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Chapter One

Religious arguments and public
reason

. Introduction

This irst chapter introduces the topic of the dissertation, including situating public
reason liberalism in political philosophy and distinguishing it from other, similar
approaches. I also brie ly discuss its main characteristics and problems. By doing so
I wish to explain the choices made in this dissertation concerning approach, topics,
and authors.

. Situating the topic

This dissertation critically discusses the role of religious arguments in public dis-
course as addressed by public reason theories. The task of situating the topic is thus
a dual one: distinguishing the issue of religious arguments from other discussions
of religion on the one hand, and distinguishing the approach of public reason from
other branches of liberal theory on the other.
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. . Religion in political philosophy

In recent years, religion in the public sphere has become a popular subject in the
social sciences. Religion is high on the research agenda in anthropology, sociology,
social psychology, andmany other disciplines. The focal point recently has been cri-
ticism and re inement of the so-called secularisation hypothesis. In particular, it
has been argued that secularisation – understood as the differentiation between the
secular and the religious sphere – need not be accompanied by a decline or privat-
isation of religion, but can and does go hand in hand with the continuing presence
of religion in the public sphere (Casanova ).

Political philosophy has also taken up the issue of religion. Here religion has pre-
dominantly igured in its relationship with theories of multiculturalism, where lib-
eralism is the dominant theoretical framework, as it is in this dissertation. Despite
this commonality, debates inmulticultural theory about religion in the public sphere
differ from those in the area of public reason.

In terms of topics, theories of multiculturalism have discussed religious issues
like the right of isolationist religious groups such as the Amish or the Mennonites
to withdraw their children from school at an early age (Arneson and Shapiro ;
Kymlicka ); the Rushdie affair, relating to freedom of speech versus freedom of
religion (Parekh ); and the questionwhetherMuslimwomen should be prohib-
ited from wearing a headscarf when employed as teachers or public servants (Ga-
leotti ). What characterises the discussions of religion in multicultural theory,
especially in Europe, is the focus on Islam and problems related to Muslim groups,
such as female circumcision, polygamy and the hijab.

The conceptual terms in which discussions on religion are held in multicultural
theory are those of toleration, integration, and recognition. These sometimesdoplay
a role in public reason theories but are subordinate to other, more important con-
cepts such as the accessibility of arguments. For theories of multiculturalism, the
group as reference point in questions of membership, representation and rights is
of far greater importance than the issue of arguments. From the viewpoint of theor-
ies of multiculturalism, religious groups are groups that pose a problem of cultural
difference.

For public reason theories, religious arguments are problematic simply because
of the kinds of arguments they are, regardless of the religious group involved. Be-
lievers play a role in these theories irst and foremost as citizens within a liberal
democracy who display a certain kind of behaviour in public discourse. Thus pub-

For an introduction to the concept of secularisation, see Beckford , ch. .
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lic reason theories expose an aspect of religion which is not captured by multicul-
tural theories. Consider, for example, discussions on homosexuality and same-sex
marriage. One of the arguments used by those who reject same-sex marriage is that
homosexuality is inimical to the Word of God as expressed in the Bible. Imagine a
member of parliament expressing this view in a parliamentary debate on a Bill to
introduce the possibility of civil marriage for same-sex couples. Should that argu-
ment be taken seriously? Should it count as rebutting the argument by proponents
of same-sex marriage that denying same-sex couples the right to marry is discrim-
ination? These questions do not concern exemptions from laws for religious groups
or similar, typically multicultural concerns, but rather the question of whether re-
ligious arguments may be used in public discourse to argue for political arrange-
ments that will be binding for all citizens. Simplifying matters somewhat, one could
say that multiculturalism is primarily about alternative courses of action (regulated
by law), whereas public reason liberalism is primarily about the procedural issue of
the legitimacy of arguments for collectively binding decisions.

. . Liberal democratic theory

Public reason liberalism is part of an impressive array of liberal theories of demo-
cracy. Its themes and concepts are in part familiar from related approaches to liberal
democratic theory, most prominently theories of neutrality and deliberative demo-
cracy.

Since the beginning of the s, the notion of neutrality has been pivotal to lib-
eral political theory (Goodin and Reeve , p. ; Gray , p. ). In contradis-
tinction to perfectionist perspectives on the liberal state, the neutral liberal state is
portrayedasone that doesnot take a stanceon issues of the good life andworthwhile
ends but offers a framework within which citizens are left to pursue the ends, goals,
and conceptions of the good of their choice (Jones , p. ). The state is thus sup-
posed to remain neutral with respect to the lives its citizens lead. Its role lies mainly
in the provision of a framework within which different conceptions of the good can
be pursued, and to see to it that citizens do not interfere with their fellow citizens’
freedom and rights.

The notion of neutrality has some overlap with the notion of public reason,
though the two are by no means identical. Theories of public reason and theories of
neutrality share a focus on procedure. In both approaches, liberal justice is primar-

Fordiscussions of neutrality, see, inter alia, Caney ;DeMarneffe ; DeMarneffe ; Galston
; Goodin and Reeve ; Larmore .
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ily a matter of the right procedure, not, or at least not primarily, of the good (sub-
stantial) outcomes (Larmore , pp. - ). Another parallel is the emphasis on
respect as a central liberal notion. Leaving people to pursue their own conceptions
of the good is a requirement of the liberal state only if there is something about hu-
man beings which requires the state to respect the choices they make about their
lives.

Finally, public reason liberals and liberals who focus on neutrality share the be-
lief that political coercion needs to be justi ied. Political coercion is unavoidable,
but unjusti ied political coercion amounts to treating citizens with disrespect: “To
respect another person as an end is to insist that coercive or political principles be
as justi iable to that person as they are to us. Equal respect involves treating all per-
sons, to which such principles are to apply, in this way” (Larmore , pp. - ;
similarly Nagel , p. ).

These marked similarities are not surprising, given that both public reason the-
ories and theories of political neutrality are approaches within liberal political the-
ory. Nevertheless, the two approaches also differ in important respects. Most fun-
damentally, theories based on the notion of political neutrality primarily consist of
normative principles for the state and its relationship with citizens; political neut-
rality is understood primarily as state neutrality . By contrast, theories based on
a notion of public reason focus primarily, though not exclusively, on citizens and
their mutual interrelationships. The notion of public reason is meant to apply to
public discourse, understood as discourse between citizens exercising popular sov-
ereignty, and public of icials. Public reason is not amatter of what it is legitimate for
the state to do, but of the arguments citizens and public of icials can legitimately use
when debating with each other.

This important difference has consequences for the conceptions of what consti-
tutes a justi ication for generally binding political arrangement (a law, or a regula-
tion). For theories of neutrality, justi ication is a duty of the state. The state should
be able to justify its coercivemeasures in terms that can be understoodby those sub-
ject to them; that is, by all citizens. Such a justi ication needs to be possible; whether
it is actually forthcoming, or needs to be public, is a different issue. Public reason

Compare Weale , p. f.: “Respect for persons [...] involves the claim that persons should be
allowed to act on their own conception of what is good and valuable for them, and that in so far as
they are doing this they are expressing their natures as rational and re lective beings”.
I havemore to say about the notion of political coercion in public reason theories in chapter , section
. .

Compare Larmore , p. : “Neutrality is a political ideal. [...] In other words, neutrality as a polit-
ical ideal governs the public relations between persons and the state, and not the private relations
between persons and other institutions” (emphasis in original).
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liberalism, by contrast, is based on the notion that justi ication in terms of public
reason is something that is actually taking place in public discussions between cit-
izens. The difference here may be subtle but it has signi icant repercussions for the
liberal understanding of what justi ication requires. Roughly stated, political neut-
rality requires coercivemeasures to be justi ied, that is, it requires the existence of a
justi ication, a reason or set of reasons, to explain the rationale of a measure. Public
reason requires a process of public justi ication, that is, it requires actions or proced-
ures. A coercivemeasure can be justi ied in the irst sense, that is it can be justi iable,
without any process of public justi ication having taken place.

Public reason liberalism is also related to theories of deliberative democracy.
Theories of political neutrality are also related to theories of deliberative demo-
cracy, for some proponents of the neutral state believe that that the justi ication of
the neutral state is related to dialogue among citizens. BruceAckerman, for example,
has argued forwhat he calls conversational restraint. If, Ackerman says, citizens dis-
agree about the moral truth about a matter, that disagreement should be removed
from the public sphere, thus making sure that public dialogue is neutral as to per-
sonal beliefs. See Ackerman , particularly pp. . Similarly to such approaches
but focused on religious arguments, theorists of public reason concentrate on the
question of which arguments should be used in public discourse but are less con-
cerned with other issues relevant for deliberative democracy, such as institutional
requirements for discourse, extending participation in discourse, or the quality of
outcomes of discourse. Some deliberative democrats aremarginally concernedwith
the arguments which should or should not be used in discourse (e.g. Bohman ).
However, theories of deliberative democracy tend to bemuch broader in scope than
the present topic – religious arguments in public discourse – and often have differ-
ent foci altogether. In what follows I therefore primarily discuss theories of public
reason, referring to broader theories of deliberative democracy only where they are
particularly relevant to the issue under discussion. The two exceptions here are John
Rawls and JürgenHabermas. Though both their theories aremuch broader in scope
than the present topic, they play a pivotal role in the literature on the notion of public
reason and are extensively discussed in this dissertation.

To sum up, public reason theories resemble in some respects both theories of
political neutrality and theories of deliberative democracy, which in turn overlap.
Still public reason theories, focused as they are on the use of religious arguments in
public discourse, constitute a distinct branch of liberal theory.

Even though it has been contested that Rawls is a deliberative democrat (e.g. Dryzeck , p. ),
Rawls has referred to himself as such (Rawls , p. ).
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. Background and development of the debate

Public reason as a concept igures primarily in US political philosophy. The ield’s
American background is noticeable in the way proponents of public reason justify
the importance, even urgency, of discussing the concept of public reason, namely,
by reference to political controversies surrounding abortion and same-sexmarriage
(see Perry , p. ; Perry , p. xii). These two cases are also the examplesmost
commonly used to demonstrate and exemplify the use of public reason. To a lesser
extent, the non-establishment and free exercise clauses of the American constitu-
tion and the question of how they relate to, for example, confessional schools, is
also an issue in the public reason literature. These issues – abortion, same-sex mar-
riage, confessional schools – are also debated in Europe, but not as prominently as
they are in the United States. Moreover, there are other issues more closely related
to religion in European discourses, such as the integration of non-Western ethnic
minorities, notably Muslims, the question of whether public of icials like teachers
and judges should be allowed to wear a headscarf while on duty, and cases in which
the freedom of speech and the freedom of religion are pitted against each other.

While all authors writing in the ield of public reason situate themselves within
the liberal political tradition, most of them are themselves religious, andmany dis-
cuss theological issues and address what they believe are religious misconceptions
on the issues of abortion and same-sexmarriage (Audi , ch. ; Eberle , ch. ;
Perry , ch. - ).

Apart from these authors, who mention their own religious beliefs but write
mainly from a liberal perspective, there are also participants in the academic debate
who write from an explicitly religious standpoint. The general thrust of their argu-
ment is not primarily the compatibility of restraint on religious arguments with lib-
eral theory or liberal principles, but with religion itself. Stephen Carter, for example,
has attacked American political philosophy for reducing religion to the status of a
hobby, and has emphasised the positive contributions of religion to society (Carter

The concept of public reason has a longer history but for reasons of space and speedy progression to
the topic of the dissertation I refrain from expanding on the history of public reason liberalism. For
a comparison between Rawls’s and Kant’s notion of public reason, see O’Neill .
The pertinent paragraph in the First Amendment reads: “Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedomof speech,
or of the press; or the right of the people peacefully to assemble, and to petition the government for
a redress of grievances” (cited in Perry , p. ). For a discussion of these two principles, see in
particular the two volumes by Kent Greenawalt (Greenawalt ; ).
Michael Perry states in the introductions to two of his books that he is writing as a Roman Catholic
(Perry , p. ; Perry , p. xii). Robert Audi, Paul Weithman, Nicholas Wolterstorff, and Chris-
topher Eberle are members of the Society of Christian Philosophers.
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). As my interest here is with public reason as part of liberal theory rather than
with religion or even theology, I focus mainly on those authors who write from a
liberal perspective.

The American background to the public reason literature perhaps explains why,
in contrast to European philosophy, Islam plays only a minor role in academic dis-
cussions of the place of religious arguments in politics. Even after the terrorist
attacks of , American political philosophy remains more concerned with fun-
damentalist Christian forces (particularly the Moral Majority) than with Muslim
minorities. Even though the course of the debate on the proper role of religious
arguments in public discourse took a turn roughly in the irst years of the new cen-
tury, this seems to be unconnected to the emergence of Islamic terrorism.

In terms of publications in this ield, the s constituted the peak of the aca-
demic discussion on public reason and religious arguments. It was also the time of
the exclusionists, those who believe that religious arguments should not be used in
public discourse. In , Veit Baderobserved thatmost liberal philosophers tookan
exclusionist position (Bader , p. ). By the beginning of the st century, how-
ever, some prominent exclusionists had changed their minds. Michael Perry, John
Rawls and Jürgen Habermas now advocate positions that are closer to inclusion-
ism, the belief that religious arguments can legitimately be used in public discourse
(Loobuyck ). Moreover, emphatically inclusionist voices havemade themselves
heard (particularly Eberle ). The main question now is no longer whether re-
ligious arguments are legitimate in public discourse; there is a broad, though not
complete consensus that they are. Rather, the central issue is how far, to what ex-
tent, and under what circumstances religious arguments can be legitimate in public
discourse (Boettcher b).

One can only speculate on what has caused this shift from exclusionism to inclu-
sionism. Michael Perry, for example, proclaims in Under God? (Perry ) that he
used to be an exclusionist but now defends an inclusionist view (Perry , p. xi).
Perry does not motivate his change of mind; neither does he name the points on

This difference in the perception of problems may be ascribed to different patterns of immigration
and religious pluralism in the US compared to Europe (see Casanova ).
For example, in Swaine’s treatment of theocratic minorities (Swaine ), Muslim minorities are
mentioned as one among other theocratic minorities, but are not singled out in any way as particu-
larly problematic.
Though, as I argue in chapter , inclusionism is not as inclusionist as it purports to be, and many
inclusionist accounts of public reason still demand quite a high degree of self-restraint from religious
citizens.
That the shift occurred in the irst years of the new century, a time that was heavily in luenced by
the suicide attacks of September , may be a coincidence. In any case the literature on public
reason has not devoted any more attention to Muslim religion since than it did before.
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which his position has changed. In both his earlier book on the topic, Religion in
Politics (Perry ), and his later work, Perry maintains that religious arguments
should be presented in public discourse (Perry , p. ; Perry , p. ).

Another former prominent exclusionist who changed his mind is Richard Rorty.
His catchword of religion as a “conversation-stopper” (Rorty ) is still some-
times cited as proof of the purported anti-religious stance of modern liberalism,
even though Rorty has since declared he has changed hismind. Rorty used to defend
the claim that institutionalised religion not only had no place in public discourse,
but was amenace to liberal democracy and ideally would just wither away (for a cri-
tique seeWolterstorff ). Four years after he introduced the term “conversation-
stopper”, Rorty withdrew it (Rorty ). While reaf irming that his views are “anti-
clerical”, Rorty now admits that his earlier view on religion, framed in a reaction to
Stephen Carter’s book The Culture of Disbelief (Carter ), was “hasty and insuf-
iciently thoughtful” (Rorty , p. ). Rorty states that what made him change
his mindwas reading the work of NicholasWolterstorff as well as Jeffery Stout’s cri-
ticism of his earlier position. Referring to the discussion of the accessibility of reli-
gious arguments, Rorty now believes it is impossible to exclude religious arguments
without excluding references to philosophical doctrines (Rorty , pp. - ). At
the same time, however, Rorty states thatwhere theBible is cited for opposing same-
sexmarriage, he “cannot help feeling that, though the lawshouldnot forbid someone
from citing such texts in support of a political position, custom should forbid it. Cit-
ing such passages should be deemed not just in bad taste, but as heartlessly cruel,
as reckless persecution, as incitement to violence” (Rorty , p. , emphasis in
original).

Due to Rorty’s change of position, and his scarce writings on the topic, Robert
Audi serves the academic debate as an example of the restrictiveness of liberal polit-
ical theory against which supposedly more inclusionist, and supposedly more lib-
eral, rules for the use of religious arguments are proposed.

On the same page Rorty claims that our attitude towards religious opponents of same-sex marriage
should be the same as “that toward people who remark that, though of course Hitler was a bad thing,
it cannot be denied that the Jews did kill Christ – or, to vary the example, people who urge that,
although the lynch mobs went too far, it is a truly terrible thing for a white women [sic] to have sex
with a black man”. It seems, then, that his dislike of religion refers less to religious arguments than
to certain positions religious citizens sometimes defend.
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. The concept of public reason

The concept of public reason is the core notion of this dissertation and here I brie ly
review the most important issues relevant to it. Public reason is a concept that
speci ies how public discourse is to be undertaken in democratic societies. Public
reason identi ies a set of arguments, designated as legitimate for use in public dis-
course; these are arguments that are accessible to all (reasonable) citizens. Argu-
ments that do not meet this criterion of accessibility and therefore do not belong to
the realm of public reason are believed by proponents of public reason to be un it
for use in public discourse. Notions of public reason thus also entail restraints on the
use of arguments in public discourse: arguments that do not conform to the criteria
of public reason are not to be used in public discourse.

. . De ining reasonableness

Theories of public reason rely heavily on notions of reasonableness. Reasonableness
can pertain to many different aspects in public reason theories. Consider Rawls’s
view of public reason. Rawls states that public reason relates to “the kinds of reas-
ons they [citizens, A.S.] may reasonably give one another” (Rawls , p. ), but
he also speaks of reasonable citizens (ibid., p. ) and reasonable political concep-
tions of justice (ibid., p. ). The most important notion of reasonableness for
theories of public reason is the notion of the reasonable citizen. Public reason the-
ories are theories about the use of arguments in public discourse among reasonable
citizens. The way in which the term is used in public reason theories can usefully be
denoted by Rawls’s de inition of a reasonable citizen. A reasonable citizen, accord-
ing to Rawls, is someone who is willing “to propose fair terms of cooperation and to
abide by them” (Rawls , p. ) and who recognises the burdens of judgement
and accepts their consequences for the use of public reason (ibid., p. ).

. . Accessibility and coercion

For roughly two decades, now, public reason has occupied an important position
in liberal political theories. Some of its proponents have claimed that, rather than
being a new idea, public reason should be seen as the core of liberalism (particu-

For critical discussions of Rawls’s notion of the reasonable, see, for instance, Brower ; O’Neill
.

The burdens of judgement are the sources of disagreement between reasonable persons, such as the
vagueness of concepts and the dif iculty of weighing relevant considerations (Rawls , p. f).
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larly Gaus ). This is because, so they claim, public reason lows from the liberal
principle that political coercion needs to be justi ied in terms which those subject
to it can reasonably be expected to accept. That people are given a justi ication for
the coercion to which they are subject, a justi ication which they can reasonably be
expected to accept, is a requirement of respecting persons as free and equal.

People can only be expected to accept reasons for coercion if those reasons are
accessible to them. This relationship between the accessibility of arguments and the
justi ication of political coercion is the key element of public reason theory. The re-
lationship between the use of arguments and the justi ication of political coercion is
the focus of chapter , but to understand the notion of public reason, a few prelim-
inary remarks will be useful here.

For public reason theory, the relationship serves to explain why a notion of pub-
lic reason is needed in public discourse. The argument goes like this: in public
discourse, arguments are exchanged and on the basis of this exchange, an agree-
ment is reached on a political measure or set of political arrangements (consider a
law allowing abortion without restrictions, a law raising taxes on higher incomes,
or a law restricting store opening times on Sundays). Political arrangements bind
all citizens, because all citizens have to obey the law whether they agree with it or
not. The law restricts citizens in what they can do – a law prohibiting abortion is an
obvious example – and punishment awaits those who do not act in accordance with
the law. As the law prescribes a course of action for citizens fromwhich they cannot
deviate, at least not with impunity, and the law in turn is the outcome of public de-
bate, public reason theory states that participants exercise coercive power in public
debate. In this sense, the notion of political coercion refers to the coercive nature of
political arrangements but also to power exercised through the democratic process
– the political process – by which these arrangements are reached. Political coer-
cion needs to be justi ied because, while it is not wrong to force people to comply
with political arrangements, it iswrong to force them to complywithout giving them
reasons they can reasonably be expected to accept. This reason-giving takes place
in public debate. That is why in public debate, only those reasons should be given

For examples of such an argument, see chapter , section . , and the Waldron quote on p. .
Charles Larmore, for example, has provided a Kantian argument that public reason is a requirement
of the principle of treating people not only asmeans but also as ends: “Now, forcing people to comply
[with political principles, A.S.] is to treat them asmeans. In itself this cannot bewrong (for otherwise
political associationwould be impossible).What is prohibited by the norm of equal respect is resting
compliance only on force. […] To respect another person as an end is to insist that coercive or political
principles be as justi iable to that person as they are to us. Equal respect involves treating all persons,
to which such principles are to apply, in this way” (Larmore , pp. - ; similarly Nagel ,
p. ).
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that are accessible to all citizens, for it is the reasons provided in debate which form
the basis of the political arrangements.

This still leaves many questions unanswered – in what way does public debate
lead to political arrangements? who is it that exercises coercion? – and they are dis-
cussed in chapter . As I shall show, the relationship between the use of arguments
in public debate and the exercise of coercion is far less plausible than public reason
theory likes to assume.

. . Conditions of accessibility

The general thrust of my argument in this dissertation is that public reason theor-
ies need to make more room for the use of religious arguments in public debate.
Public reason theories hold that only accessible arguments should be used in public
discourse, and they often also hold that religious arguments are not accessible and
should therefore not be used. To make my claim in favour of religious arguments, I
could also have argued that religious arguments are in fact accessible, but for reas-
ons set out in the next section, I have chosen not to take that path. To understand
the role that accessibility plays in public reason theories, though, it is necessary to
mention some features of the way that notion is used in public reason theory.

No analytically useful de inition of what accessibility is and what arguments
need to be like in order to be accessible has yet been offered by public reason liber-
alism. To demand that an argument should be accessible is a more exacting notion
than that it should be understandable. Imagine, for example, that I argue against
mandatory vaccination for children, saying that I, as a child, was terri ied of syringes
and themandatory vaccination I had led to a lasting trauma. Now youmay very well
understand my argument: you can see how an extreme fear of syringes can lead to
a trauma when faced with a vaccination, and how that would make me an oppon-
ent of compulsory vaccination. Nevertheless, you would probably claim – rightly –
that my argument against vaccination is not public in nature. It depends on my spe-
ci ic psychological state of being (an extreme fear of syringes) and experience (the
trauma). You would say that I cannot expect people to abolish vaccination because
of my personal experience. Accessibility of arguments requires arguments to be, at
least to some extent, independent of personal experience or circumstances, so they
are potentially relevant to citizens in general, as the political measure these reasons
are supposed to justify applies to all citizens in general.

Another question about the accessibility of arguments relates to the difference
between actual and idealised notions of citizens’ reasoning capacities. Whether or
not an argument is regarded as accessible depends to someextent onour conception
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of what citizens ind accessible. Saying that all citizens have to ind an argument
accessible for it to ful il that criterion is taking an extreme position that has been
labelled the empirical or populist conception of public reason (D’Agostino and Gaus

, pp. xiii-xvi; Gaus , ch. . ). Empirical conceptions take citizens as they
are, and use few idealised assumptions about citizens’ reasoning capacities, absence
of prejudice and the like. Populist conceptions of public reason emphasise actual
rather than possible accessibility of reasons. As a consequence, according to this
conception it can be neither suf icient nor necessary that reasons are good reasons
(D’Agostino and Gaus , p. xiv).

I am not aware of any theorist of public reason who adheres to such an extreme
view of accessibility. Joseph Raz is quoted as having said that “[p]olitical principles
must be accessible to people as they are” (Eberle , p. ), but that, it seems to
me, still requires some generalisation of how people actually are rather than asking
everyone and taking the sum of the answers. Be that as it may, populist conceptions
of public reason havemet with sharp (and tomymind convincing) criticism (Eberle

, ch. ). The empirical notion of public reason relies too heavily not only on po-
tential accessibility, but on actual assent, which can be in luenced by sel ishness,
confusion, misinformation, or other circumstantial factors (Gaus , p. ); and
for these and other reasons the actual assent of each and every citizen in a polity
is highly unlikely, given the plurality of conceptions of the good. A purely empir-
ical notion of public reason is therefore self-defeating: designed for debates among
citizens who are divided in their conceptions of the good, a notion of public reason
requiring actual assent by allmakes debates impossible. An empirical notion of pub-
lic reason is also problematic for liberalism as the theoretical framework underlying
contemporary liberal democracies, as Christopher Eberle has pointed out. If liberal
commitments do not meet the standard of public justi ication, that is if the argu-
ments supporting them cannot be considered accessible to all, then citizens would
not be allowed to support those commitments, and a commitment to public reason
would be incompatible with a commitment to liberalism (Eberle , p. f.).

. . Rawls on public reason

The focal point in public reason liberalism is the later work of John Rawls, Political
Liberalism (Rawls ) and the article The Idea of Public Reason Revisited ( ).
Rawls’s theory will be treated in more detail later; a few introductory remarks here
will contribute to introducing the notion of public reason.

The notion of public reason is one of the elements of Rawls’s idea of a political
conception of justice for societiesmarked by irreducible and irreconcilable diversity
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of comprehensive (religious, philosophical, moral) doctrines. Within this concep-
tion, public reason functions as a regulative idea limiting public political discussions
on constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice. These two realms, Rawls
argues, are particularly important because they fundamentally affect every citizen’s
life. It is when such topics are under discussion that public reason applies.

Rawls states that public reason is “the reasonof equal citizenswho, as a collective
body, exercise inal political and coercive power over one another in enacting laws
and in amending their constitution” (Rawls , p. ). This sounds like a factual
claim about how Rawls expects actual citizens to reason, but in fact it is not. Rather,
public reason is a necessity of democratic justice. Rawls holds that citizens are under
amoral duty to adhere to the normof public reason, and he refers to this as the “duty
of civility” (Rawls , p. ).

The requirement of civility by which citizens are to be guided in their political
dealings expresses the criterion of reciprocity in that it characterises a society in
which citizens relate to each other as free and equal (Rawls , p. li). In such a
society, citizens only use reasons which they can expect other reasonable citizens to
accept. If, Rawls claims, all government of icials as well as all citizens follow public
reason, then the law decided by the majority is legitimate (Rawls , p. ).

The core concepts of Rawls’s notion of political liberalism thus relate to each
other roughly as follows. The notion of public reason is a speci ication of the cri-
terion of reciprocity which says that reasons should be acceptable to all reasonable
people. The term of the “duty of civility” expresses the status that adherence to pub-
lic reason has, namely, that of a moral duty derived from a speci ic understanding
of what democratic citizenship is or requires (Rawls speaks of “civic friendship”).
If all citizens adhere to their duty of civility and follow public reason in debating
constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice, then the political outcome is
legitimate.

. Religious arguments

It is notoriously dif icult to de ine religion, and the same applies to religious argu-
ments. For the present purpose, the following tentative de inition of a religious ar-
gument (taken from Audi , p. ) must suf ice. I take a religious argument to
be an argument, the normative force of which depends on the existence of God or on
theological considerations or concepts.

Audi speaks of religious reasons instead of arguments. I take the two terms to be synonymous.
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Proponents of the concept of public reason often hold that religious arguments
are inaccessible to many citizens in contemporary secular societies and that reli-
gious arguments are therefore incompatible with the notion of public reason (see
Eberle , p. ). There is a tendency in public reason liberalism to regard re-
ligious arguments as one of the main problems of public reason. Gerald Gaus, for
example, has claimed:

Because one’s values do not necessarily provide reasons for others to act, they are ineligible as
grounds for public justi ications. And so, too, aremost religious convictions, not because they are
values but because they cannot be openly justi ied to others. A liberal citizenwith deep religious
convictions thus refrains fromappealing to these convictions in public justi ications not because
they are mere personal choices, not because he doubts that they are fundamental truths, but
simply because they do not provide other (i.e., secular) liberal citizens with reasons to accede
to his demands (Gaus , p. ).

Conceptions of public reasonwhich emphasise the incompatibility of religious argu-
ments with public reason are commonly referred to as exclusionist accounts. Such
an exclusionist view also shapes Rawls’s notion of public reason, as he sees the idea
of public reason as an element of the notion of a well-ordered society. The central
feature of his political conception of justice that underlies a well-ordered society is
that it is independent of any comprehensive doctrine. The same, then, applies to
public reason: “in public reason comprehensive doctrines of truth or right [should]
be replaced by an idea of the politically reasonable addressed to citizens as citizens”
(Rawls , p. ). The idea of public reason according to Rawls is thus neither
hostile to nor based on any comprehensive doctrine; rather, its content is independ-
ent of comprehensive doctrines as it consists of a family of political conceptions of
justice (ibid., p. ). These political conceptions are “implicit in the public political
culture of a constitutional regime” (ibid., p. ).

Religion is always (part of) a comprehensivedoctrine. By excluding comprehens-
ive doctrines Rawls’s conception therefore excludes religious arguments. Never-
theless, Rawls maintains that his notion of public reason is not synonymous with

For a concise introduction to the issue, see Greenawalt .
Gaus seems to have changed his opinion. In a later article, Gaus criticises liberal philosophers for
being tooquick to linkpublic reason to secularism, arguing that it is verydif icult to exclude religious-
based reasons from politics by using an account of public justi ication (Gaus ).
A comprehensive doctrine is a set of moral conceptions of what is of value in human life, ideals of
personal character, ideals of friendship and social relationships; that is, a comprehensive doctrine is
a scheme of thought of recognised values and virtues (Rawls , pp. , ).
The exclusion is not complete. In his last work on the issue, Rawls suggested a “wide view of pub-
lic political culture” in which “reasonable comprehensive doctrines, religious or nonreligious, may
be introduced in public political discussion at any time, provided that in due course proper polit-
ical reasons – and not reasons given solely by comprehensive doctrines – are presented that are
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secular reason (ibid., p. ), and this is true in so far as secular reason is under-
stood by Rawls as encompassing non-public arguments based on secular compre-
hensive doctrines. Rawls’s notion of public reason, then, excludes not only religious
but also some secular reasons, namely, all those based on comprehensive doctrines.
Put differently, not all secular reason is public, but all public reason is secular.

As mentioned in the previous section, the main idea of public reason theories
is the relationship between the accessibility of arguments and the justi ication of
coercion. For religious arguments, this means two things. First, their accessibility is
contested. Second, for public reason theories their useposes theproblemof coercion
in a slightly different meaning of the term.

Consider irst the accessibility of religious arguments. In this dissertation I do
not defend the claim that religious arguments are accessible and should for that
reason be admitted in public discourse. Though that claim has been expertly defen-
ded (e.g. Greenawalt ), I tend to agreewith Rawls that there is indeed a problem
with the accessibility of religious arguments, in the sense that not all secular reason
is accessible, but all accessible reason is secular.

This is not a claim for which I can mount a conclusive defence here, although I
should at least give some indications of one. I believe the key to arguing that reli-
gious arguments are not accessible lies, as Stephen Carter has put it, in their reli-
ance on a Godwho is “external to the humanmind” and whose will is not created by
humans but independently of them, andwhich can only be discerned through revel-
ation (Carter , p. ). It leads too far here to try to de ine religion, and there are
many understandings of it that differ from Carter’s, but it seems fair to say that reli-
gious arguments characteristically refer to a source which is external to the human
mind.

This does not mean, of course, that all secular reason is by de inition accessible.
That not all secular reason is accessible is an uncontroversial claim. I have given an
example of an inaccessible secular argument earlier in this chapter. Accessibility is
more than the mere fact that an argument can be understood as such; the notion
goes beyond that to imply some kind of broad validity as an argument for a political
arrangement for all (reasonable) citizens. Secular arguments which are based ex-
clusively on private experiences or blatantly contradict common sense or scienti ic
knowledge may all be deemed inaccessible. If, in the course of this dissertation, I
write about “secular arguments”, I remain agnostic on the point of which of them

suf icient to support whatever the comprehensive doctrines introduced are said to support” (Rawls
, p. f.). For a critique of the wide view, see Larmore .

Notice that “inaccessible” is not the same as “contentious”. Arguments can be accessible and conten-
tious at the same time.
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are accessible. My claims apply to religious arguments only, and they may or may
not also apply to certain secular arguments.

Second, for many theorists of public reason, religious arguments introduce the
danger of coercion on a religious basis, or, in short, religious coercion. Religious co-
ercion is coercion that imposes on all citizens a certain religious belief or religious
practice, regardless of faith. The assumption is that if political arrangements can be
adopted on the basis of religious arguments, this opens the loodgates to religious
coercion. I return to this issue in chapter .

In this dissertation I only discuss the use of religious arguments in so far as it
is related to the justi ication of political arrangements. This is because the use of
religious arguments is particularly problematic where the justi ication of political
arrangements is concerned. It is in justifying political arrangements that a potential
relationship exists between the use of religious arguments and religious coercion.
Of course religious arguments can be used when discussing political arrangements
with purposes other than that of justi ication.

With Charles Larmore, one can distinguish between two functions of discussion
in the public realm (Larmore , p. f.). One is decision-oriented: public discus-
sion aims to reach decisions about political principles. The other function is that of
disclosure, telling each other where you stand, explaining your visions of the good
life. This distinction plays an important role in chapter ; I want to note heremerely
that not all public discourse is directed at reaching decisions about political arrange-
ments, and in thepart that is not there is less reason for restrained speech.More than
that, disclosure requires a large array of possible contributions, and is achieved only
where people are at liberty to speak their minds.

Religious arguments in public discourse can also be seen as an aspect of the vis-
ibility of religious groups in the public realm (Jedan ). This point relates to
concerns familiar from theories of multiculturalism, such as that religious groups
often ind themselves in positions of marginalisation and that giving them a voice
in the public realm may be one way to address marginalisation. Theories of public
reason may at this point have something valuable to add to theories of multicul-
turalism. Traditionally, theories of multiculturalism single out religious groups of
migrant populations with a history of socio-economic marginalisation. Contempor-
ary marginalisation of religious voices need not, however, go together with socio-
economic marginalisation. In the Netherlands, for example, giving religious voices
a role in the political sphere is an issue that irst and foremost concerns the long-
established Dutch Calvinists, believers with little historical socio-economic margin-
alisation. Nevertheless, as public reason theories demonstrate, they raise concerns
that are important to political philosophy and are also amenable to theorising from
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the perspective of multiculturalism, even though the group concerned is neither
socio-economically marginalised nor of migrant origin.

. Motivation and the plausibility of public reason

The concept of public reason is regulative in its intent; it serves to limit what should
or can legitimately be said in public discourse. The regulative intent is not supposed
to be given effect by laws or of icial regulations, for this would be a violation of the
freedom of speech. The limits on public discourse envisaged by public reason the-
ories are therefore not legal limits (Audi , p. ; Eberle , p. ; Rawls ,
p. ). Restraints on arguments are essentially self-restraintswhich politically ma-
ture, conscientious citizens impose on themselves as a consequence of understand-
ing the needs of public discourse. Self-restraint has the status of a moral obligation
of citizenship, meaning that a citizen who fails to observe self-restraint in circum-
stances where it is mandated thereby fails as a citizen.

Given that restraints on the use of religious arguments in public discourse are
meant to be self-restraints, the question of motivation is important. Audi and other
proponents of restraint in the use of religious arguments in public discourse have
dedicated a great deal of attention to explaining how religious citizens can agree
with the restraints. They have shown that restraint need not contradict religious
commitments but can evenbemandatedbyaproperunderstandingof religiousduty
(Audi , pp. - , - ) or by properly understood self-interest (Swaine ;

). Others, like Michael Perry, have tried to persuade religious opponents of ho-
mosexuality that a proper understanding of religious principles reveals they are
mistaken (Perry , ch. ). All these explanations show that on certain interpret-
ations of religious commitments, self-restraint with respect to the use of religious
arguments is not only possible but can also be considered part of one interpretation
of religious commitments. Yet these arguments do not show how religious citizens,
particularly those adhering to other interpretations of religion, would actually come

There is a discussion in public reason theories about whether the status of self-restraint should be
understood as one of moral obligation or a supererogatory ideal of citizenship (see Quinn ).
With supererogatory ideals of citizenship, it is left to the discretion of citizens to decide when they
would wish to observe restraint; with obligations, citizens whose religious commitments motivate
themnot to observe self-restraint face hard choices between their obligations of citizenship and their
religious obligations. I believe proponents of public reason see self-restraint as a moral obligation
rather than an ideal, one of the reasons being that the prescriptive force of public reason theories
is generally stronger than would it an ideal. Another is the fact that numerous books and articles
have been published, all advancing notions of self-restraint concerning religious arguments, which
suggests that there is more at stake here than mere ideals with little or no moral “bite”.
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to impose these restrictions upon themselves. There is a difference between stating
that under certain conditions, restraints on the use of religious arguments would
not contradict religious commitments, and assuming that citizens would voluntar-
ily impose restraints on themselves. The gap here is between possibility as absence
of obstructing factors and motivation as positive incentive for action.

Given that it is unclear why citizens should be motivated to refrain from using
religious arguments in public discourse, the question arises whether theories of
public reason are not hopelessly unrealistic. Public reason theories simply assume
that once one has resolved the question of what kinds of self-restraint should be
asked of citizens, their implementation does not raise any insurmountable prob-
lems. Moreover, a number of other assumptions are implicit in public reason the-
ories, such as that con lict in politics is not too deep and pervasive to be addressed
by reasoned public debate; that the role of passion and prejudice can be neglected
when describing the political process; and that politics is all about arguments rather
than the pursuit of self-interest and power struggles. All these assumptions may be
criticised, and I address some of them in what follows. Rather than rejecting pub-
lic reason theories as hopelessly naı̈ve, though, I assume that public reason is not
fundamentally lawed but should be taken seriously as a variant of liberal theory.

Political philosophy becomes problematic if it makes assumptions that do not
omit or bracket certain attributes of the matter in question by way of abstraction
but, by way of idealisation, are based on assuming attributes that are false. Public
reason theories are, I claim in the course of this dissertation, guilty of such idealisa-
tion at certain points concerning the political process. Realism about politics does
need to come in, or so I argue, to prevent abstractions from turning into unrealistic
idealisations.

. Conclusion

This chapter has introduced the topic and delimited the area of my study. It has
situated the topic within political philosophy and introduced its main concepts and
problems. For what is to come, the following points are particularly relevant. First,
public reason theories prescribe norms for the behaviour of citizens and public of-
icials that are norms of self-restraint, that is, self-imposed moral rules, not legal
regulations. Throughout this dissertation I refer to “the norms of public reason”, or
“public reason” for short, to denote this kind of self-restraint. Second, while I note

For this distinction see O’Neill , p. .



C

that public reason theories rely on a number of controversial assumptions, I am tak-
ing public reason theories as given. The aimof this dissertation is not to reject public
reason as such, but to subject certain of its claims to critical scrutiny. Third, I write
about the use of arguments primarily in relation to the exercise of political coercion,
while assuming that religious arguments are potentially problematic only if and in
so far as they are used in contexts in which coercion plays a role. I do not consider
other uses of arguments and roles for religious convictions in public life in general.
Fourth, this dissertation deals with public reason in relation to religious arguments
and its claims apply to religious arguments only.






