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THIS ESSAY ARGUES THAT JUDGMENTS ABOUT THE NATURE AND 
function of human reason play analogous (though not identical) roles in Catholic 
and Muslim arguments for political liberalism. Focusing on the works of John 
Courtney Murray and three contemporary Muslim reformers, I note three simi
larities. First, thinkers in both traditions argue that it is humankind's unique abil
ity to reason about the moral law that constitutes our dignity and provides the 
foundation for the right to religious liberty. Second, this ability to reason is what 
allows us to provide the publicly accessible justifications that the liberal princi
ple of reciprocity seems to require. Finally, all four authors argue that their at
tempts to reform or develop their traditions are dependent upon and required 
by the dictates of human reason. 

Introduction 

The right to religious liberty and the tolerance of difference that this right en
genders are central components of American national identity. As a result, 
many in the United States are perplexed by current events in the Middle East. 
Rising sectarian violence and the imposition of Islamic law throughout the re
gion have made it clear that the values associated with democratic liberalism 
are not gaining traction in this part of the world. In response, scholars from 
numerous disciplines and pundits from various parts of the political spectrum 
have weighed in with explanations of the phenomenon. Although these expla
nations are remarkably diverse, one particular account seems to have captured 
the popular imagination, reinforced by the fact that it is supported by West
ern theorists and conservative Muslims alike. 

Liberal democracy has failed to take root, they argue, because the religion 
of the populace (Islam) is exceptionally unable to accommodate the central 
foundations of liberal political thought. Western scholars then conclude that 
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"secularization" or the "privatization" of Islam is a prerequisite of liberaliza
tion.1 Conversely, conservative Muslims use this thesis to defend their current 
political practices and challenge all attempts to foster liberal democracy in the 
region.2 What is most interesting about these arguments is that they almost al
ways involve implicit assumptions about the compatibility of liberalism and 
Christianity. Western pundits argue that Islam, unlike Christianity, is uniquely 
unable to provide theoretical support for certain basic liberties and rights. Con
servative Muslims argue that Islam, unlike Christianity, is unwilling to limit 
God's sovereignty by severing the sacred and secular orders in a separation of 
"religion" and "state."3 

Those who are aware of the history of Christian political thought will im
mediately recognize that these assumptions, at least in oversimplified form, are 
problematic. Christianity has a long history of close ties to political authority 
and Christians have been perfectly willing to deny the rights and liberties as
sociated with liberalism in the name of religious law and order. Moreover, it 
is difficult to attribute the tensions between liberalism and Christianity to a 
distant, unenlightened past. In the primary season for the 2008 presidential 
election, we were vividly reminded that Christians are still struggling to make 
sense of the proper relationship between religion and politics in a liberal 
democracy.4 

Although these tensions are present in both the Protestant and Catholic tra
ditions, the history of Catholic political thought provides a particularly pow
erful counterpoint to the assumptions outlined above. The hierarchical teach
ing of the Catholic Church has a long history of explicit and extensive rejection 
of liberal political thought. Moreover, the fact that the Catholic "conversion" 
to liberalism was so relatively recent suggests that Islamic struggles with liber
alism are neither exceptional nor particularly antiquated.5 The present essay is 
part of a larger project that seeks to develop and defend this cursory insight 
through a more robust comparison of Catholic and Islamic arguments for po
litical liberalism.6 

Drawing on this larger comparison, I argue that judgments about the na
ture and function of human reason play analogous (though not identical) roles 
in the arguments of each tradition. More specifically, I show that these judg
ments shape the arguments of thinkers in both traditions in at least three ways. 
First, thinkers in both traditions argue that it is humankind's unique ability to 
reason about the moral law that constitutes our dignity and provides the foun
dation for the right to religious liberty. This ability to reason is also what al
lows us to provide the publicly accessible justifications the liberal principle of 
reciprocity seems to require. Finally, both Catholic and Muslim reformers ar
gue that their attempts to reform or develop their traditions are dependent upon 
and required by the dictates of human reason. 
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Before moving to the actual comparison, it is important to say a few words 
about the methodology of my larger project and, by extension, the present es
say. As a project of comparative ethics that seeks to address a particular thesis 
about philosophical compatibility, the comparison that follows is largely theo
retical. Though historical and social-scientific concerns inform the project, the 
comparison is first and foremost a comparison of arguments made by philoso
phers and theologians in each tradition.7 The theoretical goals of the project 
also guided the selection of comparative figures. Though their degree of influ
ence and representativeness was important, the content of their arguments car
ried the most weight. More specifically, I sought out thinkers who provided ex
tensive and systematic defenses of liberal political thought within the confines 
of their respective religious traditions. 

Within the Catholic tradition, the choice was obvious. The American Je
suit John Courtney Murray (1904—67) was arguably the most influential figure 
in the development of the Church's current position on these issues and his in
tellectual corpus represents the most systematic and extensive defense of lib
eralism within Catholicism to this day.8 The choice of a Muslim representa
tive was less clear. Although numerous Muslims have written about these issues, 
no one figure has provided a defense that is as systematic, comprehensive, or 
influential for Islam as Murray's for Catholicism.9 As a result, I juxtapose the 
arguments of three contemporary Muslim reformers to represent the various 
ways contemporary Muslims have come at these issues. Though the larger 
project focuses on the works of Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im (1946- ), it includes 
long forays into the thought of Khaled Abou El Fadl (1963- ) and Abdualiziz 
Sachedina (1942- ), forays that are particularly important for the issues dis
cussed in the present study.10 

The fact that all four authors currently write within an American context was 
not an intended consequence of my selection, but my interest in comparing au
thors who explicitly engage the liberal tradition surely made this result more 
likely. Either way, this shared context turns out to have a number of practical and 
theoretical advantages for the larger comparison. In the first place, it helps me 
avoid one of the most important criticisms of comparative projects: that the 
scholar's attempt to translate concepts from one language or tradition to another 
lends itself to oversimplified and inaccurate descriptions.11 Because each of these 
authors is writing in English and responding to similar material within the lib
eral canon, all "translation" takes place within the works themselves.12 More im
portantly, their shared experience as religious minorities in the United States al
lows them to both avoid and challenge traditional arguments that seek to elide 
liberalism with either Western colonialism (in the case of Islam) or continental 
secularism (in the case of Catholicism). Indeed, they all argue that the American 
experience reveals that liberalism need not contradict or limit public religiosity. 
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Reason and Responsibility: The Foundation of Human Dignity 

The right to religious liberty is arguably the most important principle of lib
eral political thought. This assessment arises out of a popular historical narra
tive that attributes the rise of liberalism to fatigue with the religious conflict of 
the seventeenth century. According to this narrative, liberalism was initially a 
pragmatic solution to the problem of stability within a pluralistic society, and 
this stability seemed to require the right to religious liberty. Although many 
have questioned the details of this narrative, most agree that liberalism (how
ever it arose) sets itself in opposition to traditional modes of religious political 
thought in this regard.13 Whereas traditional political theology sought to in
stitutionalize one religious conception of the good as the sole criterion of the 
political order, liberalism seeks to secure individual liberty and equality by lim
iting this institutionalization through the constitutional norms of disestablish
ment and religious liberty. 

Given this history, it is unsurprising that a defense of the right to religious 
liberty is one of the most important components of Catholic and Muslim ar
guments for political liberalism. Unlike their philosophical counterparts, how
ever, these arguments ground this right in the theological foundations of 
Catholicism and Islam. In this section, I compare the way these arguments pro
ceed and show that thinkers in both traditions make strikingly similar moves. 
To begin, all four authors defend the right to religious liberty as necessary to 
preserve the divinely ordained dignity of the human person. What is more strik
ing—and particularly relevant to this essay—is that each author makes his case 
by linking the dignity of the human person to humankind's unique ability to 
reason about the moral law. 

Although many writing about Islamic exceptionalism would have us believe 
that the right to religious liberty has always been a part of the Christian tradi
tion, history reveals quite the opposite. Indeed, for most of its history, the hi
erarchical teaching of the Catholic Church explicitly denied this right on the 
grounds that "error has no rights." As Gavin D'Costa reminds us, Gregory XVI, 
in his 1832 encyclical Miran Vos, and Pius IX, in his 1864 encyclical Quanta 
Cura, condemn as "insane" the view that "the liberty of conscience and of wor
ship is the peculiar (or inalienable) right of every man."14 

This position was not overturned until 1965, when the arguments of John 
Courtney Murray shaped the Second Vatican Council's declaration on religious 
liberty, Dignitatis humanae. In this document the Church made an about-face, 
explicitly recognizing that "the human person has a right to religious freedom" 
and that this right "has its foundation in the very dignity of the human per
son."15 Although the document provides an abbreviated defense of this argu
ment, a closer look at Murray's own corpus provides a more robust account of 
how the argument proceeds. 
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Murray begins by arguing that human beings, created in the image of God, 
have been endowed with a special dignity.16 He then argues that this dignity 
"consists formally in the person's responsibility for himself and, what is more, 
the world."17 Yet, this responsibility presupposes that a human being is able to 
understand and freely choose the good.18 Thus human dignity is ultimately tied 
to the unique capabilities of human reason and the consequent ability to "act 
by [one's] own counsel and purpose."19 In this sense human reason and auton
omy reflect the image of God and constitute human dignity.20 "By nature," 
Murray argues, a human being is made in the "image of God, Eternal reason," 
and this nature both allows and demands humans to participate in the "free
dom of God himself."21 If coerced to act against the dictates of reason, humans 
would be forced to forfeit their responsibility and deny that which sustains their 
dignity as human persons.22 Thus, the demand for religious liberty has its ba
sis in "man's intellectual nature, in the human capacity to seek, to embrace, and 
to manifest by his way of life the truth to which he is ordered."23 

It is important to note that for most of his career Murray made a point of 
arguing that his defense of religious liberty was purely juridical and did not ex
tend into the ecclesiastical or moral realms. This distinction allowed Murray 
(and the Council) to defend a civil notion of religious liberty without overturn
ing previous teaching about individual moral and religious duties. Thus, for 
Murray, liberty of conscience does not entail the "rationalist theory of the out
law conscience" whereby the individual "recognizes no norms higher than its 
own subjective imperatives."24 Human beings are still in error when their sin
ful nature moves them to ignore certain moral and religious truths, and these 
errors are both "lamentable" and "evil."25 Yet, reason reveals that it is some
times right to tolerate evil in the civil realm, to protect the dignity of the hu
man person and preserve the common good. Murray even goes so far as to ar
gue that this tolerance is right because it is an "imitation of God," who also 
tolerates sinful human error.26 

One of the most common ways to defend the Islamic exceptionalist thesis 
is to argue that Islam, unlike Christianity, is unable to make these sorts of ar
guments about equal human dignity and the right to religious liberty.27 There 
is no doubt that the recent history of Islamic political thought and practice 
does not bode well for these values. Contemporary formulations of Shari'ah 
often entail the direct violation of these principles with respect to women and 
religious minorities. Nonetheless, a closer look at the arguments of at least 
three contemporary reformers reveals that arguments can and are being made 
to defend these rights within Islam. In the section that follows, I show that 
these arguments are analogous to Murray's in a number of important ways. 
The right to religious liberty is defended in terms of the dignity of the hu
man person and this dignity has its foundation in a conception of moral rea
son that entails responsibility. 
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Abdulaziz Sachedina argues that although there is no explicit mention of hu
mans being made in God's image in the Qur'an, the narrative is preserved in 
traditional hadith literature.28 He also notes that the Qur'an does speak of hu
man beings having been created with a "noble nature" that commands the re
spect of creation.29 In the Qur'anic discourse, Adam is set apart by his ability 
to "know the names," and the angels must bow down before him. Sachedina 
interprets this to mean that human beings were endowed with the "miracle of 
the human intellect" and that this miracle is both a "symbol" and "expression" 
of the abilities of the divine.30 Thus Sachedina can argue that our fitra, or crea-
turely nature, is endowed with an "innate disposition" whereby we receive uni
versal guidance about the moral law.31 

As in Catholicism, this ability (and by extension the dignity of the human 
person) is tied to moral responsibility. Sachedina argues that thefitra is "con
nected with the very creation of man as a creature possessing personal respon
sibility."32 Similarly, Khaled Abou El Fadl argues that religious, moral, and po
litical responsibilities are "predicated on the notion that human beings are 
capable of achieving a high level of moral agency."33 For these authors, this re
sponsibility grounds the right to religious liberty. As An-Na'im argues, "The 
fact that knowing and upholding Shari'a is the permanent and inescapable re
sponsibility of every Muslim means that no human being or institution should 
control the process."34 The Qur'an affirms this conclusion when it states that 
there can be "no compulsion in religion" (2:256).35 More importantly, the 
premise on which this conclusion is based, "that human beings do not truly be
lieve where disbelief is not an option," is affirmed in more than 114 verses 
throughout the Qur'an.36 

Unlike Murray, each Muslim author argues at some point in his corpus that 
the pluralism that results from religious liberty is an independent religious 
good for both Muslims and Islam. Like Murray, Sachedina argues that toler
ating religious diversity is an act of imitating God.37 Yet he and the other au
thors move beyond this toleration to argue that God intends pluralism for the 
good of humanity. Abou El Fadl reminds his readers that the Qur'an asserts: 
"To each of you God has prescribed a Law and a Way. If God would have willed, 
He would have made you a single people. But God's purpose is to test you in 
what he has given each of you, so strive in the pursuit of virtue."38 Similarly, 
An-Na'im argues that "toleration of unorthodoxy and dissent is vital for the 
spiritual and intellectual benefit of Islam itself."39 Without such freedoms, 
Muslims will not be able to propose and debate "fresh interpretations of the 
Qur'an and Sunna."«* 

The previous comparison reveals a number of interesting differences be
tween Catholic and Muslim arguments for religious liberty, particularly with 
respect to attitudes toward religious and moral pluralism. Although these dif
ferences can and should be attributed to the historical and philosophical eli-
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mate in which these authors wrote and continue to write, they are nonethe
less suggestive of more substantive differences. More specifically, there seems 
to be disagreement about the relationship between liberal political reform and 
the internal reform of their respective religious traditions. We see that 
Sachedina, Abou El Fadl, and the early work of An-Na'im all seek to pro
mote a liberal political order by promoting liberal reform within their tradi
tion. Alternately, Murray (and in his most recent works, An-Na'im) argue that 
their traditions need not become liberal to support a liberal political order. 
The latter arguments rest on a fundamental distinction between the legal and 
moral order that does not seem to arise within the arguments of Sachedina 
and Abou El Fadl.^i 

Despite these differences, the similarities between the sets of arguments are 
striking. Both begin with an argument about a divinely ordained human dig
nity and both tie this dignity to humankind's unique ability to reason and re
spond to the moral law. This ability provides the foundation for moral respon
sibility, which in turn requires that human beings be free to live according to 
the lives they have chosen. Finally, all four thinkers argue that religious liberty 
is what God wills for humanity in the civil order, despite the unfortunate con
sequences it may or may not have for religious pluralism and moral error. 

Religious Reason and the Task of Public Justification 

Although the right to religious liberty is a central component of liberal polit
ical thought, few, if any, liberals seek to render this right absolute. Recogniz
ing that an absolute right to religious liberty would actually undermine the 
foundation ofthat right, Uberai theorists have traditionally endorsed limitations 
on the right in certain contexts. Thus a crucial component of liberal political 
thought involves specifying when and how these limits might be set. For our 
purposes, the crucial question becomes: what sorts of reasons can citizens give 
to justify laws that limit individual liberty? More specifically, liberal theorists 
must determine whether religious citizens can appeal to religious reasons alone 
in defending these limitations. 

Most contemporary liberals argue that these sorts of arguments are 
morally unacceptable in a liberal democracy. Although there are many 
thinkers who make this case in many subtle ways, the general argument goes 
something like this: arguments for religious liberty, popular sovereignty, and 
many other liberal political principles presuppose respect for the dignity of 
the human person as fundamentally free and equal. This respect requires that 
citizens adhere to the principle of reciprocity in their deliberations about co
ercive law. The principle of reciprocity in turn requires that citizens pursue 
public justification for their favored coercive laws. Because religious reasons 



226 · Elizabeth A. Barre 

are (generally) inaccessible to the public at large, religious individuals must 
pursue and explicate nonreligious grounds for the limits they seek to place 
on individual liberty. 

As additional background, three theoretical distinctions should be noted. 
First, Gerald Gaus and Christopher Eberle have argued that the line of rea
soning just outlined is not a necessary component of liberal political thought. 
They distinguish between the general category of liberalism, which simply en
tails commitment to certain political principles such as liberty and equality, and 
a more specific form of "justificatory liberalism," which requires that individ
uals pursue public justification for their favored coercive laws.42 Eberle then 
distinguishes between two types of justificatory liberals, each of which holds 
different views of what it might mean to pursue "public justification,, in the first 
place. The first hold to a "populist" conception of public justification whereby 
citizens must provide a rationale that is "actually convincing to the citizenry," 
properly construed. The second hold to an "epistemic" conception that sim
ply requires that "the rationale have some epistemic desideratum that allows 
acceptance or interpersonal evaluation."43 

David Little has recently proposed a related distinction between "postpo-
litical" and "prepolitical" conceptions of human rights or universal moral 
norms.44 The argument for a postpolitical conception of rights holds that moral 
and legal norms are ultimately the result of an actual consensus within partic
ular political communities. Because there is no universal political community, 
those who subscribe to this view are generally skeptical of arguments for uni
versal rights. Prepolitical conceptions, conversely, lend themselves to univer
sal arguments. On this account, moral norms exist independently of and prior 
to the political consensus of actual communities. 

Justificatory liberals who embrace a "postpolitical" conception of rights gen
erally embrace a "populist" conception of public justification. If it is the case 
that moral norms are ultimately the result of political consensus, justice seems 
to require that coercive laws be defended in terms of reasons that are also the 
product of that very consensus. Moreover, if we are only justified in support
ing a legal norm that all citizens (properly construed) can actually accept, then 
the foundation of fundamental legal rights will only ever be the result or prod
uct of an actual political consensus. Yet not all justificatory liberals subscribe 
to these views of public justification and human rights. What is more, those 
who support an "epistemic" conception of public justification almost always em
brace a prepolitical conception of rights. According to an epistemic concep
tion of public justification, we are justified in supporting a legal norm if our 
justification is epistemically sound—if it adheres to "right reason," for exam
ple. This is so regardless of whether this justification is actually accepted by a 
majority of the political community. Thus the foundation of legal rights need 
not be tied to the result of political consensus. Instead, the arguments for an 
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epistemic conception of public justification usually presuppose that these norms 
are prepolitical and, as a result, accessible to natural human reason. 

In this section, I explore the ways my theorists have addressed these issues 
and conclude that all four endorse the basic premises of justificatory liberal
ism. This support rests on assumptions about the ability of human reason to 
produce a public consensus that does not violate the principle of reciprocity. 
That said, disagreements about the nature of this reason lead to disagreements 
about the nature of public justification. Murray and Sachedina embrace "epis
temic" conceptions that allow for religious reasons that accord with the "right 
reason" of the natural law. Abou El Fadl and An-Na'im are less optimistic 
about the possibility of rational agreement on these theological matters. Thus, 
both embrace a conception of public justification that rules out inaccessible re
ligious reasons. Although An-Na'im's argument is decidedly populist, Abou El 
Fadl makes the case for restraint on epistemic grounds. 

Because debates about public justification were largely absent from his po
litical climate, it is difficult (if not unfair) to determine how Murray would come 
down on these issues. Nonetheless, it is possible to note some important con
nections. As Leslie Griffin and others have noted, Murray's commitment to the 
use of natural law and his vigilant pursuit of a "public philosophy" is very much 
consistent with the commitment of justificatory liberalism to pursue public 
reason.45 More specifically, Murray was committed to promoting a "civil" di
alogue in the public sphere and argued that this civility presupposed that each 
citizen "should treat the other on a footing of equality."46 As a result, "what is 
commonly imposed by law on all our citizens must be supported . . . by a rea
sonable consensus of the whole community."47 

For these reasons, Murray was insistent that we conceptualize the Bill of 
Rights as "articles of peace" rather than "articles of faith." In so doing, a "purely 
political" public unity could be achieved whereby individuals were free to dis
agree about foundational ethical principles.48 It is important to note, however, 
that Murray did not believe the discussion of these religious principles should 
be "privatized." Instead, these discussions were welcome in civil society, a realm 
that exists somewhere between the private realm of inner conscience and the 
public realm of the state. These religious principles could still provide the 
foundation for legal norms, but they had to be "mediated through 'rational phi
losophy'" before they could do so.49 

Yet Murray differs from contemporary justificatory liberals such as John 
Rawls for at least three reasons. First, Murray often argued that inescapably 
religious reasons were allowed—and at times required—within public political 
debate. He argued that natural human reason, upon which his public consen
sus was based, required the recognition of four basic principles: a religious 
conviction as to the sovereignty of God, a right conscience as to the essential 
demands of the moral law, a religious respect for human dignity as made in the 
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image of God, and a religious conviction about the unity of the human per
son.50 Insofar as this conception of public reason required Murray to exclude 
atheists from participation in the public consensus, he parts from the Rawlsian 
framework.51 

Second, the fact that he excluded atheists suggests that his conception of 
public justification was "epistemic" rather than "populist." This assumption is 
further confirmed by Murray's discussion of the nature of the American pub
lic consensus. In an almost explicit rejection of populist conceptions of public 
justification, Murray argues that the American consensus would "remain the 
public consensus, even if it were held, as perhaps it is held, only by a minority. 
. . . The validity of the consensus is radically independent of its possible sta
tus as either majority or minority opinion."52 Instead, the consensus is the epis
temic "achievement of reason," and he makes a point of arguing that it is not 
a matter of "whose reason" but of "right reason."53 

Finally, in endorsing an epistemic conception of public reason, Murray also 
commits himself to a prepolitical conception of rights. Thus he argues that the 
"Declaration of Independence did not hazard the conjecture, 'This is the con
vergent trend of opinion among us.'" By opting for the more forceful "we hold 
these truths," the drafters rightly recognized that these truths are not simply 
true because we hold them. Rather, we hold them precisely because they are 
true.54 

Unlike Murray, all three Muslims discussed in this essay have engaged the 
works of contemporary liberal political philosophy. They are, as a result, very 
much aware of the "problem" of public reason. Thus it is not surprising that 
all three support the pursuit of public justification and turn out to be justifica
tory liberals in this regard. Abou El Fadl, for example, argues that the Qur'anic 
call for diverse peoples to "come to know one another" indicates the need for 
social cooperation and reciprocity in the achievement of justice.55 Similarly, 
Sachedina argues that the fact that human beings are considered "equals in cre
ation" provides the foundation for "civil society" and implies that moral pre
scriptions should not rely upon "particular spiritual beliefs."56 An-Na'im draws 
on the Islamic principle of mu'awada (reciprocity) to argue that citizens are re
quired to treat each other with "mutual respect and empathy."57 This princi
ple of reciprocity then requires citizens to mediate their religious arguments 
via the use of "public reason" that is "open and accessible to all citizens."58 

Although all three Muslims agree on the premises of justificatory liberal
ism, the extent to which they mirror Murray in other matters varies from the
orist to theorist. Sachedina's arguments are almost identical to Murray's. In the 
first place, he is just as likely to argue that thefitra, or "natural law," includes 
certain basic religious premises. Thus he is able to argue that the public sphere 
should be "founded on religious considerations" because "God alone provides 
the center of gravity for developing a sense of loyalty to a comprehensive po-
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liticai life."59 It is also evident that Sachedina, like Murray, endorses an "epis
temic" conception of public justification by arguing that these justifications 
spring from thefitra, or innate capacity to exercise rational choice.60 Finally, 
his commitment to an epistemic conception of public justification also entails 
a further commitment to a prepolitical conception of rights. He is able to ar
gue that a common universal ideal arises from diverse historical experiences and 
that morality cannot be regarded as "arbitrary."61 

Like Murray and Sachedina, Abou El Fadl seems to endorse an "epistemic" 
conception of public justification and the prepolitical conception of rights that 
this epistemic conception entails. He is able to argue that people will be "bound 
to reach a greater level-of strength and justice" if they cooperate in the use of 
their "Divine gift of intellect" and that this intellect reveals certain natural 
rights that place moral limits on the liberal political order.62 Nonetheless, he 
has written extensively about public reason and argues that the Islamic tradi
tion sets a strong precedent for keeping all forms of religious reason out of pub
lic debate. More specifically, he argues that the internal dynamics of Islamic 
law affirm the principle of accessibility. He supports this conclusion with a num
ber of examples from the history of Islamic legal practices. Of note here is the 
"established practice in which a jurist suspends her own convictions or ju
risprudential school in order to apply a law more accessible to the litigants." 
He also worries that attempts to bring in supposedly "basic" or "universal" re
ligious principles will threaten the rights of religious minorities who may not 
accept those views.63 

Like Rawls and Abou El Fadl, An-Na'im argues that religious reasons alone 
are not sufficient for public justification. Yet the primary argument of his most 
recent book is that this requirement does not entail the exclusion of religious 
reasons from public life. He makes this case by distinguishing the realm of civil 
society (or politics) from the realm of jurisprudence (or the state). While reli
gious reasons are acceptable in the realm of politics, they can only be imple
mented via the state if they are "mediated" by public reason. More importantly, 
he seems to endorse a populist conception of public reason, arguing that one 
should not assume that public reason has a universal preconceived content.64 

This also leads him to a conception of rights that is ultimately postpolitical. 
And because these rights are "constructed through internal discourse within and 
among different cultures and religious traditions," they are only "contingently" 
universal.65 

An-Na'im acknowledges that "opening up what is universal for debate is dan
gerous" but argues that this risk is necessary if we ever hope to affirm new uni-
versals.66 This argument is in many ways a Rawlsian thesis about the nature 
and development of practical reason. Nonetheless, An-Na'im asserts his inde
pendence from Rawls and other liberal thinkers on one final issue. Whereas 
Rawlsians explicitly limit the reach of their arguments to established constitu-
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tional democracies, An-Na'im seeks to apply them to the international sphere.67 

He is hopeful that cross-cultural dialogue, held accountable to the dictates of 
public reason, can produce a substantive international consensus about basic 
human rights. 

Comparing these arguments reveals further similarities. All seem to agree 
with the central premise of justificatory liberalism: that the principles of reci
procity and respect require citizens to pursue publicly accessible justifications 
for their favored coercive laws. At the same time, all agree that inaccessible re
ligious reasons should not be relegated to the private sphere. Endorsing a ver
sion of a Rawlsian "proviso," each author welcomes religious premises into the 
public sphere if these can eventually be "mediated" or "translated" into acces
sible reasons.68 

There are also some significant differences among these arguments, most 
of which grow out of different judgments about the epistemic capability of nat
ural human reason. What is unique about these differences, however, is that 
they seem to cut across the two traditions and not between them. Murray, 
Sachedina, and Abou El Fadl all hold to a prepolitical conception of rights that 
is accessible to human reason. Heavily influenced by Rawls, however, An-Na'im 
is less optimistic (and indeed worried) about these sorts of strong epistemic 
claims. He seems to endorse a populist conception of public reason and the 
postpolitical conception of rights that this endorsement entails. 

From the present findings alone, one might assume that Islam proves to be 
(more) open to populist conceptions of public reason and postpolitical concep
tions of rights. While this conclusion is not altogether out of the question, a 
more likely interpretation may be that the differences between Murray and An-
Na'im are by-products of the historical periods in which they wrote. Arguments 
for postpolitical conceptions of moral truth and populist conceptions of pub
lic reason are largely the outgrowth of recent postmodern theories of human 
reason developed by Richard Rorty and his contemporaries.69 Given Murray's 
unfamiliarity with these arguments, it is difficult to know whether he would 
respond like An-Na'im or simply follow Sachedina and Abou El Fadl in reject
ing them out of hand. 

Reason and Reform: The Nature of Doctrinal Development 

At this point, readers might wonder how faithful the previous arguments are 
to the traditions I claim they represent. Although the present comparisons 
might satisfy academic curiosities, they are not pragmatically useful if any of 
these arguments turn out to represent a radical break from the Catholic or Is
lamic traditions. Reformers in each tradition are equally aware of this dynamic. 
Although some Catholics and Muslims have tried to make the case that the prin-
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ciples of liberalism were present in their traditions all along, the four authors 
compared in this study do not make these sorts of arguments. 

Each author is very much aware of the history of his own tradition and rec
ognizes that his argument represents some type of change, reform, or devel
opment.70 Thus the ultimate success of the four authors' projects seems to turn 
on whether they can make the case that these arguments, though representa
tive of change and reform, are nonetheless faithful to the core of their tradi
tions. In this section, I show that their ability to do so is facilitated by apply
ing their arguments about the nature of human reason to their own theological 
traditions. 

All three of the Muslim authors compared in this study argue that Islam is 
presently facing an "epistemological crisis."71 They attribute much of the po
litical conflict in the Muslim world to an erroneous moral epistemology that 
does not allow the use of independent moral reasoning (ijtihad) or permit moral 
or doctrinal change when a principle is based upon a "clear text" of the 
Qur'an.72 If liberalism is to have any hope of succeeding, they argue, it must 
be preceded by methodological reform within the tradition.73 To make the 
case for reform, all three argue that Shari'ah principles are a product of human 
interpretation and do not represent direct revelation.74 Moreover, they show 
that human reason is inescapable in theological argument, even when a sup
posed clear text is available.75 According to Sachedina, the Prophet was and re
mains the only authoritative interpreter of these texts.76 Thus, Muslims only 
have access to their own interpretation and application of the sources, with no 
guarantee that they represent the will of God.77 

Moreover, the interpretation and application of these sources demands at
tention to both general principles and historical contexts. Instead of pulling sin
gle verses out of the Qur'an as "proof texts," reason demands that verses be 
read and applied "in light of the overall moral thrust of the Qur'anic message."78 

Similarly, all three authors argue that Muslims must recognize that the divine 
sources were revealed within a particular historical context that no longer ob
tains.79 Given this reality, human reason demands that the interpretation of 
these sources and the principles of Shari'ah that arise out of this interpretation 
develop with history.80 Thus, An-Na'im argues that "the key to an appropri
ate methodological response is to acknowledge the role of historical context in 
the 'construction' of Shari'a through the interpretation of the Qur'an and 
Sunna in relation to the particular circumstances of specific Muslim societies."81 

The authors compared in this essay reference two important Islamic prin
ciples to defend the need for this development. First, each author mentions the 
importance of re-embracing the doctrine of ijtihad (independent moral reason
ing). This doctrine holds that Muslims have a duty to struggle with the mind 
to discern God's law. Contemporary Muslims often argue that "the gates oí ijti
had are closed," that individual Muslims no longer have the right or the duty 
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to engage in this practice, and that the present state of Islamic law is now fixed 
as a result.82 Yet the reformers of this study all argue that the gates should be 
reopened and that every Muslim has both a right and a duty to pursue ijtihad & 
As An-Na'im notes, reforming the notion of ijtihad in this way is not particu
larly problematic, given that the doctrine itself was the product of human rea
soning and not direct revelation.84 

An-Na'im's proposal for methodological reform also draws upon the clas
sical Islamic doctrine of naskh, or abrogation. Traditionally speaking, this doc
trine holds that certain clear texts of the Qur'an can be overturned if they are 
contradicted by an equally clear text that was revealed later in the Prophet's 
life.85 Drawing on the work of Mahmoud Mohamed Taha, An-Na'im argues 
that Muslims should both adopt and adapt this doctrine to interpret problem
atic passages in the Qur'an. More specifically, he argues that a reversal of the 
doctrine (whereby the earlier verses abrogate later verses) would abrogate many 
of the most troubling passages in the text.86 Though Abou El Fadl and Sache
dina are sympathetic with his goal, they are skeptical about whether this doc
trine is either legitimate or practical. More specifically, they point out that it 
is not always clear when verses were revealed and that many of the most im
portant verses that support religious liberty appear in the later revelations.87 

It is interesting to note that Pope Benedict XVI has managed to get him
self into a great deal of trouble of late by commenting on Islamic debates about 
these particular issues. Although the veracity of this comment has not been 
verified, it seems that Benedict has recently argued that there is an important 
difference between Islam and Catholicism with respect to the issue of doctri
nal development.88 More specifically, he is said to have argued that the Islamic 
interpretation of Scripture as the direct word of God makes it more difficult 
for Muslims to use human reason to develop various interpretations and ap
plications of the text. As a result, certain principles within the text cannot be 
questioned.89 

Of course, his most famous reference to Islam appears in his Regensburg 
speech of September 2006.90 Though a close read of this text reveals that the 
Muslim response misread or misrepresented his argument about Islam and vi
olence, the speech does contain a number of much more complicated but 
equally problematic references to Islam. More specifically, Benedict seems to 
argue that the Catholic emphasis on natural law and human reason is more 
likely to bring about justice than the divine-command ethic pervasive within 
the Islamic tradition. 

Each of these statements makes two important assumptions. The first is that 
Islam is incapable of doctrinal development via reason or natural law. The sec
ond is that Catholicism's emphasis on reason has made development of doc
trine relatively easy in this tradition. From what was presented above, it is clear 
that the first assumption is at least wrong for some Muslims. I argue that the 
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second premise is equally problematic. That is to say, Murray's attempts to re
form his tradition reveal that certain interpretations of the natural law and 
Church authority can be just as problematic to overcome as Qur'anic verses 
that represent the direct word of God. 

Murray begins his argument for development by challenging the fallacy of 
"archaism": the doctrine that "maintains that the Church's understanding and 
manner of statement of her faith . . . can and ought to be halted in some 
stage, under denial of the possibility and legitimacy of further development."91 

He argues that this fallacy is based upon a false "classical" notion of human con
sciousness and truth. This view holds "objective truth, precisely because it is 
objective, to exist already out there now' . . . apart from history, formulated 
in propositions."92 According to this model, the only development that can take 
place pertains to particular applications of principles and not the principles 
themselves. 

Murray challenges this approach by arguing for a "historical consciousness" 
of truth whereby truth is possessed by particular individuals in a particular his
torical moment. In this model, "people can progress in the grasp and penetra
tion of what is true" and doctrine must develop alongside the development of 
human reason.93 Following Longergan, Murray argues that the natural law it
self is "emergent," has a "growing end," and admits the "possibility of new or
ders."94 This historical consciousness was affirmed by the Second Vatican 
Council when it recognized that the "common consciousness of men today con
siders the demand for personal, social, and political freedom to be an exigency 
that rises from the depths of the human person."95 

Given his commitment to the authority of his tradition, Murray cannot sim
ply argue that these teachings have overturned previous doctrine. He is not, 
for example, interested in arguing that Leo XIII was simply wrong when he 
criticized the foundations of liberalism at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Thus the implications of historical consciousness do not actually lead to a 
"change" of doctrine. Instead, they simply "develop" doctrine by "opening" a 
problem and a "new way for progress in the tradition." In this particular case, 
"progress was occasioned and made necessary by the march of mankind's po
litical history." As a result, contemporary Church teaching remains in "perfect 
continuity" with the statements of Leo XIII.96 

Again, the analogies between these two traditions and sets of arguments are 
striking. Both must challenge conceptions of their traditions as static or un
changing to defend the possibility of genuine doctrinal development. More
over, both argue that this development is necessarily dependent upon the free 
use of human reason. Nonetheless, we again encounter some intriguing differ
ences. Perhaps most obviously, Muslim authors spend far more time explain
ing and justifying their attempts to move beyond relatively clear scriptural texts 
while Murray has no trouble dismissing scripture outright. The flip side of this 
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difference is that Murray spends far more time explaining and justifying his at
tempts to move beyond relatively clear teachings of hierarchical religious au
thorities while An-Na'im and others have no trouble dismissing them outright. 

One aspect of the Islamic argument that does not seem to have a parallel 
in the Catholic tradition is the explicit endorsement of a doctrine of "abro
gation." Although Abou El Fadl and Sachedina are right to note that this 
mechanism is extremely vague, it is suggestive of a general mentality that can 
be used to support development within the tradition. Moreover, it is a men
tality that seems to be largely absent from Murray's arguments. Indeed, he 
explicitly argues that he is not proposing "change" of the doctrine but rather 
"development." 

Conclusion 

I have argued here that judgments about the nature and function of human rea
son play analogous (though not identical) roles in the arguments of liberal re
formers in the Catholic and Islamic traditions. More specifically, I showed that 
these judgments shape the arguments of thinkers in both traditions in at least 
three ways. First, thinkers in both traditions argue that humankind's unique 
ability to reason about the moral law constitutes our dignity and provides the 
foundation for the right to religious liberty. This ability to reason is also what 
allows us to provide the publicly accessible justifications the liberal principle 
of reciprocity seems to require. Finally, both Catholic and Muslim reformers 
argue that their attempts to reform or develop their traditions are dependent 
upon and required by the dictates of human reason. 

This analysis contributes to a larger project that seeks to challenge popular 
assumptions about the "exceptional" incompatibility of liberalism and Islam. 
Yet it is my belief (or at least my hope) that this project can have broader im
plications as well. In the first place, the conclusions of this essay alert us to the 
fact that attitudes toward certain political models are often based on distinct 
philosophical (specifically epistemic) commitments. Thus political reform seems 
to at least require that we take these theoretical arguments seriously.97 It is not 
clear whether these epistemic attitudes are a prerequisite for liberal reform, but 
the fact that both traditions make these arguments is important to note. 

Second, I hope that these comparisons will contribute to a dialogue between 
members of distinct cultures and religious traditions. At the level of culture, 
this comparison might help Westerners better understand the political strug
gles taking place in the Muslim world. By comparing these struggles to those 
we have experienced within our own history, the language of their debates be
comes less foreign, contributing to more constructive dialogue about our shared 
political future. In a similar fashion, these sorts of comparisons can contribute 
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to dialogue between Catholics and Muslims. Given the recent tensions between 
the Catholic Church and the Muslim world, the importance of this dialogue 
cannot be overestimated. Although Catholic and Muslim intellectuals have 
taken steps to begin this dialogue over the last few months, the present com
parison could contribute to a more careful discussion.98 

Finally, and most importantly in my mind, the present comparison suggests 
that there may be more hope for an international consensus on principles of 
political justice than Rawls and other political liberals are willing to admit. Al
though the process of building that consensus will be difficult, the present 
comparison preserves our hope that disagreements on fundamental matters 
may not in fact go all the way down. Moreover, it is my hope that the model 
of comparison presented in this essay will provide an avenue whereby this con
sensus building might begin. 
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