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Abstract

This essay examines the significantly different approaches of John Rawls 
and Hannah Arendt to the problem of judgment in democratic theory and 
practice.
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What would it mean to foreground the capacity to judge critically and 
reflectively as a central feature of modern democratic citizenship? This ques-
tion, raised perhaps most poignantly albeit not systematically in the work of 
Hannah Arendt, is of crucial importance for political theory today. For 
Arendt, the problem of judgment arises in the wake of the collapse of inher-
ited criteria for judgment or what she calls the final break in tradition that 
marked the definitive political event of the twentieth century, namely totali-
tarianism.1 For contemporary theorists, the problem of how to judge in the 
absence of inherited concepts or rules remains an important one. But our 
focus must be different. The problem is not the collapse of standards as such 
but how to take account of the plurality of standards that characterize multi-
ethnic and multiracial societies such as the United States and, increasingly, 
Western Europe.

Articles
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In light of neoconservative reactions to this problem of judgment— 
consider Samuel Huntington’s anxious book title: Who Are We?: The 
Challenges to America’s National Identity—John Rawls’s Political Liberalism 
can seem like a sober response to the undeniable reality of social and cultural 
diversity.2 In Rawls’s account, “comprehensive doctrines” (religious, 
philosophical, and moral) are characterized at once by incompatibility and 
reasonability. Because people who deliberate about moral and political ques-
tions emphasize different aspects of questions and employ different methods, 
they will come to different and often irreconcilable answers. Rawls calls this 
free use of human reason the “burdens of judgment” and casts it as an irreduc-
ible feature of liberal democratic societies.3 By contrast with Huntington, who 
sees in the demise of a coherent Anglo-American identity the loss of liberal 
democratic values, Rawls does not surrender the possibility that such values 
can be sustained. The burdens of judgment need not lead defenders of liberal-
ism to despair: a conception of political justice can be worked out that this 
plurality of reasonable doctrines would endorse without succumbing to the 
impossible wish of reasserting one (Anglo-American) comprehensive view.

Rawls’s key move within the tradition of liberal political thought is to 
set aside comprehensive visions of the good or the true, as they were famously 
articulated by thinkers such as Kant and J. S. Mill, in order to advance a 
“freestanding” political conception of justice as fairness. “The aim of justice 
as fairness as a political conception is practical, and not metaphysical or epis-
temological. That is, it presents itself not as a conception of justice that is 
true, but one that can serve as a basis of informed and willing political agree-
ment between citizens viewed as free and equal persons,” writes Rawls.4 What 
matters is not whether one’s views are true but whether they can be justified 
to others as reasonable, that is, as consistent with the core political values of 
justice as fairness and the view of persons as free and equal.5 For political 
liberalism, reasonableness is the standard of correctness, not truth.

There is much to admire in Rawls’s approach, not least his insistence on 
the difference between the rational and the reasonable (PL, 48-54) and, fur-
ther, his effort to foreground the reasonable as that which matters for poli-
tics. Recognizing the dangerously coercive character of the claim to the truth 
of one’s beliefs when it comes to shared political life, Rawls holds: “this is 
a claim all equally could make; it is also a claim that cannot be made good by 
anyone to citizens generally. So, when we make such claims others, who are 
themselves reasonable, must count us as unreasonable. And indeed we are, as 
we want to use state power, the collective power of equal citizens, to prevent 
the rest from affirming their not unreasonable views” (PL, 61). To be reason-
able, he adds, is to “see that the burdens of judgment set limits on what can 
be reasonably justified to others” (PL, 61).
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There is a striking similarity between Rawls’s account and Arendt’s well-
known critique of truth claims, itself a crucial element in her understanding 
of judgment.6 Like Rawls, Arendt worries about the dogmatic character of 
such claims and their potentially corrosive effects on the public realm. Also 
like him, Arendt does not think of judging as a practice that is everywhere 
bounded by universally valid rules. When it comes to the world of human 
affairs, she argues, the very idea that judging traffics in truth claims and 
appeals to universal criteria is antipolitical. In politics, plurality is the name 
of the game, and claims to the truth of one’s beliefs, values, or judgments 
have no place.

Notwithstanding the important similarities in their views on truth and 
politics, Rawls and Arendt have significantly different perspectives on the 
place and importance of judging as a democratic practice. For Rawls, I argue 
below, the burdens of judgment function more to set the limits on what can 
be discussed politically than to animate or enhance the capacity to judge in 
the absence of a universal rule itself. These limits are maintained through 
what many critics see as a highly constrained idea of public reason,7 which is 
premised on what Rawls calls a “method of avoidance,” that is, avoidance of 
comprehensive claims to truth when speaking politically (as Rawls restric-
tively defines that kind of speech).8 Agreeing with many of Rawls’s critics 
on this score, I am also struck by Rawls’s now famous answer to them in 
“The Idea of Public Reason Revisited.” In this essay, Rawls not only strongly 
contests the view that public reason is—or was even meant to be—deeply 
restrictive in the way his critics accuse but also seems rather at a loss to explain 
how his work could have been so misunderstood.9

My own approach to this puzzle is to take Rawls at his word when he says 
that public reason is meant neither to define once and for all the manifest 
content of what citizens may debate nor to circumscribe political speech 
everywhere by its rule of reasonableness. If problems along these lines never-
theless persist, I argue, it is partly due to the highly constrained (though 
implicit) conception of meaning that guides even Rawls’s more expansive 
account of public reason. Can we know what the effects of our speech will 
be—for example, will it be seen as reasonable or unreasonable; will it be 
affirming or destructive of liberal democratic political values—prior to any 
actual act of speaking? Following Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning and 
use, I argue below that we cannot, and that it is just this uncertainty about 
how our words will be taken up by others that enables judging to be not 
merely a boundary-securing activity, as it tends to be in Rawls’s work, but a 
democratic world-building practice, as Arendt envisioned it.
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Although public reason has been the subject of many debates within the 
literature on Rawls, more needs to be said about its relationship to political 
judgment understood in Arendt’s terms as a crucial and quotidian feature of 
democratic citizenship.10 For Arendt, the greatest threat to modern democra-
cies lies not in the conflict among incommensurable but reasonable compre-
hensive doctrines, as it clearly does for Rawls, but in the loss of a common 
world in which significant differences of perspective can be publically voiced 
and critically judged. Rather than rush to find in acts of judging citizens’ 
nefarious designs on state power, Arendt sees the all-important world-building 
practice that attenuates the craving for state-centered solutions to problems 
of democratic citizenship.

Does not public reason’s method of avoidance, though admirable for its 
sensitivity to a coercive and punitive (state-sanctioned) rationalism, work to 
undermine the development of judgment as a viable democratic political 
practice? And might this not in turn lead citizens to an ever greater reliance 
on the state to solve problems of democratic governance, notwithstanding the 
highly limited role granted the state within political liberalism? Rawls’s 
defenders could counter that political liberalism has no need of this Arendtian 
practice, but I shall hold that without fostering the capacity to judge, political 
liberalism threatens to enhance the very state power it seeks to curtail and 
to degenerate into the highly apolitical and stability-centered theory that its 
critics have claimed it to be.

To reclaim judgment as a practice of democratic citizenship, we need to 
think about the reasonable as something other than a mode of political speech, 
and a way of engaging fellow citizens, that is based on the method of avoid-
ance. Unshackled from the constraints of public reason, the reasonable might 
also be understood as a form of making political judgments and claims that 
generates agreement on matters of common concern by enlarging our sense 
both of what so much as counts as a common matter and who counts as a 
political speaker. To judge and speak politically outside the boundaries set by 
public reason is always to risk unsettling what Rawls takes to be a presumably 
stable “overlapping consensus” about basic political principles. More than 
that, it is to risk being rebuffed by one’s fellow citizens, treated—if not as 
mad—as deeply unreasonable and therefore as having nothing politically 
to say. But just that risk taking can constitute something new: unexpected 
domains and topics of legitimate democratic political debate and unantici-
pated speakers of political judgments and claims, which in turn generate our 
sense of the common world. To show how this inaugural force of political 
speech can work, I devote a long section of this paper to a reading of Frederick 
Douglass’s 1852 Fourth of July address in the context of Rawls’s remarks on 
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abolitionism and the constraints of public reason. I argue that this speech is best 
understood neither as a past- nor future-perfect expression of public reason 
under the constraints of the history of chattel slavery, which is more or less 
how Rawls would have us understand abolitionist speech tout court, but of 
what I have elsewhere called the predicative moment of politics and here call 
the world-building practice of judging.

Judgment and Public Reason
A basic difficulty with the idea of public reason, says Rawls, is that, in demanding 
that citizens honor its limits when “discussing and voting on the most 
fundamental political questions,” public reason seems to limit them to an 
“appeal only to a public conception of justice and not to the whole truth as 
they see it” (PL, 216). Imagining the objection of an imaginary interlocutor, 
Rawls adds: “Surely, the most fundamental questions should be settled by 
appealing to the most important truths, yet these may far transcend public 
reason!” (PL, 216). At once recognizing the impulse to make comprehensive 
truth claims when our most fundamental political decisions are at stake and 
invoking the familiar interdiction on such claims that goes under the method 
of avoidance, Rawls imagines that he has dissolved the paradox by reminding 
the reader of what it means to endorse a political conception supported by 
an “overlapping consensus”: “As reasonable and rational, and knowing that 
they affirm a diversity of reasonable religious and philosophical doctrines, 
they should be ready to explain the basis of their actions to one another in 
terms each could reasonably expect that others might endorse as consistent 
with their freedom and equality” (PL, 218). Reasonableness requires that “on 
fundamental political matters, reasons given explicitly in terms of compre-
hensive doctrines are never to be introduced into public reason” (PL, 247), 
for they would explain one’s motivating convictions in terms of truth (PL, 
219). “The zeal to embody the whole truth in politics is incompatible with 
an idea of public reason that belongs with democratic citizenship.”11 This is 
“the exclusive view” of public reason (PL, 247), Rawls explains.

But how do we know, prior to the actual moment of speaking and judging, 
what another person will count as reasonable, and thus as political speech 
according to Rawls, in the context of a political debate? Even if we have 
some idea of what this might be, surely when it comes to speaking and judg-
ing politically, context is all. The importance of context to meaning is ignored 
not only by Rawls but also by self-declared political liberals such as Martha 
Nussbaum, who strongly endorses “the wisdom of the method of avoidance” 
(896).12 In her view, this method was sadly missing in founding political 
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documents such as “the U.S. Declaration of Independence [which] uses a 
notion of self-evident truth, as well as reference to the Creator, to ground 
its claim to inalienable rights. Political liberalism must reject this sort of 
language for the political sphere,” Nussbaum holds.13

What does this method of avoidance assume? To take Nussbaum’s example, 
it assumes that to declare, say, “We hold these truths to be self-evident” 
(e.g., the self-evident truth of human equality bequeathed by God), as it is 
elaborated in the Declaration, is to give a belief the form of a meaningful 
statement, and that this statement, as meaningful, could potentially cause 
harm, for it might offend another citizen’s contrary belief. The method of 
avoidance recommends itself because meaning is always already contained 
in the statement prior to its utterance. It is thus fully poised to offend once 
spoken in public. Does it make sense to talk about strings of words or sentences 
as having meaning in this way?

This is the kind of question addressed by Wittgenstein, perhaps most 
famously in On Certainty, where he raised concerns about G. E. Moore’s 
attempt to answer the skeptic with the common sense declaration (accompa-
nied by pointing): “I know this is a hand.” That statement, as Wittgenstein 
suggests a few sections later, is akin to:

I know that a sick man is lying here? Nonsense! I am sitting at his 
bedside. I am looking attentively into his face. –So I don’t know, then, 
that there is a sick man lying here? Neither the question nor the assertion 
makes sense. Any more than the assertion “I am here,” which I might 
yet use at any moment, if suitable occasion presented itself. . . . It is 
only in use that the proposition has its sense.14

Why is it “nonsense” to say that I know that there is a sick man lying here 
(or I know this is a hand) when the conditions are quite optimal for knowing 
such a thing?

Wittgenstein’s response, as James Conant explains, is typically understood 
as marking the difference between a meaningful sentence and an unsuitable 
context for its use.15 “I know there is a sick man lying here” is meaningful, 
but to state it while sitting at the bedside of this sick man is nonsense. The 
context is wrong. It is just so “flamingly obvious,” to speak with Stanley 
Cavell, that there is a sick man lying here.16 On the widely accepted interpre-
tation critically discussed by Conant, “Wittgenstein’s complaint is not directed 
at what is said; Wittgenstein’s complaint is directed rather at the idea that the 
‘something’ in question is the kind of thing that can be asserted here. The 
charge is thus not directed at the intelligibility of what is said, but against the 
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intelligibility of the attempt to assert ‘it’ on such an unsuitable occasion.”17 
But Wittgenstein’s objection to traditional philosophy, argues Conant, is far 
more radical than that.

It is more radical because Wittgenstein’s point here, writes Conant, “is 
that for a large class of occasions of speaking there isn’t anything which can 
properly count as asking the question ‘What do the words [which have been 
spoken] mean?’ apart from a simultaneous consideration of questions such as 
‘When was it said?’, ‘Where?’, ‘By whom?’, ‘To whom?’, etc.”18 We cannot 
decide what words mean apart from the context in which they are spoken. 
“The meaning of an expression is not something which an expression possess 
already on its own and which is subsequently imported into a context of use,” 
Conant explains.19 This context of use, in turn, is not some general category 
that determines in advance what a particular string of words can mean. It 
is not that the (generalized) context (e.g., any person sitting at the bedside 
of any sick man) sets the terms in which a sentence is meaningful or not, nor 
that the sentence (“I know that a sick man is lying here.”) is meaningful apart 
from the (generalized) context. It is rather someone speaking a particular 
sentence in a particular context that creates meaning.

I suggest that political liberalism’s method of avoidance reproduces just 
the relationship between meaning and use that Wittgenstein would have us 
question.20 If the meaning of an expression is not something that an expres-
sion possesses on its own; if it is not a manifest content that is subsequently 
imported into a context of use; and if we are never in the position to know in 
advance of any actual speaking in an actual and particular context of use what 
our words will mean (i.e., whether others will find them intelligible), why 
should we assume that the assertion “These truths are self-evident” is always 
already meaningful and poised to violate the principle of equal respect when 
spoken publically? Or, to put the question in terms I find more felicitous, 
why should we accept the method of avoidance as the only way of saving 
the public realm?

For Rawls, we have seen, the rules governing public reason are consistent 
with the more general strategy of political liberalism, which, he writes, 
“removes from the political agenda the most divisive issues, serious conten-
tion about which must undermine the basis of social cooperation” (PL, 157). 
Rawls realizes that, by both excluding from debate the issues that truly divide 
citizens and severely limiting the terms of debate for those issues they may 
discuss, he has a problem explaining what political liberalism holds to be 
legitimate social and political change. He has a problem, for example, 
explaining how slavery came to be abolished, or rather how the abolition of 
slavery could have been justified at the time in terms of political liberalism, 
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rather than being accepted under the aegis of “pluralism.” He has a problem 
explaining how either the civil rights movement could have happened if its 
participants had embraced political liberalism and kept within the bounds of 
“public reason” or women’s liberation could have taken place if women had 
recognized the lack of an overlapping consensus on women’s rights.

In response to criticism along these lines, Rawls claims that, against the 
exclusive view of public reason discussed above, “there is another view allow-
ing citizens, in certain situations, to present what they regard as the basis of 
political values rooted in their comprehensive doctrine, provided they do this 
in ways that strengthen the ideal of public reason itself” (PL, 247). If we ask, 
“Did the abolitionists go against the ideal of public reason?” writes Rawls, 
we should view “the question conceptually and not historically” (PL, 250). 
The issue in other words is not whether their “political agitation was a neces-
sary political force leading to the Civil War and so to the destruction of the 
great evil and curse of slavery” (PL, 250). On that level their actions can be 
redeemed by history. The issue, rather, is whether such actions can be seen as 
conceptually consistent with the great political principles and thus redeemed 
by public reason. This is the “inclusive view” of public reason, which Rawls 
calls the more “correct” view (PL, 248). And not only correct but, I would add, 
crucially important for the fortunes of political liberalism, since the inclusive 
view enables us to explain the social change that, under the exclusive view, 
must appear illegitimate. As this illegitimacy would call into question the 
entire project of political liberalism—why would we embrace a theory that 
cannot so much as account for the very momentous social and political 
change that it holds to be legitimate?—quite a lot is at stake in this inclusive 
view. I quote at length:

The abolitionists and the leaders of the civil rights movement did not 
go against the ideal of public reason; or rather, they did not provided 
they thought, or on reflection would have thought (as they certainly 
could have thought), that the comprehensive reasons they appealed to 
were required to give sufficient strength to the political conception to 
be subsequently realized. To be sure, people do not normally distin-
guish between comprehensive and public reasons; nor do they nor-
mally affirm the ideal of public reason, as we have expressed it. Yet 
people can be brought to recognize these distinctions in particular 
cases. The abolitionists could say, for example, that they supported the 
values of freedom and equality for all, but that given the comprehen-
sive doctrines that they held and the doctrines current in their day, it 
was necessary to invoke the comprehensive grounds on which those 
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values were widely seen to rest. Given those historical conditions, it 
was not unreasonable of them to act as they did for the sake of public 
reason itself. In this case the idea of public reason allows the inclusive 
view. (PL, 251)

Striking in Rawls’s inclusive view of public reason is that it leaves the 
idea of public reason itself wholly unchanged. Comprehensive reasons are 
admissible as long as they either are or (through reflection) can be seen to be 
consistent with public reason, which by definition excludes such reasons. 
Consistency is achieved through the incorporation of the “offensive” elements 
of these doctrines (i.e., their comprehensive moral reasoning and claims to 
truth) into the logic of justification. Not unlike a certain way of thinking 
about rights, whereby new claims to political enfranchisement are explained 
as the mere extension of the inherent logic of rights itself (i.e., its ever-
expanding nature), Rawls’s inclusive account of public reason redeems 
“conceptually” what were, historically, nonpublic reasons at the expense of 
neutralizing the political character of making judgments and claims. It is as if 
the logic of public reason itself determined in advance the legitimacy of claims 
made in the name of nonpublic reason. Thus, abolitionists’ nonpublic reason, 
which led them to “bas[e] their arguments on religious grounds,” is redeemed 
as politically valid by virtue of the fact that, seen conceptually, it “supported 
the clear conclusions of public reason.” Likewise, the nonpublic reasons 
advanced by the civil rights movement, led by Martin Luther King, Jr., are 
redeemed on a conceptual level by the “appeal to the political values 
expressed in the Constitution correctly understood” (PL, 250). And so on.

But of course what it means to “correctly” understand the political values 
of the Constitution is given neither in the internal consistency of the values 
themselves (which would require their eventual application to all human 
beings, on pain of contradiction) nor by the imputation of public reason think-
ing to nonpublic reason claim-making. The sense of correctness is generated, 
rather, by the very practice of making political judgments and claims. Our 
sense of necessity here, in other words, belongs not to any logic of expansion 
but to the contingent historical fact that abolitionists, civil rights activists, and 
suffragists claimed their freedom and equality, and their demands were even-
tually heard and taken up by others. It may appear as if it had to be that way—
that such advances were already guaranteed, so to speak, by the principles 
inherent in the constitution or the logic of rights—but that is the illusion cre-
ated by public reason. The achievements of abolitionism, the civil rights 
movement, and feminism did not have to happen at all and, as anyone familiar 
with the history of these struggles knows, came quite close to not happening 
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at all. Rawls himself would not deny this. But the question is whether thinking 
about these struggles in terms of the ideal of public reason might occlude the 
contingency of these advances as genuine but fragile political achievements. 
Forged through conflict and struggle, such advances involved tremendous 
risk: not only the obvious risks to one’s person that were known to be 
associated with abolitionist activities but also the less obvious risk of being 
rebuffed politically that I mentioned above. This risk of speaking outside the 
strictures of public reason and refusing to limit oneself to the mere extension 
of already legitimate political principles, we shall now see, is what made 
Frederick Douglass’s Fourth of July address the paradigm of brilliant antislav-
ery speeches.

Risking Unreasonableness
My point in questioning the idea of public reason as a kind of grand narra-
tive for making sense of the historical struggle for rights, or as a purification 
mechanism for making public sense of nonpublic reason, is not to deny that 
disenfranchised individuals and groups do in fact need to articulate their 
claims and judgments in a language that, far from being merely subjective, 
makes an appeal to some kind of universality.21 But the question is whether 
thinking about that language in terms of the redemption of nonpublic reason 
by public reason might conceal and perhaps even distort what is at stake.

One thing that is surely at stake is how it was that a suffragist such as 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton or an ex-slave abolitionist such as Frederick Douglass 
could be so much as heard as making public judgments and claims. What 
Rawls observes about slaves was, albeit in a more limited form, applicable to 
both Stanton and Douglass: “Slaves are human beings who are not counted as 
sources of claims” (PL, 33).22 The issue here is not whether one can speak the 
(English) language and be understood, but whether the language one speaks 
is counted as being more than merely subjective. The idea that one can 
redeem nonpublic reason with public reason assumes that one is in the posi-
tion of a speaking subject who is counted as the source of claims, and who 
can therefore make arguments, that is, engage in the practices of justification 
based on a conception of the reasonable, which, for political liberals, are the 
only game in town.

Consider Frederick Douglass’ famous speech, “The Meaning of July Fourth 
for the Negro.” Delivered on July 5th, 1852, at an event commemorating the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence and sponsored by the Rochester 
Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society, this speech is widely considered to be the 
single most effective and important speech denouncing slavery 
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and advocating emancipation before the Civil War. Both the speech and the 
meeting itself were to provide a counter-celebration to Independence Day. 
Douglass was among the speakers who exposed the hypocrisy of the 
Revolution and the elusive ideal of liberty for all. “This Fourth of July is 
yours, not mine,” he told his white listeners. “You may rejoice, I must 
mourn.” Douglass’ remarks went to the heart of the crime of slavery upon 
which the American nation had been founded.23

Douglass’ speech resists its redemption by the Rawlsian idea of public rea-
son, for it aims to expose the hypocrisy of the canons of political rationality 
and deliberation on which that idea is based. Invoking the voice of an imagi-
nary interlocutor who complains that the abolitionists would do well to “argue 
more . . . and denounce less,” Douglass questions whether the abomination of 
slavery can be addressed by “argument” at all.

But, I submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What 
point in the anti-slavery creed would you have me argue? . . . Must I 
undertake to prove that the slave is a man? . . . . Would you have me 
argue that man is entitled to his liberty? That he is the rightful owner 
of his body? . . . . Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a 
question for republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and 
argumentation, a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubt-
ful application of the principle of justice, hard to be understood? . . . 
There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven that does not know 
that slavery is wrong for him. . . . . Must I argue that a system thus 
marked with blood . . . is wrong? No! I will not. . . . What then remains 
to be argued?

As George Shulman parses this passage, the issue here is white refusal to 
acknowledge what is already known: “the problem is not an ignorance to 
remedy by knowledge, but what (and who) we count as real, not an error in 
logic to remedy by rational argument, but a motivated blindness . . . about the 
other, our conduct, and so about who we think we are.” At issue is not just a 
“gap” between what people say about their ideals and their actual conduct, but 
“a denial of reality so profound that every professed value seems hollow.”24 
Douglass calls attention to this gap by beginning his speech with the use of 
the first-person pronoun “I” and then, within the space of three paragraphs, 
separating himself from his audience through use of the second-person 
“your”: “This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the Fourth of July. It is 
the birthday of your National Independence, and of your political freedom.”25 
He claims the right to speak by addressing his audience as “fellow-citizens” 
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but also marks the hollowness of that term for free Northern black Americans 
like himself and the millions of slaves who were not citizens. If the central 
issue is that we refuse to count others as real in a political sense (as sources 
of claims), or if we are invested in denying the conditions that so exclude 
them, then Douglass must find a form of speech that makes visible his non-
status as a credible speaker of claims.

Rather than participate in the charade of deliberative discourse that pre-
supposes that equality of speaking subjects, Douglass declares:

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. 
O! had I the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, 
pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering 
sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is needed, but fire. . . . 
The feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the 
nation must be startled.26

“Quickened, roused, startled: Douglass’s insights into the democratic impor-
tance of nondeliberative discourse and claims-making practices,” astutely 
writes Jason Frank, were not unique to him but a central component of aboli-
tion’s public sphere.27

The point here is not to deny that Douglass makes arguments. Only these 
arguments come to life qua arguments through the use of scorching irony, 
biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and a barrage of power-
ful tropes and figures—in a word, through rhetoric. Rhetoric allows the argu-
ments to come alive and the so-called manifest content of the saving principles 
of the Constitution to be seen. Rhetoric should be understood here as far more 
than the mere means of persuasion that makes it easier to absorb rational 
truth, as the philosophical tradition would have it. No mere “technique of an 
exterior persuasion,” writes Ernesto Grassi, “it [rhetoric] is the very basis of 
rational thought.” Rhetoric provides the framework [tropes, figures, images] 
within which the proof can come into existence at all.”28 To put this in the 
(Wittgensteinean) terms I used earlier, meaning is not already contained in 
the manifest content of Douglass’s speech, which is the subject of Rawls’s 
conceptual redemption of abolitionist moral and religious appeals by public 
reason. Rather, the meaning of Douglass’s speech emerges in the context of 
his speaking: his rhetorical genius was to bring his audience to hear reasonable 
political judgments in the very moral denouncements that his imaginary inter-
locutor dismissed as politically ineffective and a political liberal might call 
unreasonable.
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The specific mode of public speaking that expresses a decisive antislavery 
public judgment, then, is not “based upon reasons and evidence after discus-
sion and due reflection,” which is how Rawls describes the workings of public 
reason. Of course Rawls also holds that “justification is not regarded simply 
as valid argument from listed premises, even should these premises be true. 
Rather, justification is addressed to others who disagree with us, and there-
fore it must always proceed from some consensus, that is, from premises that 
we and others publically recognize as true; or better, publically recognize as 
acceptable to us for the purpose of establishing a working agreement on the 
fundamental questions of political justice.”29 It is indeed tempting to read 
Douglass’s speech, as Jason Frank puts it, as “a paradigmatic instance of 
immanent critique in the dissenting traditions of American political thought.”30 
On this understanding the critic starts with common places, that is, tropes and 
values already accepted by his audience as part of what Rawls calls public 
reason. “According to this approach,” writes Frank, “Douglass exposes a 
contradiction between the universality of the principle and the historical par-
ticularity of its application.”31 In this way, Douglass can be seen as affirming 
the fundamental principles of public reason and merely asking that they be 
extended—as they conceptually could have been according to Rawls—to 
slaves.

But Douglass’s problem—which mirrors the larger problem of abolition-
ist struggles at this point in time—is not only to invoke the shared premises 
of the American Constitution or the Declaration of Independence in order to 
persuade those who disagree on the moral and political issue of slavery. That 
kind of argument had already been made—hundreds of times over in fact. 
Douglass confronts an audience (hosted by an Anti-Slavery Society), many 
of whose members already share his judgment on the wrongs of slavery and 
already share core democratic premises (e.g., human equality). His problem 
is not simply how to convince others on the basis of what everyone already 
accepts but how to reanimate what they already know so that it becomes 
politically—and not just personally, morally, or religiously—significant. The 
point is not to endorse and merely extend the logic of the shared premises as 
they are expressed in the Declaration or the Constitution; it is to gain critical 
purchase on what each takes for granted. In this way, the premises can be 
subjected to critical judgment and redeployed anew.

We would miss the sheer political force of Douglass’s speech if we were, 
with Rawls, to redeem Douglass’ nonpublic reason with public reason. Douglass 
urges us to “hold fast” to the Declaration of Independence as the “sheet 
anchor” of the republic, but it could be misleading to say, as Rawls does about 
Martin Luther King Jr., that Douglass appeals here “to the political values 

 at UNIV OF CHICAGO on February 2, 2012ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com/


Zerilli	 19

expressed in the Constitution correctly understood” (PL, 250). Although 
Douglass himself, in his 1851 departure from William Lloyd Garrison’s 
denunciation of the Constitution as a proslavery document, eventually claimed 
that, correctly understood, the Constitution was an antislavery document, his 
conversion was no mere return to what was always already there, but 
a creative, indeed transformative political action: an action that, together 
with the interpretations of like-minded abolitionists, redefined the meaning 
of the Constitution as a radical document that authorized Congress to abolish 
slavery. Douglass’s speech can be seen as an example of what I have else-
where called the predicative moment of politics.32 In such moments, the 
claim to “we the people” does not call upon an already existing subject 
formed through consensus on basic political principles only to affirm them. 
Rather, it is a form of speaking and judging that unsettles how we under-
stand those principles and the apparent coherence of the “we” that denies its 
contingent and exclusionary character.

Speaking Truth Politically
In the case of abolitionism, Rawls sees public reason as redeeming the 
comprehensive reasons given by the abolitionists. But this does not alter his 
basic point about the intrinsically divisive character of comprehensive claims 
to true beliefs. It is instructive in this regard to recall that Douglass, though 
he clearly held slavery to be a moral crime against the higher law of nature 
and gave forceful public expression to that view, came to reject Garrisonianism, 
largely because of the moral righteousness of its public stance. Such righ-
teousness, as Douglass saw, led to a form of political paralysis and ultimately 
indifference. As Colaiaco writes, “To abolish slavery, the intractable Garrison 
would have gone as far as dissolving the union, leaving two nations, one slave 
and one free.”33 Recognizing the fatal implications for freedom in Garrison’s 
uncompromising and wholly moralized approach to ending slavery, Douglass 
was led to advance a distinctly political approach to abolition, an approach 
that radically altered how he thought about the relationship of absolute moral 
claims to politics. He did not counter Garrison by asserting the inevitable 
conflict between morality and political expediency and, in the name of expe-
diency, bracket claims to the moral truth of human equality (as contemporary 
political liberals would have us do). Rather, he saw that one can and ought to 
affirm as universal one’s political principles, but such affirmation will always 
take into account political context. In this way he is engaged in building what 
Arendt calls a “common world.” Pace Garrison, writes Colaiaco, Douglass 
saw that the refusal to make political compromises and “accept a lesser evil 
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to avoid a greater one, can actually thwart one’s ethical goals.”34 As Douglass 
himself puts it, “It does not follow that what is morally right is, at all times, 
politically possible,” but what is politically possible is the only path to the 
eventual attainment of what is morally right.35

Contrasting Douglass’s deeply political way of thinking about abolitionist 
claims to Garrison’s wholly moral view, we might wonder whether the 
comprehensive appeal to truth necessarily poses a risk to democracy when 
asserted in what Rawls calls “the public political forum.”36 Arendt famously 
argued that it does: the appeal to an absolute undercuts the freedom of 
citizens, for it seems to lodge the authority to act politically in an extrapolitical 
order.37 Moreover, truth claims pose grave dangers to democratic politics in 
her view, for they tend to preclude all debate. Although I implied earlier that 
Arendt agrees with Rawls here, we can now see that her concern is funda-
mentally different: she fears not the mortal combat that truth claims suppos-
edly provoke, but the deafening silence. “Truth carries with it an element of 
coercion,” she writes, for any claim to truth appears “to be beyond agreement, 
dispute, and consent.”38 But this worry seems to forget Arendt’s own insight, 
in the very same essay, into the practice of making political claims, namely, 
that any claim, including claims to self-evident truths, depend in the end on 
agreement and consent. Thus, Jefferson may have thought that by declaring 
truths to be self-evident, he was putting them beyond dispute. But, writes 
Arendt, “by saying ‘We hold these truth to be self-evident,’ he conceded, albeit 
without becoming aware of it, that the statement ‘All men are created equal’ is 
not self-evident but stands in need of agreement and consent—that equality, if 
it is to be politically relevant, is a matter of opinion and not ‘the truth.’”39

Nonetheless, surely there is danger in political claims and judgments that 
purport to embody the whole truth. Aware of this danger, Douglass, though 
he believed in racial (and gender) equality as a deep moral truth, was willing 
to make political compromises which involved how he expressed or pursued 
the realization of that moral truth. Unlike political liberals, however, Douglass 
does not invoke the idea of public reason as the only legitimate way to speak 
to other citizens: rather, he questions that idea and advances comprehensive 
reasons that he then subjects to the contingent demands and exigencies of 
politics. Thus, Douglass can reinterpret and mobilize the Constitution as 
an anti-slavery document based on the very same natural law tradition that 
Garrison also claimed as the basis for his rejection of the Constitution and his 
uncompromising moral stance.40 It was not the claim to the truth of natural 
law as such that was decisive in the conflict between Garrison and Douglass, 
but the particular way in which that claim was employed by each politically. 
Democratic politics can be endangered by comprehensive truth claims, but 
also enabled—there is no guarantee, one way or the other.
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Thinking about comprehensive truth claims in a political rather than a phil-
osophical idiom, we can see that the problem facing citizens of democratic 
societies is how to make critical judgments in the absence of a single concep-
tion of the good. But that is not quite how Rawls understands it. For him, 
“the burdens of judgment” point not to the importance of developing one’s 
capacity to judge in the absence of a transcendent rule, as it does for Arendt, 
but to the necessity of taking certain topics of political judgment off the table 
and abiding by the rules of public reason.41 I recognize that for as many 
passages as one could cite that say as much, Rawls’s defenders—as I learned 
in the course of writing this essay—will cite others. I suggested above that 
there are certainly textual grounds for questioning just how restrictive public 
reason is according to Rawls. Nevertheless, it seems fair to say that though he 
recognized that universal rules for judgment could not be sustained in the 
face of deep diversity, Rawls’s response was to keep judgment tethered to the 
authority of public reason, however capacious or narrow one understands it.42 
This tethering of the capacity to judge to an external authority of sorts comes 
at a cost: it focuses our attention on the rules of judgment (or public reason) 
rather than inspiring us to judge reflectively, that is, in the absence of univer-
sal rules. This reflective kind of critical judgment was at the center of Arendt’s 
rather different approach to her very similar recognition of social and cul-
tural diversity.

Judging as a World-Building Practice
For Arendt, the capacity to judge reflectively, that is, in the absence of a 
concept or rule, is a defining feature of democratic citizenship. Such citizen-
ship is not identical in her view with membership in any given nation state. 
Nor is it premised on the sharing of what Rawls calls a “comprehensive 
doctrine” and defines as the very essence of the idea of “community.” Though 
Rawls and Arendt agree that unity of perspective destroys the public realm, 
their reasons are different. For Rawls, a comprehensive doctrine almost 
always threatens to endanger liberal democratic politics when it gains public 
expression, for the “zeal to embody the whole truth in politics” excludes the 
possible legitimacy of competing views and seeks to mobilize the state in 
defense of a singular idea of the true. For Arendt, logical truth claims are 
apolitical, for they tolerate no dissent, but she also suggests that the dangerous 
rise of any single worldview is brought about, not hindered, by restricting the 
public expression of different (comprehensive) worldviews. To belong to a 
democratic political community is to have a “common world,” not to share 
a comprehensive worldview, and this common world exists only where there 
is a plurality of worldviews. Arendt writes:
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The reality of the public realm relies on the simultaneous presence of 
innumerable perspectives and aspects in which the common world pres-
ents itself and for which no common measurement or denominator can 
ever be devised. For though the common world is the common meeting 
ground of all, those who are present have different locations in it. . . . 
Being seen and being heard by others derive their significance from the 
fact that everybody sees and hears from a different position. . . .

The end of the common world has come when it is seen only under one 
aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one perspective.43

What we have in common cannot be discerned through “a common mea-
surement or denominator,” which is another way of saying not only that there 
is no common human nature that might guarantee unity in diversity but also 
that there are no rules or criteria according to which to adjudicate plural per-
spectives, only the actual public articulation of those perspectives themselves. 
Our sense of what is common, what Arendt calls “the sameness of the object,” 
can appear only when it is seen from different perspectives.44 Consequently, 
the attempt to restrict the public articulation of competing perspectives, com-
prehensive doctrines, or worldviews results not, as a Rawls would have it, in 
a world that is shared but in a loss of what we have in common.

It can sometimes sound as though Arendt were speaking about the com-
mon world as if its possibility were given in the ontological fact of human 
plurality. And it is certainly true that, in The Human Condition, she tends to 
cast the common world as a synonym for worldly reality, understood as the 
sense of objectivity or realness that is generated by the presence of other 
people who see what I see and hear what I hear, though their standpoint is 
not identical with my own. In that case, the common world would be the 
Arendtian response to the corrosive skepticism of Cartesian doubt—and in 
important respects (especially in that text) it is.

But it is much more than that. The public realm or the common world, as 
I wish to develop that Arendtian political idea, is constituted not only in and 
through “the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different position,” 
but that they are also able to see from positions that are not their own: that 
they are able to think representatively and judge reflectively. Were this not also 
a crucial aspect of what Arendt means by the common world, then we might 
well have a response to the radical skeptic who puts human membership in 
any worldly reality whatsoever into doubt, but no satisfying answer to the 
related yet different question of what it means to be a member of a demo-
cratic political community. Were the common world ontologically given, 
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moreover, then it would be hard to see how it could ever be lost. But in 
Arendt’s account it surely can. We do better to think of the common world 
as a political achievement, however rooted it may be in the ontological idea 
of human plurality.

The common world is built not only out of different perspectives but also 
imaginative acts of thinking and judging that take them into account. Common 
is not what political liberals mean by an “overlapping consensus.” This 
consensus, we have seen, is premised on citizens abiding by the method of 
avoidance. For Arendt, what is common for us is not some comprehensive 
doctrine that we all share but rather a public space that is created out of the 
public expression of the plurality of comprehensive doctrines. The common 
world is “the space in which things become public.” This idea of the common 
world as the space in which things become public reminds us that the public 
or political character of any human practice is not given in the practice itself 
but is created through what Arendt calls action in concert. It is in this space 
that abolitionists risked being rebuffed as unreasonable and brought their 
fellow citizens to see slavery as a political matter subject to change. And it 
was in this space that abolitionists transformed their own personal moral and 
religious commitments to end slavery into a genuinely political and public 
claim.

Arendt’s idea of a common world invites us to recognize that it is our 
practice of politics that turns value pluralism into a form of mortal combat, 
rather than something intrinsic to that pluralism itself. Her affirmation of 
plurality as something that can only appear in public, rather than, as Rawls 
would have it, something that is private and must be protected by a method 
of avoidance, is crucial for avoiding “a dreary and conservative public dis-
course, freed of all fundamental challenges,” to speak with Veit Bader.45 
Rawls himself observes that “the forms of permissible public reason are 
always several, and that “new variations” are crucial; “otherwise the claims 
of groups or interests arising from social change might be repressed and fail 
to gain their appropriate political voice.”46 But where do these permissible 
forms and new variations originate if not in the very violations of any existing 
idea of public reason? This is the risk of political speech about which I spoke 
earlier. People gain their political voice by taking that risk. We simply cannot 
know what our words will mean—or whether they will be dismissed as 
unreasonable, as mad, as offensive, as politically irrelevant, or some combi-
nation of these—apart from the moment of their utterance and reception. 
The openness to new demands that Rawls says he wants to preserve, then, 
cannot happen without taking that risk.
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Conclusion

I admire political liberalism’s celebration of value differences as an achieve-
ment of free liberal democratic institutions. Still, there is something awry in 
a political stance that construes these differences as that which likewise 
poses the greatest potential threat to free liberal democratic institutions, a 
threat that is best managed through a method of avoidance. This method 
leads to the occlusion of judgment as a specifically political practice in 
Arendt’s sense. We find ourselves in the strange situation in which any 
comprehensive doctrine or stance that rejects, as Rawls writes, “the idea of 
public reason and deliberative democracy” (e.g., “fundamentalist religious 
doctrines”) will simply be shut out of legitimate public debate. “They [such 
doctrines] assert that the religiously true, or the philosophically true, over-
rides the politically reasonable. We simply say that such a doctrine is politi-
cally unreasonable. Within political liberalism nothing more need be said.”47 
But of course a lot more needs to be said—that is, if we are not to satisfy 
ourselves with talking publicly to people who are already part of the charmed 
circle of the reasonable and instead try to engage points of view that trouble 
our very understanding of the reasonable. And isn’t this the real political 
challenge that faces us today?

By contrast with Arendt, who also worries about the dogmatic character of 
truth claims and their potentially destructive effects on the public realm, 
Rawls ends up shrinking this realm to the point of insignificance in the name 
of saving it. For Rawls, acceptance of “the burdens of judgment leads to the 
idea of reasonable toleration”48—which is better understood as a deeply 
attenuated notion of what can be discussed politically. It is not enough to 
draw a distinction between the official and the background public political 
culture, as Rawls did in response to critics. For what is sustained is an ideal 
of political discourse whose very terms undercut the practice of political 
judgment as an ability to think the particular without the mediation of a concept 
(e.g., the reasonable).49

It is only once we recognize that there are no universal rules for making 
judgments about matters of common concern that the practice of judging 
comes into its own. And it is with this practice of judgment that the expres-
sion of value differences can be seen, with Arendt, not as something to be 
managed by the idea of the reasonable in the name of toleration and social 
stability, but as susceptible to becoming part of the common world, that is, 
the “inter-est, which lies between people and can therefore relate and bind 
them together.”50 How do citizens learn to think and to judge in ways that 
create a sense of a common world whose very possibility arises not despite 
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but precisely because they do not share a comprehensive doctrine? Surely, it 
cannot be by practicing the method of avoidance.

If it is difficult for democratic thinkers to see how the idea of a common 
world and its loss might serve as a framework for understanding the challenges 
facing multiethnic and multiracial liberal democracies, this may well be because 
we tend to think of those challenges as first and foremost a problem of adju-
dicating so-called value differences. When such adjudication is our main 
concern, we almost inevitably tend toward state-centered solutions to deep 
problems of democratic governance. But what if the threat to democracy were 
not the deadly conflict of “ultimate value orientations,” to borrow Weber’s 
phrase, but the deterioration of the common world in which these orientations 
can be expressed and judged? This is the wager of Arendt, for whom plural 
perspectives are the very lifeblood of the public realm. They become a threat 
to the public realm when they are no longer expressed in the public realm. 
The validation of competing values expressed as political judgments and 
claims depends not on their redemption by some objective agency or dis-
course of public reason, but by the reflective judgments of citizens in the very 
practice of politics itself. To save the public realm and develop this world-
building practice of judgment, then, let us risk the antipathy of reasonable 
political liberals and, to speak with that firebrand Paul Feyerabend, say 
“farewell to (public) reason.”
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change might be repressed and fail to gain their appropriate voice” (142). In fact, 
by the end of the essay it appears that the only criterion that is unassailable as far 
as political liberalism and public reason are concerned is “the criterion of reci-
procity” (141, 173). This leads a rather exasperated Rawls to declare at the end of 
the essay: “I do not know how to prove that public reason is not too restrictive, or 
whether its forms are properly described. I suspect that it cannot be done” (179).
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