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ABSTRACT

Under the circumstances of pluralism people often claim that the state ought to be neutral
towards its citizens’ conceptions of the good life. However, what it means for the state to be
neutral is often unclear. This is partly because there are different conceptions of neutrality and
partly because what neutrality entails depends largely on the context in which neutrality is
demanded. This paper discusses three different conceptions of neutrality – neutrality of impact,
neutrality as equality of opportunity and justificatory neutrality – and analyses the strengths and
weaknesses of the different conceptions in different contexts. It suggests that there are two com-
mon elements of neutrality in all its exemplifications: a) an element of “hands-off” and b) an
element of equal treatment. It therefore argues that while justificatory neutrality is necessary
for the state to be neutral it is not sufficient and claims that while conceptions of the good must
not enter the justification of state regulations, they must be taken into consideration when delib-
erating the implementation of these regulations.

RÉSUMÉ

Il n’est pas rare, dans des sociétés pluralistes, que les citoyens exigent de leur État qu’il reste neu-
tre eu égard à leurs conceptions de la vie bonne. Il est cependant rare que la notion de neutra-
lité de l’État soit clairement délimitée. Ce manque de clarté s’explique de deux façons : d’une
part, pour la raison qu’il existe plusieurs conceptions de la neutralité et, d’autre part, parce que
la neutralité dépend essentiellement du contexte dans lequel celle-ci est requise. Cet article exa-
mine trois conceptions différentes de la neutralité - neutralité de l’impact, neutralité comme éga-
lité des opportunités et neutralité de la justification - et analyse les forces et les faiblesses de
chacune dans des contextes différents. Cette analyse suggère qu’il existe deux éléments consti-
tutifs de la neutralité, communs à toutes ses différentes illustrations: a) un élément de non-inter-
vention et b) un élément de traitement égal. Ainsi, cet article soutient que même si la neutra-
lité de la justification demeure nécessaire pour assurer la neutralité de l’État, elle n’est pourtant
pas suffisante, ce qui permet de soutenir que même si les conceptions de la vie bonne ne doi-
vent pas interférer dans le processus de justification des régulations étatiques, elles doivent néan-
moins être prises en considération lors des délibérations de la mise en œuvre de ces régulations.



Both in real life politics and in political theorizing the emergence
of cultural and individual pluralism led to the claim that the state
ought to be neutral. However, what it means to be neutral is con-
troversial. As Rawls puts it “the term neutrality is unfortunate: some
of its connotations are highly misleading, others suggest altogether
impracticable principles.”2

A recent case before the German Constitutional Court and the
new legislation which followed it emphasises the importance of neu-
trality as well as the indeterminateness of the term.3 A young Muslim
woman applied for appointment to the teaching profession in Baden-
Württemberg after finishing her training, which is the normal pro-
cedure for anyone aiming to become a teacher at a public school.
Her application was denied: her insistence on wearing a headscarf
while teaching was understood to show a lack of aptitude for the
position of a civil servant. The argument of the school authorities
was broadly neutrality based. It considered the headscarf to be not
only a religious but also a political symbol signalling the intention
not to integrate into secular German society. For both reasons it was
said to be incompatible with state neutrality. Furthermore, the school
authorities claimed that students have a right not to be subjected to
an inescapable authority figure (actively or passively) advocating a
particular interpretation of Islam. The teacher-to-be appealed against
this decision, claiming that 

1. her personal freedom of religion was infringed by prohibiting
her to wear a headscarf, 

2. the decision was discriminatory against Muslims as opposed
to other religions with more mainstream dress codes,4 and 

3. usually, neutrality in Germany is understood in an inclusive
rather than laicist fashion, that is, as balancing the claims of
different religions (well, mostly Protestants and Catholics)
rather than banning them from the public sphere.5

The case went through several levels of appeal before ending at
the German Federal Constitutional Court. The Constitutional Court
ruled that the current legislation does not allow taking the intention
to wear a headscarf as a sign of lacking respect for the neutrality
of the state since there currently is no authoritative understanding
of what neutrality entails. The rejection of the teacher”s application
was therefore considered unlawful. However, the court also stated
that the conditions of pluralism require a clearer definition of neu-
trality and legislation concerning religious symbols displayed by 

teachers. Since this verdict most German states have issued legis-
lation to deal with the issue. There are three general strategies: 

1. banning all religious symbols for teachers, 
2. allowing all symbols and dress-requirements, and 
3. banning “political”, “sexist” or “fundamentalist” symbols while

allowing symbols standing for organizations or ideologies con-
sidered compatible with adherence to the norms of a free dem-
ocratic state. 

However, all three strategies for achieving neutrality at school are
themselves criticised with reference to neutrality. Banning all expres-
sion of religious commitment in the appearance of teachers is seen
as discriminating against religious candidates and thus as non-neutral
between religious and non-religious teachers. Allowing all symbols is
seen as problematic because of the danger that teachers would pro-
mote controversial values in class-rooms, like suggesting that girls
not wearing a headscarf are bad Muslims.6 Neutrality is breached by
allowing state officials to take a stand between controversial consid-
erations of the good life in front of suggestible children.
Distinguishing between different kinds of symbols is not unproblem-
atic either, because it is feared that it is inevitable that unfamiliar
symbols will be discriminated against. Opponents of the legislation
thus claim that too often the notion of what is neutral tracks what is
generally socially acceptable (normal) rather than any independent
idea and so lacks normative justification. This is particular true for
the German case where some states allow nuns wearing habits to
teach in public schools while prohibiting Muslim headscarves.7

Furthermore, there is the question of whose interpretation of any given
symbol is to be considered authoritative.

The question of neutrality is thus politically significant. Not only
in Germany but also in other Western democracies, legislators strug-
gle to define fair requirements of neutrality.8 On the one hand, the
need for neutral institutions and standards for neutrality increases in
view of increasingly pluralist societies;9 on the other hand minorities
increasingly demand official affirmation of their distinct identity.10

In this paper I analyse the literature on neutrality and show that
the conceptions of neutrality currently discussed are unsuitable to do
justice to the full breadth of the concept in its different areas of appli-
cation. I therefore suggest that neutrality is better understood as a
twofold concept consisting of an element of “hands-off ” and an ele-
ment of equality. The “hands-off ” element traces the intuition that 
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there are matters the state has no business to get involved in. The
equality element refers to the idea that the state ought to treat citi-
zens holding different conceptions of the good life equally.

1. IN WHICH SITUATIONS IS NEUTRALITY APPROPRIATE?

1.1 Neutrality vs. Toleration
Generally, neutrality requires a situation where two or more par-

ties disagree and the party, which is requested to be neutral, is a) not
itself part of the conflict but b) nonetheless in a position to influence
it.11 This general description covers the role the state plays vis-à-vis
the conceptions of the good life of its citizens as well as the context
of warfare, in which the term first appeared in political thinking.12 It
also shows why neutrality is different from toleration, even though it
is in some senses its historical successor.13 In the case of toleration
the second condition is fulfilled: the third party is in a position to
influence the conflict by supporting or hindering one of the parties
involved.14 However, the first condition is not fulfilled; toleration,
unlike neutrality, does not require not taking part in the conflict and
refraining from having (and expressing) a position. Toleration means
saying “I think you are wrong, but I will not hinder you from going
on in your wrong ways.”15

This feature of the idea is at the focus of the most fundamental
critiques of neutrality. Perfectionists like Joseph Raz and George Sher
say that while there are good reasons for the state to tolerate differ-
ent conceptions of the good and even to refrain from voicing opin-
ions in many cases, there are lifestyles which are obviously so bad
that it would be wrong if the state refrained from condemning them
as problematic (whether or not it actually interferes with people liv-
ing in that way).16 They argue that the reasons neutralists give for a
moral duty of the state to refrain from a) committing to obviously
reasonable conceptions of the good and b) condemning plainly unrea-
sonable ones, are not conclusive. As liberals they agree that in most
cases there are good reasons to refrain from coercing people to live
in a particular way, but they argue that where such reasons exist what
is required is toleration rather than neutrality. They believe that there
are undisputedly good elements of people”s lives and that supporting
them by means of state power results in circumstances that are bet-
ter for everyone.

A second difference between toleration and neutrality refers to the
fact that both individual persons and the state could potentially be
obliged to be tolerant, while neutrality concerning conceptions of the

good life only makes sense as a requirement for the state (and its
representatives within their official capacities). It is not the individ-
ual who is under any obligation to refrain from forming and express-
ing an opinion on how neighbours, friends, or strangers live, it is the
state (and the office holder.)

Neutrality also differs from the traditional understanding of toler-
ation with regard to content. Neutralists claim that the traditional
object of toleration is too narrow and that the sphere where the state
should not coerce or influence people should be extended to all con-
ceptions of what makes life worth living. Toleration first addresses
religion but also extends to non-religious convictions which however
share characteristics of religious belief in concerning matters of con-
science, that is fundamental convictions. The object of neutrality, by
contrast, is often described by the term “conceptions of the good life”
or abbreviated “conceptions of the good.” The term refers to the indi-
vidual answers each person gives to the question how life should be
lived and does not necessarily imply that these conceptions are held
with the same sincerity as matters of conscience. As Ronald Dworkin
explains:

Each person follows a more-or-less articulate conception of what
gives value to life. The scholar who values a life of contempla-
tion has such a conception; so does the television-watching, beer-
drinking citizen who is fond of saying “That is the life,” though
he has thought less about the issue and is less able to describe
or defend his conception.17

However, no one argues that the state ought to be neutral in all
questions relating to people”s lives. Neutralists distinguish between
matters of the right which are the legitimate concern of the state and
matters of the good in which the state ought to be neutral. 

1.2 The Right vs. the good
The distinction between the right and the good is central to the

idea of liberal neutrality. For neutrality to make sense at all there
needs to be a class of values the state must not be neutral towards.
For example, the state must not be neutral towards the claim that it
should be neutral, or fair, or democratic. Neither is the state allowed
to be neutral towards ways of lives that deny and infringe the rights
of others. As mentioned above, the class of matters the state must be
neutral towards is described as “conceptions of the good life.” By
contrast, the class of matters the state must not be neutral towards is
called “the right” or “principles of justice.” 
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In philosophical literature the distinction between the right and the
good is usually drawn with regard to the kind of moral claim they
make. The right tells you what you ought to do, the good tells you
what would be good to do or achieve. Ross” classic definition
describes the good as what is desirable and the right as what is oblig-
atory.18 For the purpose of deciding in which matters the state ought
to be neutral and in which matters it must not be, this understand-
ing of the right and the good is not helpful. As Peter Jones points
out “The right and the good as used in this context may be sharply
separated by the standing given to each but they are not therefore
sharply separate in content.”19 The teacher who insisted on wearing
her headscarf in school claimed that her religion obliged her to wear
it – not that wearing a headscarf was something good in general. 

The most promising approach do distinguish matters of the good
from matters of the right (which set the limits for permissible concep-
tions of the good) is to draw the distinction with reference to what cit-
izens owe each other. That is, the distinction is normative rather then
ontological or epistemic. Rawls identifies the right with reasonable polit-
ical conceptions of justice (and thus as concerning the fair terms of
cooperation between free and equal citizens) and the good with com-
prehensive religious, philosophical, or moral doctrines (and thus as con-
cerning the question what makes a particular life of a particular person
under particular circumstances worth living).20 The claim is then that
ensuring and maintaining fair terms of cooperation is prior to, and sets
the limits of, what people may do to make their individual lives worth
living.21

However, drawing the distinction between the right and the good like
this is not unproblematic: achieving fair cooperation is seen as taking
priority over personal values and personal religious convictions.
Determining what fair terms of cooperation require, however, seems
impossible without reference to what is good for people. Most concep-
tions of neutrality presuppose a liberal account of what is good for peo-
ple giving much emphasis to autonomy, respect and equality. Liberal
values are thus privileged by default. Given that liberal values are not
universally shared, this raises the question whether neutrality is self-con-
tradictory by posing a requirement it cannot fulfil in its own founda-
tions. Neutralists are aware of this criticism and there are different strate-
gies for showing that neutrality does not rely on the same kind of con-
ceptions that it aims to rule out in political decision making. The gen-
eral idea is that there is something like a thin theory of the good under-
lying the principles of justice which determine the legitimate sphere for
pursuing comprehensive – thick – theories of the good.

The distinction between the right and the good thus emphasises that
neutrality itself is a moral concept. The claim that the state ought to be
neutral is based on a set of values and it therefore excludes concep-
tions denying its foundational values. 
2. WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR THE STATE TO BE NEUTRAL?

Neutrality as established so far requires that the state ought to be
neutral between its citizens” permissible conceptions of the good life,
but what it actually means to be neutral between these conceptions
is still unclear. In this part I present the three basic types of neutral-
ity most prominently discussed in the literature: 

1. neutrality of impact, 
2. neutrality as equality of opportunity, and
3. justificatory neutrality. 22

The first two conceptions feature mostly as straw-men in criticisms
of neutrality and I will show why they are considered problematic.
The third, justificatory neutrality, is the conception usually defended
by neutralists and it is often taken to be not just a way to realise
neutrality but a definition of the concept. I will argue that while jus-
tificatory neutrality is necessary for a state to be neutral it is not suf-
ficient.

2.1 Neutrality of Impact
According to the first understanding neutrality means ensuring that

the third party”s action (or inaction) has equal impact on the dis-
putants. This view is expressed by Alan Montefiore: “to be neutral
in any conflict is to do one”s best to help or to hinder the various
parties concerned in an equal degree.” Montefiore developed this view
in the context of political commitment at university. He claims that
university teachers “have a duty to remain professionally disinterest-
ed and neutral in conflicts which do not touch on their university
functions.”23 Teachers are not required to be neutral in all conflicts.
They are not to be neutral with regard to scientific disputes in their
area of expertise. Nor are they to “help and hinder to an equal degree”
students who know the answer to a question or students who do not,
or those who abide by university regulations and those who do not.
However, in questions which do not touch their position as teachers
– like most political or religious questions – they are to aim at hav-
ing neutral impact on the disputing parties.

While there are significant differences between university and
school, it seems clear that school teachers would face the same
requirement if that was what neutrality required. However, it seems
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unclear what equal impact means in the example of the question of
whether teachers in a neutral state should be allowed to wear a Muslim
headscarf. Wearing a headscarf can be seen as supporting the posi-
tion that women should wear a headscarf. Not wearing a headscarf
can be seen as promoting the idea that women should not wear a
headscarf. Helping and hindering the different parties equally might
then mean something ridiculous like putting the headscarf on and tak-
ing it off every other day.

Not only perfectionists but also most neutralists condemn this view
as seriously flawed. There are two main problems: 

1. in many circumstances it is impossible to help and hinder dif-
ferent parties to an equal degree,

2. it is an open question which is the relevant baseline in refer-
ence to which impact is to be equalized.

Montefiore is aware that applying this conception of neutrality –
helping and hindering the parties concerned to an equal degree – can
in some situations favour one party more than the other. If a father
is neutral in a fight between his kids the weaker kid will lose. For
Montefiore this is not a problem for neutrality, but rather raises the
question if there is a neutral solution in all cases. He explains that
unequal success is not problematic as such: if a referee applies the
rules of the game neutrally the better team is more likely to win and
that is exactly what a neutral referee aims at.24 That is, even if, the
same help and hindrance should have different consequences for the
two parties, Montefiore does not consider this a general objection to
his conception. What matters is a neutral attitude, that is, the inten-
tion to help and hinder parties to an equal degree. Furthermore, in
some circumstances it might be possible to compensate the party dis-
advantaged by a particular option and thus to re-install equal impact.
However, as Raz, who calls this conception “narrow political neutral-
ity,”25 points out, compensation is often costly and seems inappropri-
ate in many cases: How should we compensate motor-sport enthusi-
asts for the inconvenience of speed limits? Why should, for example,
extra hours of Formula 1 on television be a requirement for treating
citizens fairly?26

The second problem addresses the question of the base lines to
which impact is to be equalised. Is the default position wearing a
headscarf or not wearing a headscarf? And why? If there is no inde-
pendent justification why the current situation is morally relevant,
neutrality understood as equality of impact protects an arbitrary sta-
tus-quo.27 In the case of the referee, equally helping and hindering
the different parties (in applying the rules) makes sense because it is

assumed that the better team deserves to win. In the example of the
father being neutral between his children it depends on the kind of
the conflict whether neutrality as equal impact is fair. If they are test-
ing who is stronger, there is a good reason to be neutral in this sense.
If they are deciding who is to have a particular toy, neutrality as equal
impact in a fist-fight between two unequally strong kids seems inap-
propriate. 

2.2 Neutrality as Equality of Opportunity

Neutrality as equality of opportunity avoids the problem of arbi-
trary baselines by equalizing the chances to pursue one”s conception
of the good life rather than the impact of actions or regulations. Raz
describes this conception, which he calls “comprehensive political
neutrality,”28 in the following way:

One of the main goals of governmental authority, which is lexi-
cally prior to any other, is to ensure for all persons an equal abil-
ity to pursue in their lives and promote in their societies any ideal
of the good of their choosing.29

With regards to the religious dress of teachers it is unclear what
equal chances to live according to one”s conception of the good
means. In one reading it is simple: everyone should have the same
chance to become a teacher independent of their religious beliefs.
This would favour allowing headscarves. On a different reading – if
the conflict which requires neutrality is not the one between differ-
ent teachers but between different pupils and parents wishing teach-
ers to be particular role-models – it is much more difficult. There
could be practical solutions to provide the same opportunity to be
influenced by teachers being examples of religious and secular
lifestyles – e.g. an equal number of teachers dressing according to
different religious and non-religious conceptions of the good.
However, such solutions seem silly and do not address the right prob-
lem. Opponents of headscarves in schools do not oppose the idea that
children are more influenced by particular Muslim conceptions of the
good than by other conceptions. They generally object to the idea
that children are subjected to a teacher advertising a religious con-
ception of life which they associate with the subjection of women. 
This objection is voiced on the general level too: liberals certainly
do not want rapists and gardeners to enjoy equal opportunities to live
the way they want.30 However, the objection does not hold simpliciter:
all sensible conceptions of neutralism presuppose the above discussed
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distinction between the right (concerning matters of justice which the
state ought to protect and enforce) and the good (concerning what
makes individual lives worth living). Supporters of neutralism empha-
sise that the state ought to be neutral only between permissible con-
ceptions of the good but not towards conceptions which themselves
violate the rights of others.

The question, then, is whether wearing a headscarf while teaching
is unjust. Opponents of headscarves often argue it is. They claim that
the headscarf symbolises the subjection of women and is thus incom-
patible with the ideals of gender equality and equal citizenship.31 If
this is the case, then it can be argued that the state should not be
neutral – according to any conception of neutrality – towards head-
scarves in any context. The state might have reason to tolerate head-
scarves in some contexts but no reason to be neutral, that is, no rea-
son not to condemn and prohibit headscarves at least in some con-
texts. If the case is more complicated – as I believe it is – and wear-
ing a headscarf by itself does not suggest the subjection of women
the question remains, what it means to be neutral in this context.32

Understanding neutrality as equality of opportunity to live accord-
ing to one”s conception of the good is unhelpful to decide the ques-
tion of teachers” headscarves because it is unclear what equal oppor-
tunity means from the point of view of pupils. If it meant that one
ought to be have an equal chance to have a teacher who is a role-
model for the conception of the good one happens to follow, this
seems to be a claim requiring much more justification than the ref-
erence to avoiding religious indoctrination which is usually seen as
underlying this claim to neutrality.

Apart from this indication that neutrality understood as equality
of opportunity sets high demands for any justification of neutrality,
there are some fundamental problems with the conception. As Will
Kymlicka argues, this understanding poses problems for both of the
two liberal core values liberty and equality.33

Kymlicka argues that granting basic liberties necessarily means
that some conceptions will have better and others worse chances to
flourish. Individual liberties make it not only harder to pursue illib-
eral conceptions, but also are challenges for permissible conceptions
which require the cooperation of others. Given the commitment to
individual liberty it is easier to pursue the life of a hermit than it is
to live according to a socialist conception of the good which requires
a collective sharing the same ideas. Liberal freedoms are often under-
stood to protect a marketplace of ideas where people are free to
express, try-out, pursue and change different conceptions of the good

and where the success of any conception depends solely on what it
offers to possible adherents. Equalising the opportunities to pursue
any permissible conception of the good is incompatible with such a
marketplace of ideas. 

Furthermore, there is the problem of “expensive tastes” – equal-
ising opportunities to pursue different conceptions of the good life
might require subsidies for champagne lovers which are counter-intu-
itive. Neutrality on this understanding is thus not compatible with the
core liberal concern that any distribution of goods by the state should
either aim at an equal distribution or a distribution that advantages
those who are otherwise bad or even worst off in society.34

Another objection raised against neutrality as equality of opportu-
nity (as well as against other forms of egalitarianism) is the levelling
down objection. If all that mattered were equal opportunities then it
would be unproblematic to impose obstacles on conceptions of the
good life easier to pursue to ensure that adherents of these concep-
tions do not have an advantage over people with more demanding
conceptions of the good.

Most neutralists take these objections relating to freedom, equali-
ty and efficiency to be very serious and therefore do not think that
this approach to neutrality is promising. They argue that the basic
intuition of neutrality is

the view that the state should not reward or penalize particular
conceptions of the good life, but, rather, should provide a neutral
framework within which different and potentially conflicting con-
ceptions of the good can be pursued.35

This intuition is less demanding than neutrality as equality of
opportunity. It furthermore underwrites – rather than challenges – the
general liberal concerns for the greatest extent of individual liberty
and the equal distribution of essential goods. Raz attributes the con-
ception of neutrality as equality of opportunity to Rawls and sees it
expressed in his A Theory of Justice, where the principles of justice
aim to counter morally arbitrary differences in the chances people
have to live according to their preferred way of life.36 However, it is
clear that Rawls never intended it to be a general model of neutral-
ity, let alone a principle to direct individual policy decisions. His prin-
ciple about equal opportunity applies only to the basic structure of
society. The distribution of primary goods, freedoms and rights ought
to be such that it does not arbitrarily prevent some citizens from pur-
suing their permissible ways of life.
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2.3 Justificatory Neutrality

Most neutralists consider neutrality not to entail a principle of
equalizing (underlying the last two conceptions presented) but rather
a principle of equal treatment. They object to conceptions of neutral-
ity focusing on outcome but rather consider it to be a principle of
procedural justice.37 Adherents of justificatory neutrality argue that all
outcome-directed conceptions – whether they are equalizing chances
or impact – run into problems of feasibility, liberty, expensive tastes
and arbitrary base-lines.38 They argue furthermore that neutrality can
only be defended conclusively as a principle of procedure rather than
outcome. More precisely, they claim that neutrality relates to the
motives of political action. The usual reading is that neutrality pro-
hibits reference to particular conceptions of the good in the justifi-
cation of political action. Bruce Ackerman”s classic formulation of
this conception states:

No reason is a good reason if it requires the power holder to assert: 
(a) that his conception of the good is better than that asserted by
any of his fellow citizens, or
(b) that, regardless of his conception of the good, he is intrinsi-
cally superior to one or more of his fellow citizens.39

Since citizens in free democratic societies hold different concep-
tions of the good and since there is no neutral way to compare them,
all considerations of the good are excluded from being reasons for
political action. The state thus ought to limit its reasoning to the ques-
tion what it means to treat each other fairly and release the question
of what makes life worth living into the private domain. 

Justificatory neutrality provides constraints on the way legislation
concerning headscarves in schools is justified. However, in itself it
gives no indication whether teachers should be allowed to wear them.
Justificatory neutrality clearly prohibits legislation permitting Muslim
headscarves in schools on the grounds that Allah commands it, or that
women not wearing them are of easy virtue. It also prohibits legisla-
tion banning Muslim headscarves on the grounds that Islam is not the
true faith, or that immigrant cultures do not deserve respect.
Justificatory neutrality is, however, compatible with claiming that head-
scarves ought to be permitted for reasons of freedom of religion. And
it is also compatible with arguing that headscarves ought to be banned
because teachers as civil servants represent the secular state and thus
should not promote in their appearance any particular religion. 

The problem seems to be that there can be right-based reasons
both for banning and for allowing the Muslim headscarf for teach-
ers. However, I do not think this is the most serious problem of jus-
tificatory neutrality. In most contexts there are different legitimate
reasons which need to be weighed against each other. To me, the
main problem with justificatory neutrality is that there seems to be
more to neutrality than justificatory neutrality. While justificatory neu-
trality is a necessary requirement for a neutral state, I do not believe
it is sufficient. Neutrally justified regulations sometimes are not neu-
tral enough. That is, while the reasoning behind a particular regula-
tion does not refer to anything but principles of justice, its imple-
mentation might still show more or less concern for different peo-
ple”s interests. 

An example might help to illustrate this point: let us assume that
in a particular situation there are reasons for a school uniform which
satisfy the requirements of justificatory neutrality. That is, they do
not refer to aesthetic considerations but to the ideals of non-discrim-
ination and equal standing in the class room which – under the given
circumstances – cannot be promoted otherwise. The background could
be, for example, a mixed group of very rich and very poor children.
Let us assume furthermore that any kind of school uniform would
solve the problem. Any kind of school uniform would thus be deemed
neutral in the sense of being justified on neutral reasons. Now let us
say that some of the children for some reason really hate the colour
red. My claim is that deciding on a red school uniform would in
some sense be non-neutral if a different colour could have been cho-
sen had the school board bothered to ask whether anyone had any
strong preferences rather than going with the favourite colour of the
principal.

This seems trivial. Every school uniform will upset some children
- a universally liked school uniform is pretty much impossible - and
some of the kids will just have to bear wearing something they do
not like. More generally, since justificatory neutrality refers to and
protects the equal fundamental rights and liberties of all citizens, no
neutrally justified regulation can be unjust to anyone. It can be incon-
venient but since most regulations will be inconvenient to someone
this seems regrettable but unproblematic. I argue that some inconven-
iences under some circumstances are morally relevant: inconvenienc-
es are morally problematic if 

1. the inconvenience is avoidable (there are plenty of other colours
and no other colour triggers such a strong aversion),
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2. one group of citizens is significantly more often affected by
inconveniences then others (the red-haters were already on the
loosing side when the colour of classroom decorations, gym
balls and flower-beds was decided), and

3. those being inconvenienced by the particular implementation of
a neutrally justified regulation did not have a fair chance to
make their case and argue for a different implementation. 

This is to say that what is non-neutral in my example is not that
the children have to wear red (and be miserable) but that this disad-
vantage could easily have been avoided if their interests had been
taken into consideration. That is, the regulation enforcing a red school
uniform is non-neutral because it disadvantages a group of children
for no good reason.

This section suggested that the conceptions of neutrality discussed
in the literature all face some serious problems. Most neutralists do
not attempt to defend the first two –outcome directed – conceptions
but are only concerned with justificatory neutrality. I think that this
step gives up too much of the intuitions underlying neutrality and
that there is more to neutrality than justificatory neutrality. To illus-
trate this point further, I will show in the following section that some
of the concerns expressed by neutrality of impact and neutrality as
equality of opportunity are quite plausible in some limited circum-
stances. I will also claim that justificatory neutrality in the context
of everyday decision making and especially in the context of the
behaviour and appearance of state officials is insufficient to account
for the intuitions underlying neutrality.

3. WHICH CONCEPTION OF NEUTRALITY IS APPROPRIATE

IN WHICH CONTEXT?

A second question relating to the issue of what it means for the
state to be neutral is the scope of the claim. This dimension is often
neglected in discussions of neutrality, but the relevant context does
make a big difference to the plausibility of different conceptions of
neutrality. Is it enough for the state to be neutral between its citi-
zens” conceptions of the good on the level of the basic set-up of
society? Should the state be neutral in small scale everyday deci-
sions? How should the representatives of a neutral state handle their
own opinions? Is there one conception of neutrality appropriate for
all these areas of application or are there different understandings
appropriate for different contexts? If so, what unites these different
understandings? 

In the following I would like to draw attention to the fact that
neutrality in all circumstances entails an element of hands-off and an
element of equality. However, how these elements are understood and
weighed in each particular case does depend on the context. Generally,
the “hands-off ” element traces the intuition that there are some mat-
ters where the state has no business to get involved. The equality ele-
ment refers to the idea that the state should show equal concern for
people holding different conceptions of the good life. This concern
for equality is the main motivation of the outcome focused concep-
tions of neutrality rejected above, while the ‘hands-off’ elements
relates to justificatory neutrality. One of the flaws of the conceptions
discussed above is that they aim to capture what the notion of neu-
trality encompasses while focusing exclusively on the one or the other
element.

3.1 Neutrality in Constitutional Essentials

The most uncontroversial application of the claim that the state
ought to be neutral concerns the basic set-up of society, that is, con-
stitutional essentials. As Rawls states liberal legitimacy requires that
the principles guiding the basic structure of society are such that “all
citizens as free and equal may reasonably be expected to endorse
[them] in the light of principles and ideals acceptable to their com-
mon human reason.”40 Justificatory neutrality spells out the precondi-
tions of such acceptability: in justifying constitutional essentials the
state must 

1. not refer directly to any conception of the good life, and 
2. not evaluate the relative moral value of different permissible

competing conceptions of the good life. 
That is, in determining and distributing basic goods the state must

first of all refrain from relying on comprehensive conceptions of the
good but is limited to considerations of the right. Rawls identifies
the right with reasonable political conceptions of justice and thus as
concerning fair terms of cooperation between free and equal citizens.41

He claims that ensuring and maintaining fair terms of cooperation is
prior to, and sets the limits of, what people may do to make their
individual lives worth living.42

Secondly, even if some conceptions of the good are more success-
ful in securing and promoting principles of the right, the state ought
not give them special praise, encouragement or support at the level
of constitutional essentials. Assuming that the duty of the state is to
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ensure fair terms of cooperation between free and equal citizens, the
constitution laying out the basic rights and liberties shaping these
conditions is the wrong place for promoting attractive conceptions of
the good life. As we will see in the next part, whether the state ought
to refrain from such recommendations on all levels of political action
is a more controversial matter.

Justificatory neutrality understood as a) banning comprehensive
conceptions of the good as justifications for constitutional principles
(element of hands-off) and b) not giving some conceptions of the
good advantages over others (element of equality) seems to be the
appropriate understanding of neutrality on this level. 

However, neutrality as equality of opportunity too might be attrac-
tive on this level. Rawls introduces the claim that people should have
equal opportunities to pursue their conception of the good life on the
level of constitutional essentials. The basic structure of society should
be set up in a way to ensure a) that people have “a fully adequate
scheme of equal basic liberties which is compatible with a similar
scheme of liberties for all,”43 and b) that the possibility to live accord-
ing to one”s conception of the good is not compromised by arbitrary
factors like social standing.44

Both of these requirements of justice contain an element of equal-
ity as well as an element of “hands-off.” Basic liberties ensure an
area of non-interference against both the state and other citizens and
they are to be distributed equally. The second is concerned with a
different form of “hands-off ” or rather detachment. Detachment in
this case is not a passive principle but rather an active one. It requires
conscious effort to exclude irrelevant factors from influencing peo-
ple”s ability to live the way they want. It thus aims at achieving some
equal standing for all citizens.

While justificatory neutrality is mainly focused on setting require-
ments on how constitutional essentials are to be decided on, neutral-
ity as equality of opportunity provides suggestions concerning the
content of these basic principles. Discussing whether justificatory neu-
trality or neutrality as equal opportunity is a more convincing con-
ception of neutrality might therefore be an unhelpful exercise because
these conceptions have different areas of application and do not direct-
ly compete with each other but might rather complement each other
(as they do in Rawls” work).

3.2 Neutrality in Everyday Political Decision-making
Most neutralists do not distinguish between constitutional essentials and
ordinary legislation. The requirements of liberal legitimacy apply on

the constitutional structure as well as on the level of “particular statutes
and laws enacted in accordance with that structure”45 and provide a
good reason to implement justificatory neutrality on this level too. 

However, applying justificatory neutrality on the level of small
scale political decisions is controversial. This is the level where per-
fectionists are concerned about promoting obviously good and dis-
couraging obviously bad conceptions of the good. And even if one
rejects the idea of state support or discouragement for particular
lifestyles and argues that the state should be concerned with justice
and nothing else, there are political matters which simply cannot be
decided in reference to some general principle of justice. Even when
the state is restricted to matters of justice, it is concerned with more
than constitutional essentials. It is also concerned with coordination:
There are matters which do not themselves concern rights but need
to be decided to achieve the comprehensive and non-ambiguous dis-
tribution of rights and duties necessary for cooperation. However,
there often are different ways in which these matters can be decid-
ed. If it is possible to make a rights-based argument for a public
weekly day of rest, for example, then it is necessary to decide on
one day but there is no justice-based reason for any particular day.
It seems wasteful and even inappropriate to throw a dice (or to resort
to any other strictly “neutral” procedure) when admitting arguments
from conceptions of the good allows people to explain and defend
their interests in these matters. Especially, since such a procedure
would make many happy (this is assuming that the decision is made
by majority vote) and imposes just an inconvenience (being outvot-
ed in a non-fundamental matter) on others. Should really all consid-
erations referring to questions of the good life be disregarded even
on the lowest level of everyday politics? Rawls himself suggests that
while the requirements of public reasons are essential in fundamen-
tal matters these restrictions may not apply with regard to less basic
matters or not in the same way or not so strictly.46 De Marneffe even
claims that the justification of neutrality – in his understanding the
claim to liberal legitimacy – only warrants neutrality in matters con-
cerning basic interests. Concerning non-basic interests he sees no rea-
son why interests that do not require restrictions of freedom should
take priority over interests that do.47

It thus seems as if justificatory neutrality is too harsh a criterion
for everyday politics. On the other hand it might seem that just refer-
ring to justificatory neutrality in these matters is not enough to accom-
modate the ideals underlying neutrality. Are substantial inconvenienc-
es entirely unproblematic just because the measure bringing them
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about refers to neutral reasons? In his evaluation of standards and
levels of religious freedom, W. Cole Durham Jr. points out: 

“Many of the major religious persecutions of the last two cen-
turies have been carried out under the guise of formally general
and neutral laws. All that is necessary is to pass laws that pro-
hibit everyone in the population from engaging in conduct that is
only of concern to a particular religious group in order to pass a
law that will fulfil the rule of law requirement but still encroach
on religious liberty. Note that often, this will happen not because
of intentional animus against a particular group, but because those
passing the law are unaware of its adverse impact on a lesser
known religious group.”48

This is the context where it becomes clear that there might be
more to neutrality than justificatory neutrality. If it is impossible for
the state not to influence its citizens” ability to live according to their
conceptions of the good life – even by restricting itself to neutral jus-
tifications – maybe the state needs to take additional measures to
ensure that everyone is treated fairly. One way to account for this
intuition are the attempts to equalise either the impact of regulations
on different life-styles or the opportunities to pursue one”s concep-
tion of the good. However, as discussed above, such outcome focused
conceptions of neutrality are beset with problems.49 In the context of
discussions on accommodating cultural minorities there are some
recent attempts to develop conceptions of procedural justice which
put stronger emphasis on equal attention to different interests than
justificatory neutrality does while avoiding the problems of outcome
related conceptions of neutrality. I will discuss two such conceptions
here and suggest that while they by themselves are not satisfactory
either, they point in the direction of an understanding of neutrality
that accounts for neutrality”s concern for “hands-off ” as well as for
its concern for equality.

3.2 Neutrality as respectful non-identification
Heiner Bielefeld argues for a conception of neutrality as “respect-

ful non-identification” when discussing how to accommodate Muslim
immigrants into the German state, which aims to be secular but is
nonetheless shaped by its Christian heritage.50 In his view neutrality
cannot be discussed and implemented independent of freedom of reli-
gion and concern for the prerequisites of religious life-styles. He thus
claims that to be neutral between different religions the state has to
refrain from close institutional links to organised religions and yet be

aware of and respectful towards the different religious interests. This
is necessary to avoid unknowingly disadvantaging some religions
while unconsciously privileging others or non-religious life-styles.
Since his specific concern is to facilitate integration by a reconsidered
conception of freedom of religion, he does not expand on this idea in
general arguments. He rather suggests that consultations with different
religious communities concerning their interests with regard to political
decisions are important to ensure that freedom of religion is not a prin-
ciple of mere toleration but of respect for people”s choices. 

However, his argument has a wider application: neutrality as
respectful non-identification claims that the state has to be impartial
in conflicts regarding the good life and that – in order to be truly
impartial – it has to be conscious of the various needs of the differ-
ent parties and of how its non-essential decisions influence their
respective chances to flourish.51 Unlike in the outcome related con-
ceptions of neutrality this conception does not aim at a particular
neutral outcome but rather claims that no outcome can be neutral
unless all relevant considerations have entered the debate and have
had a fair chance to influence public opinion.52,53

3.2.1 Relational Neutrality
Veit Bader develops a conception called “relational neutrality”

based on a balancing approach to neutrality. The different parties con-
cerned ought all to be heard and the aim is a set of compromises
achieving fairly distributed accommodation.54

“Relational neutrality replaced the idea of difference-blindness by
difference-sensitivity. Only if we take into account actual differ-
ences and inequalities between religious groups and organizations
can we hope that institutions and policies will, in the long run,
become more neutral in relation to these religions and to nonre-
ligious people as well.”55

While Bielefeld aims at a fair distribution of unavoidable burdens,
Bader aims also at balanced support for the different cultural parties.
Relational neutrality is part of his reply to what he regards the most
severe flaws in the way current liberal political theory approaches the
challenges of pluralism. He claims that the usually invoked understand-
ings of neutrality and public reason are problematic mainly for two rea-
sons: a) because they favor secular lifestyles over religious ones, and
b) because seemingly neutral institutions/reasons hide the fact that pub-
lic culture is predominantly shaped by the majority culture while at the
same time preventing minority cultures to even voice their concerns.56
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Bader”s approach emphasises the equality element of neutrality
over the “hands-off ” element. In fact, the main thrust of his argu-
ment is against “hands-off ” both in the sense of (complete) separa-
tion of institutionalised religion and state and in the sense of exclud-
ing religious reasons from public arguments. Instead he proposes “pri-
ority for democracy” in the sense of a culture of debate which focus-
es on (concrete) rights rather than on (abstract) principles justifying
them and thus allows everyone to justify the relevant rights within
their own religious or secular foundational framework.

I do not think that Bader can dispense with the “hands-off ” ele-
ment of neutrality: to reach fair compromise some issues have to be
taken off the agenda. Liberal legitimacy requires that citizens must
not be coerced to abide by laws based on principles they cannot rea-
sonably be expected to accept. What can be legitimate matters for
state action thus ought to be decided with reference only to the require-
ments of fair terms of cooperation between free and equal citizens
in modern constitutional democracies. The conceptions of justice
appropriate to define these conditions are concerned with what polit-
ical freedom, political equality, political fairness and democracy
require and entail. 

Nonetheless Bielefeld”s and Bader”s contributions contain an
important insight. Not everything can be decided with reference to
neutral political conceptions of the right: the question of how free-
dom and equality are to be realised in this society depends on the
features of this specific society and thus has to take into account the
different cultural interests within this society and balance them fair-
ly against each other. This requires a public debate where those inter-
ests are voiced and where the voices of minorities are ensured a fair
chance of being heard too. I therefore claim that the justification of
state regulations ought to fulfil the requirements of justificatory neu-
trality, but that their institutionalisation and realisation needs to take
seriously the idea of equal concern for people holding different con-
ceptions of the good. That is, while considerations relating to com-
prehensive conceptions of the good life must not provide the reason
for having a particular regulation, such considerations may inform the
way the regulation is implemented without breaching neutrality, pro-
viding that all parties concerned had a fair opportunity to make their
interests heard.57

3.2.2 Neutral behaviour of state officials
There is one more area of application for claims about neutrality

which is prominent in actual political debate but underrepresented in

the philosophical literature: What does it mean for a representative
of the state to represent the neutral state? I started this paper with
the example of the debates on whether teachers should be allowed to
wear headscarves in schools. I argued that the different conceptions
of neutrality mainly discussed in the philosophical literature – neu-
trality of impact, neutrality as equality of opportunity, and justifica-
tory neutrality – are unhelpful in determining what neutrality requires
in this case. Now, I will show that neutrality understood as a twofold
concept including an element of “hands-off ” as well as a concern for
equality provides a better foundation to discuss what neutrality
requires with regard to representatives of the neutral state. 

One understanding of neutrality is uncontroversial when it comes to
discussing requirements for representing the neutral state: when inter-
preting and implementing the regulations of the state and exercising
power, state officials ought to treat all citizens as equals, they ought
to be impartial. Personal conviction must not influence teachers or
policemen or social aid administrators or tax officials in the way they
deal with those whom they encounter in their official capacity.58

The equality element of neutrality is apparent in this context but
the “hands-off ” element matters too. In most contexts it is inappro-
priate for state officials to make recommendations as to how one
should live one”s life or which religions, ideologies, and cultures are
true or morally valuable. That is, administrators of social welfare and
those associated with the judicial system ought not only apply the
relevant rules impartially but also refrain from expressing their per-
sonal judgments on the permissible lifestyle-choices of the citizens
before them – even if they consider them blatantly wrong. There are
several strategies to defend the claim that state officials ought to
refrain from expressing their own conceptions of the good. Some
argue that people might be intimidated by the official position and
thus unduly influenced. Others claim that it is disrespectful to tell
people that they made the wrong choices when one has no claim to
superior knowledge.

Thus in the context of school and education – where the aim is
not just to provide information but also orientation and guidance –
there has to be a clear distinction between the values which ought to
be taught according to the syllabus (which values can be part of such
a public school syllabus is a different difficult debate) and the per-
sonal convictions of the teacher. The requirement for state officials
to refrain from voicing their own opinions in their professional capac-
ity is particularly strong for teachers because they are confronted with
suggestible children. At the same time it is particularly complex since
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teachers cannot always avoid commenting on controversial matters.
Blatantly biased and one-sided presentations are obviously inappro-
priate, but refraining from revealing one”s own convictions seems
impossible as well as unhelpful. Debates on neutral education often
refer to neutral procedures of discussion and argue that teachers ought
to admit their bias and present the arguments on which they base
their decision on as well as the relevant counterexamples and encour-
age students to engage in their own evaluation of the reasons involved.
59 This is the context in which Montefiore developed his conception
of neutrality of impact: lecturers at universities ought to take meas-
ures to restrict their personal bias in presenting controversial debates
to ensure that students are not unduly influenced by the opinion of
an authority figure but make up their own minds. These procedures
are designed for older students; on the elementary school level there
is much emphasis on not discussing too controversial and too com-
plicated issues. But many questions on what is an appropriately neu-
tral behaviour for teachers are still unsolved.

In dealing with young pupils – and generally when dealing with
people who are easily influenced and find it difficult to distinguish
between the individual and its official role – the claim to impartiali-
ty is even more demanding than refraining from voicing personal opin-
ions. Even passive statements of loyalty or belonging to a particular
religion or ideology in the dress and appearance of state officials can
be problematic. The question of whether a head-scarf wearing teacher
influences the way pupils conceive Islamic identities is one which
ought to be raised even if one is ultimately convinced that children
have to learn to cope with a plurality of different life choices. 

But not only the appearance of teachers can be seen as problem-
atic. Even the appearance of other state officials (or in the case of
Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan and Turkish President Gül, the
appearance of their wives) has recently gained much attention. In the
case of the headscarf-wearing teachers opponents mostly rely on argu-
ments emphasising the danger that children might be unduly influ-
enced by this non-verbal statement to support one rather than anoth-
er interpretation of Islam.60 In the case of politicians and administra-
tors opponents claim that (non-verbally) advertising one”s partiality
to a particular conception of the good life raises questions of whether
the claims of these officials to impartiality are convincing. It is argued
that state officials ought to appear neutral to reassure citizens that
they are indeed treated impartially (in the sense of seeing justice being
done.)
However, while the requirements of neutral appearance (verbally and

non-verbally) seem convincing for people holding particular offices
or within the administration of the state, they cannot be expected to
hold in full for politicians in election campaigns, where they present
their views on how the country could be rendered better or more just
and on what convictions their ideas are based. 

The question what neutrality requires from representatives of the
neutral state is thus very complex. Understanding neutrality as a two-
fold concept helps to systematise rather then to solve the problems.
The “hands-off ” intuition – suggesting that there are things the state
should not get involved in – suggests that representatives of the state
should not actively or passively promote particular lifestyles. The
equality intuition –aiming at equal citizenship – implies that the rep-
resentatives of the state should represent the diversity of lifestyles
within the state. No one should be disadvantaged in becoming a rep-
resentative of the state; therefore different needs, like particular dress-
codes, need to be accommodated. The two elements thus seem to
work against each other in this context and any solution will fulfil
the one on the cost of the other. Which element of neutrality is weight-
ier in a particular situation depends on whether it is a situation that
stresses the freedom or the equality of citizens.

4. WHAT UNITES THE DIFFERENT CONCEPTIONS 

OF NEUTRALITY?

In the last section I differentiated between three different contexts of
political neutrality concerning citizen”s conceptions of the good life
a) constitutional essentials, b) political decisions and regulations, and
c) the behaviour of state representatives. I suggested that different
understandings of neutrality discussed in the literature – neutrality of
impact, neutrality as equality of opportunity and justificatory neutral-
ity – are more or less appropriate in these different contexts and that
disregarding the context therefore confuses the debate. 

I also suggested that all concerns relating to neutrality are either
explained in terms of equality or in terms of some form of detach-
ment and in most cases in terms of both, even though one might be
more prominent than the other. The concept of neutrality overarch-
ing all the different conceptions thus includes 

1. an element of “hands-off ” tracing the intuition that there are
matters the state has no business to get involved in, and 

2. an element of equality suggesting that the state should give
equal concern to the interests of its different citizens.

How these two elements are interpreted and weighed against each
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other depends on the context of the specific claims to neutrality. 
In his critique of neutralism Raz distinguishes between two similar
elements, which he calls a) the exclusion of ideals, and b) neutral
political concern. 61 He claims that – even though most neutralists do
not differentiate between them – they are two different (and possibly
even conflicting) approaches to anti-perfectionism. By anti-perfection-
ism he means the principle “that implementation and promotion of
ideals of the good life, though worthy in themselves, are not a legit-
imate matter for government action.”62 Neutral political concern
according to Raz entails treating valid and invalid conceptions of the
good equally: the principle “commands the government to make sure
that its actions do not help acceptable ideals more than unacceptable
ones, to see to it that its actions will not hinder the cause of false
ideals more than they do that of true ones.”63 The exclusion of ideals
on the other hand means according to Raz “that the fact that some
conception of the good is true or valid or sound or reasonable, etc.,
should never serve as a reason for any political action. Nor should
the fact that a conception of the good is false, invalid, unsound, unrea-
sonable, etc. be allowed to be a reason for a political action.” 64, 65 He
discusses and dismisses the two approaches separately.66

I agree with Raz that neutral political concern (the equality ele-
ment) and the exclusion of ideals (the hands-off element) are differ-
ent criteria. However, I claim that both elements are necessary for a
full account of neutrality in any given situation.67 On the one hand,
the equality element only makes sense if some topics are taken off
the agenda before starting to equalize. Excluding ideals from enter-
ing into political debate, on the other hand, is neither possible in all
cases nor always desirable and has to be complemented by a concern
for equality in the sense of equal concern for different lifestyles.
While the two elements are closely connected, neither of them can
be reduced to a concern falling under the other approach. They thus
require separate justification.

Unlike Raz I think they can both be defended. This defence requires
a different article; for now I can only suggest that Rawls” concep-
tions of citizens as free and equal provides a suitable foundation for
neutrality as a two-fold concept. Because citizens are understood as
free, that is, as persons equipped with the two moral powers to form,
revise and pursue a conception of justice as well as a conception of
the good the state must not coerce them to adhere to regulations the
principles of which they cannot be reasonably be expected to accept.
Since the only principles citizens can reasonably be expected to accept
relate to principles describing fair terms of cooperation between cit-

izens understood as free and equal persons equipped with two moral
powers, the state may only refer to political conceptions of justice
but must abstain from relying on comprehensive conceptions of the
good life. Because citizens are understood as equal in the sense of
possessing the two moral powers as well as the powers of reason to
the minimal degree required to be fully cooperating members of soci-
ety, they are to be treated as equals and shown equal respect and con-
cern for their different life choices.
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