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Abstract: In this article, I revisit the idea of mutual respect and show that it does not run afoul of 

Rawls’s commitment to neutrality. By neutrality, Rawls means neutrality of aim; neutrality is 

achieved if the aims promoted are acceptable to people regardless of their conception of the good. If 

this is the case, mutual respect, a value acceptable to all reasonable people, is compatible with neu-

trality. Meanwhile, as an appropriate reaction to the ineradicable fact of reasonable pluralism, mu-

tual respect expresses the idea that people can understand each other and narrow their division 

through effective communication, which indicates that reasonable people can absorb ideas from 

others and revisit their own conception of the good. So mutual respect implies revisability. All in 

all, if we accept the fact of pluralism and hold hopes that we can reach an understanding through 

communication and compromise, we should accept mutual respect as a basis of political liberalism.  

Introduction 

In the midst of pluralism, respect for difference seemingly descends into indifference or confrontation. 

People insist on their own doctrine and show less interest in those of other people. In this circumstance, peo-

ple are akin to islands, and each island has no connection. However, difference should not be barriers to un-

derstanding. The more differences people present, the more necessary it is for people to justify their positions 

to others. By doing so, they can find a common perspective or ground upon which to resolve moral disa-

greement. Reasonable people accept others’ views, even at the cost of their own, which indicates that people 

are able to revise their conception of the good. In this article, I shall show that mutual respect is a neutral 

idea and can serve as a basis of political liberalism.  

1 Mutual Respect and Reasonable Pluralism 

1.1 The Fact of Pluralism and Mutual Respect 

According to Rawls, moral disagreement is ineradicable. It is the result of people exercising their reason 

and freedom and also the background against which we begin our political thinking. If so, the subsequent 

question is as follows: how do we respond to moral disagreement? Different from indifferent attitude toward 

differences or moral skepticism, which are either arrogant or pessimistic, mutual respect stands in between as 

both optimistic and modest.[1] It does not guarantee that people can reach a consensus on moral issues or 

commit itself on objectivity. It only emphasizes that people can understand each other, narrow their disa-

greement, and reach a consensus to some extent through communication.  

1.2 Mutual Respect and Revisability 

To practice mutual respect, people should act on the principle of respecting themselves and others as be-

ings capable of thinking. Because we are beings capable of thinking, we can understand others’ views, rec-

ognize their reasonableness, and accept them at the cost of our own opinions. In this sense, mutual respect 

implies revisability—people have the ability to absorb ideas from others’ views or doctrines and revise their 

own after deliberation. 

Respecting others as beings capable of thinking implies that we should persuade other people through 

methods different from power, threat, and violence. By combining these two principles—respecting our-

selves and others as beings capable of thinking—we conclude that we should persuade others through rea-

son, remain open to different views, and be ready to revisit our own doctrines. Mutual respect functions as a 
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mechanism of communication and explanation, requiring us to explain our position to others when we de-

bate. 

1.3 Mutual Respect and Neutrality 

Moreover, the institutionalization of mutual respect—that is, enacting measures guaranteeing that people 

can practice mutual respect—is in harmony with Rawls’s commitment to neutrality. Note that Rawls identi-

fies three conceptions of neutrality: neutrality of procedure, neutrality of effect, and neutrality of aim. When 

he contends that states should operate on the principle of neutrality, he is referring to neutrality of aim—the 

requirement that “the state is not to do anything to favor any particular comprehensive doctrine rather than 

another or to give greater assistance to those who pursue it.”[2] All doctrines should be given equal oppor-

tunity to present themselves and attract adherents. If this requirement is met, the flourishing of some doc-

trines while others decline is acceptable. In short, if a background of justice is secured, we should not over-

react to the spillover effect. [3] 

However, Rawls is unclear on the meaning of neutrality of aim. In what sense can we say that a back-

ground of justice has been secured and that different doctrines or conceptions of the good have equal oppor-

tunity to flourish? Marneffe’s conception of neutrality of ground sheds light on this question. In his account, 

neutrality of ground is not violated if states promote aims or values that are acceptable to all of their people, 

regardless of their conceptions of the good.[4] 

Considered in this light, the institutionalization of mutual respect is compatible with neutrality of ground 

because no reasonable objections can be raised against the value of mutual respect. 

2 Mutual Respect and an Exclusive Device  

2.1 Objection 

Critics argue that as a method of inquiry, mutual respect is rational and reflective and excludes irrational, 

introspective, and religious ways of understanding the world. In other words, mutual respect has a bias to-

ward paradigms of thinking that feature subjectiveness and introspectiveness and people who have this 

mindset.  

This critique seems compelling. As I have shown, mutual respect implies that reasonable people can ac-

cept others’ positions and modify their own after deliberation. The institutionalization of mutual respect 

means that institutions are enacted to ensure that people can revise their life plans. Thus, mutual respect has a 

moral requirement: that people should be secured basic liberties, equal opportunities, and minimal provi-

sions. With these basic goods, people can revise their conception of the good and implement the revised 

good.  

Given this moral requirement, mutual respect is incompatible with doctrines that devalue or disregard 

basic liberties or have no ground for liberties. For example, Rawls removes several fundamentalist religious 

doctrines from the catalog of reasonable pluralism and counts them as unreasonable because “their principles 

and ideas do not satisfy the criterion of reciprocity, and in various ways they fail to establish the equal liber-

ties.”[5] 

Mutual respect as a method of inquiry and mechanism of explanation aims to guide people to seek com-

mon ground on which they can debate their differences and then reach a consensus.[6] To this aim, people 

should explain their positions in such a way that outsiders can understand and evaluate. Mutual respect thus 

includes an empirical requirement: the claims people make should be verifiable.[7]If so, mutual respect ex-

cludes doctrines that lack verifiable accounts.[8] For example, some doctrines explain the world in an irra-

tional or introspective way, and outsiders cannot verify them through reliable methods of inquiry. Under the 

principle of verifiability, these doctrines and their way of thinking are regarded as worthless and excluded 

from public discourse.  

However, for these doctrines, an absence of empirical accounts and emphasis on personal experience are 

essential features of the way that their adherents conduct discourse. The more unbelievable and unverifiable 

a proposition, the more convincing and valuable it is. As Fish says, “If you tell a serious Christian that no 

one can walk on water or rise from dead or feed 5,000 people with two fishes and five loaves, he or she will 

tell you that the impossibility of those actions for mere men is what makes their performance so powerful a 

sign of divinity.”[9] 

According to Fish, the principle of verifiability, that people must make their accounts verifiable, is inap-

plicable to these doctrines. Mutual respect thus disadvantages doctrines that explain themselves in an irra-

tional, subjective, or introspective way. 
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2.2 Rejoinder 

However, viewing mutual respect as an exclusive device is unpersuasive. Because mutual respect is 

premised on the idea of respecting people as beings capable of thinking, it does not deny people’s rights to 

express or share their personal experiences or stop people from presenting their religious or possibly myste-

rious experiences to outsiders. Mutual respect denies the logic that “it is rooted in my personal experience, 

thus it is justifiable” (alternatively, the logic can be expressed as “it is mine, thus it is good”). The rhetoric of 

personal experiences thus cannot exempt people from explaining their experiences to outsiders. The fact that 

a person’s stance is rooted in his personal experience cannot excuse him from justifying his stance to outsid-

ers. By following the logic “it is mine, thus it is justifiable,” we are led to a situation in which people insist 

on their own position, and this makes narrowing differences and reaching consensus impossible. 

The phrase “personal experience” is attractive because it suggests that people (and their experiences) are 

unique. However, it is so vague that we ignore its problem. In some cases of people mentioning “personal 

experience,” their true intention is to state that their stance cannot be challenged. By stating that their stance 

derives from personal experiences that cannot be shared with outsiders, they justify their silence on how the-

se experiences were obtained. Outsiders cannot enter these experiences and assess their plausibility. When 

outsiders cast doubt on a person’s stance, the person says “you do not know what I have experienced.” How-

ever, the paradox is that he obstructs outsiders from understanding his experience. In this situation, “personal 

experience” shields people from critique that might result from detailing their experience and making it 

evaluable. The appeal to private experience is a strategy designed to eschew demonstration and critique.  

In fact, the meaning conveyed by “personal experience” is not that experiences cannot be shared but that 

“I have experiences that are different from yours.” Thus, the subsequent task is to detail these experiences 

and demonstrate how they are unique. In this sense, even if experiences are personal, unique, or unusual, 

they should be accessible to outsiders, who can then evaluate whether they have had or could have similar 

experiences. Collin Bird says, “the grounds for disputing these claims about the bases for people’s beliefs are 

transparent.”[10] In short, although personal experiences are opaque so that outsiders—that is, those holding 

a different structure of beliefs—have difficulty understanding them, people should demonstrate to outsiders 

how exactly their experience is opaque. The rhetoric of “personal experience” cannot exempt people from 

explanation.  

Furthermore, if people sincerely believe that “unbelievable” or “unverifiable” experiences can corrobo-

rate their faith—that is, “Since no man can do it, he who did it is more than man”—we can infer that people 

are willing to practice their faith. For example, if people firmly believe that two fishes and five loaves can 

feed 5,000 people, they would want to share scarce food with others in reality. However, few people prefer to 

act that way. Their unwillingness to act on what they believe indicates that they are skeptical of their belief. 

However, some people may argue that my inference is too cursory. People’s refusal to share two fishes 

and five loaves with 5,000 people is not indicative of their disbelief but their belief in that story. It is only He 

who can do so, and for ordinary people, His power is inaccessible. This is why ordinary people cannot act on 

the belief that “less food can feed more people.” If this is the case, they actually admit that their belief and 

experiences on their own cannot require outsiders to believe. The principle of verifiability is still required 

when people impose their positions on others. 
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