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Abstract:
At the core of political liberalism is a concept of public justification. According to Rawls’ liberal principle of legitimacy, political institutions and the decisions made within them must be publicly justified or justifiable. Many of Rawls’ critics have argued that public justification is either not necessary or not sufficient for political legitimacy. These critics have either reverted to a form of comprehensive liberalism or argued for moral foundations of political liberalism. I shall argue against the moral strategy and propose an alternative – epistemic – strategy for putting political liberalism on solid foundations. I shall argue that the significance of public justification can be explained through the possibility of reasonable disagreement. In a reasonable disagreement, the parties hold mutually incompatible beliefs, but each is justified to hold the belief they do. The epistemology of disagreement provides the appropriate underpinning for political liberalism in the sense that it both explains the possibility of reasonable pluralism and why justification has to be from and addressed to all members of the political constituency.
