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Andrew March, starting from John 
Rawls’s concept of overlapping consensus, 
examines whether or not Islamic politi-
cal ethics provides a legitimate ground for 
Muslims to come to terms with citizenship 
in non-Muslim liberal democracies. More 
specifically, March looks at Islamic reli-
gious doctrines to assess the extent of their 
support for residing in and being loyal to 
a non-Muslim liberal state, recognizing 

non-Muslims as equals in political terms, 
appreciating moral pluralism, contribut-
ing to the welfare of a non-Muslim state, 
cooperating with non-Muslims in a liberal 
political environment, and participating in 
liberal political systems. March argues that 
there exist “very strong and authentically 
Islamic arguments” (p. 15) in orthodox and 
modern religious doctrines that accept the 
core demands of liberal citizenship. 

amidst this post-Cold War, post-9/11 and 
post-globalized world. The book suggests 
that the US and the EU must work together 
on maintaining a strategic dialogue. By 
the same token, the Europeans must sup-
port NATO, and solve disputes within this 
alliance. Ending on a bittersweet note, the 
editors forecast an improved atmosphere 
in the US-EU transatlantic relationship. 
But, it also warns of the potential for only 
short-term momentum within the Obama 
foreign policy agenda by late 2010. 

This book provides a collection of con-
temporary perspectives from experts and 
analysts on the most crucial issues in inter-
national affairs today, a focus that seems to 
mirror main aspects of Obama’s National 
Security Strategy. Although the book only 
loosely provides a handful of all encom-
passing themes that all 18 authors agree 
on, it provides a snapshot analysis of every 
topical issue at hand under the current in-
ternational system, and assesses the chang-
ing international environment. The book is 

also successful in providing the reader with 
the sense that many of the most pressing 
issues must be addressed from a bi-lateral 
US-EU platform; yet to reach that point 
the transatlantic alliance needs to be re-
energized. Finally there’s a sentiment taken 
from the book that the US-EU relationship 
is an important, but it shouldn’t be deemed 
the only card in the deck for tackling com-
plex issues, and furthermore, that the West 
shouldn’t just be a witness to the rise of the 
rest, but will need to cooperate with the 
new powers as they emerge.

Hailey Cook,
SETA Foundation, Washington D.C.
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1. The White House, Barack Obama, National Se-
curity Strategy. May 27, 2010.
http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/homeland-security
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viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
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March develops his argument in three 
parts. In the first part, he outlines his philo-
sophical motivations and method in deal-
ing with the question of Islam and liberal 
citizenship. The first chapter of this part 
outlines the purposes of what March calls 
the “justificatory comparative political 
theory,” by which he means putting similar 
questions across philosophical and ethical 
traditions to examine the possibilities for a 
full justification of liberal citizenship with-
in those traditions. March’s purpose is not 
different from what Rawls aims to achieve 
with his concept of overlapping consensus: 
to sort out the “reasonable ways in which 
the wider realm of values can be understood 
so as to be either congruent with, or sup-
portive of, or else not in conflict with, the 
values appropriate to the special domain of 
the political” (quoted from Rawls, p. 27). In 
this chapter, March also successfully deals 
with possible skeptical, relativist, and his-
toricist critiques to justificatory compara-
tive political theory. In Chapter 2, March 
explains his method to avoid the criticisms 
made against comparative political theory, 
which he cited in the previous chapter. He 
first sets out the principles of comparative 
analysis: theorizing from sources that are 
more orthodox, transparency, sympathy, 
and restraint. Based on these principles, he 
develops a five-step method of justificatory 
comparative political theory: (1) providing 
the range of views that reject liberal citi-
zenship within an ethical tradition for the 
sake of transparency; (2) articulating the 
expectations of liberal citizenship to be af-
firmed by an ethical tradition; (3) present-
ing the views that accept liberal citizenship 
within an ethical tradition; (4) analyzing 
those views to understand whether or not 
the ethical tradition principally accepts the 
terms of liberal citizenship; and (5) evalu-

ating the ethical tradition on whether or 
not it has a doctrine of citizenship that is 
compatible with political liberalism. March 
uses this method in the remaining parts of 
his book. 

In the second part, March reviews the 
traditional Islamic doctrines to document 
the objections to liberal citizenship in non-
Muslim democracies, and identifies the 
ideal-type Islamic positions for an over-
lapping consensus on the liberal terms of 
citizenship. In Chapter 3, he surveys classi-
cal and contemporary Islamic resources to 
provide Muslims with reasons for rejecting 
residence in a non-Muslim state, loyalty to a 
non-Muslim state, and solidarity with non-
Muslims in a non-Muslim liberal democ-
racy. In Chapter 4, March constructs a set 
of ideal-type Islamic statements that would 
affirm the terms of liberal citizenship. He 
systematically constructs ten statements to 
use them as a benchmark in his examina-
tion of Islamic sources to find supporting 
arguments for liberal citizenship. 

In the final part, he analyzes traditional 
and contemporary Islamic discourses to 
find affirmations for liberal citizenship in 
non-Muslim states. Each chapter focuses on 
an issue of liberal citizenship: permission of 
legal residence within a non-Muslim state 
(Chapter 5); loyalty to a non-Muslim state, 
especially contributing to its self defense, 
with a special emphasis on the Islamic 
concept of contract (Chapter 6); moral dis-
agreement and justice in Muslims’ relations 
with non-Muslims with an emphasis on 
the Islamic concept of da’va or proselytiz-
ing (Chapter 7); and social cooperation be-
tween Muslims and non-Muslims with spe-
cial focus on contributing to the welfare of 
the non-Muslim society and participation 
in a non-Islamic political system (Chapter 
8). He concludes that “in all areas in which 
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this book set out to investigate the possi-
bility of an overlapping consensus, Islamic 
views compatible with liberal conceptions 
of the demands of citizenship can be found” 
(p. 263). 

March’s book is a significant contribu-
tion to the field. Theoretically, March sys-
tematizes Rawls’s concept of overlapping 
consensus by introducing the notion of 
justificatory comparative political theory. 
This notion allows us to compare politi-
cal liberalism with other comprehensive 
doctrines in a rigorous and systematic way 
thanks to March’s five-step method of com-
parison. This method, which consists of the 
diagnostic, evaluative, and synthetic stages 
of analysis, not only makes comparison 
analytical, but is also sensitive to the con-
cerns of cultural relativism. Thanks to this 
method, March presents Islamic doctrine 
with all its richness, and avoids simplistic 
explanations that blame either Islam or co-
lonialism for all the problems in the Mus-
lim world. Furthermore, his examination 
of traditional and contemporary Sunni or-
thodox Islamic discourses makes his study 
more generalizable due to its comprehen-
siveness. 

Normatively, March’s choice of the is-
sue of compatibility of Islam and liberal 

citizenship is significant as it contributes to 
better integration of Muslims in Western 
democracies. Taking stock of the Islamic 
resources that affirm liberal citizenship 
supports those Muslim groups who opt for 
liberal democracy and integration. Finally, 
although March’s book is not empirical 
research, it provides a good philosophical 
ground to inspire many empirical studies 
on Islam and liberalism in the fields of po-
litical science, sociology and anthropology. 

My only critique to March’s study is 
minor. As March makes clear, his book is 
about Muslims in non-Muslim contexts; 
however, he might have addressed citizen-
ship in secular liberal Muslim-majority 
countries as well without distancing himself 
from his major focus. Although this might 
have worked against the excellent organiza-
tion of the study, such a philosophical ex-
ercise could have contributed a lot to the 
issues of Islam and liberalism, and might 
have had more resonance to some of the 
current global issues. In short, this book is 
a very significant contribution to the stud-
ies of Islam and liberalism and speaks to a 
wide audience from political science, law 
and religious studies.

Ramazan Kilinc, Michigan State University
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This volume is the first monograph-
sized publication on the most important 
initiative towards interfaith dialogue be-

tween the Abrahamic religions in recent 
years, edited by two figures intimately in-
volved in the A Common Word project and 


