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Abstract 

Public reason as a political ideal aims to reconcile reasonable disagreement; however, is public reason itself the object of reasonable disagreement? Jonathan Quong, David Estlund, Andrew Lister, and some other philosophers maintain that public reason is beyond reasonable disagreement. I argue this view is untenable. In addition, I consider briefly whether or not two main versions of the public reason principle, namely, the consensus version and the convergence version, need to satisfy their own requirements. My discussion has several important implications for the debate on public reason. 
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1.
Introduction

The idea of public reason has had wide appeal among contemporary political and legal philosophers for more than two decades. John Rawls, Jürgen Habermas, Charles Larmore, and Gerald Gaus are some of the most important proponents of public reason.
 Philosophers who endorse public reason—call them ‘public reason philosophers’—believe that in the face of persistent and reasonable disagreement over religion, morality, the good life, and other important matters, state coercion or more broadly, state action, is morally justified only if it is justifiable to every person subjected to it.
 Public reason philosophers have advanced different public reason principles (PRPs),
 but most of them endorse one of the following two PRPs
: 
Consensus PRP: a coercive law or a state action is justified only if it is supported by sufficient public reasons. 

Notice that public reasons are those over which reasonable persons can have consensus.
 Hence, the above PRP can be called ‘the Consensus PRP’. Rawls, Quong, Estlund, Lister, et al. are proponents of the Consensus PRP.
  

Convergence PRP: a coercive law or a state action is justified only if each and every member of an idealized public has sufficient reason(s) from his or her perspective to endorse it. 

In other words, a coercive law or a state action is justified only when there is convergence among the different perspectives of the members of an idealized public. Call this ‘the Convergence PRP’. Gaus, Kevin Vallier, et al. endorse the Convergence PRP.
 
     Public reason aims to reconcile reasonable disagreement, but ironically, there have been tenacious disagreements between philosophers over public reason. Philosophers not only disagree about the best conception of public reason, but also whether public reason is a convincing political ideal. For example, Richard Arneson, Ronald Dworkin, David Enoch, Joseph Raz, and Steven Wall reject public reason
 These philosophers, presumably reasonable themselves, seem to be quite reasonable in their criticisms of public reason. But if public reason is the object of reasonable disagreement, then how can it reconcile reasonable disagreement? Public reason appears to be a self-defeating ideal.
 


The coherence of public reason is a core issue in the debate on public reason. If public reason is itself self-defeating, then there is good reason (though not necessarily conclusive reason) to think that it may fail to provide a sound conception of legitimacy. At the very least, if public reason is self-defeating, then its proponents should explain why it is still worth pursuing even if there is no simple explanation. In response to the criticism of self-defeat, public reason philosophers have made two different arguments. First, some advocates of the Consensus PRP, including Quong, Estlund, and Lister, have argued that the Consensus PRP is beyond reasonable rejection and therefore, can satisfy its own requirements. By contrast, Gaus and some other philosophers maintain that public reason need not pass its own test and although public reason is the object of reasonable rejection, it is not a self-defeating ideal.


In this paper, I aim to show that public reason can be reasonably rejected. I also discuss briefly whether the two versions of PRP should satisfy their own requirements. In my view, if public reason can be reasonably rejected, then two things follow. First, the Consensus PRP is self-defeating since it fails its own test of coherence. Second, while the Convergence PRP need not pass its own test of coherence, any proponent of the Convergence PRP will defeat himself or herself by (a) morally demanding people who reasonably reject the Convergence PRP to endorse it or (b) using state power to pursue it. Proponents of the Convergence PRP should be mindful of these two types of self-defeat (i.e. (a) and (b)). 


I begin by first discussing briefly whether or not the two versions of PRP have to pass their own tests (section 2). Then, I examine Quong’s argument that public reason is beyond reasonable rejection, which is the most developed argument to that effect. I show that Quong’s argument is unconvincing and point out several reasons for reasonably rejecting public reason (section 3). Next, I discuss Estlund’s defense of the coherence of public reason. In his latest works, Estlund speaks of ‘qualified points of view’ and ‘qualified disagreement’ rather than ‘reasonable persons’ and ‘reasonable disagreement’.
 I argue that his defense of the coherence of public reason is unsound (section 4). In addition, contrary to the positions of Lister and Quong, I point out that the rejection of public reason need not imply the rejection of civility, mutual respect, and other important values. Thus, I reaffirm my view that public reason can be reasonably rejected (section 5) and end my discussion with some concluding comments (section 6).   

2.

Should Public Reason Meet Its Own Requirements? 

When considering whether or not public reason should meet its own requirements, public reason philosophers and their critics usually make no distinction between different PRPs.
 Nevertheless, it is arguably helpful to make the distinction between the Consensus PRP and the Convergence PRP so as to consider whether or not they need to pass their own tests. I am going to argue that: (1) the Consensus PRP should pass its own test in order for it to be coherent; and (2) while the Convergence PRP need not pass its own test, its proponents should be mindful of two types of self-defeat. 


Let us focus first on the Consensus PRP. Suppose you endorse Rawls’s PRP, which to date is the most influential version of the Consensus PRP.
 As a proponent of Rawls’s PRP, you should invoke the principle in justifying the use of political power. Thus, Rawls’s PRP should be one reason among others that you appeal to in political justification. More precisely, if you endorse Rawls’s PRP, you are expected to appeal to a particular set of reasons pertaining to Rawls’s PRP, including Rawls’s idea of fair cooperation and his idea of reasonable pluralism, and follow the requirements of this PRP in political justification accordingly. But if Rawls’s PRP can be reasonably rejected, then it does not qualify as a public reason in political justification. In that case, according to Rawls’s PRP, you should not invoke Rawls’s PRP in political justification, which means that Rawls’s PRP excludes itself from political justification.
 


Some philosophers think that the public reason principle, such as Rawls’s PRP, does not apply to itself for they think that PRP is only a meta-claim about the justification of coercion or moral demands.
 Of course, PRP is a meta-claim, but the fact that it is a meta-claim of a certain kind does not suggest that it does not apply to itself. Alexandre Dumas notably says that ‘all generalizations are dangerous, even this one.’ This is a good example of how a meta-claim applies to itself. The first clause of this statement is a meta-claim about generalizations. Dumas thinks that this meta-claim applies to itself, so he says ‘even this one.’ Accordingly, the Consensus PRP should also apply to itself since it has to meet its own requirements in order for it to be a qualified principle that can be invoked in political justification.    

For the Convergence PRP, the answer is more complicated. The Convergence PRP holds that a coercive law or a state action is morally justified only if it can be endorsed from different perspectives of members of an idealized public. Since this version of PRP does not require citizens to appeal to public reasons in political justification, it need not pass its own test for it to be a public reason in political justification. However, I would argue that proponents of the Convergence PRP should be mindful of two particular types of self-defeat. The first type of self-defeat concerns the moral demand that people ought to endorse the Convergence PRP. If we focus our attention on Gaus’s PRP, which is the most developed version of the Convergence PRP, we should notice that Gaus’s PRP applies to coercive actions and moral demands across the board, not just state coercion.
 A question then arises: is Gaus’s PRP itself a moral demand? Some public reason philosophers think that it need not be
, and I agree with them, for Gaus’s PRP per se may be only a meta-claim about the justification of moral demands and coercive actions. However, if Gaus’s PRP is to become important for social and political practices (I suppose Gaus would be concerned about that), then it is almost inevitable that some advocates of the Gaus’s PRP will present it as a moral demand. 


Let me further explain. If Gaus’s PRP is to have real and practical importance in social and political practices, then there should be some people (not necessarily Gaus himself) who are willing to advocate Gaus’s PRP publicly. These advocates will persuade others to endorse Gaus’s PRP and that naturally, some of them will criticize those who are unwilling to endorse Gaus’s PRP for being morally wrong and not only wrong in theory. To be sure, Gaus himself may not favor moral criticisms of such kind. But let us consider how people in the past and present have advocated for political ideals such as socialism and universal suffrage. People who have advocated for these ideals did not only explain why these ideals were important, but also demanded others to endorse them and at the same time, criticized those who rejected them for being morally wrong. In view of this, if there are public advocates of Gaus’s PRP, they will most likely behave in the same way.  That is, they will demand others to endorse Gaus’s PRP and criticize those who reject it for being morally wrong (not just theoretically wrong). Under these circumstances, these advocates will be self-defeating. For in Gaus’s own view, his PRP can be reasonably rejected, so it cannot be publicly justified to demand people, including those who reasonably reject the PRP, to endorse it. Consequently, even if Gaus’s PRP per se is not self-defeating, its proponents will defeat themselves by demanding others to endorse it. 


Let me recapitulate what I have just argued. The argument begins with the conditional statement that if Gaus’s PRP is to become important for social and political practices, then there should be some people who are willing to advocate Gaus’s PRP publicly. I argued it is most likely that many of these advocates will demand others to endorse Gaus’s PRP. Yet, they should see that such a moral demand will not be publicly justified insofar as they follow Gaus’s view that any PRP can be reasonably rejected. By demanding other people to endorse Gaus’s PRP, these advocates defeat themselves. To be sure, if Gaus and all other proponents of the Convergence PRP were not concerned about the realization of the PRP in the real world (say, they cared only about writing philosophical essays to defend the PRP), then there would be little reason for them to worry about this type of self-defeat, but it seems absurd to suggest that as social and political philosophers, they are not concerned about the realization of their principle. 


In addition, there is another type of self-defeat that proponents of the Convergence PRP need to be mindful of. Let us suppose that proponents of the Convergence PRP are concerned about its realization in the real world. In particular, they want others to follow the Convergence PRP in one way or another in political decision-making. Some may think that the pursuit of the Convergence PRP need not rely on state power since they believe that the voluntary effort of individual citizens will suffice. However, there are several reasons that suggest citizens’ effort alone can hardly make the Convergence PRP important for real political practices. 


First, the Convergence PRP is still unfamiliar to many citizens in general. Of course, from time to time, some citizens have endorsed the principle in political decision-making without being fully aware of the details with which philosophical advocates of the principle (notably, Gaus) are familiar. So, it is unclear how proponents of the principle, typically a minority group in any society, can effectively advance it without appealing to state power. Second, public reason is a highly controversial ideal. Philosophers do not just disagree about the best conception of public reason, but also whether or not public reason is a convincing ideal. It is reasonable to expect that when more people, not just philosophers, know more about public reason, there will be a lot more disagreement over public reason itself. This fact makes it even more difficult for proponents of the Convergence PPR to advance the principle. Third, institutional arrangements are important for implementing the Convergence PRP in politics. To incorporate the principle in political decision-making, citizens should work together carefully to come up with proposals that are acceptable to different reasonable perspectives. In addition, even if many citizens endorse the principle, its implementation in politics could be easily disrupted when citizens with more political power insist that their proposals should be adopted despite other people’s reasonable disagreements.
 Therefore, it is plausible to suggest that the state will need to put in place relevant institutional arrangements that can enable citizens to incorporate the Convergence PRP in political decision-making. Some public reason philosophers have also pointed out that the Convergence PRP may be best achieved by the ingenious design of democratic institutions.




For all of the above reasons, I doubt that the voluntary effort of individual citizens alone can make the Convergence PRP important for real political practices. By contrast, the state is a powerful and resourceful agent and is able to put in place relevant institutional arrangements to implement the principle. In view of this, some proponents of the Convergence PRP may seek to use state power to promote or carry out the principle. However, this will be self-defeating. For if the ideal of public reason can be reasonably rejected (as Gaus thinks so), then, in many cases, the state’s pursuit of any PRP will also encounter reasonable rejection and thus, become publicly unjustified. Consider a certain political arrangement intended to implement the Convergence PRP. It is very likely that some citizens will oppose the arrangement as they reject the Convergence PRP. As long as their rejection of the principle is reasonable, their rejection of the arrangement will also be reasonable and so, the arrangement will be publicly unjustified. This problem can be generalized to other cases where other kinds of state action are adopted to pursue the Convergence PRP.  For example, they can range from the use of tax money for the promotion of the principle to the enforcement of legal measures for the practice of the principle.
  

In short, the Consensus PRP, such as Rawls’s PRP, should meet its own requirements in order for it to be a qualified principle that can be invoked in political justification. Specifically, if the Consensus PRP can be reasonably rejected, then it is a self-defeating principle. In contrast, the Convergence PRP need not satisfy its own requirements in order to be coherent, but its proponents should be mindful of two types of self-defeat insofar as the Convergence PRP is the object of reasonable rejection. 

Having discussed whether the two main versions of PRP have to meet their own requirements, I now turn to examine Quong’s view that public reason is beyond reasonable rejection. 

3.
Quong’s Internal Conception of Political Liberalism

While some public reason philosophers agree that public reason needs to satisfy its own requirements, they maintain that public reason can pass its own test because it is beyond reasonable rejection. Quong has the most developed argument to that effect. In this section, I will examine his argument and show that it is unconvincing. Moreover, I will provide several reasons as to why public reason can be reasonably rejected.  

(a)  Quong’s internal conception and reasonable people

Quong has recently proposed what he calls ‘the internal conception of political liberalism’
 and argues that it can explain how public reason can satisfy its own requirements.
 Let us begin with certain key ideas of Rawls’s political liberalism. In Rawls’s view, modern liberal societies are characterized by a plurality of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. Each reasonable comprehensive doctrine consists of a theory of value, morality, metaphysics, and other fundamental matters.
 Rawls thinks that there is more than one reasonable comprehensive doctrine since people can reasonably disagree about value, morality, religion, and many other fundamental matters. In his view, even if only one reasonable comprehensive doctrine is true, there are still different reasonable comprehensive doctrines.
 Political liberalism seeks to provide a framework for fair social cooperation that is neutral between reasonable comprehensive doctrines; it does not aim to propose yet another comprehensive doctrine.
 To provide a neutral framework for fair cooperation, political liberals undertake the task of justifying political principles in the face of reasonable disagreement about religion, ethics, and other important matters. Political liberalism aims to come up with a core set of liberal political principles that can be the object of consensus among all reasonable citizens.
 


Quong endorses Rawls’s political liberalism and he distinguishes between two different conceptions of political liberalism, namely, the internal conception and the external conception. In Quong’s view, if we endorse the external conception, then the justification of liberal political principles must accommodate the external factor that there has been persistent disagreement over morality, religion, and other important issues. Thus, liberalism’s foundational norms and principles would lack ‘an adequate grounding if they cannot be justified to the diverse constituency of persons who currently inhabit modern liberal societies.’
 


By contrast, the internal conception has modest objectives. In this conception, we do not consider persistent disagreement among people as ‘a fact about the world which liberal theory must accommodate.’
 Rather, we consider persistent disagreement as a consequence of liberalism itself; it is a consequence of human rationality exercised in good faith under liberal social conditions. Accordingly, instead of considering how people can have consensus over social justice in an actual society, the internal conception seeks to understand how people can have reasonable agreement over social justice in a well-ordered society. A well-ordered society is one where (a) people are characterized by the two aspects of reasonableness, namely, ‘the willingness to propose and honor fair terms of cooperation’ and ‘the willingness to recognize the burdens of judgment and to accept their consequences’
; (b) everyone accepts and knows that others accept the same conception of justice; and (c) the basic structure of society is publicly known to satisfy that conception of justice.
 Thus, the internal conception should address a key question that is ‘internal to liberal theory itself’, which is: how should reasonable citizens as characterized above justify the use of political power in a well-ordered society where they can reasonably disagree about religion, ethics, and other fundamental matters? To this question, Quong’s answer is Rawls’s Consensus PRP.
 


But as we have seen, some critics of public reason believe that public reason is the object of reasonable rejection. If so, then Rawls’s PRP will be similar to any reasonable comprehensive doctrine and cannot serve as the impartial standard for reasonable citizens to justify the use of political power. In response to this challenge, Quong claims that we should endorse what he calls ‘the internal view of reasonable people’ and accordingly, believe that public reason is beyond reasonable rejection. He explains: 

There are in fact two ways by which RAN [i.e. Rawls’s PRP
] could be successfully applied to itself corresponding to the external and internal conceptions of political liberalism. On the external view, reasonable people are defined without reference to their views regarding RAN, and then we must check to see if all reasonable people do in fact accept, or should on reflection accept, RAN. On the internal view, reasonable people are simply defined as those who, among other things, endorse RAN. Either way, reasonable people must accept RAN for the theory to be coherent.

In short, Quong believes that Rawls’s PRP should be beyond reasonable rejection in order for it to be coherent.  If we endorse the internal conception of political liberalism and the corresponding internal view of reasonable people, we should see that reasonable people must accept Rawls’s PRP in order for them to be considered as reasonable. This is also how Quong defines reasonable people.
 For the sake of clarity, we can distinguish two internal views of reasonable people:

The strong internal view: a person is reasonable only if he possesses Rawls’s two aspects of reasonableness and endorses Rawls’s PRP.
 

The basic internal view: a person is reasonable only if he possesses Rawls’s two aspects of reasonableness. 

As we have discussed, Quong adopts the strong internal view. But why should we endorse the strong internal view instead of the basic internal view? In fact, throughout Quong’s explication of the internal conception of political liberalism, he speaks only in terms of the basic internal view.
 It would seem dogmatic for him to argue that we should endorse the strong internal view just because he defines reasonable people in a particular way in order to make public reason a coherent ideal. 

Still, there may be some good reasons for Quong to define reasonable people as those who already accept Rawls’s PRP. In what follows, let us consider Quong’s idealization of reasonable people as it may provide an explanation for why reasonable people should be defined in that way.

(b)  Reasonable disagreement over public reason

Quong has argued that if we endorse the internal conception, then we should treat reasonable people not as real people, but an idealized conception of people. In his words, ‘the constituency of reasonable persons is an idealization.’
 He argues:

Because the constituency of reasonable people is an explicitly moralized one, it will be true by definition that the hypothetical constituency of reasonable people all accept certain moral norms or truths that unreasonable people do not. . . . Just as we would not be troubled to discover that the hypothetical constituency of all perfectly rational people accepted certain norms as rational that all irrational people do not accept, we should similarly be untroubled by the fact that the constituency of reasonable people is an insular constituency that can appreciate moral truths which unreasonable people cannot.
 

This suggests that in Quong’s view, ‘idealized reasonable people’ refer to the hypothetical constituency of reasonable people who already endorse Rawls’s PRP. These people appreciate moral truths including the truth of Rawls’s PRP, which unreasonable people do not. While it is reasonable for Quong to claim that political liberalism does not have to aspire to justify itself to all real people because some of them are simply unreasonable or irrational,
 there is a serious problem with his claim. The problem is that even if Rawls’s PRP (or any PRP) is a true principle of legitimacy and even if all unreasonable people cannot appreciate its truth, it can nevertheless be the object of reasonable rejection. To see this, we need only to consider how Rawls thinks about reasonable comprehensive doctrines. In his view, even if a certain reasonable comprehensive doctrine is true and even if its truth cannot be appreciated by unreasonable people, this doctrine, just like any other, can nevertheless be the object of reasonable rejection. This is exactly why Rawls thinks that no one can justifiably impose his or her doctrine on others even if it is true. In the same vein, it would make perfect sense to say that even if Rawls’s PRP is true and unreasonable people cannot appreciate its truth, it can nevertheless be the object of reasonable rejection. 

In fact, there are good reasons for thinking that any PRP and more generally, public reason as a political ideal, are objects of reasonable rejection because they are objects of Rawlsian reasonable disagreement. For Rawls, ‘reasonable disagreement is disagreement between reasonable persons.’
 Reasonable persons, as said, are those who accept reasonable pluralism and are willing to cooperate with each other on fair terms. Rawls thinks that we may explain persistent disagreements in politics by the fact that people are irrational or they want to advance their narrow interests, but such explanations are ‘too easy and not the kind we want.’
 Accordingly, he seeks to explain how reasonable disagreement may come about by appealing to the burdens of judgment. These burdens are ‘the many hazards involved in the correct (and conscientious) exercise of our powers of reason and judgment in the ordinary course of political life.’
 Rawls proposes six burdens of judgment to which all persons are subjected:
 (a) the complexity of evidence, (b) the difficulty of assigning weight to different considerations, (c) the vagueness of moral and political concepts, (d) the influence of our total experience on our judgments, (e) the difficulty of making overall assessment of normative considerations, and (f) the unavoidable difficulty of selecting among different values. 
There are four reasons for treating disagreements over public reason as instances of Rawlsian reasonable disagreement. First, disagreements over public reason among philosophers can hardly be explained by their ‘narrow interests’ or the fact that they are ‘irrational and not very bright.’ It is, however, convincing to say that these philosophers are sincere and rational in holding conflicting views about public reason. 

Second, philosophical critics of public reason, such as Raz and Wall, generally endorse liberal values including liberal tolerance and mutual respect. They are not unreasonable people who deny liberal values; their understanding of these values is in many ways different from public reason philosophers’ and therefore, they reject public reason. For example, Raz has developed a perfectionist conception of autonomy and considers it to be the theoretical basis of contemporary liberalism. He contends that people should appeal to ideas about the good life in political justification and they should not endorse any version of public reason. In addition, Raz and Arneson’s understanding of the idea of reasonable pluralism and its implications for politics are in specific ways different from Rawls’s. They think that if a certain view (such as a certain perfectionist view) is sound, then even if this view can be reasonably rejected, appealing to this view in political justification would not necessarily disrespect anyone.
 Furthermore, Raz and Wall endorse the perfectionist model of liberal toleration.
 While Rawls justifies toleration by public reason, Raz and Wall believe that toleration is justified because of its great importance for people’s well-being. In short, even though many critics of public reason have a different understanding of liberal values from public reason philosophers, they are not unreasonable people who reject liberal values.
 


Third, disagreements over public reason among philosophers can be explained convincingly by Rawls’s burdens of judgment. It would seem very implausible to say that these burdens of judgment have no important bearing on philosophers’ disagreements over public reason. Public reason is a highly complicated topic as it involves many difficult philosophical issues such as the role of political philosophy, the nature of political authority, and how a cluster of liberal values should be understood. It would seem dogmatic to claim that public reason as a political ideal or any particular PRP gives the only rational response to all of the above difficult questions. 


Fourth, it would seem highly counterintuitive to claim that while the burdens of judgment explain how people can reasonably disagree about a wide range of moral, political, and philosophical problems, these burdens do not show that disagreements over public reason are reasonable disagreements. In fact, we can hardly separate disagreements over public reason from other disagreements over morality, ethics, and philosophical doctrines, which Rawls considers as typical cases of reasonable disagreement. Even if we endorse other explanations of reasonable disagreement, such as Larmore’s idea of conflicting backgrounds of beliefs
 and Thomas Nagel’s idea of fundamental disagreement in judgment
, it would still seem very implausible to claim that people can only reasonably disagree over morality, ethics, and a wide range of philosophical doctrines, but not over public reason as a political ideal.  


The above reasons explain why public reason as a political ideal and any particular PRP are indeed objects of reasonable rejection. Quong may think that as long as we endorse the internal conception of political liberalism, we idealize reasonable people as those who already accept Rawls’s PRP. I think many critics of public reason can agree that reasonable people must accept the general idea of fair cooperation and reasonable pluralism. However, to say that a person must accept Rawls’s PRP in order for this person to be considered as reasonable is to make an additional highly controversial claim. As we have seen, people who endorse the general idea of fair cooperation and reasonable pluralism can understand these ideas in various ways that do not affirm public reason. Quong should not maintain that he simply wants to idealize people in such a way to make public reason coherent. To see why, we need only to consider why political liberals should not claim that any person must accept political liberalism in order for this person to be viewed as reasonable. It would be unacceptable to idealize people in such a self-serving manner, for in that case, political liberalism would become completely circular and sectarian. It would do nothing better than preaching to those who already endorse it.
 Likewise, Quong’s strong internal view of reasonable people, which holds that a person must endorse Rawls’s PRP in order for this person to be considered as reasonable, makes public reason sectarian. This strong internal view has the sectarian implication that people cannot have any reasonable interpretation of liberal values other than the one that affirms Rawls’s PRP. 

It is worth noting that Quong himself recognizes there can be different reasonable interpretations of liberal values. He points out that ‘the values of freedom, equality, and fairness are notoriously open to differing interpretations. Libertarians, luck egalitarians, socialists . . . can all be plausibly seen as developing conceptions of justice where freedom, equality, and fairness play central roles.’
 Moreover, ‘the idea that all conceptions of justice other than justice as fairness are unreasonable is not plausible . . . . There are many reasonable positions one can take on matters of distributive justice, as Rawls himself admits.’
 If so, why can there not be different reasonable interpretations of liberal values where some of which do not affirm public reason? It seems highly implausible to claim that on the one hand, different conceptions of justice, varying from libertarian ones to socialist ones, can all be treated as conclusions from different reasonable interpretations of liberal values, but on the other hand, all interpretations of liberal values that do not affirm public reason as a political ideal should be treated as unreasonable. 

Some may argue that if we correctly interpret liberal values, then we should see that some particular version of PRP, such as Rawls’s PRP, should be endorsed by all people. Of course, this can be true and I have not denied that. But to borrow Rawls’s words, this is the kind of claim that ‘all equally could make’
, including those who reject public reason. Any critic of public reason can equally claim that in rejecting public reason, his or her interpretation of liberal values should be endorsed by all people. Yet, as I have pointed out, it is one thing to say that a certain view is true and therefore, should be endorsed by all people; it is another to say that it is beyond reasonable rejection. Quong has not demonstrated that Rawls’s PRP is beyond reasonable rejection in a non-dogmatic way. 

4.
Interlude: Estlund’s Idea of ‘Qualified’ 

Estlund endorses Rawls’s PRP
 and thinks that it should meet its own requirement in order for it to be coherent.
 Yet, unlike Rawls and Quong, he speaks of ‘qualified points of view’ and ‘qualified disagreement’ rather than ‘reasonable persons’ and ‘reasonable disagreement’. To Estlund, only those reasons that are acceptable to all ‘qualified points of view’ are permissible in political justification.
 He argues:  

The problem [of reasonable disagreement about Rawls’s PRP] is avoided if we say, as I shall, that one feature that a person must have in order to count as qualified is to accept the acceptance criterion [i.e. Rawls’s PRP] including its correct account of qualified people. This would guarantee that there would be no qualified disagreement about who is reasonable, and the acceptance criterion would not be self-defeating.

Consequently, if a person rejects Rawls’s PRP, then no matter how rational and reasonable this person may appear to be, his or her rejection of Rawls’s PRP is not qualified and therefore, it poses no challenge to the coherence of Rawls’s PRP. This is a resolute way of keeping the problem of reasonable disagreement over public reason at bay. 


Yet, why should we presume that a qualified point of view is one that already accepts Rawls’s PRP? It would seem dogmatic to claim that the above stipulation is sound simply because it is necessary to make Rawls’s PRP coherent. If this is what Estlund has argued, then in a tit-for-tat manner, some perfectionists can also stipulate a different qualified point of view according to which any point of view is qualified only if it endorses Raz’s perfectionism. As a result, any rejection of Raz’s perfectionism would be regarded as unqualified and poses no challenge to Raz’s perfectionism; subsequently, Raz’s perfectionism (to the dismay of Rawlsians and many other public reason philosophers) is permitted to justify state coercion.
 In fact, by using the same sort of stipulation strategy, people who hold different religious, moral, and ethical views can claim to have the same status in political justification. This shows that the stipulation strategy Estlund uses is arbitrary. Different people can use it to suit their different needs.  


In addition, Estlund’s use of the idea of ‘qualified’ instead of the idea of ‘reasonable’ comes at a significant cost. Once the idea of ‘reasonable’ is abandoned, it becomes unclear why public reason as a political ideal has the moral importance that public reason philosophers think it has. Consider the following: why do public reason philosophers, in particular Rawls, talk frequently about ‘reasonable’, ‘reasonableness’, ‘reasonable acceptance’, ‘reasonable disagreement’, etc.? The main reason is that these ideas are essential for articulating the rationale of liberal legitimacy and its boundaries. To wit, reasonable people can have reasonable disagreement over morality, religion, and many other important issues. This is why public reason philosophers think it is disrespectful for the state to impose any comprehensive doctrine on its citizens. 


The underlying idea in the above argument is that reasonable people and their reasonable views deserve respect. If someone’s view is simply unreasonable, for example, he or she insists the state should allow arson, the state has no moral duty to cater to his or her view by not imposing any legal prohibition on arson. However, people can reasonably disagree over morality, religion, and many other matters and the state should not impose any comprehensive doctrine on its citizens. To respect them as free and equal citizens, the state should allow them to make up their minds about various matters and freely express their views about them. Seen in this light, the idea of ‘qualified’ does not possess the justificatory ability that the idea of ‘reasonable’ has. If we abandon the idea of ‘reasonable’ and speak only of ‘qualified’, then the rationale of liberal legitimacy and public reason becomes unclear, if not incomprehensible.   

For this reason, public reason philosophers should retain the idea of reasonableness and avoid speaking only of ‘qualified’.
 If we retain the idea of reasonableness, there are some foreseeable problems: should we not consider the rejection of public reason by Raz, Wall, and other philosophers as reasonable? Should we not think that philosophers’ disagreements over public reason are reasonable disagreements? As I have argued, the answer to these questions should be affirmative. 

5.
Must the Rejection of Public Reason Be Unreasonable? 

Some public reason philosophers may still be unconvinced. They may think that public reason as a political ideal, surely, is controversial, but it would be no more reasonable for us to give up this ideal than to give up the ideal of social justice simply because we have reasonable disagreement about social justice. They may argue that while there is ‘family dispute’ within public reason—that is, people can reasonably disagree about the best conception of public reason—it would be unreasonable to abandon the ideal of public reason altogether. Quong seems to hold the above view. He argues: ‘When people seek to impose their comprehensive doctrines on others without offering any sound public justification, they certainly behave unreasonably.’
 Here, Quong is not arguing that Rawls’s PRP provides the only reasonable principle of public justification. His concern seems to be a more general one, which is that it is unreasonable for people to impose their doctrines on other people without giving any sound public justification. 

Lister has made a similar argument. He agrees that political liberalism and public reason are objects of reasonable disagreement in the sense that any particular version of them can be reasonably rejected.
 However, he points out that this does not mean we should reject those theories altogether. He explains: 
If one wants to claim that reasonable disagreement about the theory makes it [the theory] self-defeating, one must claim that there is reasonable disagreement about some element of theory that is essential to accepting political liberalism in general, as opposed to the alternative of entirely rejecting political liberalism. It is not sufficient to show that one version of political liberalism is reasonably rejectable in favour of another.
 

Lister endorses Rawls’s PRP and thinks the point of Rawls’s PRP is ‘to make possible a relationship of civic friendship across deep disagreement.’
 He believes that ‘this kind of community is not possible with those who reject the very idea of public justification.’
 He also warns that if citizens reject public justification entirely and citizens are ‘each seeking to advance politically what they take to be true justice, based on the full moral truth, as specified by their respective comprehensive doctrines’, then ‘there is a lack of civic friendship in such an arrangement, no matter how respectfully citizens deliberate with one another.’
   



These arguments by Lister and Quong seem to be persuasive for we can agree that if all people are allowed to freely impose their comprehensive doctrines on others, then the result will be a moral disaster; civic friendship and social stability will be seriously undermined. In the worst-case scenario, there will be a war of all against all. As such, it seems convincing to say that because all reasonable people should affirm the great value of mutual respect, civic friendship, and tolerance, they should endorse some version of public reason.


However, the above arguments by Lister and Quong are actually unsound, since it is flawed for them to claim that: 
To refuse to endorse public reason implies that (a) we deny the value of civic friendship, mutual respect, tolerance, etc., or (b) the state should allow people to freely impose their own comprehensive doctrines on each other. Since (a) and (b) are unreasonable, it is unreasonable not to endorse public reason. 

This may be called a non-sequitur about public reason. Philosophers who reject public reason generally do not claim that people should be allowed to freely impose their comprehensive doctrines on one another. As mentioned earlier, Raz and Wall affirm the importance of liberal tolerance, but they do not endorse public reason. Again, the problem is about how liberal values including civic friendship, mutual respect, and liberal tolerance should be interpreted. There can be different reasonable interpretations of these values where some of which do not necessarily affirm public reason. To explain more clearly, let us consider briefly two alternatives to public reason as a political ideal. These alternatives do not deny the value of civic friendship, mutual respect, and liberal tolerance:

Ronald Dworkin’s comprehensive theory: Dworkin endorses liberal neutrality and toleration, but he does not endorse any version of public reason.
 He argues that Rawls’s political liberalism and public reason assume a particular interpretation of liberal political tradition, which is based on some sort of background moral theory that Rawls considers true. Such a moral theory must be comprehensive and controversial, which goes against the essence of Rawls’s public reason.
 Dworkin has also pointed out that Rawls’s public reason is unwise as it excludes Rawls’s own most important arguments from political justification.
 Dworkin contends that ‘we must attempt as wide a comprehensive theory as we are able to construct, not out of a taste for complexity but out of a philosophical necessity.’
 Dworkin’s own theory, namely, ‘justice for hedgehogs’, is such an attempt.
 According to his comprehensive theory, liberal toleration and neutrality are based on a cluster of ethical ideas, moral ideas, and epistemological ideas, each of which is interpreted in a particular way. Dworkin believes that these ideas are true and coherently support one another. 

Bernard Williams’s ‘Basic Legitimation Demand’: Williams rejects the requirement of publicity for political principles
, which is at the core of Rawls’s public reason and many other versions of public reason.
 Williams argues that social relations are similar to personal relations in the following way: ‘to hope that they do not rest on deceit and error is merely decent, but to think that their basis can be made totally explicit is idiocy.’
 However, Williams does not contend that any liberal society should be complacent with modus vivendi (i.e. temporary peaceful settlement among people of conflicting interests) or that people should be allowed to freely impose their doctrines on one another.
 He considers that any political authority should meet the ‘Basic Legitimation Demand’ (BLD) in order for it to be legitimate. In short, the state ‘has to offer a justification of its power to each subject’ and that is just ‘a claim inherent in there being such a thing as politics.’
 Moreover, the acceptance of a justification on the part of each subject ‘does not count if the acceptance itself is produced by the coercive power which is supposedly being justified.’
 


In response, public reason philosophers may argue that having abandoned the ideal of public reason, the political theories by Dworkin and Williams cannot guarantee civic friendship and mutual respect in politics and if any society is to endorse one of these theories, then many citizens of a society will seek to impose their comprehensive doctrines on one another. 


I doubt the validity of this claim because its validity is largely an empirical matter that depends on many variables—in particular, what sort of political community is at issue and the way in which people are to apply Dworkin’s theory of value or Williams’s BLD to this political community. Conceivably, any reckless and direct application of Dworkin’s theory or Williams’s BLD is dangerous and to my knowledge, the two philosophers have not advocated any direct application of their theories to any society. In fact, Williams has criticised the view that we have a self-contained political theory and that we should seek to apply it to any society.
 As he said, ‘No political theory, liberal or other, can determine by itself its own application.’
 To be sure, public reason philosophers can reasonably argue that no matter how Dworkin’s theory or Williams’s BLD is implemented, they cannot guarantee a sufficient degree of civic friendship and mutual respect among citizens. However, this point does not show that the two philosophers are unreasonable people who deny the importance of civic friendship and mutual respect. It may be worth noting that even the application of Rawls’s political liberalism or Quong’s internal conception may not guarantee a sufficient degree of civic friendship and mutual respect in any liberal community for these theories are controversial in any liberal community. Yet, as public reason philosophers would agree, this point does not at all suggest that Rawls and Quong are unreasonable people.

Before concluding, let us consider one possible criticism of my main argument in this paper.
 I have argued that those who justify laws and public policies from comprehensive doctrines (e.g. Dworkin and Raz) can be reasonable people. In response, Rawlsian public reason philosophers may point out that Dworkin, Raz, and many other people are, of course, reasonable in a broad sense, and thus, they are different from religious perfectionists and the like. Nevertheless, public reason philosophers may argue that any person who refuses to endorse public reason in political justification should be considered unreasonable in the following specific and somewhat technical sense: they do not have sufficient regard for the fact of reasonable pluralism and for free and equal citizenship. This is because, according to Rawls, we should recognize the fact that there is not only just one comprehensive doctrine that is reasonable, but that there are different reasonable comprehensive doctrines. As such, those who insist that their own doctrines (e.g. Dworkin’s doctrine of value) should be regarded as public truths do not give sufficient regard to the fact of reasonable pluralism and do not treat their fellow citizens as free and equal people. In addition, Rawlsian public reason philosophers need not make the claim that justifying laws and policies from comprehensive doctrines is unreasonable because it all depends on what this sort of justification precisely means. Public reason philosophers can welcome attempts to offer comprehensive foundations of liberal political values. That is, as long as people justify laws and policies in terms of liberal political values, they should be allowed to justify these political values in light of their comprehensive doctrines.
 In fact, Rawls’s proviso allows people to invoke comprehensive doctrines in political justification as long as their views are supported by adequate public reasons in due course.
  

Concerning the first point about reasonableness and reasonable pluralism, let me highlight two aspects. First, I have not only claimed that critics of public reason should be considered as reasonable people in a broad sense, but also that they should be considered as reasonable in their rejection of public reason. As I have stated before, liberal political values are subjected to different reasonable interpretations and therefore, it is reasonable for critics of public reason to interpret these values in certain ways that do not affirm public reason as a political ideal. Second, even the idea of reasonable pluralism, not just the typical liberal values such as freedom and equality, can be reasonably interpreted in various ways where some of which do not provide justificatory support for the ideal of public reason. To recall, Raz and Arneson’s understanding of reasonable pluralism and its implications are in certain ways different from Rawls’s. They believe that if a certain view, such as Raz’s perfectionist view, is sound, then even if it is the object of reasonable rejection, appealing to it in political justification would not necessarily disrespect any person as a rational moral agent. This, as I have argued, does not mean critics of public reason are ready to impose their doctrines on other people at the complete expense of mutual respect, civility, and social stability. Many critics of public reason do regard these values to be significant, but they do not consider any of them to be of overriding importance in all situations.
 Specifically, critics of public reason interpret these values and weigh them against other values, such as perfectionist values, in various ways that do not affirm the ideal of public reason. 

The second point above suggests that Dworkin, Raz, and others should be allowed to invoke their comprehensive doctrines to justify liberal political values and their own views in political justification as long as they comply with Rawls’s PRP and his proviso. While this is what Rawlsian public reason philosophers would encourage them to do, they would find little comfort in such suggestion; in fact, they have little reason to do this insofar as their rejection of public reason has not been shown to be unjustified. For example, Raz rejects public reason and he believes that people may justify laws and policies directly from his perfectionist doctrine regardless if the justification is supported by public reasons. To expect Raz to endorse Rawls’s PRP and his proviso is to expect Raz to act contrary to what he believes.  It expects Raz to not consider his perfectionist doctrine as being able to provide direct justification for laws and policies (and as a result, some perfectionist laws and policies that Raz favors would become unjustified since they lack sufficient public reasons for support). As such, there is little reason for Raz and other critics of public reason such as Dworkin to endorse Rawls’s PRP and his proviso. 
6.
Conclusion 
Some philosophers believe that public reason is beyond reasonable rejection. This view is implausible as I have sought to demonstrate in this paper. I believe that any public reason philosopher who claims that public reason is beyond reasonable rejection runs into at least one of the following problems: 

(a) On the one hand, a public reason philosopher may argue that since people cannot reasonably reject liberal values such as fair cooperation, freedom, equality, civic friendship, and mutual respect, they cannot reasonably reject public reason as a political ideal. Yet, this argument is unsound because one can accept liberal values in their broad and general sense without endorsing public reason. After all, liberal values are open to different reasonable interpretations (public reason philosophers themselves recognize this) and some of these interpretations do not affirm public reason as a political ideal.

(b) On the other hand, a public reason philosopher may stipulate that public reason is beyond reasonable (or qualified) disagreement. However, if such a stipulation strategy can be used to defend the coherence of public reason, it can also be used in many different ways for many different purposes (such as permitting state perfectionism to justify state coercion by stipulating that state perfectionism is beyond reasonable or qualified disagreement). Therefore, the stipulation strategy is merely an arbitrary device. 

Either way, the claim that public reason is beyond reasonable rejection cannot be reasonably justified. It is time to close the debate on whether or not public reason is the object of reasonable rejection because the answer is evident: of course, it is. 


What then follows from my argument above? First, public reason philosophers, including Quong, Estlund, and Lister, who believe that public reason should satisfy its own requirements in order for it to be coherent have to admit that their ideal is self-defeating. This is an internal critique of their theories of public reason. Second, if my earlier remarks about public reason and reflexivity are convincing, then two implications follow: (a) the Consensus PRP is self-defeating since it fails its own test; and (b) while the Convergence PRP per se does not have to pass its own test in order for it to be coherent, any person will defeat himself or herself by (i) demanding others to endorse the Convergence PRP or (ii) by using state power to pursue it. "To the extent that proponents of the Convergence PRP are concerned about the relevance of their PRP for real social and political practices, they should be particularly mindful of the two types of self-defeat men­tioned above (i.e., (i) and (ii))." I suspect that the Convergence PRP cannot avoid these two types of self-defeat. A thorough discussion of this problem and the charge that the Consensus PRP is self-defeating must await another occasion.
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