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SITUATING POLITICAL LIBERALISM*
LAWRENCE

B. SOLUM**

No book of political philosophy since I read the great classics of the
subject has stirred my thoughts as deeply as John Rawls' A Theory of
Justice.
H.L.A. HART'

I.

POLITICAL LIBERALISM IN CONTEXT

We have another book by John Rawls, Political Liberalism,2 pub-

lished in 1993 and the subject of this symposium. Already, Political
Liberalism has been widely cited in law journals 3 and reviewed in a
variety of publications. 4 This Foreword situates PoliticalLiberalism in
© 1994 by the author.
Associate Dean for Academic Affairs, Professor of Law, and William M. Rains Fellow,
Loyola Law School, Loyola Marymount University. I owe thanks to Sharon Lloyd for her comments on portions of this foreword in draft.
1. H.L.A. HART, Rawls on Liberty and its Priority, in READING RAWLS 230, at 230 (Norman Daniels ed., 1974) (reprinting 40 U. CHI. L. REV. 534 (1973)).
2. JOHN RAWLS, POLITICAL LIBERALISM (1993).
3. Works citing POLITICAL LIBERALISM include: W. Cole Durham, Jr. & Alexander
Dushku, Traditionalism,Secularism, and the Transformative Dimensions of Religious Institutions,
1993 B.Y.U. L. REV. 421, 423 n.6; William A. Edmundson, Transparency and Indeterminacy in
the Liberal Critique of Critical Legal Studies, 24 SETON HALL L. REV. 557, 559 n.10 (1993);
Christopher L. Eisgruber, Justice and the Text. Rethinking the ConstitutionalRelation between
Principle and Prudence, 43 DUKE L.J. 1, 10 n.35 (1993); David M. Estlund, Who's Afraid of
Deliberative Democracy? On the Strategic/DeliberativeDichotomy in Recent ConstitutionalJurisprudence, 71 TEX. L. REV. 1437, 1452 n.88 (1993); Edward B. Foley, Book Review, 10 CONST.
COMMENT. 465, 466 n.8 (1993); Edward B. Foley, PoliticalLiberalism and Establishment Clause
Jurisprudence, 43 CASE W. RES. L. REv. 963, 963 n.1 (1993); Jeffrey N. Gordon, Institutions as
Relational Investors: A New Look at Cumulative Voting, 94 COLUM. L. REV. 124, 168 n.143
(1994); Gregory C. Keating, Fidelity to Pre-Existing Law and the Legitimacy of Legal Decision,
69 NOTRE DAME L. REV. 1, 5 n.6 (1993); Christopher L. Kutz, Just Disagreement: Indeterminacy
and Rationality in the Rule of Law, 103 YALE L.J. 997, 1022 n.101 (1994); Edward J. McCaffery,
Slouching Towards Equality: Gender Discrimination,Market Efficiency, and Social Change, 103
YALE L.J. 595, 643 n.168 (1993); Cass R. Sunstein, Incommensurabilityand Valuation in Law, 92
MICH. L. REV. 779, 802 n.81 (1994); Cass R. Sunstein, Liberal Constitutionalism and Liberal
Justice, 72 TEX. L. REV. 305 n.2 (1993); Cass R. Sunstein, Words, Conduct, Caste, 60 U. CHI. L.
REv. 795, 801 n.15 (1993); Robert W. Sweet & Edward A. Harris, Just and Unjust Wars: The War
on the War on Drugs-Some Moral and ConstitutionalDimensions of the War On Drugs, 87 Nw.
U. L. REV. 1302, 1368 n.273 (1993) (reviewing THOMAS SZASZ, OUR RIGHT TO DRUGS: THE
CASE FOR A FREER MARKET (1992)); Ernest J. Weinrib, Formalism and PracticalReason, or
How to Avoid Seeing Ghosts in the Empty Sepulchre, 16 HARV. J.L. & PUB. POL'Y 683, 689 n.12
(1993); Susan K. Houser, Comment, Metaethics and the Overlapping Consensus, 54 OHIO ST. L.J.
1139, 1140 n.9 (1993).
4. Perry Anderson, Book Review, 4 DISSENT 139 (1994); D. Archard, Book Review, RADICAL PHIL. No. 66, Spring 1994, at 47; John Gray, Book Review, N.Y. TIMES BOOK REV., May 16,
1993, at 35; Stuart Hampshire, Liberalism. The New Twist, N.Y. REV. OF BOOKS, Aug. 1993, at
*
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contemporary legal and political discourse. Part I places Rawls's new
5
book in context, briefly recalling the argument of A Theory of Justice,
and then exploring the influence of Rawls's work on contemporary
legal thought. Part II provides a brief outline of PoliticalLiberalism,

relating its themes to the issues raised by Rawls's prior work. Part III
introduces the contributions to the symposium. Finally, Part IV undertakes a summary accounting of the strengths and weaknesses of
PoliticalLiberalism.
A.

A Theory of Justice and the Problem of Stability

John Rawls's A Theory of Justice is a modern classic, 6 and its impact on contemporary legal thinking has been profound. One indicator of the works influence is the staggering number of law review
articles citing A Theory of Justice.7 Another measure is its frequent
citation in the opinions 8 of American courts-a phenomenon that is
44; Susan M. Okin, Book Review, 87 AM. POL. Sci. REV. 1010 (1993); William Powers, Jr., Constructing Liberal Political Theory, 72 TEX. L. REV. 443 (1993) (book review); Marcus Raskin,
Book Review, 257 NATION 773 (1993); Ernest vandenHaag, Book Review, PUBLIC INTEREST
No. 113, Fall 1993, at 122; Jeremy Waldron, Book Review, TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT, July
18, 1993, at 5.
5. JOHN RAWLS, A THEORY OF JUSTICE

(1971).

6. For example, one writer observes that A Theory of Justice "has sparked off more argument among philosophers, and has been more widely cited by sociologists, economists, judges,
and politicians than any work of philosophy in the past hundred years." Alan Ryan, John
Rawls, in THE RETURN OF GRAND THEORY IN THE HUMAN SCIENCES 101 (Quentin Skinner ed.,
1985).
7. There are many hundreds of articles. One famous early example is Frank I. Michelman,
In Pursuitof ConstitutionalWelfare Rights: One View of Rawls' Theory of Justice, 121 U. PA. L.
REV. 962 (1973).
8. For representative cases citing A Theory of Justice, see United States v. Carpenter's
Goldfish Farm, 998 F.2d 692, 695 (9th Cir. 1993); Goetz v. Crosson, 967 F.2d 29, 39 (2d Cir. 1992)
(Newman, J., concurring); West v. Bowen, 879 F.2d 1122, 1145 (3d Cir. 1989) (Mansmann, J.
concurring in part and dissenting in part); United States v. Bodiford, 753 F.2d 380, 382 n.10 (5th
Cir. 1985); Memphis Dev. Found. v. Factors Etc., Inc., 616 F.2d 956, 958-59 (6th Cir. 1980); Flynt
v. Leis, 574 F.2d 874, 877 n.5 (6th Cir. 1978); Western Addition Community Organization v.
N.L.R.B., 485 F.2d 917, 939 (D.C. Cir. 1973) (Wyzanski, J., dissenting), rev'd, 420 U.S. 50 (1975);
Martin v. Dugger, 686 F. Supp. 1523, 1569 n.18 (S.D. Fla. 1988); Runway 27 Coalition, Inc. v.
Engen, 679 F. Supp. 95, 104 (D. Mass. 1987); Melville v. American Home Assurance Co., 443 F.
Supp. 1064, 1101 (E.D. Pa. 1977), rev'd, 584 F.2d 1306 (1979); United States v. McDaniels, 379 F.
Supp. 1243, 1249 (E.D. La. 1974); Ortiz v. Hernandez Colon, 385 F. Supp. 111, 117 (D.P.R.
1974), vacated, 429 U.S. 1031 (1977); In re Alyucan Interstate Corp., 12 B.R. 803, 805 n.2 (D.
Utah 1981); United States v. Lucas, 2 M.J. 834, 838 (A.C.M.R. 1976); Commonwealth v. Davis,
401 N.E.2d 811, 821 n.22 (Mass. 1980); In re Dougherty, 375 N.W.2d 408, 415 (Mich. App. 1985),
vacated, 429 Mich. 81 (1987); City of Minneapolis v. Altimus, 238 N.W.2d 851, 859 (Minn. 1976);
In re Bryant, 542 A.2d 1216, 1220 (D.C. 1988); Transcontinental Gas Pipeline Corp. v. State Oil
& Gas Bd., 457 So. 2d 1298, 1321 (Miss. 1984), rev'd, 474 U.S. 409 (1986); Lowe v. Norfolk &
Western Ry. Co., 753 S.W.2d 891, 896 (Mo. 1988) (Donnelly, J., dissenting); K Mart Corp. v.
Ponsock, 732 P.2d 1364, 1368 n.4 (Nev. 1987); (Rogosheske, J., concurring); State v. Komisarek,
362 A.2d 190, 191 (N.H. 1976); People v. Shepard, 409 N.E.2d 840, 848 (N.Y. 1980) (Fuchsberg,
J., dissenting).
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unduplicated by any other twentieth-century work of political philosophy. 9 This section provides a brief sketch of the argument of A Theory of Justice and then introduces the problem of stability that is taken
up in Political Liberalism.
The basic argument of A Theory of Justice is familiar. Rawls advances a theory of justice which he calls "justice as fairness."' 10 As
Rawls explains, "[t]he aim of justice as fairness . . .is practical: it
presents itself as a conception of justice that may be shared by citizens
as a basis of a reasoned, informed, and willing political agreement.""
The elaboration of justice as fairness in A Theory of Justice proceeds
in three parts. Part I, entitled "Theory,' 2 presents the argument for
two principles of justice. The full statement of the principles and the
accompanying priority rules and general conception is as follows, with
changes made in Political Liberalism noted in appropriate footnotes:
13
First Principle
Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive
9. Indeed, the only other work in the history of political philosophy to be cited at a comparable rate appears to be John Locke's Second Treatise of Government. See, e.g., Mistretta v.
United States, 488 U.S. 361, 419 (1989) (Scalia, J., dissenting); Nollan v. California Coastal
Commn, 483 U.S. 825, 860 n.10 (1987) (Brennan, J., dissenting); Ruckelshaus v. Monsanto, 467
U.S. 986, 1003 (1984).
10. RAWLS, supra note 5, at 3.
11. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 9.
12. RAWLS, supra note 5, at 3-192.
13. It is no longer clear that the first principle is indeed first. After stating the two principles in Political Liberalism, Rawls adds:
Finally, as one might expect, important aspects of the principles are left out in the brief
statement as given. In particular, the first principle covering the basic rights and liberties may easily be preceded by a lexically prior principle requiring that citizens basic
needs be met, at least insofar as their being met is necessary for citizens to understand
and to be able fruitfully to exercise those rights and liberties. Certainly any such principle must be assumed in applying the first principle.
RAWLS, supra note 2, at 7. At this point Rawls cites to RODNEY G. PEFFER, MARXISM, MORALITY, AND SOCIAL JUSTICE (1989) as representative of his view with some modification. See
RAWLS, supra note 2, at 7 & n.7. Later in PoliticalLiberalism, Rawls states that this new principle, which we might call the basic needs principle,is one of the constitutional essentials. See id. at
166, 228. Peffer's modified version of Rawls's principles includes the following principle, ranked
first in lexical priority:
Everyone's basic security and subsistence rights are to be met: that is, everyone's physical integrity is to be respected and everyone is to be guaranteed a minimum level of
material well-being including basic needs, i.e., those needs that must be met in order to
remain a normally functioning human being.
PEFFER, supra, at 14. The remainder of Peffer's principles are substantially equivalent to Rawls's
version with one exception. Part (b) of Peffer's third principle requires "an equal right to participate in all social decision-making processes within institutions of which one is a part." Id.
Rawls rejects this principle on the ground that it can only be satisfied by socialism and that the
institutional question whether socialism is the preferred form of government should not be settled by the principles of justice, but should instead be reserved for the constitutional or legislative stage. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 7 & n.7. The issue is too complex to take up here, but I
am far from certain that socialism is the only form of social organization that could satisfy Peffer's principle 3(b).
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total system 14 of basic
liberties compatible with a similar sys15
tem of liberty for all.
Second Principle
Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that
they are both:
(a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, consistent
with the just savings principle, and
(b) attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.
First16 Priority Rule (The Priority of Liberty)
The principles of justice are to be ranked in lexical order and
therefore liberty can be restricted only for the sake of liberty.
There are two cases:
(a) a less extensive liberty must strengthen the total system
of liberties shared by all;
(b) a less than equal liberty must be acceptable to those with
the lesser liberty.
Second Priority Rule (The Priority of Justice over Efficiency and

Welfare)
The second principle of justice is lexically prior to the principle
of efficiency and to that of maximizing the sum of advantages;
and fair opportunity is prior to the difference principle. There
are two cases:
(a) an inequality of opportunity must enhance the opportunities of those with the lesser opportunity.
(b) an excessive rate of saving must on balance mitigate the
burden of those bearing this hardship.
General Conception
All social primary goods-liberty and opportunity, income and
wealth, and the bases of self-respect-are to be distributed
14. Political Liberalism amends the first principle, substituting "fully adequate scheme" for
"the most extensive total system." See RAwLS, supra note 2, at 291.
15. Political Liberalism adds "and in this scheme the equal political liberties, and only those
liberties, are to be guaranteed their fair value." Id. at 5. The guarantee of the fair value of the
political liberties "means that the worth of the political liberties to all citizens, whatever their
social or economic position, must be approximately equal, or at least sufficiently equal, in the
sense that everyone has a fair opportunity to hold public office and to influence the outcome of
political decisions." Id. at 327. Although Rawls offers arguments against guaranteeing a wider
guarantee of fair value in general, and a guarantee of the fair value of the religious liberties in
particular, he does not offer such an argument against guaranteeing the fair value of the liberties
expressed by the idea of the rule of law, that is, those associated with procedural due process.
There are good reasons, however, to believe that the fair value of the rights of due process
should be guaranteed. First, the guarantee provided by the second principle of justice will frequently not suffice to secure their fair values. (Litigating one's civil rights or defending a criminal case can be quite expensive.) Second, unlike the religious liberties, guaranteeing the equal
worth of the liberties covered by the rule of law would not be socially divisive. Third, because at
least some forms of litigation can shape the constitutional structure, the reasons for underwriting
the political liberties may apply to the liberties covered by the rule of law as well. On these
matters, see Alan Wertheimer, The Equalization of Legal Resources, 17 PHIL. & PUB. Ars. 303
(1988).
16. As noted above, supra note 13, there may be an additional priority rule, since the basic
needs principle may be lexically prior to the equal liberty principle.
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equally unless an unequal distribution of any 17or all of these
goods is to the advantage of the least favored.
The argument for the two principles is rich and complex and cannot be summarized here. Two important ideas deployed in that argument, the originalposition and reflective equilibrium, are discussed in
the sections that follow. Very broadly, we might say that Rawls argues
that the two principles are those "that free and rational persons would
accept in an initial position of equality as defining the fundamental
terms of their association."1 8 The "initial position of equality" is specified by laying out a hypothetical choice situation, "the original position," where representative parties select from a list of alternative
principles of justice from behind a "veil of ignorance" which excludes
from the parties knowledge of "how the various alternatives will affect
their own particular cases." 19
Of course, the laying out of the original position, that is the specification of the conditions that characterize the position, will determine
which principles of justice are chosen. This laying out is not done arbitrarily; rather, the selection of the conditions constituting the original position is constrained and justified in two ways. First, the
conditions of the original position must be specified in a way that reflects widely shared beliefs about the freedom and equality of citizens.
Second, a particular specification of the original position can be tested
by assessing the principles of justice that would be chosen in that situation against our considered judgments about justice, both as applied
to particular cases and at a relatively general or abstract level. As
Rawls puts it:
In searching for the most favored description of this situation we
work from both ends. We begin by describing it so that it represents
generally shared and preferably weak conditions. We then see if
these conditions are strong enough to yield a significant set of principles. If not, we look for further premises equally reasonable. But
if so, and these principles match our considered convictions of justice, then so far well and good. But presumably there will be discrepancies. In this case we have a choice. We can either modify the
account of the initial situation or we can revise our existing judgments, for even the judgments we take provisionally as fixed points
are liable to revision. By going back and forth, sometimes altering
the conditions of the contractual circumstances, at others withdrawing our judgments and conforming them to principal, I assume that
eventually we shall find a description of the initial situation that
17. RAWLS, supra note 5, at 302.
18. Id. at 11.
19. Id. at 136.
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both expresses reasonable conditions and yields principles which
match our considered judgments duly pruned and20 adjusted. This
state of affairs I refer to as reflective equilibrium.
Thus, the first part of A Theory of Justice consists of an argument for
the two principles, using the method of reflective equilibrium and the
philosophical device of the original position.
Part II of A Theory of Justice, titled "Institutions," 21 gives content
to the two principles by describing a basic structure that satisfies them.
Rawls uses a four stage sequence to organize his discussion of such a
structure. Stage one is the original position itself, in which the two
principles are chosen. 22 Stage two is a constitutional convention, in
which the parties in the original position define governmental powers
and citizens rights. 23 Stage three is legislation, in which the justice of
particular statutes and ordinances is assessed. 24 Stage four is application, in which the laws are applied to particular circumstances. 2 5 The
second part of A Theory of Justice discusses particular rights, such as
the liberty of conscience, 2 6 political rights,2 7 and the rights to due pro-

cess. 28 This part of the book also includes a discussion of economic
30
institutions, including the provision of public goods29 and taxation.
Finally, Part II includes an important discussion of legal obligation
31
and civil disobedience.
Part III of A Theory of Justice, titled "Ends, ' ' 32 discusses several
topics. Perhaps the most important of these, so far as setting the stage
for PoliticalLiberalism is concerned, is stability. A conception of justice is unrealistic unless it can meet the criterion of stability. To meet
this criterion, a well-ordered society-one whose citizens affirm and
attempt to act on the conception of justice-must be able to sustain
itself over time. As Rawls explains in the introduction to his second
book, many of the differences between the two books arise from his
efforts "to resolve a serious problem internal to justice as fairness,
namely that the account of stability in Part III of Theory is not consis20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

Id. at 20; see also RAWLS, supra note 2, at 8.
RAWLS, supra note 5, at 191-291.
See id. at 196.
See id.
See id. at 198.
See id. at 199.
See id. at 205-11.
See id. at 221-34.
Under the heading, "The Rule of Law." See id. at 235-43.
See id. at 266-70.
See id. at 277-80.
See id. at 350-91.
Id. at 393-587.
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tent with the view as a whole." 33 In particular, A Theory of Justice
relies on the idea of a well-ordered society in which citizens endorse
justice as fairness on the basis 34 of a comprehensive (or partially comprehensive) philosophical doctrine. 35 But modern democratic societies are characterized by what Rawls calls "the fact of pluralism"-the
fact that there is a "plurality of conflicting, and indeed incommensura36

ble, conceptions of the meaning, value and purpose of human life."

Thus, one might say that the purpose of PoliticalLiberalism is to restate the idea of justice as fairness without reliance on a comprehensive moral doctrine as the basis of stability. Without such reliance,

justice as fairness becomes what Rawls calls a "political conception,"
hence the title PoliticalLiberalism.
At this point, I will postpone discussion of the problem of stability and its resolution in Political Liberalism and complete my discus-

sion of its context by discussing three features of Rawls's work that
have played an important role in contemporary legal theory, the origi-

nal position, reflective equilibrium, and the idea of public reason.
B.

The OriginalPosition and Legal Argument

Rawls's argument for the two principles of justice uses the philo-

sophical idea of the original position. Although the original position
is a complex philosophical idea, the use of constructivist argument is

familiar from ordinary moral discourse. When a parent asks a child
who has hit her younger sibling to imagine how she would feel if her
brother hit her, the parent is using a constructivist argument-asking
the child to construct her moral evaluation of her own action by laying
out a hypothetical situation and asking the child to generalize from

her own reactions to the thought experiment.
In the original position, the parties are behind a veil of ignorance;
they choose principles of justice without knowledge of their intellec33. RAWLS, supra note 2, at xv-xvi.
34. A Theory of Justice does not use this terminology, but in the course of arguing that it is
rational for citizens to be reasonable, that is, to act on principles of justice, Rawls argued that
justice is an intrinsic good and the supreme good. See RAWLS, supra note 5, at 570-75. These
claims concern the role and position of justice within conceptions of the good, and thus Rawls's
admission that A Theory of Justice relied on a partially comprehensive conception of the good.
35. Examples of comprehensive religious or philosophical doctrines would include particular religious views, such as Roman Catholicism or Orthodox Judaism, and philosophical moral
theories, such as hedonistic utilitarianism or Kant's theory. A moral conception is comprehensive when it "includes conceptions of what is of value in human life, as well as ideals of personal
virtue and character," RAWLS, supra note 2, at 175, that will guide and limit conduct in all
spheres of life, not just the political sphere.
36. John Rawls, The Idea of an Overlapping Consensus, 7 OXFORD J. LEGAL STUD. 1, 4
(1987); see also Lawrence B. Solum, Faith and Justice, 39 DEPAUL L. REV. 1083, 1087-89 (1990).
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tual and physical endowments, their economic and social circumstances, or their plans of life. The original position has influenced the
course of contemporary legal argument in two ways. The first influence is quite direct. Legal scholars have used the original position in a
wide variety of contexts in order to make arguments about what is the

fair or just legal rule. 37 Of course, this use of the original position is
quite different from that envisioned by Rawls. Rawls uses the original
38
position to justify principles of justice and not particular legal rules.
The appropriateness of employing the veil of ignorance in actual adjudication raises interesting questions, 39 but the influence of Rawls's

thought on legal reasoning is unmistakable.
A second influence of the original position on legal thought is less

direct. The communitarian critique of the liberal conception of the
37. Use of the original position in various forms has become commonplace in legal scholarship. See, e.g., THOMAS H. JACKSON, THE LOGIC AND LIMITS OF BANKRUPTCY LAW (1986)
(bankruptcy law); Troyen A. Brennan, An Ethical Perspective on Health Care Insurance Reform,
19 AM. J.L. & MED. 37, 50 (1993) (health care reform); Robert P. Burns, Rawls and the Principles of Welfare Law, 83 Nw. U. L. REV. 184 (1988-89) (welfare law); Karen Czapanskiy, Volunteers and Draftees: The Struggle for ParentalEquality, 38 UCLA L. REV. 1415, 1463-64 (1991)
(parental rights); Samuel J.M. Donnelly, CapitalPunishment:A Critique of the Politicaland Philosophical Thought Supportingthe Justices' Positions,24 ST. MARY'S L.J. 1 (1992) (capital punishment); John M. Evans, Let Our Parents Run: Removing the Judicial Barriers for Parental
Governance of Local Schools, 19 HASTINGS CONST. L.Q. 963, 1007 (1992) (parental governance
of local schools); Margaret G. Farrell, Doing unto Others: A Proposalfor ParticipatoryJustice in
Social Security's Representative Payment Program,53 U. Pir. L. REV. 883, 950-51 (1992) (Social
Security rulemaking); Wendy J. Gordon, An Inquiry into the Merits of Copyright: The Challenges
of Consistency, Consent, and Encouragement Theory, 41 STAN. L. REV. 1343, 1396 n.242 (1989)
(intellectual property law); W. Robert Gray, The Essential-Functions Limitation on the Civil
Rights of People with Disabilities and John Rawls's Concept of Social Justice, 22 N.M. L. REV.
295, 309-10 (1992) (rights of disabled persons); Mark A. Hall & John D. Colombo, The Donative
Theory of the Charitable Tax Exemption, 52 OHIO ST. L.J. 1379, 1428 (1991) (tax policy);
Timothy L. Hall, Roger Williams and the Foundationsof Religious Liberty, 71 B.U. L. REV. 455,
517 (1991) (religion clauses); Donald R. Korobkin, Contractarianismand the Normative Foundations of Bankruptcy Law, 71 TEX. L. REV. 541,559-60 (1993) (bankruptcy law); Peter M. Kougasian, Should Judges Consider the Demographics of the Jury Pool in Deciding Change of Venue
Applications?, 20 FORDHAM URB. L.J. 531, 539-41 (1993) (change of venue); James S. Liebman,
Desegregating Politics: "All-Out" School Desegregation Explained, 90 COLUM. L. REV. 1463
(1990) (equal protection and desegregation); Kevin W. Saunders, Privacy and Social Contract:A
Defense of Judicial Activism in Privacy Cases, 33 ARIZ. L. REV. 811, 820-21 (1991) (privacy
rights); Christopher H. Schroeder, Rights Against Risks, 86 COLUM. L. REV. 495, 536-37 (1986)
(tort law); Peter H. Schuck, The Thickest Thicket: Partisan Gerrymanderingand JudicialRegulation of Politics,87 COLUM. L. REV. 1325, 1349-50 (1987) (gerrymandering); Charles R. Tremper,
Respect for the Human Dignity of Minors: What the Constitution Requires, 39 SYRACUSE L. REV.
1293, 1312-13 (1988) (rights of minors); Steven Walt, Expectations, Loss Distributionand Commercial Impracticability,24 IND. L. REV. 65, 69-76 (1990) (commercial law); David Elkins, Note,
Drug Legalization: Cost Effective and Morally Permissible, 32 B.C. L. REV. 575, 597-99 (1991)
(drug policy).
38. See RAWLS, supra note 5, at 198-99.
39. Common law adjudication involves law making as well as law application. At the third
stage, the stage of legislation, the veil of ignorance is not wholly lifted and individual legislators
do not know their own circumstances. See id. at 198. Thus, one might argue that use of a veil of
ignorance is appropriate in arguing about the fairness of common law rules.
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self by Michael Sandel 40 and others such as Bernard Williams 41 has
had a substantial influence on legal thinkers. 42 The gist of the argument is that Rawls's description of the condition of the representative
parties behind the veil of ignorance in the original position implies
that he is committed to a theory of the self. On this theory, the self is
independent of its projects, commitments, and associations-hence,
the so-called unencumbered self. If Rawls were committed to such a

position, then his view would be inconsistent with the fact of pluralism. Such a theory of the self could not be incorpcrated irnto what
Rawls calls a freestanding view; a metaphysical view of the self could

not be accepted by citizens with the many conceptions of the good
that coexist in a modern democratic society and would exist in a wellordered society that adhered to justice as fairness.
It is now widely recognized that Sandel was mistaken in his char-

acterization of Rawls's position, 43 as critical legal scholars have acknowledged. 44 The veil of ignorance is not intended to reflect a
40. MICHAEL J. SANDEL, LIBERALISM AND THE LIMITS OF JUSTICE (1982); Michael J.
Sandel, Introduction, in LIBERALISM AND ITS CRITICS 1 (Michael J. Sandel ed., 1984).
41. BERNARD WILLIAMS, Persons, Character and Morality, in MORAL LUCK 1 (1981).
42. See Stephen L. Carter, The Separation of Church and Self, 46 SMU L. Rev. 585 (1992);
Joel F. Handler, Dependent People, the State, and the Modern/Postmodern Search for the Dialogic
Community, 35 UCLA L. REV. 999, 1088-89 (1988); Mar J. Matsuda, Liberal Jurisprudence and
Abstracted Visions of Human Nature: A Feminist Critique of Rawls' Theory of Justice, 16 N.M. L.
REV. 613, 624-28 (1986); Michael J. Perry, A Critique of the "Liberal" Political-Philosophical
Project, 28 WM. & MARY L. REV. 205, 213 (1987); Paolo Wright-Carozza, Organic Goods: Legal
Understandings of Work, Parenthood, and Gender Equality in Comparative Perspective, 81 CALIF. L. REV. 531, 588 n.281 (1993); Eric K. Yamamoto, Efficiency's Threat to the Value of Accessible Courts for Minorities, 25 HARV. C.R.-C.L. L. REV. 341, 395 n.251 (1990).
43. See, e.g., RICHARD RORTY, The Priority of Democracy or Philosophy, in OBJECTIVITY,
RELATIVISM, AND TRUTH: PHILOSOPHICAL 175, 184-89 (1991); Amy Gutmann, Communitarian

Critics of Liberalism, 14 PHIL. & PUB. AFF. 308 (1985); C. Edwin Baker, Sandel on Rawls, 133
U. PA. L. REV. 895 (1985); Ddnise Reaume, Is There a Liberal Conception of the Self?, 9
QUEEN'S L.J. 352 (1984); Linda C. McClain, "Atomistic Man" Revisited: Liberalism, Connection,
and Feminist Jurisprudence, 65 S. CAL. L. REV. 1171, 1204-05 (1992); Jeremy Waldron, Autonomy and Perfectionism in Raz's Morality of Freedom, 62 S. CAL. L. REV. 1097, 1113-14 (1989)
("Like much talk about identity and ontology in political theory, Sandel's position is exaggerated and ill thought out."); Richard H. Fallon, Of Speakable Ethics and Constitutional Law: A
Review Essay, 56 U. CHI. L. REV. 1523, 1558 n.113 (1989).
44. See Mark Thshnet, Flourishing and the Problem of Evil, 63 TUL. L. REV. 1631, 1632
(1989). Some critics have persisted despite the clarification of Rawls's views. See James Boyle,
Is Subjectivity Possible? The Postmodern Subject in Legal Theory, 62 U. COLO. L. REV. 489, 507
n.45 (1991):
Some defenders of Rawls have argued that this critique does not hit home because
Rawls is only creating a theory of justice, not a theory of human nature. Indeed, this
objection.., has been made in print by Ed Baker... Baker, Sandel on Rawls, 133 U.
PA. L. REV. 895, 896 (1985). I remain completely unconvinced. Needing "only" to be
able to postulate universal qualities that we should attribute to personhood within a
theory of justice, seems to me just as demanding as the task of postulating a universal
subject, tout seul. The same epistemological and political difficulties are involved
whether one is divining the essential features of the subject in a moral theory or the
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theory of the self; instead the veil provides a representation of a political idea about the freedom and equality of citizens. Nothing in justice
as fairness rules out the idea that citizens may pursue conceptions of
the good that specify a form of life for a community of voluntary association. Such a conception of the good could include an ideal of
strong community, such as belief in the goodness of a form of association that is constitutive of the identities and ends of its members. Justice as fairness does, however, rule out, at least as forms of life, those
conceptions of the good that require the state to coerce belief in a
45
comprehensive moral or religious doctrine.
It may be ironic that the veil of ignorance is the feature of justice
as fairness that insures that parties in the original position will not
disregard the interests of citizens with communitarian conceptions of
the good. When we go behind the veil of ignorance and use the original position to reason about justice, we are forced to evaluate principles of justice with the possibility that we will be encumbered with the
general kinds of commitments and associations that Sandel identifies.
The original position is designed to insure that the parties will fairly
represent the interests of encumbered selves in their constituitive
communities and projects.
Sandel's criticisms have focused attentions on Rawls's recent
work. Although Political Liberalism addresses a different problem
than the one mistakenly attributed to A Theory of Justice,46 Sandel's
work has played an important role in focusing the attention of legal
scholars on recent developments in Rawls's thinking.
C. Reflective Equilibrium and Legal Theory

As briefly mentioned above, the role of the original position in A
Theory of Justice can only be understood in connection with the
method of reflective equilibrium that is used to lay out the features of
essential features of human nature. It is no easier to build a small perpetual motion
machine than a large one.
The nature of Boyle's argument is not entirely clear. Consider the use of familiar constructivist
forms of reasoning in ordinary moral discourse: do we need to build a theory of the essential
features of human nature in order to ask someone, "How would you feel if you were treated like
that?" Such moral thought experiments do not commit us to belief in a disembodied self that
migrates to a transcendental realm in which it actually is "treated like that."
45. See Lawrence B. Solum, Pluralism and Modernity, 66 CHL-KENT L. REV. 93, 100 n.40
(1990).
46. Samuel Freeman, PoliticalLiberalism and the Possibility of a Just Democratic Constitution, 69 CHI.-KENT L. REV. 619 (1994).
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the original position. 47 As H.L.A. Hart describes the role of reflective
equilibrium in Rawls's theory,
Rawls regards his two principles as established or justified not simply by the fact that they would be chosen, as he claims they would,
by the parties in the original position, but also by the general harmony of these principles with ordinary "considered judgments duly
pruned and adjusted." The test of his theory, therefore, is in part
whether the principles he identifies illuminate our ordinary judgments48and help to reveal a basic structure and coherence underlying
them.

Although Rawls's description of the method is striking and original, it
is related to much older ideas in moral and political philosophy, and in
particular to the method described by Aristotle in his Nicomachean
Ethics.49 A substantial body of philosophical literature has developed
50
around Rawls's idea.
From the point of view of legal theory, the most profound influence of Rawls's notion of reflective equilibrium has been on legal
scholarship about judging and judicial method.5 ' Indeed, judges themselves have used the method and noted a relationship between reflective equilibrium and common law adjudication.5 2 Perhaps one of the
most important (but difficult to pin down) routes of influence of
47. See RAwLS, supra note 2, at 8, 24, 45, 95-97; RAWLS, supra note 5, at 20, 48-51, 120, 432,
434, 579; see also John Rawls, Outline of a Decision Procedurefor Ethics, 60 PHIL. REV. 177
(1951).
48. Hart, supra note 1, at 232 (footnote omitted) (quoting RAwLs, supra note 5, at 20).
49. See MARTHA C. NUSSBAUM, THE FRAGILITY OF GOODNESS 240 (1986):

Here, as in all other cases, we must set down the appearances and, first working
through the puzzles, in this way go on to show, if possible, the truth of all the beliefs we
hold about these experiences; and, if this is not possible, the truth of the greatest
number and the most authoritative. For if the difficulties are resolved and the beliefs

are left in place, we will have done enough showing.

Id. (parentheticals omitted) (translating ARISTOTLE, NICOMACHEAN ETHICS 1145b).
50. See, e.g., Norman Daniels, Wide Reflective Equilibrium and Theory Acceptance in Ethics, 76 J. PHIL. 256 (1979); Kai Nielsen, In Defense of Wide Reflective Equilibrium, in ETHICS
AND JUSTIFICATION 19 (Douglas Odegard ed., 1988); Joseph Raz, The Claims of Reflective Equilibrium, 25 INQUIRY 307 (1982); Richard Rorty, The Priority of Democracy to Philosophy, in
THE VIRGINIA STATUTE FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 257, 271 (Merrill D. Peterson & Robert C.

Vaughan eds., 1988).
51. See, e.g., Richard H. Fallon, A Constructivist Coherence Theory of ConstitutionalInterpretation, 100 HARV. L. REV. 1189, 1240-43 (1987); Keating, supra note 3; Ken Kress, Legal
Indeterminacy, 77 CAL. L. REV. 283, 330-31 (1989); Robert J. Lipkin, Beyond Skepticism,
Foundationalismand the New Fuzziness: The Role of Wide Reflective Equilibrium in Legal Theory, 75 CORNELL L. REV. 811 (1990).
52. Bankers Life Ins. Co. v. Alyucan Interstate Corp. (In re Alyucan Interstate Corp.), 12

B.R. 803, 805 n.2 (Bankr. D. Utah. 1981) (reasoning that meaning of phrase "adequate protection" in federal bankruptcy law "is born afresh out of the 'reflective equilibrium' of each decision, understood through analysis of the reorganization context and the language of Section
362(d)."); People v. Juillet, 475 N.W.2d 786, 810 n.3 (Mich. 1991) (Boyle, J., concurring in part
and dissenting in part) (drawing an analogy between common law method and reflective
equilibrium).
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Rawls's idea of reflective equilibrium is via Ronald Dworkin's theory

53
of law as integrity.

An exploration of the influence of Rawls's idea of reflective equilibrium on Dworkin in particular and legal theory in general is outside
the scope of this introduction, but the idea that common law adjudication uses a method like reflective equilibrium is a familiar one. Already decided cases, statutes, and constitutional provisions are like
our considered judgments about particular cases. We construct legal
theories that fit and justify the existing law. As in the case of reasoning about justice, it is likely that our tentative theory will not fit all the
cases, statutes, and constitutional provisions. We then have two options. Take a prior case that is inconsistent with our tentative theory.
It is possible that a prior case is mistakenly decided and that it will be
confined to its facts or even overruled. It is possible that our tentative
theory is mistaken and will need to be revised. In the law, of course, it
is uncontroversial that "[t]he struggle for reflective equilibrium goes

on indefinitely, '54 but it is also uncontroversial that the case before a
judge must be decided, so a temporary equilibrium must be reached.
D.

Public Reason, the Law, and Religion

A more recent Rawlsian notion that has begun to influence legal
discourse is his idea of public reason. The idea of public reason was
introduced in several of Rawls's essays in the 1980s, 55 was extensively

developed in his Melden Lectures entitled "The Idea of Free Public
Reason" delivered in 1990,56 and published in revised form in Political
Liberalism.5 7 Consider three features of Rawls's idea of public rea-

son. First, Rawls understands public reason as the common reason of
a political society. A society's reason is its "way of formulating its
53. See Steven J. Burton, Ronald Dworkin and Legal Positivism, 73 IowA L. REv. 109, 113
n.19 (1987); Ken Kress, Legal Reasoning and Coherence Theories: Dworkin's Rights Thesis, Retroactivity, and the Linear Order of Decisions, 72 CAL. L. REV. 369, 377-78 & n.53 (1984).
54. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 97.
55. I have been unable to locate the phrase "public reason" in A Theory of Justice; it does
not appear in the index. See RAWLS, supra note 5. A very similar idea does appear, however, in
his discussions of "publicity." See John Rawls, Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory: The
Dewey Lectures, 77 J. PHIL. 515, 537 (1980) (hereinafter Dewey Lectures) ("Citizens in a wellordered society agree on these beliefs because they can be supported ... by publicly shared
methods of inquiry . . . familiar from common sense and [including] . . . the procedures and
conclusions of science, when these are well established and not controversial."); see also RAWLS,
supra note 5, at 454. The idea does appear in John Rawls, Justice as Fairness:Politicalnot Metaphysical, 14 PIL. & Pua. Ai'. 223 (1985), and in the essays cited below.
56. John Rawls, The Idea of Free Public Reason, Inaugural Abraham Melden Lectures,
Department of Philosophy, University of California at Irvine (February 27 and March 1, 1990).
57. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 212 n.1; see also John Rawls, The Idea of Public Reason: Further Considerations,61 U. CHI. L. REV. (forthcoming 1994).
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plans, of putting its ends in an order of priority and of making its
decisions accordingly. ' 58 Public reason contrasts with the "nonpublic
reasons of churches and universities and of many other associations in
civil society." 59 Both public and nonpublic reason share features that
are essential to reason itself, such as simple rules of inference and evidence. 60 Public reasons, however, are limited to premises and modes
of reasoning that can appeal to the public at large. Rawls argues that
these include "presently accepted general beliefs and forms of reasoning found in common sense, and the methods and conclusions of science when these are not controversial. ' 61 By contrast, the nonpublic
reason of a church might include premises about the authority of sacred texts and modes of reasoning that appeal to the interpretive authority of particular persons.
Second, Rawls formulates a particular ideal of public reason-a
standard for judging the appropriateness of the reasoning of citizens
and officials. He does not apply his ideal to all actions by the state or
even to all coercive uses of state power. Rather, his version of the
ideal is limited (at least tentatively) to what he calls "the constitutional essentials" 62 and "questions of basic justice. '63 Thus, the scope
of the freedom of speech and qualifications for the franchise would be
subject to the Rawlsian ideal, but he does not resolve the question
whether it would also apply to the details of tax legislation and the
regulation of pollution control.64
Third, Rawls's ideal of public reason applies to citizens and public
officials when they engage in political advocacy in a public forum; it
also governs the decisions that officials make and the votes that citizens cast in elections. The ideal does not apply to personal reflection
and deliberation about political questions; by implication it could not
apply to such reflection or deliberation about questions that are not
65
political in nature.
58. Id. at 212.

59. Id. at 213.
60. Id. at 220.
61. Id. at 224.
62. The constitutional essentials are simply the basic provisions of the constitution, the
structural provisions that determine legislative, executive, and judicial power and the provisions
that ensure basic constitutional rights such as the right to vote, liberty of conscience, freedom of
speech and religion, and the right to due process. See id. at 227.
63. Id. at 214; see also id. § 5, at 227-30.
64. Rawls notes that a full account of public reason would need to offer an account of these
subjects and how they differ from the constitutional essentials and questions of basic justice. Id.
at 214-15.
65. Id.
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Although Rawls's development of the ideal of public reason is
very recent, it has already had a significant impact on legal scholarship. 66 Notably, Rawls's views have begun to influence the debate

over the relationship between religion and politics in general, and religion and judging in particular. 67 One area of controversy surrounds
the question whether religious reasons should be excluded from political or legal discourse. Here Rawls's position has evolved. In Political
Liberalism, Rawls adopts the distinction between the exclusive and

inclusive views of public reason. 68 Affirmance of the exclusive view of
public reason would mean "that, on fundamental political matters,

reasons given explicitly in terms of comprehensive doctrines are never
to be introduced into public reason. '' 69 The inclusive view allows "citizens, in certain situations, to present what they regard as the basis of

political values rooted in their comprehensive doctrine, provided they
'70
do this in ways that strengthen the ideal of public reason itself."
71
Rawls now argues for the inclusive view.

66. Among the articles discussing the idea of public reason are the following. See, e.g.,
Yvette M. Barksdale, The Presidency and Administrative Value Selection, 42 AM. U. L. REV. 273,
312 n.224 (1993); Richard H. Fallon, Jr., Of Speakable Ethics and ConstitutionalLaw: A Review
Essay, 56 U. CHI. L. REV. 1523 (1989); Edward B. Foley, supra note 3, at 967 n.14; McCaffery,
supra note 3, at 644 n.174; Robert C. Post, Racist Speech, Democracy, and the FirstAmendment,
32 WM. & MARY L. REV. 267, 287 (1991); Eric Rakowski, Taking and Saving Lives, 93 COLUM.
L. REV. 1063, 1135 n.168 (1993); David A.J. Richards, LiberalPoliticalCulture and the Marginalized Voice, 45 STAN. L. REv. 1955, 1962 (1993); David A.J. Richards, Book Review, 23 GA. L.
REV. 1189 (1989) (reviewing KENT GREENAWALT, CONFLICTS OF LAW AND MORALITY (1987)
and KENT GREENAWALT, RELIGIOUS CONVICTIONS AND POLITICAL CHOICE (1988)); Lawrence
B. Solum, Constructingan Ideal of Public Reason, 30 SAN DIEGO L. REv. 729 (1994) [hereinafter
Constructing Public Reason]; Lawrence B. Solum, Legal Personhoodfor Artificial Intelligences,
70 N.C. L. REV. 1231, 1262-63 (1992); Lawrence B. Solum, Faithand Justice, supra note 30; Susan
K. Houser, Comment, supra note 3, at 1141; Christopher L. Kutz, Note, Just Disagreement:Indeterminacy and Rationality in the Rule of Law, 103 YALE L.J. 997, 1022 (1994); Rachel Mariner,
Note, Burdens Hard to Bear: A Theology of Civil Rights, 27 HARV. C.R.-C.L. L. REv. 657, 671
n.75 (1992).
67. See, e.g., KENT GREENAWALT, RELIGIOUS CONVICTIONS AND POLITICAL CHOICE
(1988); MICHAEL J. PERRY, LOVE AND POWER: THE ROLE OF RELIGION AND MORALITY IN
AMERICAN POLITICS (1991); Stephen L. Carter, The Religiously Devout Judge, 64 NOTRE DAME
L. REV. 932 (1989); Sanford Levinson, The Confrontation of Religious Faith and Civil Religion:
Catholics Becoming Justices, 39 DEPAUL L. REV. 1047 (1990); David M. Smolin, Regulating Religious and Cultural Conflict in a Postmodern America: A Response to ProfessorPerry, 76 IOWA
L. REV. 1067 (1991).
68. I first set forth this distinction in correspondence with Rawls. See RAWLS, supra note 2,
at 247 n.36; Solum, ConstructingPublic Reason, supra note 60, at 741-51; Letter from Lawrence
Solum to John Rawls, December 4, 1990.
69. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 247.
70. Id.
71. See id. at 247-54.
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II.

AN

OUTLINE OF POLITICAL LIBERALISM

PoliticalLiberalism consists of an introduction and eight lectures
which range over a wide variety of topics and explore many ideas in
great depth. Some of the lectures are reworkings of the various articles that Rawls has published since A Theory of Justice, but each of
the lectures contains important new material, some involve quite substantial revisions, and one of them, the sixth lecture entitled "The Idea
of Public Reason, '72 is published for the first time in any form. This
survey of the book will preview some of the main ideas, with a particular emphasis on introducing key concepts and avoiding some possible
misunderstandings of Rawls's views. An attempt to summarize the
book in a few paragraphs would be futile, but a very general mapping
of the territory covered in Political Liberalism is possible.
The first lecture, titled "Fundamental Ideas," 73 introduces the basic ideas used in justice as fairness. In addition to the original position,74 four ideas are explored. The first is the idea of a political
conception of justice. 75 A political conception of justice is a moral
conception that deals with the basic structure of society, that is the
core political, social, and economic institutions. 76 Although a political
conception of justice is a moral conception, it should be what Rawls's
calls "a freestanding view." That is, a political conception of justice
should be presented so that it does not depend on any comprehensive
moral or religious doctrine.7 7 For this reason, utilitarianism would not
be a political conception of justice because utilitarianism is a comprehensive moral doctrine; utilitarianism takes a stand on the question of
what constitutes the ultimate good.
The second idea is that of society as a fair system of cooperation.78 "Cooperation," says Rawls, "involves the idea of fair terms of
cooperation: these are terms that each participant may reasonably accept, provided that everyone else likewise accepts them. '7 9 In order
for persons to be full participants in a fair system of cooperation, they
must possess what Rawls calls "the two moral powers, . . . a capacity
for a sense of justice and a capacity for a conception of the good. 8 0 A
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.

See id. at 213-54.
Id at 3-46.
See id. at 22-28.
See id. at 11-15.
See id. at 11.
See id at 12.
See id. at 15-22.
Id. at 16.
Id. at 19.
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capacity for a sense of justice is the ability to comprehend, act on, and
apply a political conception of justice. A capacity for a conception of
the good is the ability to form, revise, and pursue ones self-understanding of the good. 81 In sum, a political conception of justice establishes fair terms of cooperation applying to the basic structure of
society among citizens with the two moral powers.
82
The third idea is that of a political conception of the person.
Rawls is concerned here with the charge that the original position involves commitment to a metaphysical doctrine of the person; a charge
that he believes is mistaken. 83 The original position is intended to
represent the political idea that citizens are free and equal. In particular, citizens in a democratic society conceive of themselves as: (1) having the moral power to form and act on a conception of the good, (2)
being the source of self-authenticating claims, and (3) having the capacity for taking responsibility for their ends. The original position is
84
intended to represent this political self-understanding.
The fourth and final idea is that of a well-ordered society. 85 Such
a society is one in which citizens accept the same principles of justice,
in which the basic structure of the society satisfies and is known to
satisfy these principles, and in which citizens have an effective sense of
justice so that they generally comply with the requirements of the institutes that constitute the basic structure.8 6 In addition, the first lecture makes an important modification to the two principles of justice,
suggesting that a basic needs principle that is lexically prior to the
87
equal liberty principle should be added.
The second lecture, titled "Powers of Citizens and Their Representation, '88 introduces several additional ideas. The first of these is
the distinction between the reasonable and the rational. The intuitive
notion is that one can be rational, meaning that ones actions make
sense in light of ones beliefs and desires, but unreasonable, meaning
that one is unwilling to acknowledge the legitimate claims of others.
Rawls puts it this way, "[w]hat rational [but unreasonable] agents lack
is the particular form of moral sensibility that underlies the desire to
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.

See
See
See
See
See
See
See
See

id.
id. at 29-35.
id. at 29 & n.31.
id. at 30-34.
id. at 35-46.
id. at 35.
supra note 13 (quoting the relevant passage from PoliticalLiberalism).
RAWLS, supra note 2, at 47-88.
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engage in fair cooperation as such, and to do so on terms that others
'89
as equals might reasonably be expected to endorse.
Specifying the notion of the reasonable leads Rawls to introduce
a subsidiary idea, the burdens of judgment. These burdens account
for the fact that free institutions lead to pluralism, to a variety of comprehensive philosophical and religious doctrines about the nature of
the good or ultimate value. Rawls argues that disagreement about
such matters is reasonable given the difficulties of coming to consensus about them. These difficulties include: complex and conflicting evidence, disagreement about what is relevant and how to weigh the
considerations that are relevant, the underdeterminacy introduced by
hard cases, and the fact that there may be different kinds of normative
arguments on both sides of a moral question. 90 Particularly important
is the following factor:
To some extent (how great we cannot tell) the way we assess evidence and weigh moral and political values is shaped by our total
experience, our whole course of life up to now; and our total experiences must always differ. Thus, in a modern society with its numerous offices and positions, its various divisions of labor, its many
social groups and their ethnic variety, citizens total experiences are
disparate enough for their judgments to diverge, at least to some
degree, on many if not most cases of any significant complexity.9 1
Given the burdens of reason, we should expect that citizens will disagree about many moral and political questions. Thus, the pluralism
that characterizes modern democratic societies is a reasonable pluralism. 92 In addition to these topics, the second lecture discusses the
publicity condition (the requirement that the conception of justice in a
well ordered society be publicly known and accepted), 93 rational and
95
full autonomy, 94 and moral psychology.
The third lecture, titled "Political Constructivism, '' 96 contrasts
Rawls's approach to two other views, Kant's moral constructivism and
rational intuitionism. Political constructivism involves the construction of the content of a political conception of justice; in justice as
fairness, it is the difference principle and the equal liberty principle
89. Id. at 51.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.

See id. at 56-57.
Id.
But that does not mean that all disagreement is reasonable.
See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 66-71.
See id. at 72-81.

95. See id. at 81-88.
96. See id. at 89-129.
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that are constructed. The original position is laid out in order to con97
struct these principles.
Rational intuitionism, a view that Rawls associates with Sedgwick
and others, differs from political constructivism in four ways. First,
rational intuitionism holds that moral principles and judgments, if correct, are true statements about an independent order of moral values,
but political constructivism holds that principles of justice can be represented as the outcome of a procedure of construction, for example,
as the outcome of deliberation in the original position. Second, rational intuitionism holds that moral first principles are known by theoretical reason; by way of contrast, the procedure of construction
adopted by political constructivism is based on practical reason.
Third, rational intuitionism employs a sparse conception of the person, holding that intuitive knowledge of moral first principles is sufficient to give rise to a desire to act from them; political constructivism
instead uses a complex conception of the person, including the two
moral powers, and of society. Fourth, rational intuitionism maintains
that the truth of moral propositions consists in their correspondence
to the independent order of moral values, but political constructivism
uses the idea of the reasonable and does not take a stand on the question whether the principles of justice that are reasonable are also
true. 98 More programmatically, rational intuitionism is a form of
moral realism; political constructivism neither affirms nor denies
moral realism. But a moral realist might affirm the principles of justice which emerge from political constructivism and add that these
political values are ultimately supported by an independent order of
moral values. 99
Political constructivism also differs from Kantian constructivism
in several ways. One of these differences is that Kant's theory is a
comprehensive moral doctrine, in which the ideal of autonomy regulates all of life; political constructivism is a political doctrine that does
not address questions about ultimate purposes and sources of value.
The remaining differences discussed by Rawls require an exposition of
Kant's transcendental idealism and his view of philosophy as defense
of reasonable faith, topics which are outside the scope of this brief
outline. 100
97.
98.
99.
100.

See
See
See
See

id. at
id. at
id. at
id. at

103.
91-94.
95.
99-101.
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Another topic taken up in the third lecture is objectivity, and the
sense in which objective reasons exist from the political point of view.
Rawls offers the following formulation:
Political convictions (which are also, of course, moral convictions)
are objective-actually founded on an order of reasons-if reasonable and rational persons, who are sufficiently intelligent and conscientious in exercising their powers of practical reason, and whose
reasoning exhibits none of the familiar defects of reasoning, would
eventually endorse those convictions, or significantly narrow their
differences about them, provided that these persons know the relevant facts and have sufficiently surveyed the grounds that
0 1 bear on
the matter under conditions favorable to due reflection.
With Warren Quinn,' 0 2 Rawls sees this idea of objectivity as essentially a Kantian one. 10 3 This formulation of political objectivity is an
important addition to Rawls's theory, but its adequacy is barely explored in PoliticalLiberalism.
Rawls does qualify his claim in the following way:
I do not say that there being an objective order of political reasons
consists in various activities of sound reasoning, or in the shared
practice thereof, or in its success. Rather, the success of the shared
practice among those reasonable and rational is what warrants our
saying there is an order of reasons. The idea is that if we can learn
to use and apply the concepts of judgment and inference, and
ground and evidence, as well as the principles and standards that
single out the kind of facts to count as reasons of political justice;
and if we find that by reasoning in light of these mutually recognized criteria we can reach agreement in judgment; or if not agreement, that we can in any case narrow our differences sufficiently to
secure what strikes us as just or fair, honorable or decent, relations
between us; then all this supports the conviction that there are objective reasons. 1°4
Perhaps not yet fully appreciated is the Wittgensteinian character of
the stance that Rawls takes at this point. Being able to state sufficient
reasons for judgment "is already the best possible explanation of the
beliefs of those who are reasonable and rational. At least for political
purposes, there is no need to go beyond it to a better one, or behind it
to a deeper one."'1 05 The insistence that there is no need for deep
explanations is characteristically Wittgensteinian, and this is confirmed in the footnote to the previous quotation, in which Rawls says,
101. Id. at 119.
102. Warren Quinn, Reflection and the Loss of Moral Knowledge: Williams on Objectivity, 16
PHIL. & PUB. AFF. 195 (1987).
103. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 119 n.24.
104. Id. at 119-20.
105. Id. at 120.
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"[w]e cannot ground these principals and canons [of the validity of
practical reason] on something outside reason. Its concepts of judgment and inference, and the rest, are irreducible. With these concepts
explanations come to and end; one of philosophy's tasks is to quiet
our distress at this thought."'1 06 The parallel to Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations is unmistakable: as Wittgenstein says, "Explanations come to an end somewhere."' 10 7
The fourth lecture, titled "The Idea of an Overlapping Consensus,"' 08 addresses the question of stability-a question that is central
to the changes in PoliticalLiberalismfrom Rawls's positions in A Theory of Justice. How can a well-ordered society which adheres to justice as fairness maintain its stability given the reasonable pluralism of
comprehensive moral and religious doctrines that will exist? One
part' 0 9 of the answer to this question involves the idea of an overlapping consensus among reasonable comprehensive doctrines on a political conception of justice-where a political conception is a
freestanding view that does not derive from any particular comprehensive doctrine.
In this brief preview, two possible misunderstandings of the idea
of overlapping consensus will be explored. First, the idea of an overlapping consensus is not the method for construction of principles of
justice. One does not begin by asking what political principles are
already the subject of agreement between the various religious and
philosophical views that prevail in our society. This is because justice
as fairness starts with political notions about citizens and society and
uses those ideas to lay out the original position; the principles of justice are constructed without reference to the particular comprehensive
doctrines that currently prevail. Those doctrines, recall, are excluded
in the first stage of the original position. 1 0 Second, an overlapping
consensus is not a mere modus vivendi, a peace treaty between warring conceptions of the good. Rather, the consensus is on moral principles (principles of political morality) that can be affirmed from

106. Id. at 120 & n.26.
107. LUDWIG WrrGENSTEIN, PHILOSOPHICAL INVESTIGATIONS § 1.1 (G.E.M. Anscombe

trans., 3d ed. 1958).
108. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 133-72.
109. There are two questions concerning stability. The first, not discussed in the text, is
whether persons who are raised under just institutions will acquire a sufficient sense of justice.

Id. at 141.
110. See id.
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within the various reasonable comprehensive doctrines for good and
sufficient reasons."'
Consider one final point that is addressed in the fourth lecture:
what must the content of the overlapping consensus be? Must there
be an overlapping consensus on the whole content of justice as fairness, or would it be sufficient to have an overlapping consensus on the
constitutional essentials?" 2 If the former, then there may be substantial practical difficulties given the complexity and subtlety of justice as
fairness. If the latter, then several different po!itical conceptions, including justice as fairness as one among many, could coexist. This
possibility might enable a wider range of comprehensive conceptions
to participate in an overlapping consensus. A comprehensive conception could participate if it included a conception of justice that included the same constitutional essentials as does justice as fairness,
even though the various conceptions of justice might differ in some
ways from justice as fairness. Thus, the overlapping consensus can be
on a "class ofn 3liberal conceptions that vary within a more or less narrow range.""
The fifth lecture, titled "The Priority of Right and Ideas of the
Good," 1 4 deals with the claim, made by political liberalism, that the
right is prior to the good. In order to clarify this claim, Rawls explores
several different ideas of the good that play a role in his theory. One
of these is the primary goods, the list of goods that are considered by
the parties to the original position in their deliberations. These goods
include basic rights and liberties, freedom of movement and free
choice of occupation, the powers and prerogatives of the positions
available in economic and political institutions, income and wealth,
and the social bases of self respect." 5
Also in the fifth lecture, Rawls considers a number of objections,
including those raised by Sen and Arrow, which focus on the differences in human capacities. These objections, which have been part of
the important "equality of what?" debate, begin with the observation
that different humans have different mental and physical abilities, dif-

ferent needs for medical care, and different needs for resources to realize their plans of life."
111.
112.
iCs 771
113.
114.
115.
116.

6

Take the example of differences in physical

See id. at 147.
See id. at 149; see also Kurt Baier, Justice and the Aims of Political Philosophy, 99 ETH(1989).
See RAwLS, supra note 2, at 164.
See id. at 173-211.
See id. at 181.
See id. at 182-83.
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abilities. Rawls notes that his theory assumes that all citizens have the
capacity to be cooperating members of society; the theory does not
address the question of justice toward persons who lack this capacity.
Among those who do have this capacity, Rawls argues that satisfaction of the two principles of justice would entail that no injustice
117
would be done to citizens with different physical or mental abilities.
Another topic explored in the fifth lecture is the question
whether, and in what sense, justice as fairness could be said to be
"neutral" (a term that Rawls believes can be misleading) with respect
to various conceptions of the good. 1 8 Rawls makes it clear that justice as fairness is not neutral in the sense that it treats all conceptions
equally. 119 Unreasonable conceptions, including those that require injustice for their realization, will not be allowed as ways of life,
120
although citizens may be free to advocate and believe in them.
Even among reasonable conceptions of the good, justice as fairness
may discourage some conceptions and result in the eventual demise of
others. For example, justice as fairness may require the education of
children to a degree that will permit them to engage in social cooperation and participate in political institutions. But even this much education may be inconsistent with the flourishing of some conceptions of
the good; these conceptions, while not unjust, nonetheless may not
retain adherents who are exposed as children or young adults to forms
of life other than that which is required by those conceptions. Justice
as fairness is not neutral in the sense that it would give these conceptions an equal chance of surviving over the long run.
The sixth lecture, titled "The Idea of Public Reason,"' 12 has already been discussed. In addition to the points already made, it is
important to remember that Rawls does not envision that the limits of
public reason would be enforced by the state. Rather, he says,
[Public reason] is not, of course, a matter of law. As an ideal conception of citizenship for a constitutional democratic regime, it present how things might be, taking people as a just and well-ordered
society would encourage them to be. It describes what is possible

and can
be, yet may never be, though no less fundamental for
that.122
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.

See id. at 184.
Id. at 3-46.
Id. at 191-92.
See id. at 192-93.
See id. at 212-54.
Id. at 213.
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Why should citizens adhere to an ideal of public reason that requires
them to offer public reasons and sometimes even to refrain from appealing to their own deeply held religious or moral beliefs? The gist
of Rawls's answer lies in the liberal principle of legitimacy: "our exercise of political power is proper and hence justifiable only when it is
exercised in accordance with a constitution the essentials of which all
citizens may reasonably be expected to endorse in light of principles
and ideals acceptable to them as reasonable and rational."' 123 It is because of this principle that "the ideal of citizenship imposes ... the
duty of civility-to be able to explain to one another on those fundamental questions how the principles and policies they advocate and
1 24
vote for can be supported by the political values of public reason."'
The sixth lecture also contains discussion of the Supreme Court
as an exemplar of public reason. 125 This discussion briefly touches on
a number of issues in constitutional theory, drawing on classical Lock126
ean ideas and the recent work of Bruce Ackerman.
"[C]onstitutional democracy is dualist," writes Rawls, "it distinguishes
constituent power from ordinary power as well as the higher law of
the people from the ordinary law of legislative bodies.' 27 The
Supreme Court is one of the institutions that protects the higher law
from legislative infringement. It exemplifies public reason when it engages in constitutional interpretation, and the best interpretation of
the constitution is the one that best fits and justifies the constitutional
text, history, and cases. Here Rawls is drawing on Ronald Dworkin's
view.'

28

29
The seventh lecture, titled "The Basic Structure as Subject,"'
explores the way in which justice as fairness takes the basic economic,
social, and political institutions of society as that which is regulated by
the principles of justice constructed in the original position. To begin,
the two principles, the difference principle and the equal liberty principle, are clearly not suited to the role of regulating questions of justice for all social institutions. Although the utility principle might play
that role even with respect to such social institutions as universities
and churches, the two principles simply do not seem to apply to many
123. Id. at 217.
124. Id.
125. See id. at 231-40.
126. See id. at 231 n. 12; see also BRUCE ACKERMAN, WE THE PEoPLE: FOUNDATIONS (1991);

Bruce Ackerman, ConstitutionalPolitics/ConstitutionalLaw, 99 YALE L.J. 453 (1989).
127. RAwtS, supra note 2, at 233.
128. See id. at 236 & n.23.
129. See id at 257-88.
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issues of local justice. 130 A second point concerns the way in which
regulation of the basic structure creates a moral space within which
individuals and groups can pursue their own conception of the good.
Taking the basic structure as subject allows justice as fairness to aim at
securing what Rawls calls "background justice.' 131 If the constitution
secures basic liberties, the system of income and inheritance taxation
secures reasonably just distribution of wealth, and so forth, then individuals may freely pursue their own ends with the knowledge that
they act in a system which secures background justice. 132 Finally, the
seventh lecture concludes with a reply to Hegel's criticisms of social
contract theory, and a comparison of justice as fairness with the social
contract theories of Locke and Hobbes with respect to those
criticisms. 133
The eighth and final lecture, titled "The Basic Liberties and Their
Priority,"'1 34 develops Rawls's response to important criticisms of A
Theory of Justice made by H.L.A. Hart. 35 These criticisms focus on
the basic liberties and their priority; the statement of the two principles and the accompanying priority rules is quoted above. 136 Hart exposed two gaps in the argument for justice as fairness. The first gap is
that Rawls failed to provide an adequate justification for agreement
on the basic liberties and their priority in the original position. The
second gap is that Rawls failed to give an adequate account of how the
basic liberties will be specified, and how conflicts among them will be
adjusted as social circumstances become known in the four stage sequence, from original position to constitutional convention to legislation to adjudication. After outlining his response to the first gap,
Rawls turns to the second. In A Theory of Justice, the equal liberty
principle called for "the most extensive total system of basic liberties." 137 Hart noted that "extensiveness" does not provide a satisfactory criterion for specifying the basic liberties. Political Liberalism
amends the first principle, substituting "fully adequate scheme" for
"the most extensive system.' 138 In a discussion that will be of particular interest to legal scholars, Rawls discusses how the basic liberties
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.

See id. at 260-61.
See id. at 268.
See id. at 269.
See id. at 285-88.
Id. at 289-371.
See Hart, supra note 1.
See supra text accompanying notes 13-24.
RAwLS, supra note 5, at 302.
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are specified at the constitutional stage and uses the freedom of
139
speech to illustrate the process.
My very brief summary of Political Liberalism is now complete.
Of course, I have only touched the surface of the book, and many of
the ideas I have presented need to be read in the context of the whole
book and Rawls's other writings in order for their true import to be
appreciated. But, with that caveat in place, I turn to the contributions
to the symposium.

III.

VIEWS OF POLITICAL LIBERALISM

This symposium on Political Liberalism includes seven essays exploring several different aspects of Rawls's new book. The contributors are Joshua Cohen, Samuel Freeman, Stephen Griffin, Sharon
Lloyd, Rex Martin, James Nickel, and David Richards. What follows
is a brief introduction to some of the central themes of the essays, with
more extensive discussion of some of the points that are raised. All of
the essays raise important questions, but only a few of those can be
addressed in this introduction.
The first essay, by Joshua Cohen, is titled Pluralism and
Proceduralism.'4° Cohen addresses a rival of justice as fairness, "democratic pluralism," a theory that is associated in contemporary constitutional theory with the work of John Hart Ely. 14 ' The occasion for
this enterprise is Stuart Hampshire's review of Political Liberalism;
Hampshire finds alarming Rawls's contention that political values
normally trump nonpolitical values, and hence the nonpolitical values
associated with the comprehensive moral and religious doctrines that
make up an overlapping consensus. 142 In particular, Hampshire is
concerned with the idea that a substantive notion of justice would
override the values associated with majoritarian democracy.
Cohen sees Hampshire's view as a form of what Cohen calls democratic pluralism. Stated in different language than used by Cohen,
democratic pluralism is the conjunction of three ideas: (1) The Fact of
Pluralism: modern societies will include a plurality of conceptions of
the good; (2) The Possibility of Agreement on ProceduralJustice: de-

spite this pluralism, a consensus can be reached on fair procedures
such as democratic legislation; and (3) The Impossibility of Agreement
139. See id. at 340-63.
140. Joshua Cohen, Pluralism and Procedurism, 69 CHI.-KENr L. REV. 589 (1994).
141. JOHN HART ELY, DEMOCRACY AND DISTRUST (1980).
142. See Hampshire, supra note 4.
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on Substantive Justice: consensus cannot realistically be expected to
extend to agreement on a substantive conception of justice.
Against democratic pluralism, Cohen argues that democracy is intrinsically a substantive and not merely a procedural ideal. 143 He offers a number of arguments for this conclusion. One of these begins
with argumentative resources that democratic pluralism must concede, a conception of a fair procedure and a consensus on that procedure. Cohen shows that some practices will be seen as unjust if they
could not be the outcome of a fair procedure; slavery is an example.
The injustice of these practices is then no more controversial than the
justice of the fair procedure itself. Thus, a premise of democratic pluralism leads to the conclusion that consensus can be reached on at
least some matters of substantive justice. 144 Further limits can be generated from the norms of reasonable argument that naturally flow
from a consensus on democratic process. One such norm must be
some sort of equality among citizens, following from their entrenched
right to an equal vote. Cohen demonstrates that this equality norm
can serve as the basis for generating a thicker consensus on matters of
substantive justice than would follow from the notion of fair procedure alone. 45 Cohen's argument, proceeding through a series of similar moves, is a tour de force, effectively demolishing the divide
between consensus on substance and consensus on procedure upon
which democratic pluralism is grounded.
Even more interesting, but perhaps more controversial, is Cohen's argument, using an analogy to the philosophy of mathematics,
that the distinction between substance and procedure cannot be a
deep or fundamental one. Although an increase in moral pluralism
may decrease the sphere of overlapping consensus, it will not do so in
46
a way that tracks the distinction between substance and procedure.
If Cohen is right about this (I think he is), then it should be possible to
show that increasing moral pluralism will produce shrinking procedural consensus. Cohen does not make such a showing, but once the
issue is raised, examples leap to mind. For example, if the range of
moral disagreement extends to include strong aristocratic conceptions,
consensus on many ideas about substantive justice (ideas about
wrongful killing, to take an easy case) will persist long after consensus
on democracy itself has completely vanished.
143.
144.
145.
146.
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Cohen, supra note 139, at 600-16.
id. at 608-09.
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The second essay, by Samuel Freeman, is titled Political Liberalism and the Possibility of a Just Democratic Constitution.1 47 Freeman
investigates the relationship between PoliticalLiberalism and A Theory of Justice. Freeman provides a detailed, rigorous, and penetrating
discussion of the difficulties that Rawls came to see in A Theory of
Justice and the ways in which Political Liberalism addresses those
problems. One issue taken up by Freeman is the relationship between
Rawls's disclaimer of the account of stability in Part III of A Theory of
Justice and his argument in the fifth lecture that "political society itself
148
can be an intrinsic good" within a political conception of justice.
The two moves could be seen as inconsistent, with the intrinsic goodness claim in PoliticalLiberalism undermining the claim that justice as
fairness is a truly freestanding view. Freeman's resolution of the tension includes the suggestion that the political intrinsic goodness of
political society to citizens may be "defeasible" in the sense that some
149
comprehensive views will not accept that the good is truly intrinsic.
The possibility that some aspects of the political conception are defeasible would seem to raise some interesting questions about the nature
of an overlapping consensus, but Freeman leaves such issues for another day.
Freeman also provides an important discussion of Rawls's idea of
public reason and its relationship to the views of Kent Greenawalt. 150
Freeman proceeds with a discussion of the public reason and judicial
review that will be of particular interest to constitutional theorists. He
begins by noting that Rawls does not conceive of democracy as essentially a voting procedure; rather, Rawls sees democracy as institutionalizing the basic equality of citizens through equal basic liberties,
including but not limited to equal political rights.' 51 Judicial review
may be antimajoritarian but is not antidemocratic (in Rawls's sense)
when done to protect the equal basic liberties.
Freeman then discusses one of the most controversial and interesting ideas in Political Liberalism: not every purported amendment
to the constitution that complies with the procedure set forth in Article V is necessarily valid.' 52 For example, the nullification of the freedoms of speech and religion in the first amendment would be
147.
148.
149.
150.
151.
152.
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abandonment and not amendment of the constitution. 153 Freeman argues that Rawls's position implies that "the Supreme Court should
1 54
have the power to overturn any such invalid amendment."'
The suggestion that judicial nullification of constitutional amendments may be legally required raises a question, not addressed by
Freeman, as to the implications that Rawls's views have for the questions about the nature of law exemplified by the classic debates between legal positivists and natural lawyers. If adherence to the
procedures of Article V is not sufficient to make a provision an enforceable part of the Constitution that is legally binding on the
Supreme Court, then one might argue that law is not content independent in the way required by legal positivists such as H.L.A.
Hart. 155 Based on the position Rawls takes in PoliticalLiberalism, he
would not, I think, accept this argument. It is not denial of the basic
liberties, per se, that would invalidate a purported amendment abolishing the freedoms of speech and religion. Rather, "[tlhe successful
practice of [the constitution's] ideas and principles over two centuries
place restrictions on what can now count as an amendment, whatever
was true at the beginning."'1 56 It is legal practice and not natural law
the immunizes the freedoms of speech and religion from the amendment process.
The third essay, by Kent Greenawalt, is titled On Public Rea1 57
son.
Greenawalt explores Rawls's idea of public reason. Greenawalt points to several ambiguities in Rawls's idea. One of these is the
question of sincerity. If public officials, including legislators and
judges, must offer public reasons for their actions, must these reasons
also be sincere ones? Greenawalt concludes that they must-a conclusion with which Rawls would surely agree on the simple ground
that a statement of reasons that is insincere is at best misleading, at
worst an outright lie, and in either event simply wrong. 158
Greenawalt also raises more fundamental questions about
Rawls's idea of public reason. One issue concerns the possible underdeterminacy 159 of public reason. Greenawalt argues that public
153. See Freeman, supra note 46, at 633.
154. Id.
155. See H.L.A. HART, THE CONCEPT OF LAW (1961).
156. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 239.
157. Kent Greenawalt, On Public Reason, 69 CHI.-KENT L. REv. 669 (1994).
158. This topic was discussed in Solum, supra note 36, at 1094.
159. The claim that public reason is indeterminate with respect to questions involving the
constitutional essentials would be wholly implausible: even if public reason does not provide
sufficient resources to completely specify the answer that justice as fairness would give to some
constitutional questions, it will clearly suffice to rule out at lease some possible answers. Thus, I
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reason may not tell us how to resolve hard cases with respect to the
freedoms of religion, such as the case of school prayer, and concludes
that if present, this underdeterminacy would "increase the difficulty of
defending any position that citizens should self-consciously try to limit
their political justifications to public reasons." 160
Greenawalt also considers the possibility that public reasons do
suggest the resolution of a hard case concerning the interpretation of
the constitutional essentials, but that those who "rely on comprehensive views to color their understanding of constitutional essentials and
publicly shared principles may reasonably arrive at a different outcome." 161 He illustrates his point with the case of abortion, where he
imagines that political values cannot tell us the moral worth of a fetus
but a comprehensive conception can. 162 Greenawalt argues that this
case "calls into question the desirability of a standard of public reason
that asks citizens to aim for justifications on particular issues that do
not rely on comprehensive views."'1 63
Greenawalt's question is an important one, and its importance is
underscored by Rawls's discussion of the burdens of judgment. Recall
that among these burdens are the differences in total life experience,
including participation in forms of life that are shaped by comprehensive conceptions of the good, that influence the way the we assess evidence and weigh moral and political values.' 64 Thus, one might expect
reasonable disagreement about the constitutional essentials and their
interpretation, even in a well-ordered society. Moreover, although
contemporary American society may fall far short of a well-ordered
society as understood in justice as fairness, our own experience regarding the constitutional essentials is at least some evidence that such
disagreement is likely. 165 But would reasonable disagreement about
the constitutional essentials call into question a standard of public reason that asks citizens to give only public reasons as direct support for
their views and reserve their comprehensive doctrines for a supporting
role? Greenawalt does not offer a fully convincing case for an affirminterpret Greenawalt as claiming that public reason may underdetermine (limit the range of, but
not completely specify) the answers to such questions. See Lawrence B. Solum, On the Indeterminacy Crisis: Critiquing CriticalDogma, 54 U. CHI. L. REV. 462, 473 (1987) (elaborating distinction between indeterminacy and underdeterminacy).
160. Greenawalt, supra note 157, at 683. Greenawalt discusses similar cases in detail in his
important book RELIGIOUS CONvIcTIONS AND POLmICAL CHOICE, supra note 61.
161. Greenawalt, supra note 157, at 683.
162. See id. at 683-85.
163. Id. at 685.
164. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 56-57; text, supra, accompanying note 84.
165. For valuable discussion on these points, see Freeman, supra note 46, at 646-55.

CHICAGO-KENT LAW REVIEW

[Vol. 69:549

ative answer to this question. So long as disagreements about the constitutional essentials can be conducted in accord with an ideal of
public reason, no problem arises for Rawls. The possibility of causal
influence of ones comprehensive views on the public reasons one offers does not create a problem; such influence or coloring is an inevitable by-product of the burdens of judgment and does not taint what
166
would otherwise be public reasons.
The problem of reasonable disagreement about constitutional essentials, then, is neither that of disagreement that can be expressed
using public reason nor that of causal influence or coloring of public
reasons by comprehensive views. Rather, the problem that Greenawalt identifies is that some essential issue in a debate about the constitutional essentials cannot be resolved except through reliance on a
comprehensive view. Thus, in his description of the abortion case he
imagines that a participant in public debate takes the following position: "Political values cannot tell us how much a fetus should be valued; they are either radically incomplete on this question or suggest
1 67
that a fetus is probably of much less value than a new born baby."'
This move is the crucial one and two points should be made with respect to it.

First, it is hardly clear that the case for the great political worth of
a fetus cannot be made by appeal to public values-indeed, we are all
familiar with public reasoning about the great importance of human
life and the dangers of compromising this value in any case. Greenawalt assumes that the deep concern with the sanctity of human life
that characterizes many religious traditions cannot be translated into
public reason, but that assumption is dubious.
Second, if we do assume that public values cannot make the case
against abortion, then Greenawalt will be correct: there will be citizens whose understanding of the balance between the value of equality for women and the value of fetuses differs from those
understandings which can be justified by public reason. Moreover,
Greenawalt is absolutely correct when he says that this example does
raise a question about the desirability of a standard of public reason
which would create this difference. 168
How might Rawls answer this question? Recall the liberal principle of legitimacy: political power can be justified only when author166. Constructing Public Reason, supra note 66, at 739-40.
167. Greenawalt, supra note 157, at 684.

168. See i. at 685.
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ized by a constitution the essentials of which all citizens could see as
supported by principles that are reasonably and rationally acceptable
to them.169 The corresponding duty is the duty of civility. Suppose
our hypothetical citizen is asking herself the question whether she
should support a revision in the constitutional essentials that would
severely restrict a woman's right to choose whether to have an abortion. If she accepts the liberal principle of legitimacy, and believes
that public reasons cannot be offered for the revision, then she has
good reason not to support the revision, even though she believes that
evil would be prevented by the revision. Two further possibilities
should be considered. The first possibility is that the reason provided
by the liberal principle of legitimacy is not only a good reason, but is a
sufficient one. For example, she might reason that although permitting abortion is a very great evil, permitting choice is none-the-less
fair, given the very great value of political legitimacy and that: (1) she
remains free to attempt to persuade others to change their comprehensive views, and (2) the constitution that she is affirming is one that
guarantees that no one can be forced to have an abortion.
The second possibility is that given her comprehensive views, the
good reason is not sufficient, that the evil of permitting abortion is so
great that it overrides even the liberal principle of legitimacy, which
she accepts as a fundamental political value supported by her comprehensive conception. In this case, she will believe that she does not live
in a well-ordered society and that she is outside of the ideal case that
Rawls is considering. Moreover, her difficulty is even more profound
than that faced by the abolitionist in the case of the very great evil of
slavery; in that case, religious reasons given by abolitionists could be
offered as supporting grounds for public reasons and hence could be
used without infringing on the ideal of public reason. 170 By hypothesis, she cannot translate her concerns (which might be based on a particular religious doctrine of ensoulment at the moment of conception)
into public reasons.
Should our hypothetical citizen who believes that abortion is a
very great evil accept the ideal of public reason despite all of this? Of
course, the answer to this question depends on the perspective one
takes. From our point of view, her comprehensive conceptions may
be an unreasonable one, in which case she ought to accept the ideal of
public reason and modify her comprehensive conception. From her
169. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 217.
170. See id. at 251.
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point of view, if after due reflection she concludes that her comprehensive conception is not unreasonable, she should reject the duty of
civility that makes the ideal of public reason obligatory. For her, the
principled affirmance of justice as fairness is no longer an option.
Now, if modern democratic societies have many, many citizens who
will face such difficulties on many pressing issues, then an overlapping
consensus on justice as fairness will not be possible and hence would
not provide a stable solution to the problems posed by the fact of
(what turns out to be) unreasonablepluralism. One final note, even if
our hypothetical citizen cannot affirm justice as fairness for principled
reasons, she may still adhere to its ideal of public reason on strategic
grounds; she may believe that her side would lose in all-out political
struggle over enforcement of comprehensive conceptions of the good.
Greenawalt raises another important issue in his discussion of the
difficulty in drawing lines between the constitutional essentials, on
one hand, and both constitutional interpretation and ordinary legislation, on the other hand. Given the possibility that questions concerning the meaning of the constitutional essentials will infect both
questions of interpretation and ordinary legislation, the line drawing
problem could pose a major obstacle to the practicality of any ideal of
public reason that asks citizens to refrain from direct reliance on their
comprehensive religious and philosophical conceptions of the good
only with respect to the constitutional essentials. 171 It is important to
note, however, that Rawls has not taken the position that the ideal of
public reason applies only to the constitutional essentials; rather, his
position is that this is the clearest case and that a complete theory of
public reason must consider other cases, including ordinary legislation
and the application of the constitutional essentials. 172 Indeed, a good
case can be made that public discussion about all uses of coercive state
power should be governed by the norm that public reasons should be
given and that ones comprehensive views should only enter in a supporting role. 173

171. See. Greenawalt, supra note 159, at 687.
172. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 215. The passage which Greenawalt cites as evidence of an
ambiguity in Rawls' position, Greenawalt, supra note 159, comes in Rawls' discussion of the role
of the Supreme Court as the exemplar of public reason. The court is required to rely solely on
public reason; citizens are not required by their institutional role to do so. See RAWLS, supra
note 2, at 235. This passage should not, I think, be read as an indication that Rawls has worked
through the question whether the ideal of public reason should apply to all uses of coercive
power by the state and not just the constitutional essentials.
173. See, Solum, Constructing Public Reason, supra note 66, at 738.
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The fourth essay, by Stephen Griffin, 174 is titled PoliticalPhilosophy Versus Political Theory: The Case of Rawls.175 Griffin examines
criticisms of Rawls's work by political scientists, who object that because Rawls's work is abstract and conceptual it fails to address the
problems of actual political societies. Griffin makes convincing arguments that these objections are misfounded and that Political Liber1 76
alism is indeed a work with a practical aim, as Rawls claims it is.
177
The fifth essay, by Sharon Lloyd, is titled Relativizing Rawls.
Lloyd takes up a challenge issued by Habermas to Rawls: isn't Rawls
78
obligated to claim that his theory is not only correct but also true?
This challenge is related to other objections to Rawls's recent work
and in particular to his insistence on the idea that justice as fairness is
a political theory. 17 9 Lloyd points out that many of these objections
rest upon a mistaken assumption, that Rawls believes that a truth
claim cannot be made on behalf of political liberalism, because such a
claim would require the advancement of some particular comprehensive conception of the good. 180 Lloyd then argues that one can produce good and sufficient reasons for believing that the premises of
justice as fairness are true, using the easy case of the fundamental
8
equality of persons irrespective of race or ethnicity as an example.1 '
Particularly illuminating is Lloyd's discussion (in footnote 19 of her
paper) of the relationship between the argument that Rawls makes for
the two principles in comparison with the arguments that could be
82
made from a variety of comprehensive conceptions of the good.
The central question that Lloyd addresses is interrelated with
Rawls's elaboration of the three levels of the publicity condition for
justice as fairness, presented in the second lecture in Political Liberalism.183 The third level of publicity requires that the full justification
174. In addition to his contribution to this symposium, see Stephen M. Griffin, Reconstructing Rawls's Theory Of Justice: Developing a Public Values Philosophy of the Constitution, 62
N.Y.U. L. REV. 715 (1987).
175.
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for political liberalism be publicly available. 184 The full justification
includes everything we would say when we set up justice as fairness, as
opposed to what we might later say when we evaluate this justice as
fairness from within our comprehensive conceptions. Could claims
that justice as fairness is true be made at the initial stage when the
theory is worked out, without requiring justice as fairness to go beyond a political conception of justice and resolve questions of
metaethics that implicate comprehensive philosophical and religious
doctrines, thus violating the requirement that justice as fairness be a
freestanding view? Lloyd's answer utilizes a distinction between deep
and shallow reasons. 185 Deep reasons, we might say, are those that
appeal to controversial philosophical ideas, such as a theory of mind,
or contested religious notions, such as a theory of God's will; shallow
reasons do not. If I may be allowed deliberately to mix metaphors, I
would put it as follows: if deep reasoning requires us to engage in
intellectual flight, with wings supplied by theory; shallow reasoning
proceeds on foot, supported by the solid ground of ordinary experience and common-sense judgment.
Lloyd argues that if we can produce good and sufficient shallow
reasons for believing that the various premises of justice as fairness
are true, and if the reasoning from those premises is sound, then we
are entitled to claim that the resulting political conception of justice is
itself true. But are shallow reasons even possibly good and sufficient?
Lloyd argues against the claim that "it is a necessary condition of
somethings being a good enough argument for a belief ... that our
argument for it be ...derived from some comprehensive philosophi-

cal, moral or religious doctrine" 186 on two grounds. First, many of our
garden-variety beliefs do not rest on deep grounds, and second, there
must be some beliefs that are not founded on grounds deeper than
themselves if we are to avoid an infinite regress of ever deeper
grounds 8 7-a black hole of argument. I think that Lloyd is correct
about this, but adherents of at least some comprehensive conceptions
may not agree. Consider the hypothetical adherents to a comprehensive religious conception of the good. These adherents may think that
moral beliefs (including beliefs of political morality) are different
from other garden-variety beliefs, because, for example, the truth of a
moral judgment can only be established by reasons that tie them to
184. Id. at 67.
185. See Lloyd, supra note 177, at 718-21.
186. Id. at 722-23.
187. Id. at 723.
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God's law as revealed in divine scripture. They may believe that infinite regress is avoided by the miracle of revelation and faith. Of
course, they too may use shallow arguments (the content of God's law
may be accessible to human reason unaided by revelation), but they
will use them in conjunction with deep ones when they make claims of
truth. Thus, they may accept Lloyd's shallow arguments about the
equality of persons, but say that a bit more is needed to establish the
truth of the premises of justice as fairness.
So then, is Lloyd correct when she says that "there is no reason
for Rawls to object to our"'18 8 claiming that his theory is true? Of
course, he would not object to anyone claiming that justice as fairness
is true from within their comprehensive conception of morality-that
is the point of the overlapping consensus. But would he object to the
contention that the initial case for justice as fairness can include the
claim that shallow arguments provide good and sufficient reasons for
the truth of justice as fairness-object, that is, on the ground that this
claim of sufficient reasonfor truth violates the requirement that justice
as fairness be a freestanding view that can be affirmed by all reasonable citizens? Might the claim that shallow arguments are sufficient
for truth be inconsistent with the metaethical commitments of some
comprehensive conceptions that could otherwise participate in an
overlapping consensus and hence undermine the stability of justice as
fairness? Could the incorporation of this view of truth into justice as
fairness, which in turn will be part of the public culture of a well ordered society regulated by this conception, even be considered a form
of intolerance of those with divergent metaethical views? My judgment is that Lloyd has not fully answered these questions, 189 but her
elegant and illuminating essay carries us far down the footpath to an
answer.
The sixth essay, by Rex Martin, is titled Rawls's New Theory of
Justice. 90 Martin explores a number of problems with A Theory of
188. Id. at 727.
189. An answer might start with the observation that not everything in justice as fairness and
its full justification will be acceptable to every comprehensive view that will make up the overlapping consensus. What is prohibited by the requirement that justice as fairness be a freestanding view is the incorporation of ideas on grounds that are drawn from and supported within a
comprehensive conception. The use of shallow arguments does not offend this requirement.
Moreover, recall that the criteria of stability is not used at the initial stage when justice as fairness is laid out; at this stage, we do not cater to particular comprehensive conceptions. Thus, it
seems that Rawls could, in the end, accept the strategy that Lloyd outlines for arguing that
justice as fairness is true as a freestanding view. The next question then must be posed to Rawls
himself: why does he refrain from claiming truth for his theory? I am indebted to Sharon Lloyd
for discussion on these points.
190. Rex Martin, Rawls's New Theory of Justice, 69 CHI.-KErrr L. REv. 737 (1994).
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Justice and Rawls's attempts to deal with them in PoliticalLiberalism.
Interestingly, Martin argues that the fundamental ideas in Political
Liberalism are not necessarily democratic in character.19 ' Thus, the
two moral powers and the idea of society as a fair system of cooperation might be political ideas in an aristocratic society. I query, however, whether the idea that all citizens are free and equal could be
seen as characteristic of the political culture of any society that is not
democratic in some important sense.
The seventh essay, by James Nickel, is titled Rethinking Rawls's
Theory of Liberty and Rights.192 Nickel evaluates and criticizes
Rawls's theory of liberty, suggesting alterations and additions. He
suggests that security rights (protections against wrongful injury) and
privacy rights (including rights to make decisions regarding the family,
lifestyle, and reproduction) should be added to the list of basic liberties protected by the first principle of justice. 193 Nickel also offers a
valuable analysis of the kinds of justifications that Rawls offers in support of the inclusion of particular rights on the list of basic liberties,
noting three basic types: arguments that (1) the right is necessary in
the pursuit of a good life, (2) necessary to develop and apply a sense
of justice, and (3) necessary to the protection of other rights and liberties. Finally, Nickel poses an important and interesting question. Are
there other moral powers besides the two, "a capacity for a sense of
justice and a capacity for a conception of the good,"' 194 that Rawls uses
to structure the political conception of the person? Is there a case to
be made that the capacity to engage in productive work should be
considered as part of that conception on the ground that such a capacity is essential to participation in a fair system of social cooperation? 195 Nickel provides us with some tentative reasons to believe
that the case for this third moral power can be made.
The eighth and final essay, by David Richards, 96 is titled Public
Reason and Abolitionist Dissent.197 It takes up a potential difficulty
for Rawls's ideal of public reason posed by the example of religious
191. Id. at 750-54.
192. James W. Nickel, Rethinking Rawls's Theory of Liberty and Rights, 69 CHI.-KENT L.
REV. 763 (1994).
193. Id. at 765-70.
194. RAWLS, supra note 2, at 19.
195. See Nickel, supra note 192, at 783-85.
196. In addition to his contribution to this symposium, see DAVID A.J. RICHARDS, CONSCIENCE

AND

THE CONSTITUTION:

HISTORY,

THEORY, AND

LAW

OF THE RECONSTRUCTION

(1993).
197. David A.J. Richards, Public Reason and Abolitionist Dissent, 69 CHI.-KENT L. REV. 787
(1994).
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arguments made by abolitionists against slavery. 198 Richards's detailed investigation of the relationship between the abolitionist case
against slavery and the arguments for religious tolerance offers important insights about the historical context of the reconstruction
amendments.
Richards concludes that the arguments offered by the abolitionists were essentially arguments of public reason. Although there were
religious elements to abolitionist dissent, abolitionism "was marked by
its insistence, remarkable by the standards of its age, that religious
inquiry (for example, Bible interpretation) be conducted in terms of
public reason not hostage to illegitimately entrenched political epistemologies (including religious epistemologies)."' 199 Thus, the abolitionists subjected religious justification for, and tolerance of, the
institution of slavery to the scrutiny of public reason and found such
justification and tolerance to be utterly wanting.
If Richards's reading of the historical record is correct, does this
entail the further conclusion that abolitionist dissent was consistent
with "public reason as a measure of legitimate political argument?" 2°°
The answer to this question is complex. Begin by noting the distinction between (1) religious criticism that points out the failure of the
apologist's religious justifications for slavery as measured by the bar
of public reason and (2) religious criticism of the apologist's religious
beliefs as comprehensive doctrines on the basis that those doctrines
do not meet the standards of public reason. As understood by Richards, abolitionist dissent operated at least in part as an internal criticism of the prevailing religious traditions. In one sense, these internal
critics can be said to employ public reason because they asked for the
public justification of positions that were either dogmatic or the result
of power relationships that were themselves in question. In another
and important sense, however, abolitionist dissent may have operated
outside the sphere of public reason as that idea is deployed in political
liberalism. This is because abolitionist dissent may not have limited
itself to a political conception of justice; abolitionists made arguments
about what was just from within comprehensive religious conceptions
of the good and did not shy away from ultimate questions of value. To
require of a religious doctrine that it meet the standards of public reason when addressing its adherents is to operate from a comprehensive
198. I first posed the case of the abolitionists to Rawls on the occasion of his Melden lectures
and in subsequent correspondence. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 247 n.36.
199. See Richards, supra note 197, at 836.
200. Id. at 839.
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(and not a political) liberalism. 20 1 The ideal of public reason that
would be endorsed as a standard for all conduct, both public and private, by a comprehensive liberalism-note that there can be religious
forms of comprehensive liberalism-would indeed support an abolitionist critique of the particular religious doctrine as tenable comprehensive conceptions, but the same is not necessarily true of political
liberalism.
This is not to say that abolitionists did not adhere to a political
idea of public reason when they called those who defended or tolerated slavery to a public accounting-Richards demonstrates they did.
Nor is it to deny that the standard for public argument may have been
different in an ante-bellum America in which Christian faith (broadly
understood) might have been part of the political culture-I do not
know. Nor, finally, is it to deny Richards's ultimate conclusion, that
the abolitionists did adhere to an ideal of public reason; nothing in
that ideal required the abolitionists to refrain from arguing both the
public political case and the case against and within prevailing comprehensive conceptions. What a political idea of public reason would
not sanction is making the case against slavery rest directly on a comprehensive religious doctrine, and Richards argues-persuasively, I
think-that the abolitionist dissenters did not do this.
IV.

CONCLUSION

Political Liberalism is a rich and complex text; it must be judged
as a whole and in the context of the larger body of work by Rawls and
others elaborating justice as fairness. Nonetheless, it is fair at this
point to review the debits and credits in order to assess the health of

the enterprise. It must surely be counted as a credit that Rawls has
been willing to acknowledge the weaknesses of A Theory of Justice

and to undertake a major new enterprise of theory construction. It
would have been a less daunting task to make minor repairs in the
account of stability offered in Part III of A Theory of Justice. Rawls

could have added a moat to the castle, perhaps limiting the scope of
the project to the hypothetical case of a well-ordered society in which
all of the comprehensive conceptions were compatible with affirming
the rationality of acting in accord with justice as fairness on the

ground of the intrinsic goodness and supreme value of justice. Polit201. In this regard, see Smolin, supra note 67, at 1077. Translating a bit, we might say that
Smolin's position is that religious faith requires adherents not to be open to public reason on
some questions.
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ical Liberalism tackles the problem of stability head on, and the result
is a major new work-a cathedral and not simply a new turret. On
the credit side, too, must be entered the new ideas that are put forth
for the first time, or substantially revised in Political Liberalism: the
idea of an overlapping consensus, the idea of public reason, the account of the two moral powers, and the account of political constructivism-all these are contributions to political philosophy of the very
highest order.
But what of the debit side of the ledger? Political Liberalism intensifies the architectonic complexity represented by A Theory of Justice, but surely the urgent practical ends of justice as fairness are not
served by a labyrinthine structure of argument. Another debit is the
fact that Political Liberalism continues to issue promissory notes that
seem unlikely to be redeemed by Rawls himself, given that making
them good would require an even more extended effort than the forty
years or so that have gone into the work so far.
Finally, it is a credit that PoliticalLiberalism does discuss some of
the most controversial issues of justice in our society; abortion is a
good example. 20 2 But is not the dominant focus on ideal theory a
debit on the ledger for the works elaborating justice as fairness? Our
society faces problems of justice that are urgent. Political discourse
would be immeasurably enriched by the contributions that could be
made by the author of A Theory of Justice and PoliticalLiberalism to
contemporary debates about religious freedom, welfare, health care,
and so many other issues. Moreover, although the main work of applying political liberalism to concrete problems may be accomplished
by others, only Rawls can provide the clarification of his views that
comes from seeing him work them out in the context of concrete political problems. Indeed, many readers have already found his brief discussion of abortion to be of substantial help in understanding the
theoretical framework of Political Liberalism.
In our intellectual tradition, it was Kant who best made the point
that theory cannot be severed from practice. 20 3 What was true in the
heady years that followed the French Revolution is no less true at the
close of a century that has witnessed political upheaval on a scale unmatched in human history. PoliticalLiberalism will be read long after
our immediate political controversies are resolved, but the book will
202. See RAWLS, supra note 2, at 243 n.32.
203. See IMMANUEL KANT, Theory and Practice, in POLmCAL WRIrINGS (H. Reiss ed. &

H.B. Nisbet trans., 1990).
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be better understood if its author turns his attention to the difficulties
posed by the application of theory that is not ideal to a society that is
not well ordered.

