seems unable to do that, because 

it does not address the problem of mutual assurance, in terms of a common political 

identity and shared standards for social and political criticism.224 

2) Republican citizenship (which I consider in the version theorised by Cécile La-

borde, since it openly and systematically addresses the question of Muslimsô citi-

zenship in contemporary Western European societies, see 1.1.a.2 and 5.2.b) seems 

more capable of solving the problem of stability, but actually this is not the case, 

because it neglects the second perspective that should characterise political recon-

ciliation, namely, fair inclusion of citizens of faith. I do not go into details here 

since I devote 5.2.b to the analysis of Labordeôs arguments. However, to put it 

simply, one can wonder why Muslim citizens should accept her critical republican 

perspective qua Muslims, since Labordeôs theory does not presuppose any properly 

Islamic (or, in general, any religious or philosophically non-republican) ground for 

its endorsement. In other words, at the end of the day, it seems that either Muslims 

                                                        

224 Note that I am not saying that, once one has solved the problem of mutual assurance liberal multiculturalism is a 

philosophically inadequate view. In this research I do not analyse the question of the consistency between Kymlickaôs 

multicultural citizenship and Rawlsôs public reason citizenship. 
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are born critical republican citizens (that is, either they end up by endorsing critical 

republicanism only as citizens but not also as Muslims, and this would be problem-

atic in terms of guaranteeing both reasonable pluralism and social stability), or they 

must find some strategic reasons to abide by her conception in a modus vivendi (but 

also in this case critical republicanism would not be able to provide an account of 

social stability for the right reasons). 

Then, I argue that we need a theoretical model able to do what in present circumstances 

liberal multiculturalism and critical republicanism seem unable to do, that is, both to include 

Muslimsô voices and perspectives and to solve the problem of mutual assurance. Liberal mul-

ticulturalism overlooks the latter in favour of the former. On the other hand, critical republi-

canism does not adequately recognise the question of including Muslimsô voices as Muslim 

voices, because it neglects the role of an overlapping consensus and so it does not solve the 

ógeneralised prisonerôs dilemma,ô because it does not show that it would be individually ra-

tional for Muslims to comply225 with its normative principles (for these points, see 4.2, 5.2.b, 

and 5.2.c). Therefore, neither liberal multiculturalism nor critical republicanism can secure 

stability for the right reasons. Then, in the context of contemporary Western European socie-

ties, both critical republicanism and liberal citizenship are unstable normative conceptions of 

citizenship. 

Thus, I argue that we should adopt a third normative conception of citizenship, which is 

capable of reconciling inclusion and assurance within the framework of a society that is stable 

for the right reasons. I propose to adopt an ideal of citizenship based on the idea of public rea-

son. The main claim of this research is that public reason citizenship is able to resolve the 

complex problem outlined before. This is because it is able to accommodate within its norma-

tive horizon both dimensions of political reconciliation: inclusion and mutual assurance. This 

is possible because public reason represents a common discursive platform which provides 

shared standards for social criticism and which is the basis on which a common political iden-

tity can be structured. By combining these two elements, public reason citizenship secures so-

cietyôs stability for the right reasons. Such political reconciliation guarantees that in Europe 

the new form of pluralism is politically reabsorbed without being annihilated, because it is in-

                                                        

225 As I will repeat in the next chapters, for this point I draw on Paul J. Weithmanôs use of the expression óindividual 

rationality of complianceô in ñInclusivism, Stability, and Assurance,ò 83. 
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cluded within a common normative conception of citizenship. The argument supporting this 

central claim can be found in chapter five. 

It should be clear, then, that the problem at stake here is a political one. The general prob-

lem I am interested in is the political relationship between citizens and how this relationship is 

affected by the fact that Muslim citizens are often perceived and presented as outside such a 

relationship.226 Here, I take into consideration the normative issue at stake when Muslims are 

publicly portrayed as citizens outside the citizenry and potentially against a shared normative 

conception of citizenship. This study tries to take seriously into consideration from the per-

spective of political philosophy what is needed to overcome the present widespread and un-

critical attitude of portraying Islam and Muslims as ña problem.ò This study focuses on the 

normative grounds of such óexternalisingô public discourse (for the latter, see 1.1.a.1). In this 

sense, it does not aim at analysing political (in a non-normative meaning), social, economic, 

and historical reasons of such óexternalisation.ô227 Rather, it is a work in political theory that 

focuses on the normative requirements for Muslimsô inclusion as free equal citizens in a rea-

sonably just and stable democratic society. Note that it is surely true that óa striking gap exists 

between the image of Islam as it is constructed in binary public discourses and the multifacet-

ed reality of Muslims across countries and localities,ô and it may be true that, while being óin 

plain sight and highly scrutinized,ô óthe ñMuslimò has become the invisible man (and woman) 

of western societies, [é due to] people[ôs] incapacity to see the reality of Muslims of flesh 

and blood.ô228 However, the perception of Islam and Muslims as a normative problem or as a 

threat for European societiesô normative horizon is an important question largely unanswered. 

It represents the general concern of this work. Moreover, the two questions are related. In 

fact, the main aim of this research is to address the question of what normative theory is the 

                                                        

226 For an account of the politicisation of the issues around immigration and citizenship (understood as óthe set of rights, 

duties, and identities linking citizens to the nation stateô), with a specific focus on Muslim groups, see Ruud Koopmans, 

Paul Statham, Marco Giugni, and Florence Passy, Contested Citizenship: Immigration and Cultural Diversity in Europe 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 2-7 and chapter four. 

227 Those reasons are numerous and different. For example, Cesari argues that the main causes of the óexternalisationô 

of Islam and Muslims in European public discourse are not all ascribable to the West (Why the West Fears Islam, 140: 

óthe putative opposition of Islam and the West is not just a construct of the West. It is also the outcome of a specific 

theology [ïSalafismï] in which Islam is cast into a narrative defined, point-by-point, in opposition to the Western narra-

tiveô). In particular, Cesari pinpoints three óstructural conditions that shape and solidify the symbolic boundaries be-

tween the West and Islam: the international context of war on terror, the crisis of secularism, and the global visibility of 

Salafism.ô Ibid. xvii. See xvii-xviii, and, respectively, chapters five, six, and seven. 

228 Ibid. xiv. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

89  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

most reasonable in order to achieve a shared and stable notion of citizenship in European lib-

eral democracies. Only once such a notion (and its normative requirements) is fully developed 

can Muslim presence in Europe be conceived not just in terms of a mere expectation of inte-

gration, but in terms of a loyal, cooperating, and trustworthy membership into the citizenry. 

Pinpointing such a normative theory crucially means defining the conditions of possibility of 

citizenship for Muslims (like for any other citizen, since citizens are conceived ïby assump-

tionï as free and equal persons) in reasonably just and stable European societies. As I have 

said, this requires a common discursive platform that can function both as the ground for a 

common political identity and as a shared standard for political criticism. Thus, public reason 

is a very important empowering instrument, especially for members of minority groups. 

Sometimes Muslimsô discourses about citizenship in Europe seem difficult to assess from a 

public perspective. Even if Muslim thinkers, reformers, scholars, and public intellectuals try 

to elaborate some notion of citizenship consistent with both Islam and European citizenship, 

often such attempts are not framed within a shared public perspective. Thus, a gap originates 

from this omission: frequently their demands, proposals, and discourses fail to be persuasive 

for European societies at large, or they look off-centred and difficult to evaluate in a language 

familiar to the European public political culture (the existence ïbut not necessarily the abso-

lute internal coherence and continuityï of which I take for granted). As Tariq Ramadan ob-

serves, it is often difficult to assess the merits of such Muslim contributions from a public 

perspective.229 He repeats that óno doubt, the most serious difficulty for Muslims living today 

in the West [é] is to translate their aspirations and their hopes into a language that is under-

standable, clear, ñaudibleò.ô230 Moreover, if the standards provided by public reason for pub-

licly exposing discrimination and exclusion are shared, then the majority cannot turn a blind 

eye to such phenomena. Public reason clearly distinguishes between questions that concern 

religious pluralism and reasonable comprehensive convictions and questions of political jus-

tice. Therefore, political injustices cannot be justified anymore by appealing to arguments that 

                                                        

229 Tariq Ramadan in Islam in Europa / Islam in Italia tra diritto e società, 326. 

230 Tariq Ramadan, De lôislam et des musulmans: r®flexions sur lôHomme, la r®forme, la guerre et lôOccident (Paris: 

Presses du Châtelet, 2014), 61, my translation. 
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confusedly melt reasonable disagreement, unreasonable views, and political oppression.231 

Thus, I think that developing a common discursive platform is in the interest of all, in particu-

lar of those whose voices are less likely to be heard in public debates. 

Two concluding remarks are in order. Firstly, as I will explain in chapter three and four, a 

public reason conception of citizenship crucially involves both on the one hand the acknowl-

edgment of the need for (and the participation in) a public justification of the use of coercive 

political power so that the latter can be regarded as legitimate, and on the other hand a kernel 

of common political values. The idea of public reason incorporates both elements. It includes 

both óguidelines of inquiry that specify ways of reasoning and criteria for the kinds of infor-

mation relevant for political questionsô232 (that is, what is relevant to publicly justify a funda-

mental political decision), and óvalues of public reason [which] fall under the guidelines for 

public inquiry, which make that inquiry free and public [, é such] political virtues as reason-

ableness, and a readiness to honor the (moral) duty of civility, which as virtues of citizens 

help to make possible reasoned public discussion of political questions.ô233 In this sense, the 

pivotal concern of my study is the relation between European Muslims and public reason both 

as a regulative moral ideal of citizenship and as a standard for a civic practice of public justi-

fication (see chapter four).  

Secondly, however, Rawls says that óthe idea of public reason [é] belongs to a conception 

of a well-ordered constitutional democratic society.ô234 Now, so far my argument has implic-

itly assumed that the idea of public reason should be recognised as normatively binding in ex-

isting European democracies. However, it would be hard to maintain that existing European 

societies are well-ordered democracies. In fact, those constitutional democracies do not fully 

                                                        

231 I have already quoted these remarks by Ibrahim Kalin: ó[i]nsulting, intimidating, and threatening Muslim individuals 

and communities and in some cases committing violence against them is presented as a reaction to what is described as 

the existential threat of Islamic extremism and terrorism. Such justifications give the impression that violent acts perpe-

trated against Muslims have a reason and thus can be excused.ô See his ñIslamophobia and the Limits of Multicultural-

ism,ò 16. 

232 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 223. 

233 Ibid, 224. 

234 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 440. Emphasis added. 
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display the features of a Rawlsian well-ordered society.235 Moreover, it would be difficult to 

maintain that one of those democracies exemplifies the European model of well-ordered soci-

ety. Indeed, those societies show a plurality of different models and forms concerning the or-

ganisation of the state and of sub-state entities, citizenship acquisition, recognition of minori-

ties, welfare provisions, and so on. A choice of any of them would be arbitrary and unsatisfy-

ing in some respects. I will try to demonstrate that, while they are not well -ordered, European 

societies are ñwell-ordered enoughò to enter in a dynamic normative tension toward the reali-

sation of the ideal of public reason. Thus, I will argue, the ideal of public reason is normative-

ly relevant as a regulative ideal not only for fully  well-ordered societies, but also for existing 

European democracies. More precisely, as I will show in 5.2.a, contemporary European con-

stitutional democracies do satisfy the threshold for public reasonôs normative salience. In oth-

er words, these constitutional democracies do possess the minimum required to be governed 

by the regulative ideal of public reason, even if they are not fully just. Thus, public reason can 

work as an ideal conception of citizenship also in the European non-ideal context. 

 

1.2.B Research Questions and Structure.  

Bearing in mind the formulation of the research problem developed in 1.2.a, I can state the 

main research question as follows: 

(Q) Which ideal conception of citizenship should provide the common normative perspec-

tive in contemporary Western European societies, which are characterised by both (1) de-

mands of inclusion of Muslims and (2) the need for solving the problem of mutual assurance 

concerning citizensô commitment to the fair terms of social cooperation specified by a politi-

cal conception of justice, so that those societies can be stable for the right reasons? 

In 1.2.a, I argued that a joint solution of these two apparently conflicting demands requires 

an effort in political reconciliation. Only such political reconciliation can secure stability for 

the right reasons by combining inclusion of Muslims and citizensô mutual assurance. Moreo-

ver, I argued that such reconciliation must be based on a common discursive platform, which 

serves both as a ground for a common political identity and as a shared standard for political 

                                                        

235 See John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 35 and supra. 
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and social criticism. In this research, my purpose is to show that public reason can provide 

such a common discursive platform and perform this role of political reconciliation. To 

demonstrate this, I must firstly develop a normative model of citizenship based on public rea-

son. Thus, after a methodological chapter (chapter two), the second part of this work (chapters 

three and four) is devoted to a reconstructive task, which aims at answering the question: 

(Q1) How can we reconstruct the idea of public reason so that we can identify its most sa-

lient normative requirements? 

Subsequently, I must explain why my normative conception of citizenship is appealing for 

contemporary Western European democracies. This is done in chapter five, which aims at an-

swering the question: 

(Q2) How can we put together the requirements identified in the reconstructive part into a 

coherent ideal of citizenship, so that it can effectively represent a ónormative yardstick of 

evaluationô236 for considering the issue of Muslimsô citizenship in Europe from a public per-

spective?  

Finally, I must demonstrate that this normative conception of citizenship effectively works. 

Therefore, chapter six is concerned with the practical application of the model of citizenship 

based on public reason. In particular, in that chapter I will  apply the approach that I call justi-

ficatory evaluative political theory to a political perspective concerning citizenship that can be 

plausibly defined as a European Muslim perspective (for justificatory evaluative political the-

ory and the plausibility principle, see 2.3). Then, chapter six will deal with the question: 

(Q3) What if we evaluate European Muslimsô claims concerning citizenship in Europe 

from the public standpoint specified by public reason? 

Here, the pronoun ñweò refers to political theorists, but also ideally to any citizen who is 

willing to undertake such a theoretical effort. Obviously, answering these questions presup-

poses a method. As I have said, in the next chapter I will develop my justificatory evaluative 

method. For the moment, I just underline that answering Q3 involves an evaluation of Mus-

                                                        

236 I borrow this expression from Cécile Laborde, Critical Republicanism, 156. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

93  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

limsô political views and claims along three strongly interrelated ïbut conceptually differentï 

dimensions (see 2.3 and 5.1): 

1) The acknowledgment of the need for a public justification in public discussions 

about fundamental political questions (what I call the reciprocity requirement, RR). 

2) The consistent participation in public justification, that is the consistency between 

the standards of public reasoning that Muslims present as ñfully justifiedò (infra) 

from an Islamic perspective and the conception of public reason required for political 

or pro tanto (infra) justification (what I call the consistency requirement, CR). 

3) The modalities in which public reason is concretely honoured in those discourses 

(what I call the civility requirement, CiR). 

Again, ñevaluationò here does not mean a judgment based on distrust or ñpresumption of 

guilt.ò On the contrary, such an evaluation should work as a kind of reciprocal disclosure of 

discourses about citizenship, and should enhance mutual trust and friendship. Moreover, as I 

will explain in a short while, evaluation is a means, not an end: the final aim of my research is 

not evaluation per se. Instead, such an evaluation is functional in solving the complex prob-

lem of inclusion and assurance that I mentioned in 1.2.a. Through this kind of evaluation, I 

can show that public reason can both effectively represent the ground for a common political 

identity and provide shared standards for political and social criticism, which equally empow-

er Muslim and non-Muslim citizens. The aim of justificatory evaluative political theory, then, 

is to show that public reason may represent the common discursive platform that is apparent-

ly lacking in European democracies today. 

 

1.2.C Aims.  

What are the tasks involved in answering my three questions? While in the next chapter I 

discuss my method, answering Q1 means undertaking a reconstructive task. I devote the sec-

ond part of my study to this. Then, in chapters three and four I will  try to reconstruct the idea 

of public reason and to point out the most relevant critiques. 
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In order to answer Q2 I must bridge the reconstructive and the evaluative tasks. Thus, in 

chapter five (the first chapter of the third part) I will try to specify a conception of liberal citi-

zenship grounded in public reason for Western European democracies. Such a conception 

identifies the requirements that liberal citizens should satisfy in order to comply with the 

normative model of public reason citizenship (5.1). This chapter will also show that public 

reason is the most reasonable candidate among alternative conceptions of citizenship which 

are nonetheless close to it, because it solves the problem described in 1.2.a and secures stabil-

ity for the right reasons, while the other conceptions fail in this respect. For this reason, I will 

argue that public reason citizenship should be considered as the normative ideal of citizenship 

for Western European societies (5.2). 

Finally, answering Q3 means undertaking an evaluative task. In chapter six, I will consider 

a European Muslim proposal concerning citizenship in Europe from the standpoint of public 

reason. If the result of this evaluative analysis turns out to be that there is a certain level of 

consistency between those views and proposals and the ideal of citizenship underpinned by 

public reason, then there will be strong evidence for maintaining that those who advance them 

should be prima facie considered as belonging (politically speaking) to the European norma-

tive conception of citizenship. If this is true, then I will be able to maintain that public reason 

effectively represents the common discursive platform required for solving the problem out-

lined in 1.2.a. 

What are the aims of this research? I summarise them according to their level of depth: 

1) On the first and most obvious level, I would like to provide a precise account of what 

public reason is and defend it as the most reasonable theoretical approach for understanding 

the issue at stake. 

2) On the second level, I would like to make clear what normative demands European so-

cieties can legitimately make toward Muslims citizens when they ask them to abide by a 

common ideal of citizenship specified by the idea of public reason. 

3) On the third and deeper level, I would like to fill a gap in the existing literature concern-

ing political liberalism. I do that by introducing the idea of a political liberal evaluation as a 

tool for strengthening civic trust and the social stability of democratic societies. Its core is a 
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consistency-evaluation between the claims of particular groups and a common liberal ideal of 

citizenship grounded in the need for a public justification of the use of coercive power. 

4a) On the fourth level, and in continuity with the third point, I would like to demonstrate 

that public reason could represent a persuasive common perspective from which one can ap-

proach and try to understand the political value of Muslim contemporary reformism. Through 

public reason, the public dimension of Muslim reformist proposals may be disclosed to out-

siders (that is, to non-Muslim citizens). Thus, I believe that public reason can fill the gap that 

I mentioned in 1.2.a. Citizensô respective normativities cease to be egotistic or simply unable 

to enter into dialogue and they can interact within a public space where pluralism is ñdecom-

pressed,ò that is, politically reabsorbed without being dismissed or degraded.  

4b) Remaining on the fourth level, I would like to argue that, politically speaking, we 

should distinguish European fears of Muslimsô alleged ódoublespeakô237 from the possibility 

that they resort to a ñdouble discourse,ò since the latter per se is not politically problematic. 

Doublespeak óconsists in saying one thing in front of an audience to flatter or mislead them, 

and something else, different in content, elsewhere, to a different audience or in a different 

language.ô238 Indeed, as we will see in chapters three and four, public reason allows (and phil-

                                                        

237 Caroline Fourest, Frère Tariq. Le double discours de Tariq Ramadan, second revised edition (Paris: Grasset, 2010). 

Sometimes, Muslim intellectuals are criticised for their discourses (or mere silences) also through the allegation of 

taqiyya: for instance see Lionel Favrot, Tariq Ramadan dévoilé (Lyon: Lyon Magô hors s®rie, 2004), 94 and Paul Lan-

dau, Le Sabre et le Coran. Tariq Ramadan et les Fr¯res musulmans ¨ la conqu°te de lôEurope (Monaco: Rocher, 2005), 

138. According to the entry ñdissimulationò by Devin J. Stewart in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Islamic Political 

Thought, edited by Gerhard Bowering (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), taqiyya is óthe technical term for 

dissimulation, is an Islamic legal dispensation that allows the believer to commit an act that would ordinarily be forbid-

den or to omit an act that would ordinarily be required in cases of danger from a hostile or potentially hostile audience. 

[é] Throughout Islamic history taqiyya has been most strongly associated with the Twelver Shiói tradition, which has 

the most developed literature on this topic [é]. The social use of taqiyya by persecuted groups such as the Moriscos of 

16th-century Spain or Shióis under the rule of the Ghaznavids, Seljuqs, Mamluks, Ottomans and other oppressive Sunni 

regimes may be linked to a dramaturgical discipline that guided members of a minority group to manage their identities 

and adjust their behaviour not only in cases of severe duress, such as at heresy trials, but also in their everyday encoun-

ters with the majority.ô The latter is precisely the core of the argument advanced by critics when they invoke an en-

larged (and de-historicised) concept of taqiyya: while not being persecuted or threatened in Europe, some European 

Muslim intellectuals resort to ñdissimulationò so that they can conceal their real aims and intentions to the non-Muslim 

majority for strategic reasons. For example, Landau claims that, while Tariq Ramadan pretends to disapprove of jihǕd 

(literally ñstruggleò), he actually endorses an expansionist and aggressive notion of it (see Le Sabre et le Coran, 138). 

238 This definition is formulated by Tariq Ramadan (often himself accused of doublespeak, as I will explain in chapter 

six) in What I Believe, 2. The same definition can be found in an interview conducted by Aziz Zemouri, a Figaro Mag-

azine and Le Point journalist: see Aziz Zemouri, Faut-il faire taire Tariq Ramadan?, 65. 
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osophically argues for) a particular form of ñdouble discourse.ò239 One could even say that 

this idea is based on the need for a double discourse. The arguments we use with other per-

sons as fellow members of associations in the óbackground cultureô are politically irrele-

vant.240 What is important for political liberalism is the way in which we address our fellow 

citizens when we publicly discuss fundamental political questions. Therefore, a double dis-

course is not (per se) something that public reason abhors. The problem with ódoublespeakô is 

obviously different and concerns the sincerity of the arguments publicly expressed. My evalu-

ative method cannot answer the question of personal sincerity in public discourses. It can just 

require it. We are forced to assume that what we read or hear corresponds to the sincere inten-

tions of the writer or speaker; otherwise, any evaluation (or conjecture) would be impossible. 

But this is a perfectly normal assumption that we often make in our daily lives. As a matter of 

fact, deception and disguise cannot be neutralised by normative theory. The latter should 

equip citizens with critical tools for evaluating public political discourses. Nonetheless, if de-

ception occurs and they are able to detect it, this is possible not only thanks to the internal re-

sources of the theory. 

5) On the fifth level, I would like to argue that an analysis of the arguments publicly made 

by European Muslims concerning citizenship enables us to examine: (a) if they acknowledge 

the need for a public justification of fundamental political decisions involving the use of coer-

cive political power, (b) if they actually take part in this public justification consistently, and 

(c) how they honour the ideal of public reason [what is the nature of their claims within the 

boundaries of public reason? Are they purely public arguments, or are there also some argu-

ments that follow the logic and the structure of ódeclarationô or ówitnessingô in the Rawlsian 

sense (infra)? What is their prevailing attitude?]. 

6) Finally, at the most fundamental level, I would like to show that through public reason 

European societies could achieve stability for the right reasons, not merely by requiring a 

strict integration or assimilation to a (not so well defined) European model of secular or neu-

                                                        

239 Maffettone suggests that the óconcept [of public reason] imposes a sort of double standard.ô See Sebastiano Maffet-

tone ñReligion and Liberalism: Public Reason, Public Sphere and Cultural Pluralism,ò in From Political Theory to Po-

litical Theology: Religious Challenges and the Prospects of Democracy, ed. Péter Losonczi and Aakash Singh (London 

and New York: Continuum, 2010), 9. 

240 This is not to say that members of associations in the background culture can trample on fundamental basic rights 

and liberties, as we will see. 
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tral citizenship, but through inclusion in a common political identity and through a shared po-

litical commitment to public reason. In this way, we can outline a normative theory of Euro-

pean citizenship able to secure civic trust and friendship, stability for the right reasons, and 

mutual respect for othersô political claims, expectations, and demands. The idea is that this 

kind of analysis can serve both Muslim believers and (political) liberals: here there is a politi-

cal convergence of interests. As Mohammed Fadel rightly points out:  

óThe fate of Islam in Western democracies [é] has not been the only casualty 

of the ñwar on terrorò : liberalism has found itself under increasing attack as irrel-

evant to a world in which, we are told, terrorists can threaten death and destruc-

tion on the scale of Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Ironically, political realities created 

by the ñwar on terrorismò have created conditions [é] in which both liberals and 

Muslims have a mutual interest in effecting a meaningful rapprochement.ô241 

On the one hand, this work shows that Muslim believers can be good citizens in European 

liberal democracies. On the other, it demonstrates that political liberalism is a powerful and 

appealing242 framework for political reconciliation of citizens as citizens.  

I think that a more defined and stable conception of public reason is in the interest of every 

citizen, but in particular in the interest of citizens belonging to a minority group. First, the 

boundaries within which the requirements of public reason apply are limited and clear. This 

means that the call (sometimes one could say the obsession) for integration can be confined to 

the political sphere (for its Rawlsian definition, see the next chapters): if a citizen honours the 

ideal of public reason, she is integrated politically speaking,243 and society should not contin-

uously ask for additional proof of her civic loyalty outside the boundaries of the political. 

Moreover, Muslims and non-Muslims are bound in the same way by the idea of public reason. 

                                                        

241 Mohammad Fadel, ñThe True, the Good, and the Reasonable: The Theological and Ethical Roots of Public Reason 

in Islamic Law,ò 6. 

242 óIt is precisely Rawlsôs recognition that individuals with incommensurate moral theories may nevertheless agree on 

fundamental political questions while each retains her moral conception of the good that should make political liberal-

ism categorically more appealing to committed Muslims than thicker conceptions of liberalism which would require 

Muslims to revise their moral and theological commitments in so many cases that it would strain credulity to accept the 

sincerity either of those revisions or their continued adherence to Islam as a comprehensive doctrine of the good,ô ibid. 

65. 

243 Here I do not directly tackle the problems related to present socio-economic or deeper individual integration, alt-

hough, as I have said, I think that general compliance with the idea of public reason may help to mitigate those prob-

lems. 
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This entails Muslims being equally and reciprocally able to evaluate non-Muslimsô political 

demands on the same bases and without fear. Once again, I wish to reinforce the fact that here 

the perspective is political and normative. I acknowledge that social and economic disad-

vantage may be a ground for asymmetries in citizensô capacity for public argumentation and 

evaluation. Nonetheless, as I have said, on the one hand we need simplifying assumptions, 

and on the other I think that part of these asymmetries ïnamely, those asymmetries that are 

bluntly unjustifiableï can be removed through a shared commitment to public reason thanks 

to citizensô ability to disclose political demands that conflict with public reason. Let me con-

clude this chapter by quoting a passage from Tariq Ramadanôs book What I Believe: 

óIt is now clear that so long as the two basic rights (freedom of conscience and 

freedom of worship) are recognized and protected, as they are in all Western soci-

eties, Muslims have to respect the law, which is binding on them as it is on all 

other citizens and residents, Muslim Westerners have understood that when secu-

larism and religious neutrality are not instrumentalized by ideologues or intellec-

tuals or political trends opposed to any presence of religion, they guarantee reli-

gious pluralism in Western societies and protect their legitimate rights.ô244 

This quotation clearly illustrates the perspective centred on equal rights from which I have 

claimed that a more robust and stable conception of public reason is in the interest of all and 

of Muslim citizens in particular. 

 

                                                        

244 Tariq Ramadan, What I Believe, 52, emphases added. 
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Chapter Two: 

Toward a Justificatory Evaluative Political 

Theory 

 

 

Ceux qui sont dans le dérèglement 

disent ¨ ceux qui sont dans lôordre 

que ce sont eux qui sô®loignent de 

la nature, et ils croient la suivre: 

comme ceux qui sont dans un vais-

seau croient que ceux qui sont au 

bord fuient. Le langage est pareil 

de tous côtés. Il faut avoir un point 

fixe pour en juger. Le port juge 

ceux qui sont dans le vaisseau; 

mais où prendrons-nous un port 

dans la morale ?¤  

 

 

When applied to the study of the possibilities of and requirements for Muslimsô citizenship 

in European societies, the idea of public reason could be understood from the standpoint of 

what I call justificatory evaluative political theory. From this perspective, public reason dis-

closes its full potential in terms of reciprocity, political legitimacy, social unity, and stability. 

In this chapter I explain the justificatory evaluative method that I adopt. In order to pinpoint 

the main features of such a method, I have to: 

                                                        

¤ Blaise Pascal, Pensées (Paris: Rombaldi, 1935), n. 383 on page 138. 
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a) Clarify what justification and justificatory approach exactly mean. I do that through a 

reconstruction of the preeminent features of John Rawlsôs justificatory political liberal-

ism (2.1). 

b) Specify the kind of evaluation that I intend to conduct. To do that, I define it by means 

of comparison with the comparative approach exemplified in Andrew F. Marchôs ñrea-

soning from conjectureò or ñcomparative ethicsò (2.2).245 

c) Put the justificatory purposes and the evaluative strategy together, and explain my own 

methodological perspective, that is, justificatory evaluative political theory (2.3). 

Concerning the first point (a), let me make some preliminary clarifications. Here I cannot 

provide a satisfying (even less a full) account of the notion of justification in contemporary 

political theory. Such an attempt would go far beyond the scope of this study. For what fol-

lows, it would be enough to give some general definitions in order to prepare the ground for 

the reconstructive and evaluative tasks that are the aims of this research. First, justification 

can be defined in these terms: óa belief is justified when it is permissibly affirmed. Someone 

who justifiably believes P makes no normative error by believing P.ô246 As we will see, the 

central concern of Rawlsôs political liberalism (and of many political theorists alongside him) 

is how to provide a basis for the public justification of political institutions, policies, and ac-

tions which involve or are backed by the exercise of state coercive power. As Fred 

DôAgostino and Kevin Vallier put it, ó[c]oercion is taken to be the object of public justifica-

tion because it is the characteristic feature of political life.ô247 The underlying idea is ex-

pressed by Charles Larmore in these terms:  

óThe democratic ideal consists in placing a certain constraint on [the] use of 

coercion. It requires that political principles be such that those whom they bind 

must also be able to find reason to accept them. Only on this condition do they 

                                                        

245 Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal Citizenship and ñWhat is Comparative Political Theory?ò 

246 Kevin Vallier, ñAgainst Public Reason Liberalismôs Accessibility Requirement,ò Journal of Moral Philosophy 8, no. 

3 (2011), 370. 

247 Kevin Vallier and Fred DôAgostino, ñPublic Justification,ò The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. 

Zalta (Fall 2013), URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2013/entries/justification-public/, 1 (page number refers 

to the printable pdf version). 
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become politically legitimate [é This idea has to do] with the sort of respect we 

owe one another in the political realm ïthat is, in relationships where the possibil-

ity of coercion is involved.ô248  

Justificatory liberalism is a variegated family of liberal conceptions of public justification. 

John Rawls is not the only prominent political theorist who can be included within this fami-

ly: Charles Larmore, Bruce Ackerman, Gerald Gaus, Robert Audi, Thomas Nagel, Lawrence 

Solum, Kevin Vallier, Fred DôAgostino, and Micah Schwartzman are just some of the theo-

rists keeping him company. The term was coined by Gerald Gaus: he openly says that ópublic 

justification is the core of liberalism.ô249 However, while he distinguishes his ñjustificatory 

liberalismò from Rawlsôs ñpolitical liberalism,ò250 I use this term in a broader sense, which 

includes Rawlsôs political liberalism.251 Although different elements (such as the value of re-

spect in the case of Larmoreôs liberalism quoted above) can be emphasised depending on the 

specific conception of public justification, this is the fundamental idea of justificatory liberal-

ism: to be legitimate, coercive power must be publicly justified. As Cristopher Eberle argues, 

at the most basic level, justificatory liberals share a  

ó[C]ommitment to the following claim: because each citizen ought to respect 

her compatriots, each citizen ought to pursue public justification for her favoured 

coercive laws. [é] The claim that resect requires public justification provides a 

basis for the central component of the justificatory liberalôs ethic of citizenship: 

the norm of respect imposes on each citizen an obligation to discipline herself in 

such a way that she resolutely refrains from supporting any coercive law for 

which she cannot provide the requisite public justification.ô252 

To be sure, the problem is precisely what kind of public justification is required. Anew, 

generally speaking, one may say that óa public justification is achieved when members of the 

                                                        

248 Charles Larmore, The Autonomy of Morality (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 86. 

249 Gerald F. Gaus, Justificatory Liberalism: An Essay on Epistemology and Political Theory (New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1996), 4. 

250 Ibid. 

251 On this I agree with Cristopher J. Eberle, Religious Conviction in Liberal Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-

ty Press, 2002), 11 note 34. 

252 Ibid. 11-12. Italics in the original. 
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relevant public have adequate or sufficient reason to endorse a particular coercive proposal, 

law, or policy.ô253 A reason for something can be simply defined as óa consideration that 

counts in favour of it.ô254 For brevity (and since it does not affect the substance of my work in 

a crucial way), in this study I use the terms ñreasonò and ñargumentò for something in this 

broad sense and almost interchangeably (strictly speaking, however, a reason is not an argu-

ment).255 The general definition of public justification has the advantage that it already allows 

the connection between public justification and political legitimacy to be seen. As Kevin Val-

lier points out, public reason liberalism256 ócombines traditional liberal commitments to indi-

vidual liberty and political democracy with a demand that coercion be justified to citizens in 

terms they can reasonably be expected to endorse.ô257 I will return to such a connection in 

what follows. However, the qualification of a reason as an óadequate or sufficientô reason 

(that is, what makes a reason a justificatory reason) is problematic, and it is the point about 

which differences among public reason liberals are more acute. What counts as an adequate 

reason? In what follows, a reason is considered as adequate for public justification if it is a 

conclusive reason. To understand why reasons must be conclusive in order to provide a solid 

ground to public justification, let me quote Gausôs explanation at length:  

                                                        

253 Kevin Vallier and Fred DôAgostino, ñPublic Justification,ò 1. 

254 Thomas M. Scanlon, What we Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998), 17. 

255 In fact, an argument can be defined as óa sequence of statements such that some of them (the premises) purport to 

give reason to accept another of them, the conclusion.ô Thus, based on some assumptions, an argument presents one or 

more reasons supporting a conclusion. See the entry ñargumentò by Richard Purtill in The Cambridge Dictionary of 

Philosophy. Similarly, I use the terms ñpremiseò and ñbeliefò in a broad and roughly equivalent sense, simply meaning 

a proposition that we accept. A fuller definition of belief could be the following: óa dispositional psychological state in 

virtue of which a person will assent to a proposition under certain conditions.ô See the entry ñbeliefò by Paul K. Moser 

in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy. 

256 Given the approach followed here, in this work I use the expressions ñjustificatory liberalismò and ñpublic reason 

liberalismò indifferently. However, as Vallier and DôAgostino point out, ó[n]otwithstanding the characteristic associa-

tion between public reason liberalism and the requirement of public justification, public justification is the genus and 

public reason is the species. The idea of public justification is, at its root, an idea about what justifies coercion. Alt-

hough we can arrive at a state in which some social arrangement is publicly justified by an explicit course of reasoning 

leading to the legitimation of the state, this is not intrinsic to the more general idea of public justification [é] In par-

ticular, we can arrive at a state in which some arrangement is publicly justified by non-deliberative, indeed non-

discursive means, and it is for this reason that public reason is a narrower notion than public justification.ô See their 

ñPublic Justification,ò 1. I will focus on a Rawlsian interpretation of public reason liberalism, without claiming to ana-

lyse all the possible variants of the latter. 

257 Kevin Vallier, ñLiberalism, Religion and Integrity,ò Australasian Journal of Philosophy 90, no. 1 (2012), 150. 
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ó[A]ssume that Alf and Betty are both members of P, and Alf proposes law LA. 

Suppose that Alf can advance a reason R1 for Betty to endorse LA, but Bettyôs sys-

tem of beliefs and values is such that while as a member of P she acknowledges 

that R1 is a reason for endorsing LA, she also holds that she has reason R2, which is 

a reason to endorse LB over LA (where LA and LB are incompatible alternatives). 

Suppose that, exercising her reason as a free and equal member of the public, Bet-

ty concludes that R2 outweighs (or defeats) R1, and thus she concludes that LB is 

better than LA. Now some insist that, nevertheless, Alf has provided a justification 

of LA insofar as he has offered a nonsectarian reason R1 in support of LAða reason 

that, as a free and equal member of the public, Betty can appreciate. Yet, exercis-

ing her capacities as a free and equal person, Betty has concluded that, when 

compared to LB, LA is inadequately justified in the sense that it is not choice-

worthy; as she understands it, she has more reason to endorse LB. For Alf (even if 

Alf is the head of state) to simply impose LA on Betty is inconsistent with treating 

her as a free and equal member of the public. The critical question is not whether 

Betty has some reason to endorse LA, but whether, all things considered, she has 

reason to endorse LA over the alternatives, or even over no law at all. If she has 

some reason to endorse LA, but more reason to endorse an alternative, then what 

economists call the ñopportunity costsò of choosing LA exceed the benefits: she 

would be opting for a law that achieves less of what she values over one that 

achieves more. Therefore, only a justification that showed she had conclusive rea-

sonsðthe benefits outweighed the opportunity costsðwould show that she has 

reason to endorse the law.ô258 

Thus, we arrive at the special definition of public justification (that I borrow from Kevin 

Vallier) from which I begin the analysis: óa coercive action C is justified if and only if every 

member of the public P has a conclusive reason R to endorse C.ô 259 

Note that this definition is ñspecialò only in the sense that it qualifies the requirement that 

justificatory reasons must be ñadequate.ò However, it leaves many crucial questions unan-

                                                        

258 Gerald F. Gaus, ñCoercion, Ownership, and the Redistributive State: Justificatory Liberalismôs Classical Tilt,ò Social 

Philosophy and Policy 27, no. 1 (2010), 245-246. 

259 Kevin Vallier, ñLiberalism, Religion and Integrity,ò 151. 
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swered. For instance, it does not say what is the scope of the required justification; how to 

identify the relevant public P; if the expression ñevery member has a conclusive reason to en-

dorseò must be interpreted in the sense of reaching a consensus on the same reason R (so that 

the same conclusive reason R is shared by every member of P) or in the sense of a conver-

gence of different reasons (R1, R2, R3 and so on, so that in an extreme case every member of P 

has a different conclusive reason) that justify the same political output C;260 which doctrine of 

restraint is associated to the convergence/consensus view adopted (that is, which reasons ï

shared or notī can be presented in public discussions and deliberations) and what to do if we 

are unable to solve the problem linked to C by recurring to shared public reasons; whether or 

not sincerity is required in presenting those reasons, and so on. These considerations are what 

distinguish every particular conception of public justification: those conceptions may be un-

derstood as specifications of the special definition of public justification. Since it is impossi-

ble to provide a detailed overview of different accounts of public justification here, in the next 

section I focus on Rawlsôs justificatory liberalism.261 

 

2.1 Rawlsôs Political Liberalism and the Problem of Justification.  

 

Indeed, the question of public justification is central to Political Liberalism: 

óThe aim of political liberalism is to uncover the conditions of the possibility of 

a reasonable public basis of justification on fundamental political questions. [é] 

In doing this, it has to distinguish the public point of view from the many nonpub-

lic (not private) points of view. Or, alternatively, it has to characterize the distinc-

tion between public reason and the many nonpublic reasons and to explain why 

                                                        

260 For the distinction between convergence and consensus modes of justification, see notes to chapters two and three. 

261 However, several other contributions will be presented throughout the discussion. For a general but thorough analy-

sis of the concept of public justification, its constitutive elements, different interpretations, and the major objections to 

it, see Kevin Vallier and Fred DôAgostino, ñPublic Justification,ò Fred DôAgostino, ñSome Modes of Public Justifica-

tion,ò Australasian Journal Philosophy 69, no. 04 (1991), 390-414, Jonathan Quong, Liberalism without Perfection 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), in particular 256-289 (a list of objections to the idea of public reason can be 

found on 259-260) and, by the same author ñPublic Reason,ò The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. 

Zalta (Summer 2013), URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/public-reason/, 12-18 (page numbers 

refer to the printable pdf version).  
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public reason takes the form it does. Moreover, it has to be impartial [é] between 

the points of view of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. This impartiality [en-

tails that, f]or one thing, political liberalism does not attack or criticize any rea-

sonable view. [é] It does not criticize, much less reject, any particular theory of 

the truth of moral judgements. [é] Which moral judgments are true, all things 

considered, is not a matter for political liberalism, as it approaches all questions 

from within its own limited point of view. [é] Further, political liberalism, rather 

than referring to its political conception of justice as true, refers to it as reasonable 

instead. This [é] indicates the more limited point of view of the political concep-

tion as articulating political and not all values, while providing at the same time a 

public basis of justification.ô262  

To begin with, let me introduce Rawlsôs crucial distinction between political (or pro tanto) 

justification, full justification, and public justification.263 I think that the best way to do this is 

presenting the relation between the three kinds of justification, the idea of public reason and 

its values,264 the conception of citizens as free and equal, rational and reasonable persons and 

the ideas of social unity and stability for the right reasons. I consider the integration of such a 

                                                        

262 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xix-xx. 

263 For a critique of Rawlsôs justificatory strategy, see, among others, Fabian Freyenhagen, ñTaking Reasonable Plural-

ism Seriously: An Internal Critique of Political Liberalism,ò Politics, Philosophy, and Economics 10, no. 3 (2011), 325-

327. Freyenhagen proposes an alternative realist approach leading to a óliberalism of fearô (for his criticism of Rawls 

see 327-334, and for his proposal see in particular 335-337). For the notion of óliberalism of fear,ô see Judith Shklar, 

ñThe Liberalism of Fear,ò in Political Liberalism: Variations on a Theme, 149-166. 

264 I analyse these concepts in the following chapter, entirely devoted to the idea of public reason. Here, it will be suffi-

cient to say that the structure of the idea of public reason as defined by Rawls consists of five features: ó1) the funda-

mental political questions to which it applies, 2) the persons to which it applies [é], 3) its content as given by a family 

of reasonable political conceptions of justice, 4) the application of these conceptions in discussions of coercive norms to 

be enacted in the form of legitimate law for a democratic people [that is, the idea of political legitimacy], and 5) citi-

zensô checking that the principles derived from their conceptions of justice satisfy the criterion of reciprocity.ô See John 

Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 442. Moreover, concerning values of public reason, Rawls says that óthe 

idea of public reason specifies at the deepest level the basic political values and specifies how the political relation is to 

be understood.ô Ibid. 447. It is enough to say that together with óvalues of political justiceô (values related to: equal po-

litical and civil liberty, equality of opportunity, social equality and economic reciprocity), óvalues of public reasonô ex-

press the óliberal political values.ô Values of public reason are expressed in: a) guidelines of public inquiry (free, public, 

well informed and reasonable) and b) political virtues [i.e. virtues of political cooperation, such as óreasonableness and 

a readiness to honour the (moral) duty of civilityô, fair-mindedness, the virtue of toleration, and a óspirit of compro-

miseô]. For political values, see in particular: John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xlviii, 139, 146, 156-157, 163, 190-195, 

223-224, 236; ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 447, 453-454, 474-476; ñThe Idea of an Overlapping Consen-

sus,ò in John Rawls, Collected Papers, 439-440; and ñThe Domain of the Political and Overlapping Consensus,ò in 

John Rawls, Collected Papers, 484-485. See also Samuel Freeman, Rawls (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), 

371-372 and 388. For the political virtues sustaining those values, see in particular: John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 

139, 157, 163, 171, 194-195, 199, 224; ñThe Idea of an Overlapping Consensus,ò 439, 443-444. 
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(necessarily concise) overview of paramount importance to this introductory part. However, I 

deliberately do not focus on the evolution of the concept of justification in Rawlsôs philoso-

phy here.265 I centre my account on Political Liberalism, ñReply to Habermas,ò and ñThe Idea 

of Public Reason Revisited.ò 

Rawls develops his political conception266 of justice in two stages.267 First, he presents jus-

tice as fairness as a freestanding political conception.268 In the second stage, however, he 

                                                        

265 For this, and in particular for the notions of reflective equilibrium, original position, and public reason as three ideas 

related to justification in Rawlsôs work, see Thomas M. Scanlon, ñRawls on Justification,ò in The Cambridge Compan-

ion to Rawls, 139-167. See also Charles Larmore, ñPublic Reason,ò in The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, 368-393. 

266 A short account of the idea of a ñpolitical conceptionò is in order here. First of all, as Rawls openly states, a political 

conception of justice applies to the óbasic structureô of society, that is, to óa societyôs main political, social, and econom-

ic institutions, and how they fit together into one unified system of social cooperation from one generation to the next.ô 

John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 11. Moreover, a political conception has three features. First, as I said, it applies to a 

societyôs basic structure. Second, it is presented as a ófreestanding viewô, that is, while ówe want a political conception 

to have a justification by reference to one or more comprehensive doctrines, it is neither presented as, nor as derived 

from, such a doctrine applied to the basic structure of society, as if this structure were simply another subject to which 

that doctrine applied. [é] I assume all citizens to affirm a comprehensive doctrine to which the political conception 

they accept is in some way related. But a distinguishing feature of a political conception is that it is presented as free-

standing and expounded apart from, or without reference to, any such wider background [é] [T]he political conception 

is a module, an essential constituent part, that fits into and can be supported by various reasonable comprehensive doc-

trines that endure in the society regulated by it. This means that it can be presented without saying, or knowing, or haz-

arding a conjecture about, what such doctrines it may belong to, or be supported by.ô Ibid. 12-13. Finally, a political 

conception of justice has a content that is óexpressed in terms of certain fundamental ideas seen as implicit in the public 

political culture of a democratic society.ô This hint brings us to the notion of óbackground cultureô (infra): while this 

latter represents the context which comprehensive doctrines belong to, the public political culture ócomprises the politi-

cal institutions of a constitutional regime and the public traditions of their interpretation (including those of the judici-

ary), as well as historic texts and documents that are common knowledge.ô Ibid. 13-14. Public political culture is a 

óshared fund of implicitly recognized basic [political] ideas and principlesô, it expresses óa tradition of democratic 

thought, the content of which is at least familiar and intelligible to the educated common sense of citizens generallyô, 

ibid. 8, 14 (see also 43, 175 and 220). To my ends, a final and important remark is in order here. According to Rawls, a 

moral conception can be political, general, or (partially or fully) comprehensive. As I said, a moral conception is politi-

cal if it (i) applies to a societyôs basic structure, (ii) is presented as a freestanding view, and (iii) its content is expressed 

in terms of fundamental ideas of a democratic societyôs public political culture. A moral conception is general óif it ap-

plies to a wide range of subjects, and in the limit to all subjects universally.ô A moral conception is comprehensive if it 

includes óconceptions of what is of value in human life, and ideals of personal character, as well as ideals of friendship 

and of familial and associational relationships, and much else that is to inform our conduct, and in the limit to our life as 

a wholeô; it is fully comprehensive if it ócovers all recognized values and virtues within one rather articulated system.ô It 

is only partially comprehensive if it covers a lot of (but not all) non-political values and virtues. Ibid. 13. According to 

this interpretation, Islam seems to be a general and more or less fully comprehensive religious doctrine. 

267 Ibid. 133-134. 

268 For the definition of a ófreestanding viewô, see above. Moreover, he specifies that: ó[p]olitical liberalism [é] aims 

for a political conception of justice as a freestanding view. It offers no specific metaphysical or epistemological doctrine 

beyond what is implied by the political conception itself. As an account of political values, a freestanding political con-

ception does not deny there being other values that apply, say, to the personal, the familial, and the associational; nor 

does it say that political values are separate from, or discontinuous with, other values. One aim, as I have said, is to 

specify the political domain and its conception of justice in such way that its institutions can gain the support of an 

overlapping consensus.ô Ibid. 10-11. 
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takes into account the question of reasonable pluralism of comprehensive (moral, religious, 

and philosophical) doctrines.269 In a liberal and reasonably plural society, many non-public 

reasons are present in the óbackground culture.ô270 In a society where pluralism is a fact and óa 

reasonable comprehensive doctrine cannot secure the basis of social unity, nor can it provide 

the content of public reason on fundamental political questions,ô271 we must address the ques-

tion of how it is possible to preserve unity and stability. Since the main question of political 

liberalism is óhow is it possible for there to exist over time a just and stable society of free and 

equal citizens, who remain profoundly divided by reasonable religious, philosophical, and 

moral doctrines?,ô272 solving the problem of reasonable pluralism means answering the ques-

tion ñhow is political liberalism possible?ò Up to now, I have mentioned the ófact of reasona-

                                                        

269 A reasonable comprehensive doctrine: 1) óis an exercise of theoretical reason: it covers the major religious, philo-

sophical, and moral aspects of human life in a more or less consistent and coherent manner. It organizes and character-

izes recognized values so that they are compatible with one another and express an intelligible view of the world;ô 2) 

each doctrine is characterised by the way in which it chooses which values have the primacy and establishes how to 

balance conflicting values: so, it is also an exercise of practical reason; 3) óit normally belongs to, or draws upon, a tra-

dition of thought and doctrine.ô Ibid. 59. Persons who are reasonable (see the definition below) affirm only reasonable 

comprehensive doctrines. Ibid. 

270 I can now introduce two important distinctions that Rawls makes, namely, the distinction between public political 

culture and background culture on the one hand, and between public and non-public reasons on the other. As we will 

see, Rawlsôs political liberalism, being focused on the conditions of public justification of political power on fundamen-

tal political questions, is concerned mainly with public reasons. Nonetheless, non-public reasons play a crucial role in 

attaining stability and may also be appealed to in public political forums, once we adopt a ówide viewô of public reason 

(see chapters three and four). Non-public reasons ócomprise the many reasons of civil societyô and belong to what he 

calls the óbackground cultureô (ibid. 220). The background culture is óthe culture of the social, not of the political. It is 

the culture of daily life, of its many associations: churches and universities, learned and scientific societies, and clubs 

and teams, to mention a few.ô Ibid. 14. Non-public reasons may be divided into: (a) social reasons, óthe many reasons of 

associations in society which make up the background cultureô (such as churches), and (b) domestic reasons, óthe reason 

of families as small groups in societyô. So, non-public reasons are not private reasons (ibid. 220). We could say that 

public reasons : public political culture = non-public reasons : background culture. Importantly, Rawls argues that ó[a]s 

citizens, we participate in all these kinds of reason and we have the rights of equal citizens when we do so.ô Ibid. 220. 

271 Ibid. 134. 

272 Ibid. 4. 
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ble pluralismô without defining it.273 Like in the rest of the section, here I closely follow 

Rawlsôs arguments.274 It is quite easy to observe that many different religious, philosophical, 

                                                        

273 As Rawls acknowledges (Political Liberalism, 36 note 37), the distinction between the ófact of pluralismô and the 

ófact of reasonable pluralismô is drawn from Joshua Cohenôs article ñMoral Pluralism and Political Consensusò [in 

Joshua Cohen, Philosophy, Politics, Democracy: Selected Essays (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009), 

38-60], see in particular 52-53. Here, Cohen defines reasonable pluralism as the idea óthat there are distinct understand-

ings of value, each of which is fully reasonable. An understanding of value is fully reasonable just in case its adherents 

are stably disposed to affirm it as they acquire new information and subject it to critical reflection.ô The lack of agree-

ment on a single understanding of value entails pluralism of understandings of value. Furthermore, as I have said, Co-

hen distinguishes between the simple fact of pluralism, in which óthe protection of the deliberative liberties will result in 

moral pluralism,ô and the fact of reasonable pluralism, in which pluralism is qualified by the fact that ósome of the mor-

al conceptions will fall within the set of fully reasonable conceptions.ô Ibid. 53. After having shown that holding a rea-

sonable comprehensive doctrine is not incompatible with believing it true as a matter of faith [since if we acknowledge 

the fact of reasonable pluralism, even if ówe embrace (not unreasonably) the sectarian view that our moral views are 

true [é,] our sectarianism does not require that we condemn as unreasonable everyone who believes what we take to be 

falseô], Cohen anticipates Rawlsôs differentiation between an óoverlapping consensusô and a mere ómodus vivendiô (53-

55). As he puts it in ñA More Democratic Liberalismò (1505), ó[i]n a world full of cruelty, depravity, and grief, we 

ought not to dismiss the virtues of a politics of group bargaining within a framework of rules that win general compli-

ance ïña mere modus vivendi.ò Still, [Political] Liberalism defends the possibility of doing better: of achieving a con-

sensus on political justice under conditions of fundamental moral, religious, and philosophical disagreement. The key to 

that possibility is that political values [é] are extremely important values and can be acknowledged as such by conflict-

ing moral conceptions, by views that disagree with one another about ultimate values and about the best way to live.ô  
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and moral doctrines (some of which are ónot only irrational, but mad and aggressiveô)275 coex-

ist in contemporary democratic societies. This is what Rawls calls the ófact of pluralism as 

such.ô276 However, the notion of óreasonable pluralismô is more specific and qualified. First, 

                                                                                                                                                                                        

274 This remark means that here I do not distinguish between ópluralismô and óreasonable disagreementô as Larmore 

does [see his ñPluralism and Reasonable Disagreement,ò Social Philosophy and Policy 11, no. 1 (1994), 62-63, 63-70, 

and 74-79]. In particular, he affirms that ópluralism is a doctrine about the nature of value. It asserts that the forms of 

moral concern, as well as the forms of self-realization, are in the end not one, but many. It stands, therefore, in opposi-

tion to religious and metaphysical conceptions of a single source of value [that is, monism]. Liberalism, however, does 

not arise from an acceptance of pluralism. Instead, it seeks to found the principles of political association upon a core 

morality that reasonable people can accept, despite their natural tendency to disagree about comprehensive visions of 

the nature of value, and so in particular about the merits of pluralism and monism. This expectation of reasonable disa-

greement lies at a different, more reflective level than pluralism. It responds to the religious and metaphysical disen-

chantment of the world, not by affirming it, as pluralism seems to do, but rather by recognizing that like other deep con-

ceptions of value this disenchantment is an idea about which reasonable people are likely to disagree,ô 74, emphases 

added. Now these considerations are not troublesome from a Rawlsian perspective. Obviously, when Rawls talks about 

reasonable pluralism, he has in mind something like what Larmore calls reasonable disagreement (Larmore himself 

acknowledges this, ibid. 62). What Larmore seeks to do, is to distinguish the two different notions of value pluralism 

and reasonable disagreement (pluralism) à la Rawls. So, the fact that Rawls uses both the expression reasonable disa-

greement and the expression reasonable pluralism (e.g., Political Liberalism, 55) does not contradict Larmoreôs distinc-

tion. I could say that, once we have accepted ïeven partiallyī the distinction between comprehensive views (and, 

among them, value pluralism in this form) and the political conception (to which the idea of reasonable pluralism be-

longs as a founding ground) the question is mainly a matter of linguistic preference. So, bearing in mind these points, I 

will follow Rawls and use both terms in Rawlsôs sense. With reference to this issue, see also Robert Talisse, Pluralism 

and Liberal Politics (New York: Routledge, 2012). On pages 23-24, he distinguishes between: 1) metaphysical plural-

ism (which has two varieties having in common the fact that they explain the irreducible plurality of goods in virtue of 

óthe nature of the goods themselvesô: 1a) Berlinôs value pluralism, according to which ógoods are viewed as a kind of 

object, and irreducible plurality is understood by means of spatial metaphors ïnot all goods can co-exist;ô and 1b) what 

he calls psychological pluralism according to which ógoods are ultimately distinctive kinds of psychological [italicised 

in the original] statesô), and 2) epistemological pluralism (which has two varieties having in common the idea that 

ógoods are irreducibly plural due to some fact about moral epistemology that results in our inability to reduce them:ô 2a) 

strong epistemological pluralism ends up in some form of scepticism, since it maintains that óepistemic obstacles to val-

ue commensuration are in principle insurmountable;ô and 2b) weak epistemological pluralism which acknowledge that 

óobstacles to value commensuration are indeed significant and at least at present insurmountable, but makes no claim 

about the permanency of this conditionô emphasis added). Talisse argues that Rawlsôs political liberalism holds a kind 

of weak epistemological pluralism (ibid. 25). I fundamentally agree on the fact that an epistemological element is in-

volved in the Rawlsian idea of the burdens of judgment (infra), but, as I will explain in the following lines, the moral 

political dimension of Rawlsôs conception of reasonableness (and, hence, of reasonable pluralism) is at least equally 

important (for more details on this point, see 4.2, where I explain why the idea of the burdens of judgment is a funda-

mental component of the concept of reasonableness). Again, this is not to bring back the discourse to some comprehen-

sive view of pluralism, but to strive for grounding the acceptance of pluralism in a core political morality centred on po-

litical reciprocity and grounded in democratic public culture.  

275 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 144. 

276 Without claiming to establish a rigorous parallel, it seems instructive to point out that something similar to the dis-

tinction between the fact of pluralism as such and the fact of reasonable pluralism can be implicitly found in Walter 

Bryce Gallieôs discussion about the consequences of the recognition of the existence of what he calls óessentially con-

tested concepts.ô He says that óit is important to distinguish clearly such recognition ïa somewhat sophisticated ñhigher 

orderò intellectual featī from the everyday ñlower orderò recognition that one is using a given concept both aggressive-

ly and defensively. The difference is between recognizing that one has, and presumably will continue to have, oppo-

nents, and recognizing that this is an essential feature of the activity one is pursuing.ô W. B. Gallie, ñEssentially Con-

tested Concepts,ò Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, New Series 56 (1955-1956), 192, emphasis added. For the 

link between óessential contestability,ô pluralism, reasonableness, and public justification, see Fred DôAgostino, Free 

Public Reason: Making It Up As We Go (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 17-21 and 23-26. 
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reasonable pluralism deals with the diversity of reasonable comprehensive doctrines, that is, 

ódoctrines that reasonable citizens affirm and that political liberalism must address.ô277 Sec-

ond, the fact of reasonable pluralism is not óan unfortunate condition of human lifeô, but óthe 

inevitable outcome of free human reasonô278 and óa permanent feature of the public culture of 

democracy.ô279 Reasonable persons accept the fact of pluralism so qualified (infra). This is the 

central point. In conceiving the relation between the ódomain of the politicalô280 and the diver-

sity of reasonable comprehensive doctrines, as reasonable persons we should consider these 

latter as óin part the work of free practical reason within the framework of free institutions.ô281 

Therefore, when we address the problem of stability by making reference to the support of 

reasonable comprehensive doctrines through an overlapping consensus, we should remember 

that reasonable disagreement is the product of ófree human reason under conditions of liber-

ty.ô282 Why do free institutions lead to reasonable pluralism? What are its sources? Is this plu-

ralism due to narrow personal interests or irrationality? According to Rawls, the sources of 

reasonable disagreement are elsewhere. He observes that óreasonable disagreement is disa-

greement between reasonable persons.ô283 But what are the features of such reasonable per-

sons? For the moment, it will be enough to say that, according to Rawls, a crucial feature of 

persons is their possessing two moral powers (namely, a ócapacity for a sense of justiceô and 

óa capacity for a conception of the goodô) and óthe powers of reasonô (the intellectual powers 

                                                        

277 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 36. I define the notion of reasonableness below. 

278 Ibid. 37. See also 144. 

279 Ibid. 36. 

280 Rawls identifies the domain of the political in a constitutional regime by pointing out the two special features of the 

ópolitical relationship in a constitutional regime.ô First, such a relationship óis a relationship of persons within the basic 

structure of societyô (supra). Second, in this political relationship ópolitical power is ultimately the power of the public, 

that is, the power of free and equal citizens as a collective body. This power is regularly imposed on citizens as individ-

uals and as members of associations, some of whom may not accept the reasons widely said to justify the general struc-

ture of political authority ïthe constitutionï or when they do accept that structure, they may not regard as justified many 

of the statutes enacted by the legislature to which they are subject.ô Ibid. 135-137. 

281 Ibid. 37. 

282 Ibid. 144. 

283 Ibid. 55. 
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of judgment, thought, and inference).284 Let me add here that persons are politically conceived 

as free because they have these two moral powers (thus, they are free moral beings in this 

sense) and as equal because they have these powers to the minimum degree required to be ful-

ly cooperating members of society.285 Rawls continues by saying that ócitizens are conceived 

as thinking of themselves as free in three respects:ô first, as having the moral capacity for a 

conception of the good, second, as óself-authenticating sources of valid claimsô (that is, they 

perceive themselves as being entitled to make valid claims), and third as ócapable of taking 

responsibility for their ends [é] and adjusting their aims and aspirations in the light of what 

they can reasonably expect to provide for.ô286 The last point means that citizens are to 

acknowledge óthat the weight of their claims is not given by the strength and psychological 

intensity of their wants and desires, [é but that] they can adjust their ends so that those ends 

can be pursued by the means they can reasonably expect to acquire in return for what they can 

reasonably expect to contributeô287 in a system of cooperation. For the purposes of chapter 

three, it is important to note here the fact that he adds that ó[t]he idea of responsibility for ends 

is implicit in the public political culture and discernible in its practices.ô288 

Reasonable disagreement should be conceived as disagreement between persons endowed 

with common human reason, powers of inference, judgement, and thought.289 Why do rea-

sonable persons disagree, then? Rawls specifies six sources of reasonable disagreement, that 

he calls óthe burdens of judgement,ô that is, óthe many hazards involved in the correct (and 

conscientious) exercise of our powers of reason and judgement in the ordinary course of polit-

                                                        

284 Ibid. 19. óA capacity for a sense of justice is the capacity to understand, to apply, and to act from the public concep-

tion of justice which characterizes the fair terms of social cooperation. [é It] also expresses a willingness, if not the de-

sire, to act in relation to others on terms that they also can publicly endorse. The capacity for a conception of the good is 

the capacity to form, to revise, and rationally to pursue a conception of oneôs rational advantage or good.ô In addition to 

these moral powers, citizens also have óat any given time a determinate conception of the good that they try to achieve.ô 

285 Ibid. 

286 See ibid. 29-34. 

287 Ibid. 34. 

288 Ibid. 

289 Ibid. 55. 
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ical life.ô290 Persons can disagree (and usually disagree) even when their judgements are fully 

reasonable, because of those sources of reasonable disagreement in judgment.291 Only the op-

pressive use of state coercive power could suppress such disagreement, and establish and pre-

serve unanimity about one comprehensive doctrine.292 Therefore, reasonable persons should 

recognise that reasonable disagreement is a normal consequence of the free use of human rea-

son within a democratic institutional framework and not a regrettable accident. They should 

allow reasonable disagreement and the diversity of reasonable comprehensive doctrines, be-

cause it is not unreasonable to affirm one of them, but it would be unreasonable to use politi-

cal power to repress othersô reasonable comprehensive doctrines.293 Thus, the burdens of 

judgement represent a reason for endorsing the principles of toleration, freedom of con-

science, and freedom of thought.294 Consequently, reasonable people should recognise the 

burdens of judgement and óaccept their consequences for the use of public reason in directing 

the legitimate exercise of political power in a constitutional regime.ô295 This last remark is 

important for what I will say about public reason. Now I am able to define reasonable persons 

and reasonable comprehensive doctrines more exhaustively.296 With reference to reasonable 

persons, note that: (i) according to the general political conception of persons as free and 

equal, they possess the two moral powers (a sense of justice and a capacity for a conception of 

the good) and the powers of reason,297 and (ii)  more specifically they are both (iia) willing to 

recognise the burdens of judgment and their consequences,298 and (iib) óready to propose 

principles and standards as fair terms of cooperation and to abide by them willingly, given the 

                                                        

290 Ibid. 55-56. The burdens of judgements are listed in ibid. 56-57. 

291 Ibid. 58. 

292 Ibid. 37. 

293 Ibid. 60. 

294 Ibid. 59, 60 and 61-62. See also Sebastiano Maffettone, Introduzione a Rawls (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 2010), 104. 

295 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 54. 

296 For a detailed account of Rawlsôs notion of reasonableness and some main objections, see, among others, Sebastiano 

Maffettone, ñPolitical Liberalism: Reasonableness and Democratic Practice,ò 542 and 557-573. See also his Rawls: An 

Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 2010), 237-249. 

297 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 19. 

298 Ibid. 54. 
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assurance that others will likewise do so. Those norms they view as reasonable for everyone 

to accept and therefore as justifiable to them; and they are ready to discuss the fair terms that 

other propose.ô299 Accordingly, we can define reasonable comprehensive doctrines300 as the 

doctrines affirmed by reasonable persons: as such, they recognise the burdens of judgement 

and the reasonable pluralism, abide by the principle of toleration, and support the idea of pub-

lic reason.301 A reasonable comprehensive doctrine respects the existence of different reason-

able doctrines and finds it unreasonable to repress doctrines that are not unreasonable.302 So 

far, the principle of toleration has been presented as being grounded in the recognition of the 

burdens of judgement and of reasonable pluralism. Understandably, Rawls also wants to es-

tablish a less epistemological and more moral-political foundation for toleration: the criterion 

of reciprocity (for a deeper analysis of this crucial notion, see 3.2.b.1 and 4.2). This latter 

states that óour exercise of political power is proper only when we sincerely believe that the 

reasons we offer for our political action may reasonably be accepted by other citizens as a jus-

tification of those actions.ô303 Therefore, if we abide by the criterion of reciprocity, we cannot 

(unreasonably) repress othersô reasonable comprehensive doctrines: this action would not sat-

isfy the reciprocity between reasonable persons. Undeniably, reasonableness and the criterion 

of reciprocity tightly relate to another concept I have already mentioned: the liberal principle 

                                                        

299 Ibid. 49. This definition of the features of reasonable persons is a sufficient to my aims. However, other properties 

can be singled out. Leif Wenar observes that five main attributes of reasonable persons are specified in Political Liber-

alism (for Rawlsôs summary of these attributes, see John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 81-82). 1) a- The possession of 

the two moral powers; b- the possession of the powers of judgement, thought, and inference; c- the possession of a de-

terminate conception of the good at any given time (ibid. 19); d- the capacity for being normal, fully cooperating mem-

bers of society over a complete life (ibid. in particular 15-22, 34, and 55). 2) The readiness to propose and the willing-

ness to abide by fair terms of cooperation (ibid. 49). 3) The recognition of the burdens of judgement (ibid. 48-54; 54-

58). 4) The possession of a reasonable moral psychology (ibid. 81-86). 5) The recognition of five essential elements of a 

conception of objectivity (ibid. 110-112). See Leif Wenar, ñPolitical Liberalism: An Internal Critique,ò Ethics 106, no. 

1 (1995), 36-37. 

300 For the definition of reasonable comprehensive doctrines, see above. 

301 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 59. See also 61: óreasonable persons see that the burdens of judgement set limits 

on what can be reasonably justified to others, and so they endorse some form of liberty of conscience and freedom of 

thought.ô  

302 Ibid. 60-61. 

303 Ibid. xliv, emphasis added. See also 16-17: óthe idea of reciprocity lies between the idea of impartiality, which is al-

truistic (being moved by the general good), and the idea of mutual advantage understood as everyoneôs being advan-

taged with respect to each personôs present or expected future situation as things are. As understood in justice as fair-

ness, reciprocity is a relation between citizens expressed by principles of justice that regulate a social world in which 

everyone benefits judged with respect to an appropriate benchmark of equality defined with respect to that world. [é] 

[R]eciprocity is a relation between citizens in a well-ordered society expressed by its public political conception of jus-

ticeô. For a similar formulation, see also page 50. 
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of political legitimacy. It says that óour exercise of political power is fully proper only when it 

is exercised in accordance with a constitution the essentials of which all citizens as free and 

equal may reasonably be expected to endorse in the light of principles and ideals acceptable to 

their common human reason.ô304 In my view, as I will explain in chapters three and four, rea-

sonableness, reciprocity, the principle of legitimacy and public reason all share a fundamental 

element: they all shape the public political dimension of citizensô social life. Reasonableness 

does not only represent a political descriptive assumption about the person (along with ration-

ality and society as a fair system of cooperation), while the criterion of reciprocity is the very 

political-moral foundation of political liberalism on which liberal legitimacy is grounded (all 

these elements arise from shared ideas, values, and ideals found within democratic public po-

litical culture, see the next two chapters).305 Those elements are also specified by the political 

conception and deeply rooted in citizensô comprehensive views through the idea of an over-

lapping consensus. Finally, public reason embeds those elements in its account of political 

values and virtues, adding its ñoperationalò justificatory guidelines to them. What matters here 

is that, since the duty to respect the criterion of reciprocity arises from the account of reason-

ableness of persons,306 and since the principle of legitimacy arises from that duty,307 then 

ó[r]easonableness is the ground for achieving a consensus upon a ñliberal principle of legiti-

macyò.ô308 Thus, to summarise the previous remarks about the reasonable and to prepare the 

ground for moving forward, it can be maintained that reasonableness óhas both an epistemo-

logical and an ethical political aspect, and the latter prevails over the former. Being reasona-

ble means that the agreement on a political conception takes into account what other people 

think. The reasonable acceptance of pluralism solves the problem of stability.ô309 

                                                        

304 Ibid. 137. See also xliv, 224. 

305 Ibid. xliv n. 14: óthere is, strictly speaking, no argument here. The preceding paragraph in the text simply describes 

an institutional context in which citizens stand in certain relations and consider certain questions, and so on. It is then 

said that from that context a duty arises on those citizens to follow the criterion of reciprocity. This is a duty arising 

from the idea of reasonableness of persons [é].ô Emphases added. 

306 See the preceding note. See chapter four for the ñcriterion of reciprocity of the reasonable.ò 

307 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, for instance, xliv. 

308 Sebastiano Maffettone, Introduzione a Rawls, 107, my translation. 

309 Sebastiano Maffettone, Rawls: An Introduction, 230. 
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On this account, then, reasonableness entails the respect of the criterion of reciprocity 

which, in turn, allows reasonable citizens to recognise the need for a public justification of 

political decisions and actions, and, by means of such a justification, they can legitimately ex-

ercise political power over each other. As has been observed, in this perspective óreasonable-

ness presupposes reciprocity (and vice versa).ô310 In fact, ó[p]olitical conceptions to be rea-

sonable must justify only constitutions that satisfy this principle [of reciprocity].ô311 In a dem-

ocratic constitutional regime, the constitution and the statues enacted under it cannot, for ex-

ample, unreasonably ban all but one reasonable comprehensive doctrine. Then, the require-

ment of a political justification reasonably acceptable to all fellow citizens entails a commit-

ment to the principle of toleration of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. We can thus under-

stand the internal relation between reasonableness, reciprocity, political legitimacy, and toler-

ation (Figure 2). As will become clear, public reason frames this relation.  

 

Figure 2 : Reasonableness, criterion of reciprocity, principle of political leg itimacy, and toleration.  

 

Reasonable citizens, then, must take one another into consideration as reasonable persons 

who are members of a society as a fair system of cooperation312 in a regime of reciprocity and 

abide by a principle of political legitimacy. Reasonable persons ódesire for its own sake a so-

                                                        

310 Ibid. 238. 

311 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xliv. See also p. 217. 

312 Ibid. mainly 15-22. 
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cial world in which they, as free and equal, can cooperate with others on terms all can accept. 

They insist that reciprocity should hold within that world so that each benefits along with oth-

ers.ô313 Hence, the idea of reasonableness is the ground for a fundamental political agreement 

between free and equal citizens. This idea is essentially public.314 Yet, citizens are not only 

reasonable persons, but also rational agents. The rational (defined in opposition to the reason-

able)315 is not public in itself: it applies to individuals as such or as members of associa-

tions.316 The rational agent can be conceived as the agent who uses her ópowers of judgement 

and deliberation in seeking ends and interests peculiarly [her] own.ô317 The rational applies to 

how agents: 1) choose and adopt their ends and interests and rank them, 2) develop a means-

ends reasoning (e.g., choosing the most effective means or the most probable alternative for 

achieving their desiderata), 3) balance their final ends by assessing their importance and co-

herence with reference to their plan of life as a whole.318 Furthermore, a rational agent is not 

always self-interested: órational agents may have all kinds of affections for persons and at-

tachment to communities and placesô (including oneôs own religious community) and they 

could use their rationality in order to benefit those persons and communities. In this case, the 

agent is ñinterested in the interestò of someone/something else: she uses her rationality to pur-

sue her interest in satisfying the interest of someone/something that is important for her.319 

Nevertheless, the rational is always oriented toward the pursuit of the interest of a single and 

unified agent:320 me, my family, my church, my football club, and so on. Thus, rational agents 

                                                        

313 Ibid. 50. 

314 For this point, see Sebastiano Maffettone, Introduzione a Rawls, 104. 

315 For an earlier and conceptually broader distinction between rationality and reasonableness, irrationality and unrea-

sonableness, see W. M. Sibley, ñThe Rational Versus the Reasonable,ò The Philosophical Review 62, no. 4 (1953), in 

particular 555-558. Unlike Rawls, Sibley defines reasonableness in a broader moral sense (that is, not only as political 

reasonableness). Yet, the link between reasonableness and something like the notion of reciprocity and the requirement 

of a justification to others of oneôs actions is already present: óI must justify my conduct in terms of some principle ca-

pable of being appealed to by all parties concerned, some principle from which we can reason in common,ô 557. More-

over, Sibley ïlike Rawlsī maintains that the reasonable cannot be derived from the rational (558). 

316 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 50; Sebastiano Maffettone, Introduzione a Rawls, 103. 

317 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 50. 

318 Ibid. 50-51. 

319 Ibid. 51. 

320 Ibid. 50. 
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lack óthe particular form of moral sensibility that underlies the desire to engage in fair terms 

of cooperation as such, and to do so on terms others as equals might reasonably be expected 

to endorse.ô321 This moral sensibility oriented toward others as free and equal cooperating 

members of society is the kernel of the idea of reasonableness. For this reason, óthe reasona-

ble is public in a way the rational is not.ô322 Fair social cooperation is possible thanks to this 

reasonable moral sensibility. On the contrary, Rawls even affirms, purely self-oriented ration-

al agents óapproach being psychopathic.ô323 Therefore, as I have already mentioned, óreasona-

bleness [é] is an ethical-political virtue and, for this reason, it is an aspect of democratic citi-

zenship.ô324 However, óthe reasonable and the rational are complementary ideas é [and] nei-

ther the reasonable nor the rational can stand without the other.ô325 In fact, social and political 

agents must be both rational and reasonable so that fair social cooperation can be possible: 

ó[m]erely reasonable agents would have no ends of their own they wanted to advance by so-

cial cooperation; merely rational agents lack a sense of justice and fail to recognize the inde-

pendent validity of the claims of others.ô326 This connection between the rational and the rea-

sonable within the person as free and equal member of the society is reaffirmed by their corre-

lation with the above-mentioned two moral powers: reasonableness is related to the capacity 

for a sense of justice, whilst rationality refers to the capacity for a conception of the good. 

This point should be clear. Rationality relates to the determination and pursuit of oneôs good 

(the good of the rational agent, of the society or community in which she lives, and so on), 

while reasonableness relates to the capacity for (morally) taking into account fellow citizens 

as free and equal members of a political system of cooperation in a regime of reciprocity. 

ó[T]he reasonable, in contrast with the rational, addresses the public world of others.ô327 

                                                        

321 Ibid. 51. 

322 Ibid. 53. 

323 Ibid. 51. 

324 Sebastiano Maffettone, Introduzione a Rawls, 105, my translation. 

325 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 52. 

326 Ibid. Samuel Freeman says: óreasonable and rational agents are the basic units of responsibility in social and political 

life. A person who is rational but wholly unreasonable is not fit for social life, and a person who is reasonable but whol-

ly irrational is incapable of concerted action.ô Samuel Freeman, Rawls, 345. 

327 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 62. 
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Thus, we are in a situation in which ócitizens have fundamental differences in their concep-

tions of the good, including their reasonable comprehensive doctrines, still they all have an 

interest in social cooperation.ô328 As reasonable and rational persons, citizens both aspire to 

reach an agreement on a public political conception of justice and disagree on their moral, 

philosophical, and religious beliefs. A public political conception of justice is freestanding 

because it does not depend on such religious, philosophical, and moral beliefs. But how can a 

conception be freestanding? It can be freestanding because it is politically justified: ó[w]hat 

makes a political conception of justice freestanding is that it has a political justification, one 

that is framed in terms of democratic values and ideals that are part of public culture and that 

are independent of the values and reasons peculiar to any comprehensive moral, religious, or 

philosophical doctrine.ô329 Therefore, a public political conception is not grounded in moral, 

philosophical, or religious comprehensive reasons, but on shared political values and ideas: 

this is the source of its capacity for being freestanding. Consequently, according to Rawlsôs 

conception of justice as fairness, in political justification (that Rawls also calls ópro tanto jus-

tificationô)330 comprehensive beliefs are put behind a óveil of ignorance.ô331 In working out the 

political conception that must govern their society, free and equal, rational and reasonable cit-

izens are not allowed to consider (not even to know) their moral, philosophical, and religious 

beliefs (nor their social position, órace and ethnic group, sex and gender, and their various na-

tive endowments such as strength and intelligenceô). Accordingly, in the first stage, the con-

tent of the political conception arises only from óthe various fundamental ideas drawn from 

the public political culture of a democratic society.ô332 In this sense, the justification of such a 

conception is properly political and freestanding. This is also the ñoriginal realmò of public 

reason, where only political values and principles are considered. For the moment, we can just 

observe that public reason governs the domain of the political: its content is given by the po-

                                                        

328 Samuel Freeman, Rawls, 343. 

329 Ibid. 329, emphasis added. For a definition of public political culture, see supra. For the differences between public 

political culture and background culture and between public and non-public reasons, see supra. 

330 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò in Political Liberalism, 386. 

331 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 24-25. 

332 Ibid. 25. 
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litical conception (better, by a ófamily of political conceptionsô)333 publicly justified ïeven 

though we cannot already say how a real and complete public justification can be achievedï 

and it makes reference to political values and principles of public political culture alone in or-

der to justify that political conception politically.334 In this way, public reason expresses an 

óideal of democratic citizenship.ô335 I define it as a justificatory ideal of citizenship, in which 

reasonable and rational citizens óshould be ready to explain the basis of their actions to one 

another in terms each could reasonably expect that others might endorse as consistent with 

their freedom and equality.ô336 So far, however, we have considered just the first part of 

Rawlsôs exposition, in which freestanding principles are worked out: ó[t]he first stage gives 

the principles of justice that specify the fair terms of cooperation among citizens and specify 

when a societyôs basic institutions are just.ô337 Such principles do not depend upon compre-

hensive beliefs, but they are politically justified by making reference to political values and 

ideas of public political culture, such as the political conception of society as a fair system of 

cooperation and of persons as reasonable and rational free equal citizens, a political-moral cri-

terion of reciprocity, a political principle of legitimacy, and (according to justice as fairness) 

the ódevice of representationô of the original position.338 Nonetheless, since reasonable and ra-

tional citizens ïwho affirm reasonable comprehensive doctrinesï are able and willing to agree 

upon and endorse a public political conception, their reasonable comprehensive doctrines 

must be able to endorse the conception politically justified. This shared endorsement is the 

basis of social unity and stability (infra). This last does not rest on a common comprehensive 

belief, but on the fact that the political conception is publicly endorsed through an óoverlap-

ping consensusô.339 Shortly, the idea of an overlapping consensus aims to solve the following 

problem: as reasonable and rational citizens, ówe suppose a constitutional democratic regime 

                                                        

333 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 450. See chapter three of this study. 

334 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 386. 

335 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 216-220. 

336 Ibid. 218. 

337 Ibid. 133. 

338 For the original position as a device of representation, see ibid. 22-28 and 304-324. 

339 óA constitutional regime does not require an agreement on a comprehensive doctrine: the basis of its social unity lies 

elsewhere.ô Ibid. 63. See also ibid. 134, quoted below. 
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to be reasonably just and workable, and worth defending. Yet given the fact of reasonable 

pluralism, how can we frame our defence of it so that it can win sufficiently wide support to 

achieve stability?ô340 Here, two cornerstones of reasonableness seem reciprocally irreconcila-

ble: the pursuit of a consensus about the public justification of the political conception of jus-

tice on the one hand, and the respect of reasonable pluralism on the other. This dilemma can 

be solved thanks to the idea of an overlapping consensus, through which we can shift from a 

political pro tanto justification to a public justification.341 Through an overlapping consensus, 

reasonable comprehensive doctrines ïeach of them starting from within its own sourcesï en-

dorse the political conception that has been presented firstly as freestanding (note that for the 

sake of simplicity in this research I discuss the idea of an overlapping consensus as it would 

simply imply a consensus on a single political conception of justice, but it must be noted that 

Rawls ïwhen he discusses the degree of specificity of an overlapping consensusī says that a 

ómore realistic and more likely to be realizedô possibility is that óthe focus of an overlapping 

consensus is a class of liberal conceptions that vary within a certain more or less narrow 

range. The more restricted the range, the more specific the consensus.ô342 Such a simplifica-

tion does not affect the theoretical structure that I will present in the second and in the third 

parts, except with regard to a clarification that I will make concerning the specification of the 

content of the idea of public reason, which īas I will explain in chapter threeī is derived from 

a family of reasonable political conceptions rather than by a single political conception). 

Rawls presents his liberal conception as political and not comprehensive, so that all reasona-

ble religious, philosophical, and moral non-liberal doctrines might be able to endorse it.343 

Reasonable but opposing comprehensive doctrines can overlap in a consensus concerning the 

political conception: they all endorse this conception óas giving the content of their political 

judgements on basic institutions.ô344 In Rawlsôs view, all reasonable moral, philosophical, and 

religious doctrines ólikely to persist over generations and to gain a sizable body of adherentsô 

                                                        

340 Ibid. 39. 

341 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 386-387. See infra. 

342 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 164, emphasis added. For recent literature about this point, see the article by Paul 

Weithman ñLegitimacy and the Project of Political Liberalism,ò in Rawlsôs Political Liberalism, eds. Thom Brooks and 

Martha C. Nussbaum (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), 81-88. 

343 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xlv. 

344 Ibid. 39. 
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(Islam among others) take part in such a consensus concerning a reasonable political concep-

tion of justice that should govern a constitutional regime.345 As I have just said, each reasona-

ble comprehensive doctrine specifies its own reasons for endorsing that political conception:  

óAll those who affirm the political conception start from within their own com-

prehensive view and draw on the religious, philosophical, and moral grounds it 

provides. The fact that people affirm the same political conception on those 

grounds does not make their affirming it any less religious, philosophical, or mor-

al, as the case may be, since the grounds sincerely held determine the nature of 

their affirmation.ô346  

And: óeach comprehensive view is related to the political conception in a different way.ô347 

Thus, for instance, if Muslims can find sufficient reasons within Islam to support the political 

conception, they can endorse it from an Islamic point of view. Each citizen affirms both the 

political conception and a reasonable comprehensive doctrine and tries to justify the political 

conception from within her own religious, philosophical, or moral doctrine. At this stage, 

however, an overlapping consensus has not yet been reached. Instead, each óindividual citizen 

as a member of civil societyô348 and of its various associations ïsuch as religious groups, 

churches, and so onï tries to embed (or root) the political conception in her own religious, 

moral, or philosophical doctrine, in order to justify it in the light of her doctrineôs sources and 

reasons. If this operation is carried out successfully, the political conception is fully justified 

in her eyes. This is what Rawls calls ófull justification.ô349 The political conception does not 

say anything about how it should or could be embedded in whatever comprehensive doctrine. 

Actually, it does not say anything beyond the limited domain of the political. It is up to each 

and every citizen to justify the political conception from within her reasonable doctrine. If she 

                                                        

345 Ibid. 15. 

346 Ibid. 147-148. 

347 Ibid. 171. 

348 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 386. 

349 Ibid. 386-387. 
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is able to reach a full justification, this is so because her comprehensive doctrine makes avail-

able sufficient moral motivations for endorsing that political conception.350  

However, full justification is a ñone-by-oneò justification. Citizens do not take one another 

into account: each one tries to justify the political conception on her own. If the political con-

ception is fully justified, this is so only in her eyes: simply, she does not consider the fact that 

other people might not accept her justification. Then, a further step is needed. An overlapping 

consensus takes place only when óall free and equal citizens endorsing reasonable comprehen-

sive doctrines agree on the political conception of justice, on the basis of their own particular 

comprehensive reasons and views.ô351 From different comprehensive and reasonable points of 

view and for different comprehensive reasons (thus maintaining their own differences and 

specificity), citizens can reach an agreement on a single political conception. Hence, at the 

end, the political conception is not only politically (pro tanto), but also publicly justified 

through an overlapping consensus. The freestanding political conception previously ófully jus-

tifiedô by each citizen from within her own view (each for her own reasons) is now ópublicly 

justifiedô through an overlapping consensus in which citizens realise that they all endorse a 

reasonable political conception of justice while they still have different and yet politically rea-

sonable comprehensive views. In this way, justificatory consensus and reasonable pluralism 

are both secured. The main difference between full and public justification is precisely that 

the latter comes after the achievement of an overlapping consensus and entails a mutual 

recognition of other citizensô endorsement of the same political conception. Accordingly, the 

proper domain of public justification presupposes some shared form of public reasoning: 

óPublic reasoning aims for public justification. We appeal to political concep-

tions of justice, and to ascertainable evidence and facts open to public view, in or-

der to reach conclusions about what we think are the most reasonable political in-

stitutions and policies. Public justification is not simply valid reasoning, but ar-

gument addressed to others: it proceeds correctly from premises we accept and 

                                                        

350 See Sebastiano Maffettone, Introduzione a Rawls, 99-100. 

351 Samuel Freeman, Rawls, 329. 
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think others could reasonably accept to conclusions we think they could also rea-

sonably accept. This meets the duty of civility [é].ô352  

Therefore, it is important to underscore that this justification is public because all citizens 

take one another into consideration and, consequently, they acknowledge 1) the existence of 

an overlapping consensus353 and 2) the need for public justification through (wide, infra) pub-

lic reason. Moreover, in public justification political values (values of justice and values of 

public reason)354 rooted in the public political culture of a democratic society and specified by 

its political conception of justice can be publicly endorsed by the whole citizenry, both politi-

cally (ideally all in the same way) and comprehensively (each on different grounds) by each 

and every citizen. In addition, the political conception publicly justified is not less ñpoliticalò 

because of the justificatory role of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. In fact, the contents 

of these doctrines have no normative power in public justification (this power they only have 

in the process of full justification) and nobody looks into the contents of othersô comprehen-

sive views. Therefore, in public justification it is not relevant why every single reasonable 

comprehensive doctrine endorses the political conception of justice. What matters is only that 

all comprehensive doctrines agree ïfor whatever reasonï on a single political conception. 

Thus, public justification depends on reasonable comprehensive doctrines only indirectly.355 

Moreover, public justification both derives from and shapes the public political culture of a 

democratic society. It somehow derives from public political culture because, as I have said, 

the political conception of justice ïthe object of public justificationï is worked out by draw-

ing on this culture and by appealing exclusively to political values and ideas found within 

                                                        

352 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 465. 

353 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 387: ó[p]ublic justification happens when all the reasonable members of political 

society carry out a justification of the shared political conception by embedding it in their several reasonable compre-

hensive views. In this case, reasonable citizens take one another into account as having reasonable comprehensive doc-

trines that endorse that political conception, and this mutual accounting shapes the moral quality of the public culture of 

political society.ô 

354 Supra and chapter three. 

355 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 387: ówhile the public justification of the political conception for political society 

depends on reasonable comprehensive doctrines, this justification does so only in a indirect way. That is, the express 

contents of these doctrines have no normative role in public justification; citizens do not look into the content of othersô 

doctrines, and so remain within the bounds of the political. Rather, they take into account and give some weight to only 

the fact ïthe existenceï of the reasonable overlapping consensus itself.ô 
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it.356 On the other hand, public justification shapes public political culture because citizens re-

alise that free and equal persons affirming different reasonable comprehensive doctrines are 

nonetheless able to justify publicly a single political conception.357 Thus, citizens recognise 

one another as reasonable free and equal cooperating fellow citizens. To conclude, even 

though citizens are divided by their irreconcilable (but reasonable) comprehensive doctrines, 

they are nonetheless able to endorse a common political conception of justice, to cooperate on 

the basis of the principles expressed by it, and to rely upon it in order to formulate their politi-

cal judgements. Importantly, such endorsement does not neglect, disregard, or obscure the 

point of view of their religious, philosophical, or moral beliefs. On the contrary, reasonable 

comprehensive doctrines cannot be excluded or overlooked in the process of public justifica-

tion because they are essential for achieving it through the stages of full justification and 

overlapping consensus. 

So defined, the idea of an overlapping consensus is different from a mere modus vivendi.358 

Effectively, in an overlapping consensus there is much more than a provisional acceptance 

imposed by circumstances. An overlapping consensus between reasonable comprehensive 

doctrines differs from a mere modus vivendi for three reasons.359 First, its object is a moral 

conception ïa political conception of justice, not simple acceptance of an existing equilibrium 

of power between conflicting parties, like in Europe in the aftermath of the Reformation. Sec-

ond, it is affirmed on moral grounds, because óit includes conceptions of society and of citi-

zens as persons, as well as principles of justice, and an account of political virtues through 

which those principles are embodied in human character and expressed in public life.ô Ac-

cordingly, it is not an ñarmed peaceò between (not only irreconcilable, but also) mutually dis-

                                                        

356 In the political pro tanto justification. 

357 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 387. 

358 Supra (in particular Joshua Cohenôs considerations about this point). Rawls defines a modus vivendi as follows: a 

ósocial consensus founded on self- or group interests, or on the outcome of political bargaining: social unity is only ap-

parent, as its stability is contingent on circumstances remaining such as not to upset the fortunate convergence of inter-

ests.ô John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 147. Rawls mentions the ñstabilityò between Catholics and Protestants in the 

aftermath of the Reformation as an example of modus vivendi: there was a temporary and contingent (depending on cir-

cumstances and on the balance of power) acceptance of the principle of toleration but not a moral consensus on or en-

dorsement of it. óIn such a case the acceptance of the principle of toleration would indeed be a mere modus vivendi, be-

cause if either faith becomes dominant, the principle of toleration would no longer be followed. Stability with respect to 

the distribution of power is lacking.ô Ibid. 148. See also ibid. xxxviii -xxxix. 

359 Ibid. 147-148. 
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trustful and closed comprehensive doctrines. Third, an overlapping consensus aims at and un-

derpins social unity and stability: óto see how a well-ordered society can be unified and sta-

ble, we introduce another basic idea of political liberalism to go with that of the political con-

ception, namely, the idea of an overlapping consensus of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. 

In such a consensus, the reasonable doctrines endorse the political conception, each from its 

own point of view.ô360 In this way, óthose who affirm the various views supporting the politi-

cal conception will not withdraw their support of it should the relative strength of their view 

in society increase and eventually become dominant.ô361 Shortly, an overlapping consensus 

between reasonable comprehensive doctrines is a moral consensus on a political (moral) con-

ception and makes it possible to achieve social unity and óstability for the right reasonsô.362 As 

such, the idea of an overlapping consensus reconciles ïfor instanceī Muslim citizensô en-

dorsement of the public political conception qua Muslims (that is, as members of a compre-

hensive doctrine in background culture) and qua free and equal, rational and reasonable citi-

zens. In so doing, it radically transforms the nature of such an endorsement: it is not just a 

mediation between the specific views affirmed by different comprehensive doctrines.363 Ra-

ther, it is moral consensus: as a result of it, despite all differences in their religious, philosoph-

ical, and moral doctrines, citizensô general ópolitical values and commitments, as part of their 

[é] moral identity, are roughly the same.ô364 This is because citizens reasonably ójudge from 

within their reasonable comprehensive doctrines that political values are very great values,ô 

and that they normally outweigh ówhatever nonpolitical values may conflict with them.ô365 

                                                        

360 Ibid. 134. Emphasis added. 

361 Ibid. 148. 

362 ó[T]he idea of an overlapping consensus is moral in its object and motivation, rendering the consensus stable over 

the distribution of doctrines. This gives stability for the right reasons, and distinguishes the idea of such a consensus 

from a modus vivendi.ô Ibid. xli.  

363 ó[T]he overlapping consensus [é] is not a compromise between those holding different views, but rests on the totali-

ty of reasons specified within the comprehensive doctrine affirmed by each citizen.ô Ibid. 170-171. 

364 Ibid. 32. 

365 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 392-393. See also Political Liberalism, 139-140. 
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Hence, only when an overlapping consensus is present can the political conception be pub-

licly justified.366 A public justification of the political conception of justice, then, relies upon 

an overlapping consensus. Accordingly, because of its role in the public justification of the 

political conception, an overlapping consensus makes it possible to achieve social unity and 

stability for the right reasons and to satisfy the liberal principle of legitimacy. Therefore, so-

cial unity and stability are based on an overlapping consensus367 rather than on the affirmation 

of a single comprehensive doctrine,368 which would require the oppressive use of state power. 

Such a foundation for social unity is very deep, óbecause the fundamental ideas of the political 

conception are endorsed by the reasonable comprehensive doctrines, and these doctrines rep-

resent what citizens regard as their deepest convictions ïreligious, philosophical, and mor-

al.ô369 Social unity is a precondition for stability for the right reasons. Stability for the right 

reasons is achieved when reasonable citizens honour the same standards of public reason-

ing,370 and the endorsement of the political conception is secured through overlapping con-

sensus of their reasonable doctrines.371 Such stability occurs when:372 1) societyôs basic struc-

ture is effectively regulated by the most reasonable political conception of justice, 2) such a 

political conception is endorsed through an overlapping consensus of all reasonable compre-

                                                        

366 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 388. 

367 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 134, quoted supra. 

368 Therefore, Rawlsôs political liberalism rejects the idea of political society as a community: ibid. 37, 40, 146, and 

201. 

369 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 391-392. 

370 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 143. 

371 Ibid., for instance xli and 141. Here Rawls says that stability involves two questions: ówhether people who grow up 

under just institutions (as the political conception defines them) acquire a normally sufficient sense of justice so that 

they generally comply with those institutions,ô and, second, whether the political conception can be secured by an over-

lapping consensus. The question of the sense of justice involves ósetting out the moral psychology in accordance with 

which citizens in a well-ordered society acquire a normally sufficient sense of justiceô (echoing the considerations de-

veloped in the eighth chapter of A Theory of Justice), the basis of which in Political Liberalism are sketched out on 81-

88. See in particular 86: According to Rawls: ói) besides a capacity for a conception of the good, citizens have a capaci-

ty to acquire conceptions of justice and fairness and a desire to act as these conceptions require; ii) when they believe 

that institutions or social practices are just [é] they are ready and willing to do their part in those arrangements provid-

ed they have reasonable assurance that others will also do their part; iii) if other persons with evident intention strive to 

do their part [é] citizens tend to develop trust and confidence; iv) this trust and confidence becomes stronger and more 

complete as success of cooperative arrangements is sustained over a longer time; and v) the same is true as the basic in-

stitutions framed to secure our fundamental interests (basic rights and liberties) are more firmly and willingly recog-

nized.ô 

372 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xlvii and ñReply to Habermas,ò 391. 
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hensive doctrines, and 3) public political discussions about fundamental political questions 

are nearly always decided on the basis of public reasons, that is, reasons specified by the po-

litical conception. If these conditions are present, then social unity and stability for the right 

reasons can be preserved. On the contrary, if public reason is too weak (3 is not fulfilled), or 

an overlapping consensus does not hold (2 is not fulfilled), then stability is in danger, for the 

latter is possible only ówhen the doctrines making up the consensus are affirmed by societyôs 

politically active citizens and the requirements of justice are not too much in conflict with cit-

izensô essential interests as formed and encouraged by their social arrangements.ô373 Conse-

quently, it is also important that unreasonable comprehensive doctrines do not ógain enough 

currency to undermine societyôs essential justice.ô374 Thirdly, an overlapping consensus 

makes it possible to uphold the liberal principle of political legitimacy. When an overlapping 

consensus is present, diverse reasonable persons may have adequate reasons for jointly af-

firming the same political conception of justice as the most reasonable one for governing their 

political society.375 Hence, they can consider coercive political power legitimately exercised 

when its exercise is consistent with the political conception publicly justified, and with the 

constitution that it shapes. In few words, political power is legitimate only when exercised in 

accordance with a political conception (embedded in the constitution) that all free and equal 

reasonable citizens might reasonably be expected to endorse.376 Therefore, ó[d]espite the fact 

of reasonable pluralism, the conditions for democratic legitimacy are fulfilledô377 through an 

overlapping consensus. 

                                                        

373 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 134. 

374 Ibid. 39. For this reason, Rawls theorises the notion of ócontainmentô for unreasonable doctrines óso that they do not 

overturn political justice.ô Ibid. 64 note 19. See section 4.2 below. 

375 John Rawls, ñReply to Habermas,ò 390: ó[i]f we can make the case that there are adequate reasons for diverse rea-

sonable people jointly to affirm justice as fairness as their working political conception, then the conditions for their le-

gitimately exercising coercive political power over one another ïsomething we inevitably do as citizens by voting, if in 

no other wayï are satisfied. [...] We can reasonably affirm and appeal to a political conception of justice as citizensô 

shared basis of reasons, all the while supposing that others no less reasonable than we may also affirm and recognize 

that same basis.ô 

376 Ibid. 393. 

377 Ibid. 390. 
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To sum up so far, a society has to meet three conditions to be a ófair and stable system of 

cooperation between free and equal citizens, who are deeply divided by the reasonable com-

prehensive doctrines they affirm:ô378 

1. Its basic structure must be regulated by a political conception of justice (arising 

from the idea of society as a fair system of cooperation, the conception of citizens 

as free and equal, reasonable and rational persons, the criterion of reciprocity, the 

principle of political legitimacy, the fact of reasonable pluralism, and īfor justice 

as fairnessī the original position as a device of representation). Such a political 

conception of justice specifies the principles of justice and the content of public 

reason (see chapter three: we will see that actually the content of public reason is 

specified by a family of reasonable political conceptions of justice). 

2. An overlapping consensus between reasonable philosophical, religious, and moral 

doctrines must exist, making it possible to achieve a public justification of the po-

litical conception. It is the basis for social unity and stability for the right reasons.  

3. Citizens must affirm and abide by the ideal of public reason, as the application of 

that political conception in societyôs daily public political life.379 

 

From the preceding remarks, we can observe that public reason embeds the idea of stability 

in two ways. (I) First, if ópublic reasoning [é] proceeds entirely within a political conception of 

justiceô380 and reasonable and rational citizens endorse that conception in an overlapping consen-

sus, then they also endorse that kind of public reasoning. Consequently, ó[c]itizens affirm the 

ideal of public reason, not as a result of political compromise, as in a modus vivendi, but from 

within their own reasonable doctrines.ô381 Therefore, the idea and content of public reason are 

publicly justified and durably endorsed by reasonable citizens via an overlapping consensus: sta-

                                                        

378 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 44. 

379 See next chapter. 

380 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 453. 

381 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 218. 
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bility for the right reasons is possible in this way.382 Hence, reasonableness and public reason are 

closely tied, because they are both part of the same political ideal of democratic citizenship.383 

(II) Second, public reason is a source of stability in itself, because it presides over the application 

of the political conception of justice.384 It establishes a publicly justified standard for settling po-

litical discussions about fundamental political questions. Such questions should be decided on 

the basis of political values and the resulting political actions should be justifiable in terms of 

public reason. The idea of public reason specifies both the guidelines of public inquiry (princi-

ples of public reasoning and rules of evidence) óin the light of which citizens are to decide 

whether substantive principles properly apply and to identify laws and policies that best satisfy 

themô, and the public virtues (reasonableness and readiness to honour a duty of civility) that 

should ómake possible reasoned public discussion of political questions.ô385 Such an account of 

political values and rules of public reasoning is a public endowment, a shared standard. Accord-

ingly, since it is publicly recognised as binding, it preserves social stability for the right reasons. 

In chapters four and five I will explain how an ideal of citizenship grounded in public reason can 

secure stability for the right reasons in a sophisticated way that refers to both its crucial dimen-

sions. First, public reason citizenship secures the inclusion of citizens on an equal footing, be-

cause it both equips them with shared standards for social and political criticism and involves 

them in the process of justification of the conception of citizenship not only as citizens but also 

as believers, thanks to the idea of an overlapping consensus. Second, public reason citizenship 

solves the problem of mutual assurance, because, in virtue of the common public respect of the 

requirements of public reason (the duty of civility), it establishes the ground on which citizens 

can become aware of othersô commitment to a reasonable political conception of justice, and 

thus it makes publicly known the fact that citizens are stably loyal to the fair terms of social co-

operation. Moreover, public reason citizenship averts the mutual assurance problem also in a 

second way, that is, by establishing a basis for a public political identity in which citizens recog-

nise one another as free equals cooperating on fair terms. In conclusion, I will argue that in this 

way public reason citizenship answers the problem that I have considered in the first chapter. 

                                                        

382 See, for instance, ibid. 143. 

383 Ibid. 62 and 218. 

384 Samuel Freeman, Rawls, 329. 

385 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 224. 
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Figure 3ȡ 2Á×ÌÓȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÔ×een public reason, overlapping consensus, public justification, stabil-
ity, and legitimacy.  
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2.2 The Place of Comparative Ethics. What after Conjecture?  

 

Having clarified the justificatory structure of Rawlsôs political liberalism, I can move to 

the second constitutive aspect of my method, i.e. the evaluative approach. This approach de-

liberately abstains from calling itself ñcomparative ethicsò or ñconjecture.ò I do not refer to 

conjecture because: 

(i) My object is different from the object of conjecture (i.e., arguments derived from the 

premises of a comprehensive doctrine, that is, for instance, arguments derived from Islamic 

tradition). 

(ii) M y aims are not the aims of reasoning from conjecture (i.e., presenting arguments from 

within a particular comprehensive doctrine d ïwhich is not oneôs own comprehensive doc-

trineï to dôs members, in order to show them that they can have principled grounds for 

achieving a full justification of the political conception).386 

(iii) Consequently, the limits and rules of my method are not the same of reasoning from 

conjecture. 

In what follows, I analyse Andrew F. Marchôs comparative ethics in order to define my 

own method by means of comparison. I do not argue that March is wrong or that my method 

is better than conjecture. I simply maintain that the formal objects (but not always the ñmate-

rialò objects387) and the demonstrative purposes of the two methods are different. However, as 

I said, I consider them not only as compatible, but even as complementary: they focus on dif-

ferent levels of analysis from within the same theoretical framework, that is, a Rawlsian ac-

count of political liberalism.  

As I have just said, I would like to define my evaluative approach (2.3) through a compari-

son with Marchôs conjecture. However, before answering the question ñwhat does Marchôs 

                                                        

386 Infra. 

387 For the conceptual distinction between formal and material object in comparative philosophy, see Kwee Swan Liat, 

Methods of Comparative Philosophy (Leiden: Universitaire Pers Leiden, 1953), 25-26. 
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conjecture (or ójustificatory comparative political theoryô or ócomparative ethicsô)388 consist 

of?ò I have to consider comparative ethics as a part of comparative philosophy. Therefore, the 

presentation of my evaluative approach requires a previous discussion of: 

1. Comparative philosophy: its definitions, aims, limits, and difficulties (2.2.a). 

2. Conjecture as a particular kind of comparative ethics (2.2.b). 

3. Marchôs reasoning from conjecture with reference to Islam (2.2.c). 

 

2.2.A Methods and Aims of Comparative Philosophy. 

Comparative ethics is a branch of comparative philosophy. A wide definition of this latter 

could be the following: comparative philosophy óis a subfield of philosophy in which philos-

ophers work on problems by intentionally setting into dialogue sources from across cultural, 

linguistic, and philosophical streams.ô389 Alternatively, ócomparative philosophy brings to-

gether philosophical traditions that have developed in relative isolation from one another and 

that are defined quite broadly along cultural and regional lines.ô390 Or, comparative philoso-

phy is óthe philosophical study of one or some problems in the light of more than one tradi-

tion.ô391 Alternatively, and even more broadly, ócomparative philosophy is a multiple and in-

tegral approach to the common issues of philosophy.ô392 The previous quotations show that 

comparative philosophy is primarily defined by what it does. However, there is little agree-

ment on its nature, methods, and aims. First, let me consider the nature of comparative phi-

                                                        

388 Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal Citizenship, 3, 13, and part I (see, for instance, 19, 28, and in particular 65-96). 

389 Ronnie Littlejohn, ñComparative Philosophy,ò Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2005), URL = 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/comparat/, 1.  

390 David Wong, ñComparative Philosophy: Chinese and Western,ò The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Ed-

ward N. Zalta (Fall 2011), URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2011/entries/comparphil-chiwes, 1 (page num-

ber refers to the printable pdf version). 

391 Raimundo Panikkar, ñWhat is Comparative Philosophy Comparing?ò in Interpreting Across Boundaries: New Es-

says in Comparative Philosophy, eds. Gerald James Larson and Eliot Deutsch (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1988), 122. 

392 Kwee Swan Liat, ñMethods of Comparative Philosophy,ò Philosophy East and West 1, no. 1 (1951), 12. 



 

 

 European Muslims and Liberal Citizenship 

Ph.D. Thesis successfully discussed on April 21, 2016.  

The total or partial use of the Ph.D. Thesis is subject to copyright restrictions. 

 

  

133  

Ĕ 

 

Giovanni Vezzani 

 

LUISS-ULB 

losophy. For some thinkers, comparative philosophy is simply an impossible discipline.393 We 

cannot, they argue, properly compare philosophies: we lack a neutral philosophical compa-

rans to which we can refer our comparanda (that is, other philosophies).394 Interestingly, 

however, even sceptics try to define comparative philosophy through its possible methodolog-

ical patterns. Therefore, for example, Panikkar analyses ïand ultimately rejectsï different 

kinds of philosophical approaches on which comparative philosophy could be grounded.395 

Similarly, Liat (an advocate of comparative philosophy) claims that the formal object of com-

parative philosophy ómust be the phenomenon of philosophyô and that óthe systematic study of 

comparative philosophy should proceed through a comprehensive phenomenology of philoso-

                                                        

393 For instance, Raimundo Panikkar suggests replacing comparative philosophy with an óimparative philosophyô: that 

is, with an óopen philosophical attitude ready to learn from whatever philosophical corner of the world, but without 

claiming to compare philosophies from an objective, neutral, and transcendent vantage point.ô See his ñWhat is Com-

parative Philosophy Comparing?ò 127. See also his ñReligion, Philosophy and Culture.ò Originally published with the 

title ñReligi·n, Filosof²a y Cultura,ò in 'Ilu. Revista de Ciencias de las Religiones 1 (1996), 125-148. Published online 

by Polylog URL = http://them.polylog.org/1/fpr-en.htm. Here (page 22 of the printable English version of the article) 

we read: ócomparative philosophy is a pure impossibility. [é] For an authentically comparative philosophy, we would 

need a fulcrum that is neutral, impartial and hence external to philosophy. Now, by definition, such does not exist. Phi-

losophy as we would like to define it, is characterized by the claim of not admitting a superior authority which orders or 

dominates it. That authority would then be the authentic philosophy.ô 

394 Panikkar defines the comparative effort as an óactivity of the human mind that takes a stance neutral to the things to 

be compared. Any comparison has somehow to transcend its subject matter. For any comparison, three things are re-

quired: at least two comparanda, and the comparans, which is a third element that has to be equally distant from and 

outside the comparanda, the things to be compared. And here already looms unambiguously the idea of transcendence, 

which some philosophies would like to avoid. If philosophy is an ultimately human affair, comparative philosophy 

could only be handled from a superhuman standpoint. It would need an Archimedean fulcrum outside the contending 

parties.ô Raimundo Panikkar, ñWhat is Comparative Philosophy Comparing?ò 122. 

395 He considers the following four implicit understandings of comparative philosophy: transcendental philosophy, 

structural or formal philosophy, linguistic philosophy, and phenomenological philosophy. Ibid. 121-130. I do not ana-

lyse them here. The above-mentioned criticism of ñtranscendentalò comparison is obviously related to the first position. 

I have quoted that passage because Panikkar judges it as the most inappropriate way for understanding what he calls 

elsewhere óintercultural philosophyô (Raimundo Panikkar, ñReligion, Philosophy and Culture,ò passim). 
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phy.ô396 The phenomenon-philosophy might be taken into consideration from different per-

spectives.397 Thus, one could say that comparative philosophy (and, consequently, compara-

tive ethics) is firstly defined by its methods. Nevertheless, since there is nothing approaching 

a single comparative philosophical method, there is not a single comparative philosophy. 

Comparative philosophy is plural under another important viewpoint. Indeed, there is no 

agreement on the aims of such a philosophical exercise. We can observe different trends, from 

the most humble to the most ambitious. I shall identify two extremes of a continuum. Ça va 

sans dire, such extremes are merely conceptual, and nuances are more common than sharp di-

visions. At one extreme, as I said, there are thinkers like Panikkar who claim that ñcompara-

tiveò philosophy is possible only if we understand it as an óimparativeô398 or óintercultural phi-

                                                        

396 Kwee Swan Liat, Methods of Comparative Philosophy, 62. On pp. 26-27 he defines the object of comparative phi-

losophy by contrasting this latter with a purely theoretical approach and a purely historical approach to philosophy. I 

quote this passage at length: óthe material object in the historical and the comparative [philosophical] approaches is the 

same, namely, the philosophical systems and patterns as they are revealed in the history of human thought, each with its 

own set of problems, themes and methods, and with its basic assumptions and categories. But the formal standpoint, 

from which the material object is viewed, is different in the two approaches. The historiographer of philosophy attempts 

[é] to ascertain by his methods of historical critique the authenticity of texts and documents [é] and to reconstruct, 

according to standards of the greatest possible historical objectivity and accuracy, the actual history of human thought. 

The student of comparative philosophy is not satisfied when he knows the historic [é] relationships between philo-

sophical systems. [é] His task begins there, where, in a certain sense, the historiographer of philosophy has concluded 

his work. [é P]hilosophy, to be philosophy, is concerned with ultimate problems, with some transcendental apriori. 

Theoretical speculations try to grasp this ultimate ground, this apriori, by pure reasoning. Comparative philosophy 

searches for a ñpositiveò starting-point in history. While the pure theoretical speculation lacks the verification of ñposi-

tiveò historical data, and pure historical criticism neglects the character of ultimacy in philosophic issues, the combina-

tion of the two in comparative philosophy makes allowance for both. [é T]he historical approach is particularizing, 

while the comparative approach is rather generalizing. The task of comparative philosophy is not to investigate the de-

tail, but to understand the whole. But, in order to understand the whole, some knowledge of details is necessary. [é] 

Comparative philosophy is philosophy: it is directed toward a re-evaluation of the ñphilosophies of East and Westò 

within a comprehensive and total perspective. [é] The formal object in the study of comparative philosophy is the phe-

nomenon of philosophy itself.ô I emphasised the term re-evaluation, because, as we shall see, I consider it as a crucial 

element of both Marchôs reasoning from conjecture and my own method. According to Liat, ó[c]omparisons between 

philosophy may be concerned with their function, their contents or their systematic form and method.ô Therefore, for 

Liat the comparative study of the phenomenon-philosophy should focus on three constitutive and distinguishing aspects 

of such a phenomenon: óthe function, the contents, and the systematics of philosophy,ô ibid. 66. 

397 Liat makes a distinction between historical, sociological, anthropological, philological, logical, psychological and 

transcendental re-evaluative approaches, each of them with its own perspective on philosophy as its formal object (e.g., 

transcendental re-evaluative approach óhas as its formal object philosophy in its essential meaningô, anthropological ap-

proach studies óphilosophy as an essential element of cultureô, logical approach deals with óthe logical structure of phi-

losophy,ô and so on). See ibid. 116-118. For a detailed account of each approach, see ibid. chapters 9-12. 

398 Imparative philosophy tries óto form its philosophical view of the reality by systematically taking into account the 

universal range of human experience.ô Raimundo Panikkar, ñWhat is Comparative Philosophy Comparing?ò 129. But, 

óthere is not an independent comparative philosophy as a discipline of its own.ô Ibid. Instead, we should óimparare, in 

other words, learn by being ready to undergo the different philosophical experiences of other people.ô Ibid. 127-128. 
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losophy,ô399 based on ódiatopical hermeneutics,ô400 that is, if it aims to im-parare (literally, to 

prepare, provide, acquire, gain, procure, obtain something in oneôs own mind, to learn) and 

not cum-parare (to put together, equate). Those who maintain that comparative philosophy is 

possible not as a comparison between entire philosophical traditions, but as a comparison be-

tween theories and texts belonging to those traditions401 could represent an intermediate posi-

tion: ó[w]e can aim at a comprehensive understanding of the onto-hermeneutic environment of 

a particular philosophical theory [é], while realizing that such a massively thorough compar-

ison is not actually possible.ô402 Such an ideally general but materially limited comparative 

philosophy (a better definition could be: consciously limited but contextualising comparative 

philosophy) might have several purposes.403 It can disclose the assumptions we unconsciously 

make, or explain how it is possible to come to similar conclusions starting from different 

premises, or to different conclusions starting from similar premises (I call it ñrevealing func-

tionò of comparative philosophy). It might also display new strategies of thinking and reason-

ing, and, in so doing, it can equip us with new tools we can use (adjusting them to óour own 

familiar philosophical territory,ô404 if necessary) for getting philosophical answers (I call it 

ñopening function,ò because it opens our familiar problems to new strategies of inquiry). 

Third, comparative philosophy might challenge óour usual assumptions about what ñphiloso-

phyò itself is, and hence might even be considered to be (or entail) a kind of ñmeta-

                                                        

399 Raimundo Panikkar, ñReligion, Philosophy and Culture,ò passim. 

400 óDiatopical hermeneutics is the required method of interpretation when the distance to overcome, needed for any un-

derstanding, is not just a distance within one single culture (morphological hermeneutics) or a temporal one (diachronic 

hermeneutics), but rather the distance between two (or more) cultures, which have independently developed in different 

spaces (topoi) their own methods of philosophizing and way of reaching intelligibility along with their proper catego-

ries.ô Ibid. 130. See also his ñReligion, Philosophy and Culture.ò  

401 óI agree that a single statement or sentence in a philosophical text must be understood in the context of the text as a 

whole [é], and that particular philosophical theories need to be understood in terms of the philosophical tradition with-

in which they exist, and yet as scholars of comparative literature, comparative religion or comparative musicology, or 

comparative ethnology, etc. can provide valuable insights through their comparison (without undertaking the monumen-

tal, not to say impossible, task of comparing entire literary, musical, religious, and cultural traditions), so likewise can 

one compare different philosophical theories without undertaking to compare entire philosophical traditions. The en-

deavor to see things in their full context must be seen as a limiting concept, an admirable if unachievable goal.ô Jesse 

Fleming, ñComparative Philosophy: Its Aims and Methods,ò Journal of Chinese Philosophy 30, no. 2 (2003), 259-260. 

402 Ibid. 260. 

403 For working out those functions, I partially build on Flemingôs arguments: see ibid. 260-265. 

404 Ibid. 260. 
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philosophyò ïa philosophy of philosophy.ô405 This is a ñreflective and broadeningò function. 

Fourth, we might become aware of new problems or networks of problems. This is a ñprob-

lematizing function.ò Finally, a more substantive aim of comparative philosophy could be 

called the ñmutual understanding function.ò How Fleming rightly points out, there is an ap-

parent inner paradox in contemporary comparative philosophy. On the one hand, óespecially 

in the twenty-first century [differences between ñEasternò and ñWesternò philosophies] are 

diminishing due to mutual intellectual and cultural influence. For the philosophy of compara-

tive philosophy, this would seem to entail the [é] conclusion that ñcomparative philosophyò 

(defined as comparison of some ñEasternò philosophy with some ñWesternò philosophy) is no 

longer possible, because there is no longer any purely ñEasternò philosophy or purely ñWest-

ernò philosophy.ô406 On the other hand, however, the increased influences and confluences be-

tween philosophical traditions make such a comparison all the more inevitable and urgent. So 

we need comparative philosophy to understand the others we (increasingly) live with. This 

tension is of crucial importance for my work. Is it reasonable (or possible) to look for a con-

temporary purely Islamic philosophy to be compared with a purely Western tradition? If the 

answer is positive, in what terms can we define this purity (or a threshold of purity)? Moreo-

ver, what is its relation to the notions of past and modernity? If  the answer is negative (or 

even partially negative), what should we consider? In addition, are we still performing com-

parative philosophy? Obviously, such a contemporary tension raises several difficulties. Does 

ñconfluenceò actually mean ñwestern hegemonyò? Is ñmutual understandingò per se a desid-

eratum? How can comparative philosophy work in this sense? Is it really a completely specu-

lative and innocent exercise? Are there (overtly or covertly) social or political goals? I shall 

examine such (and other) objections in a while. I have not developed the second ñextremeò of 

my ideal continuum, that is, an ñambitiousò conception of the aims of comparative philoso-

phy. Such a conception might be ideally related to the above-mentioned ongoing process of 

mutual influence and confluence between philosophical traditions. For instance, Fred 

Dallmayr plainly states that by the term ñcomparative political theoryò he means: 

 óA mode of theorizing that takes seriously the ongoing process of globaliza-

tion, a mode which entails, among other things, the growing proximity and inter-

                                                        

405 Ibid. 261. 

406 Ibid. 264. 
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pretation of cultures and the emergence of what Marshall McLuhan called the 

ñglobal villageò. In contrast to hegemonic and imperialist modes of theorizing, the 

term implies that one segment of the worldôs population cannot monopolize the 

language or idiom of the emerging ñvillage,ò or global civil society. Shared mean-

ings and practices ïto the extent that they are possibleï can only arise from lateral 

interaction, negotiation, and contestation among different, historically grown cul-

tural frameworks. This, in turn, means that the basic approach favored by compar-

ative political theory is dialogical, or ñhermeneuticalò ïthat is, it relies on mutual 

interpretation. [é] Comparative political theory clearly departs from what is 

commonly called ñformal theory,ò which imposes a general, universal ñformò on 

diverse phenomena, thereby revealing its debt to the universalist claim of the Eu-

ropean Enlightenment.ô407  

Interestingly, Dallmayrôs comparative political theory is said to be ñdialogicalò and ñher-

meneutical,ò thus, it seemingly shares some methodological affinities with Panikkarôs impara-

tive philosophy (the method of which the latter calls diatopical hermeneutics, as I have 

said).408 However, the use of the adjective ñcomparativeò by Dallmayr and its rejection by 

Panikkar is not a merely formal difference. Effectively, they have two different conceptions 

of the aims of ñcomparativeò philosophy. While they both start from a general ñhumanisticò 

premise grounded in the necessity of dialogue, they profoundly differ with reference to the 

epistemic status of such a dialogue and its products. For Panikkar, cultures (and, consequent-

ly, philosophies that develop within them) are not only fundamentally incommensurable, but 

also mutually incompatible:  

óAcknowledging the primordial function of each culture, which consists in of-

fering a vision of reality which allows man to live his life, we could maybe defend 

an atomised and separated pluriculturalism, i.e. a separate and respectful exist-

ence between diverse cultures, each in its own world. We would have the exist-

ence of a plurality of culture without mutual connection. But what is obviously 

impossible is the coexistence of their fundamental diversity in todayôs world. [é 

                                                        

407 Fred Dallmayr, ñBeyond Monologue: For a Comparative Political Theory,ò Perspectives on Politics 2, no. 2 (2004), 

249. 

408 Dallmayr directly quotes Panikkar: 251-252. 
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Since] there is a de facto incompatibility [é between cultures,] multiculturalism 

today is also de facto impossible.ô409 

To sum up, according to Panikkar multiculturalism is impossible if we understand it as a 

co-existence of different cultural frameworks, because such frameworks are more or less 

complete and exclusive. Pluriculturalism is possible, but it is not desirable, because it entails 

merely the ñside-by-sideò separated and secluded existence of different cultures (a ódiscon-

nected pluralityô).410 On the contrary, interculturality is both possible and desirable. Cultures 

can communicate even if they are incommensurable:  

ó[T]he fact that the circumference and the radius are mutually incommensura-

ble [é], in no way means that they do not condition each other, nor that they can 

become separate. [é] To think that cultures are incommunicable because they are 

incommensurable is a rationalistic presupposition which believes that only a 

common ratio mensurabilis can be the instrument of human communication. To 

understand (entenderse) each other does not mean to comprehend each other 

(comprenderse). Intelligibility is not the same thing as awareness (tener conscien-

cia). One can be aware of something that is unintelligible.ô411 

Then, imparative philosophy is a philosophy of personal awareness but not necessarily of 

intellectual understanding. Therefore, ideally óinterculturality is the complete form of human 

culture,ô but, importantly, it does not imply the pursuit or creation of one single culture.412 Ra-

ther, we might say, the Panikkarôs ideal can be caught in the formula in pluribus unum, or, 

more accurately, inter plura unum (in which ñunumò is the inter-culturally situated human 

subject). On the contrary, such an un-situated or better dia-topical ideal is not the primary 

concern of Dallmayrôs comparative political theory. While based on ñdialogicalò and ñinter-

pretativeò methods, the latter is concerned with óshared meaning and practicesô413 and aims 

óto move toward a more genuine universalism, and beyond the spurious universality tradition-

                                                        

409 Raimundo Panikkar, ñReligion, Philosophy and Culture,ò 15-16. 

410 Ibid. 17. 

411 Ibid. 16-17. 

412 Ibid. 17. 

413 Fred Dallmayr, ñBeyond Monologue: For a Comparative Political Theory,ò 249. 
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ally claimed by the Western canon [é].ô414 Therefore, not only can cultures and philosophies 

communicate, but they are also commensurable, if we use the appropriate (non-hegemonic or 

falsely universal) tools. 

The point about commensurability of philosophical traditions or theories brings me to dis-

cuss some major objections to comparative philosophy. Here, I do not try to answer them, 

whilst in the last part of this chapter I shall take into consideration five objections (O2.1-

O2.5) that may be specifically raised against my own method. The first difficulty of compara-

tive philosophy is, as I mentioned, the problem of commensurability. On the methodological 

level, we can consider radical incommensurability (the claim that óthe questions and answers 

in one tradition cannot sustain meaningful statement in the other traditionô because of a óradi-

cal difference in basic concepts and modes of inquiryô), moderate incommensurability (the 

claim that ósometimes we can understand others just well enough to know that we donôt un-

derstand them,ô that is, we understand that the philosophical tradition t2 values x, but we are 

not able to understand x nor to translate it in our philosophical language, so we can make 

judgements about x only from within the horizon of our own philosophical tradition t1), and a 

form of óevaluational incommensurabilityô (we can fully comprehend x and translate it in our 

philosophical language, but we are not able to settle conflicts or inconsistencies between t1 

and t2 about x because we lack a common standard of evaluation: we cannot make a conclu-

sive decision about x because t1 and t2 differ on what counts as evidence).415 On the ethical 

level, the problem of commensurability concerns the possibility of making meaningful com-

parison between philosophical traditions óon the matters of how people ought to live their 

lives, whether both traditions have moralities and if so how similar they are.ô416 Finally, met-

aphysical and epistemological commensurability óinvolves the comparison of traditions on 

their conception of the real and their modes of inquiry and justification.ô417 In addition to the 

                                                        

414 Ibid. 253. 

415 For these considerations, see David Wong, ñComparative Philosophy: Chinese and Western,ò 2-5.  

416 Ibid. 1. 

417 Ibid. 
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commensurability-problem, comparative philosophy might face several risks.418 óDescriptive 

chauvinismô is óthe fault which consists in recreating the other tradition in the image of oneôs 

own.ô So, for instance, we cannot assume that a text within the tradition t2 (at the time m2) 

makes the same questions or constructs answers in the same way we do in our tradition t1 at 

the time m1. Moreover, ónormative chauvinism [é] is the tendency to believe that [oneôs 

own] tradition is best and that insofar as the others are different, they are inferior or in error.ô 

On the other hand, for some authors, ónormative scepticismô (the tendency to describe the tra-

dition or theory t2 while at the same time suspending all normative judgment about it) should 

be avoided as well. Finally, we should consider the evolutionary patterns of each tradition 

(that is, we should be aware that they have a present and a past), in order to avoid óperennial-

ism.ô This overview of the risks related to comparative philosophy is an introductory caveat 

for what follows. 

 

2.2.B Reasoning from Conjecture. 

As we have seen, comparative philosophy is defined differently on the basis of its different 

aims, methods, and limitations. If this is true, one might say that a single comparative philos-

ophy does not exist, but several comparative philosophies and consequently, several compar-

ative ethics. I would argue that conjecture represents a particular sort of comparative ethics. 

Namely, conjecture represents a distinctively liberal kind of comparative ethics, because it is 

conceived to serve the purposes of political liberalism (reaching an overlapping consensus on 

īand, through it, a public justification ofī a political conception of justice) and to work in a 

precise (even if, by necessity, adequately flexible) way. As such, conjecture does not aim at 

neutrality (in Panikkarôs sense), but at sincerity.419 Therefore, pace Panikkar, conjecture steps 

forward as a possible comparative philosophy. Conjecture is overtly and frankly an attempt to 

find within othersô comprehensive doctrines good reasons for endorsing (that is, to fully justi-

fy) a liberal political conception of justice. The crucial point is that such an attempt has to be 

sincere and that such reasons have to be truly good reasons ïñgoodò from the viewpoint of a 

                                                        

418 For what follows: Ronnie Littlejohn, ñComparative Philosophy,ò 2-3. The author builds mainly on Martha Nuss-

baumôs Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-

versity Press, 1997). 

419 For the sincerity requirement, see infra. 
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specific comprehensive doctrine.420 Accordingly, I define conjecture as a peculiar kind of 

comparative political theory, namely, a kind of comparative approach worked out by political 

liberalism in order to deal with the problem of justification. In conjecture, the comparative 

approach and the justificatory purposes are inseparable. These points will become clearer in a 

while. 

In ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò Rawls famously examines a ówide view of pub-

lic political culture.ô421 As I will explain in chapter four, the latter represents a substantial de-

velopment of what in the original edition of Political Liberalism he called the óinclusive 

viewô of public reason.422 In the new introduction for the paperback edition of Political Lib-

eralism (1996) he revised this idea, reformulating it as a ówide view of public reason,ô423 de-

tailing it further in his 1997 essay ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited.ò424 As we will see in 

detail in chapter four, whilst the wide view does not contradict the inclusive view, the two po-

sitions are different. Otherwise, one could not understand why Rawls distinguishes the two 

and says that the last version is óby far the best statement I have written on ideas of public 

reason and political liberalism.ô425 Moreover, with reference to the conditions stipulated for 

the inclusive view, in the 1996 introduction he says: óI now see no need for these conditions 

so far as they go beyond the proviso and drop them. The proviso [é] secures what is need-

ed.ô426 Thus, he implicitly maintains that the wide view and its proviso should replace the in-

clusive view. As I shall argue, the wide view does not simply involve a widening of the kinds 

of reasons allowed in public reasoning, it also corresponds to a less consensual and more plu-

                                                        

420 See infra and Micah Schwartzman, ñThe Ethics of Reasoning from Conjecture,ò 526 and 529-531. 

421 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 462-466. For Rawlsôs definition of public political culture, see 

supra. See also chapter three. 

422 In the original edition (1993) of Political Liberalism, 247-254. 

423 This new introduction is included in the expanded edition, and the wide view of public reason is discussed in §5 

(xlviii -lx, in particular l). 

424 Originally published in University of Chicago Law Review 64 (1997), 765-807. Included in Political Liberalism ex-

panded edition (2005), 440-490. As above, all quotations of ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisitedò are from this last 

edition of Political Liberalism. 

425 See Rawlsôs letter to his editor at Columbia University Press included in the 2005 expanded edition of Political Lib-

eralism, 438. 

426 See the 1996 introduction to Political Liberalism, l. Emphases added. 
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ralist and deliberative conception of public reason. This position (epitomized in Rawlsôs re-

newed emphasis on the moral salience of the criterion of reciprocity, his clarification about 

the fact that the content of public reason is specified by a family of political conceptions of 

justice rather than just by justice as fairness,427 and, above all, in the statement of the proviso) 

does not radically depart from the inclusive view, but significantly improves the latter in order 

to better answer to Rawlsôs deeper concerns. The result is a different interpretation of public 

reason that may also be more fitting to the European focus adopted in my study (see chapter 

five). Now let me recapitulate some points that are helpful for my present purposes. An óex-

clusive viewô of public reason says that óon fundamental political matters, reasons given ex-

plicitly in terms of comprehensive doctrines are never to be introduced into public reason.ô428 

Nevertheless, Rawls argues, in some circumstances some non-public reasons may óstrengthen 

the ideal of public reason.ô429 Then, in the original edition of Political Liberalism Rawls af-

firms that an inclusive view óseems the correct one,ô since it makes room for different scenar-

ios430 and óis more flexible as needed to further the ideal of public reason.ô431 Crucial to my 

aims here is the fact that, with the 1996-1997 formulation of the wide view (his last and pre-

                                                        

427 See chapter three. 

428 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 247. 

429 Ibid. 

430 I will return to this point at length in chapter four. For the moment, I want just to remind some fundamental ele-

ments. In the account of the inclusive view Rawls writes: ó[U]nder different political and social conditions with differ-

ent families of doctrine and practice, the ideal [of public reason] must surely be advanced and fulfilled in different 

ways, sometimes by what may look like the exclusive view, at others by what may look like the inclusive view.ô Ibid. 

248. Then, Rawls analyses three different scenarios. A well-ordered society in which ópublic reason [é] may appear to 

follow the exclusive view. Invoking only political values is the obvious and the most direct way for citizens to honor 

the ideal of public reason and to meet their duty of civility.ô A nearly well-ordered society, where óthose of different 

faiths may come to doubt the sincerity of one anotherôs allegiance to fundamental political values.ô In this case, an in-

clusive view is more effective in strengthening the ideal of public reason, since it allows óthe leaders of the opposing 

groups to present in the public forum how their comprehensive doctrines do indeed affirm those values. [é T]heir do-

ing so may help to show that the overlapping consensus is not a mere modus vivendi. This knowledge surely strength-

ens mutual trust and public confidence; it can be a vital part of the sociological basis encouraging citizens to honor the 

ideal of public reason.ô Finally, he considers a society that is not well-ordered. In such cases (as the U.S.A. during slav-

ery and segregation times) the appeal to comprehensive reasons may be required óto give sufficient strength to the polit-

ical conception to be subsequently realized.ô Therefore, for instance, abolitionistsô arguments based on religious 

grounds further the ideal of public reason, although through non-public arguments. óGiven those historical conditions, it 

was not unreasonable of them to act as they did for the sake of the ideal of public reason itself. In this case, the ideal of 

public reason allows the inclusive view.ô Ibid. 248-251.  

431 Ibid. 248. For this preference, see also 251-252. 
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ferred view),432 Rawls introduces what I shall call a ñgeneral threshold for public reasoning,ò 

namely, the proviso (which óspecifies public political culture as distinct from the background 

cultureô433), and three non-public forms of discourse: declaration, witnessing, and conjecture. 

The proviso sets a limit for a non-public reason to be used in public political discussions 

about fundamental political questions (constitutional essentials and questions of basic jus-

tice).434 One might say that the proviso sets a provisional admission for religious or philo-

sophical arguments in public political discussions: we can introduce them, óprovided that in 

due course proper political reasons ïand not reasons given solely by comprehensive doc-

trinesï are presented that are sufficient to support whatever the comprehensive doctrines in-

troduced are said to support.ô435 Therefore, the proviso allows the introduction of non-public 

reasons (if and only if) supported by public reason in public political discussion about fun-

damental political questions. If we fail to present properly public reasons that support those 

non-public reasons, we fall below the threshold of genuine public reasoning. We are not able 

to address our fellow citizens with reasons that are appropriate for public justification.436 

Therefore, we do not meet the moral duty of civility that the ideal of liberal citizenship im-

                                                        

432 Ibid. 438. 

433 ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 462. 

434 As I will explain in chapter three, in Rawlsôs view those are the issues that should be decided through public reason. 

ó[T]he limits imposed by public reason do not apply to all political questions but only to those involving what we may 

call ñconstitutional essentialsò and questions of basic justice [é]. This means that political values alone are to settle 

such fundamental political questions as: who has the right to vote, or what religions are to be tolerated, or who is to be 

assured fair equality of opportunity, or to hold property.ô John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 214. According to Rawls, 

constitutional essentials are of two kinds: ó(a) fundamental principles that specify the general structure of government 

and the political process: the powers of the legislature, executive and the judiciary; the scope of majority rule; and (b) 

equal basic rights and liberties of citizenship that legislative majorities are to respect: such as the right to vote and to 

participate in politics, liberty of conscience, freedom of thought and association, as well as the protections of the rule of 

law.ô Ibid. 227 (see also 228-230). Freeman sums up constitutional essentials and questions of basic justice as follows: 

ó[c]onstitutional essentials include questions of basic rights and liberties as well as constitutional powers and procedures 

of government. Basic justice includes matters related to equality of opportunity, the social minimum, and other all-

purpose means for effectively exercising basic liberties and fair opportunities.ô Samuel Freeman, Rawls, 466. See chap-

ter three. 

435 ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 462. Emphasis added. 

436 See this already quoted passage: ó[p]ublic reasoning aims for public justification. We appeal to political conceptions 

of justice, and to ascertainable evidence and facts open to public view, in order to reach conclusions about what we 

think are the most reasonable political institutions and policies. Public justification is not simply valid reasoning, but 

argument addressed to others: it proceeds correctly from premises we accept and think others could reasonably accept 

to conclusions we think they could also reasonably accept. This meets the duty of civility, since in due course the provi-

so is satisfied.ô Ibid. 465. 
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poses, that is, óto be able to explain to one another on those fundamental questions how the 

principles and policies they advocate and vote for can be supported by the political values of 

public reason.ô437 The proviso and the duty of civility will be analysed more accurately in 

chapter four (4.2 is devoted to my interpretation of the duty of civility). Here, I would like to 

focus on the three forms of non-public reasoning: declaration, witnessing and conjecture. 

Declaration is a non-public form of reasoning because 1) we do not address other fellow 

citizens with properly public reasons, nor 2) do we expect that our declaration might establish 

a ground for public agreement and justification. This second point is of paramount im-

portance.  

ó[W]e each declare our own comprehensive doctrine, religious or nonreligious. 

This we do not expect others to share. Rather, each of us shows how, from our 

own doctrines, we can and do endorse a reasonable political conception of justice 

with its principles and ideals. The aim of doing this is to declare to others who af-

firm different comprehensive doctrines that we also each endorse a reasonable po-

litical conception belonging to the family of reasonable such conceptions. On the 

wide view [of public reason], citizens of faith [é] do no stop there, but go on to 

give a public justification for [the conclusions of their doctrine] in terms of politi-

cal values. In this way citizens who hold different doctrines are reassured, and this 

strengthens the ties of civic friendship.ô438 

Therefore, the wide view of public reason allows citizens to declare (for instance): ñleav-

ing aside public political values and standards of inquiry, I would like to disclose the fact that 

my religious doctrine d fully endorses the political conception c for the religious reason r1, r2, 

and r3. Having said that, I think that c can also be publicly justified in the light of the public 

political values pv1 and pv2. Thus, we (me and you as citizens) can agree on pv1 and pv2 as 

public reasons for the justification of c. Nonetheless, bear in mind that I have also specific 

non-public and still for me crucial reasons (r1, r2, and r3) for endorsing c.ò Such a declaration 

may serve two purposes.439 First, it may have an informative and expressive aim: ócitizens 

                                                        

437 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 217. 

438 ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 465.  

439 Micah Schwartzman, ñThe Ethics of Reasoning from Conjecture,ò 525. 
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may wish for others to understand the deeper grounds of their political views. Declaration is 

thus a form of free expression. It is not an attempt to gain official recognition, but rather a 

way of informing others about the sources of oneôs own ethical, religious, or philosophical 

motivations.ô440 Second, it may have an ñin-one-another-we-can-trustò aim: ódeclaration 

makes it possible for citizens to gain some insight into where their fellow citizens stand with 

regard to the values they hold in common. The open discussion of comprehensive doctrines 

helps citizens to see how those who disagree with them can nevertheless converge on a rea-

sonable basis for justifying political decisions. For this reason, declaration can be valuable as 

a means of promoting civic trust.ô441  

Witnessing is the second non-public form of discourse. It shares with declaration the two 

above-mentioned features: in witnessing 1) we do not address other fellow citizens with 

properly public reasons, nor 2) do we expect that our witnessing might be a ground for public 

agreement.  

ó[Witnessing] typically occurs in an ideal, politically well-ordered, and fully 

just society in which all votes are the result of citizensô voting in accordance with 

their most reasonable conception of political justice. Nevertheless, it may happen 

that some citizens feel they must express their principled dissent from existing in-

stitutions, policies, or enacted legislation. [é] While on the whole these citizens 

endorse reasonable political conceptions of justice supporting a constitutional 

democratic society, in this case they nevertheless feel they must not only let other 

citizens know the deep basis of their strong opposition but must also bear witness 

to their faith by doing so. At the same time, those bearing witness accept the idea 

of public reason. While they may think that the outcome of a vote on which all 

reasonable citizens have conscientiously followed public reason to be incorrect or 

not true, they nevertheless recognize it as legitimate law and accept the obligation 

not to violate it.ô442 

                                                        

440 Ibid. 

441 Ibid.  

442 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 466 note 57. 
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Those who bear witness both endorse the political conception of justice and follow public 

reason. Nevertheless, on a single issue or some issues, they might have comprehensive rea-

sons to disagree so strongly with the outcome of the exercise of public reason, that they feel 

compelled to bear witness to their comprehensive doctrine and its reasons. However, they dis-

agree on the outcome of public reasoning, not on the idea of public reason itself. If they could, 

they would reject the outcome, not the ideal of public reason. Therefore, since they recognise 

that such an outcome is the result of the exercise of public reason in a democratic society, 

they do not violate it. As examples, Rawls cites Quakersô religious pacifism and Catholicsô 

opposition to abortion. He assumes that both Quakers and Catholics accept the idea of public 

reason and do not violate the laws enacted in accordance with it, because they think that those 

laws are politically legitimate. Nonetheless, at the same time they may express the religious 

basis of their opposition to such laws. óAs long as citizens recognise the legitimacy of policies 

enacted according to public reason, it is reasonable for them to express the religious (or oth-

erwise nonpublic) grounds of their opposition.ô443  

To sum up, ó[t]he difference between witnessing and declaration is that, in the former, citi-

zens register their dissent from the conclusions of public reason, whereas, in the latter, they 

disclose grounds for their support. In both cases, however, the assumption is that citizens act 

in accordance with demands of public reason.ô444 Hence, they are both non-public forms of 

discourse in accordance with the idea of public reason. Witnessing is a dissenting non-public 

discourse in accordance with the idea of public reason. Declaration is a confirmative non-

public discourse in accordance with the idea of public reason. As I said, the proviso estab-

lishes a condition for publicly appealing to non-public reasons within the scope of public rea-

son (it is, as I have said, a general threshold for public reasoning). What those three concepts 

have in common is the fact that they play their role during or after the process of public justi-

fication. The proviso conditionally enlarges the range of reasons we can appeal to in publicly 

justifying a policy or a political decision (within the scope of public reason). Declaration al-

lows us to express why and how we can óaffirm the ideal of public reason [é] from within 

[our] own reasonable doctrin[e],ô445 and by means of this, our principled reasons for taking 

                                                        

443 Micah Schwartzman, ñThe Ethics of Reasoning from Conjecture,ò 4. 

444 Ibid. 525-526. 

445 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 218. 
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part to the process of public justification. Finally, through witnessing citizens may express 

their principled reasons for dissenting from a legitimate political decision, law, or policy. Be-

ing recognised as legitimate, such a decision, law, or policy is binding. It is legitimate since it 

is the outcome of publicly justified political procedures and processes. For a citizen, such a 

law, policy, or decision ómay not be thought the most reasonable, or the most appropriate, by 

each, but it is politically (morally) binding on him or her as a citizen and it is to be accepted 

as such. Each thinks that all have spoken and voted at least reasonably, and therefore all have 

followed public reason and honored their duty of civility.ô446 Therefore, witnessing, declara-

tion, and the concept of proviso relate to the question of how we should reason in accordance 

with the idea of public justification. If ópublic reasoning [é] proceeds entirely within a politi-

cal conception of justice,ô447 the proviso conditionally enlarges the kind of reason we can ap-

peal to in public reasoning, while declaration and witnessing allow a non-public reasoning 

which not only does not conflict with, but also might strengthen public reasoning. 

However, along with declaration and witnessing, there is a third form of non-public rea-

soning, which is not in accordance with but for the sake of public reason.448 Rawls calls this 

form of non-public reasoning conjecture. In his definition of conjecture: 

ó[W]e argue from what we believe, or conjecture, are other peopleôs basic doc-

trines, religious or secular, and try to show them that, despite what they might 

think, they can still endorse a reasonable political conception that can provide a 

basis for public reasons. The ideal of public reason is thereby strengthened. How-

ever, it is important that conjecture can be sincere and not manipulative. We must 

openly explain our intentions and state that we do not assert the premises from 

                                                        

446 John Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò 446. 

447 Ibid, 453. 

448 Note that Leslie C. Griffin [ñGood Catholics Should Be Rawlsian Liberals,ò Southern California Interdisciplinary 

Law Journal 5, no. 3 (1997), 320] uses the expression ófor the sake of public reasonô with reference to Martin Luther 

Kingôs use of religious language for his civil rights campaign, thus, with this example Griffin is referring to the proviso 

(see chapter four), while here I am referring to the case of conjecture. Clearly, the difference is a matter of terminology 

rather than of substance: obviously, I have no problem in recognising that we are acting for the sake of public reason 

also when we satisfy the proviso. My point is simply that the proviso is not external to public reason (this is why I have 

defined it as a general threshold for public reasoning), while declaration, witnessing, and conjecture are part of the idea 

of public reason in a wider sense, but they are not public forms of reasoning.  




