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Chapter Two

Inclusionism as
pseudo-inclusionism

. Introduction

Proponents of accounts of public reason argue that citizens should not be free to use
any and all arguments in public discourse. They should exercise self-restraint with
respect to some arguments: those that are not considered legitimate, especially reli-
gious arguments. Such self-restrictions, which take the form of duties of citizenship,
demand justi ication. The more severe they are – that is, the more onerous the duty
under which they place citizens – the more urgent the question of their justi ication
becomes.

In the Introduction I sketched the course of the philosophical debate on the use
of religious arguments in public discourse, noting the increasing prominence of in-
clusionist accounts. Inclusionists criticise the amount of self-restraint demanded
in exclusionist accounts as undue and seek to offer theories of public discourse in
which religious arguments may be used freely. However, as I argue in this chapter,
inclusionists are not as inclusionist as they purport to be. In fact, on closer inspec-

For example,Wolterstorff says “[l]et citizens usewhatever reasons they ind appropriate – including,
then, religious reasons” (Wolterstorff a, p. ); and Perry seconds: “nothing in the morality of
liberal democracy – nothing in either of liberal democracy’s two constitutive commitments – sup-
ports the claim that it is illegitimate for religious believers to introduce religiously grounded moral
belief into public political argument” (Perry , p. f.).
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tion their theories of public discourse turn out to contain considerable restrictions
which have repercussions for religious believers as well as for the use of religious
arguments.

In what follows I irst address the problem of restrictions on arguments in pub-
lic discourse by distinguishing three ways in which restrictions can be thought of as
problematic. Restrictions can be objected to as imposing an undue cognitive burden;
as being morally objectionable; or as being politically illegitimate (for this typology
seeLafont ). This chapter seeks to show that not only exclusionist but also inclu-
sionist accounts are vulnerable to these three objections. I irst elaborate on Robert
Audi’s account of religious arguments in public reason. Audi is currently the most
prominent and outspoken proponent of exclusionism. I have chosen him as a rep-
resentative of exclusionism because his exclusionist standpoint is well developed,
since it has been a major focus of his work for the past twenty years and because
he, in contrast to Rawls for example, focuses speci ically on religious arguments. My
discussion of Audi serves two purposes. First, it is intended to give an impression
of exclusionism and to explain the inclusionists’ motivation for offering alternative
accounts. Second, it serves to highlight the “pseudo” in pseudo-inclusionism, for it
will become apparent that the differences between exclusionists and inclusionists
are much smaller than their respective labels suggest.

After that brief exposition of exclusionism, I focus on inclusionism for the re-
mainder of the chapter, identifying three categories of restraint that I take to be the
most common, severest restrictions on the use of arguments in inclusionism. These
are the exclusion of “imposition reasons”, the requirement to pursue the common
good, and the fallibilism requirement. I showhow these restrictions are defended by
a number of inclusionist authors, andwhy they are politically objectionable, morally
objectionable, or impose an undue cognitive burden.

The last section of the chapter identi ies the source of inclusionism’s failure to
be properly inclusionist. It shows that inclusionism is based on a conception of the
person the central feature of which is the ability to hold his belief at arm’s length.
This can help explain why inclusionists, despite the restraints they impose on dis-
course, still consider their theories inclusionist: the restraints would not be partic-
ularly onerous for those citizens whom they would consider good citizens.

. Three objections to restraint

A irst objection, formulated inter alia by JürgenHabermas,maintains that restraints
on the use of religious arguments in the public sphere must not impose an un-
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due cognitive burden. Habermas cites Wolterstorff approvingly, when he says that
many religious people believe as a matter of their religious conviction that they
ought to base their political commitments on their religious conviction and are
therefore unable to discern the force of any secular reason. Habermas thereupon
concludes that the liberal state should not ask all citizens to disregard their reli-
gious convictions when justifying their political statements (Habermas , p. );
the state “must not transform the requisite institutional separation of religion and
politics into an unduemental and psychological burden for those of its citizens who
follow a faith” (ibid., p. ; emphasis in original).

This objection can refer not only to the burden itself, but also to its asymmetry:
where only religious arguments are targeted, only the religious citizen has to dis-
regard a set of his convictions and motivations. Such a split in the minds of citizens
between a religious consciousness that is to be disregarded and a ‘secular’ con-
sciousness which has to dominate political behaviour can be deemed empirically
impossible and normatively undesirable. Further arguments are needed, though, to
show that such a split is not only asymmetric, but that the asymmetry is unfair.

The second objection to restraints is that they can bemorally objectionable. This
objection is potentially applicable whenever restraints urge religious citizens to act
in contradiction to what they consider their moral obligations. If, for example, a re-
ligious citizen thinks that a policy permitting abortion is profoundly immoral, and
feels a powerful motivation to oppose such a policy on religious grounds, then a re-
straintwhich forbids him todo so if hedoes not have suf iciently strong secular argu-
ments and motivations obliges him to act in contradiction to his moral convictions.
This is particularly problematic when one considers that opposition to abortion is a
position that secularly motivated citizens may legitimately support.

Finally, accounts of restraints can be politically illegitimate, that is, they can be
considered incompatible with important norms and values of liberal democracy.
One of these norms and values which accounts of public reason may be seen as
violating is the principle that the rules of democracy should themselves be demo-
cratically chosen: that is, citizens should decide together what kinds of institutions
and rules for decision-making should exist. Viewed from this perspective, accounts
of restraint in the use of religious arguments provide substantive (as distinguished

Habermas’s own account of the role of religion in the public sphere does impose cognitive burdens
on religious citizens (as well as on secular citizens), and Habermas admits as much but denies that
those burdens are undue. In chapter , section . , I argue they are in fact undue.
Sometimes political measures are asymmetric in that they affect some citizens more than others.
For example, the requirement that car drivers need to be sober when driving is more onerous for
alcoholics than other citizens, but arguably this asymmetry is not unfair.
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from procedural) notions of what is illegitimate in the public sphere. Their rules on
religious arguments constitute a-priori exclusions of certain arguments – exclusions
stipulated by theory and closed to the democratic process. The restrictions on the
use of religious arguments are not chosen in a democratic procedure by citizenswho
come to agree that this is the best way to organise public debate; they are imposed
by theory as appropriate, independently of the citizens’ will. Public reason theories
are themselves procedural theories of democracy, and as such should be cautious
about the substantive recommendations they make.

These three objections are used in the following sections to address the prob-
lematic nature of restrictions on the use of religious arguments in public discourse.
They reveal the restrictions as highly objectionable. This does not mean, though,
that these restrictions cannot be justi ied at all. There may be weighty arguments
formaintaining such restrictions, arguments that outweigh the objections to restric-
tions. For example, some countries prohibit racist speech by law. Imagine that a ma-
jority of the population in such a country considers the legal prohibition wrong and
wants it abolished. The legal prohibition of racist speech could then be considered
a prima facie politically illegitimate restriction of public discourse. Nevertheless, it
may be a justi ied restriction. It may be justi ied, for example, by arguing that the
country’s racial minority has long been discriminated against and that a restriction
of racist speech is necessary to end discrimination.

. Audi’s principles of secular reason andmotivation

Audi’s concern lies particularly with the religious citizen and the question of how a
religious citizen can simultaneously ful il his religious obligations and be a virtuous
citizen, observing the separation between church and state. His theory is based on
two principles: the principle of secular rationale and the principle of secular motiv-
ation. These apply not only to public debate but to all instances of citizens’ socio-
political conduct, including voting.

Audi’s principle of secular rationale states that “one should not advocate or sup-
port any law or public policy that restricts human conduct unless one has, and is
willing to offer, adequate secular reason for this advocacy or support” (Audi ,
p. ). In later formulations of the same principle, Audi adds that the principle ex-
presses a prima facie obligation and is the more important of the two principles

In a later essay, Audiwrites that theprinciples “apply differently in different contexts. They apply less,
for instance, in the classroom than in the statehouse, and less in private discussion than in corporate
boardrooms” (Audi , p. ).
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(Audi , pp. , ). He de ines a secular reason as, roughly, “one whose norm-
ative force, that is, its status as a prima facie justi icatory element, does not (evid-
entially) depend on the existence of God […], or on theological considerations […],
or on the pronouncements of a person or institution qua religious authority” (Audi

, p. ). A secular reason is therefore not necessarily an anti-religious or athe-
ist reason – it is a non-religious, not an anti-religious reason.

Moreover, Audi believes that the reasons one gives to others should be the reas-
ons that one really has. Presenting to others reasons that fail to convince oneself is
undesirable as it opens the door to manipulative political behaviour, produces un-
stable agreements, and violates the idea of mutual respect (Audi , p. ). Audi
therefore introduces the second principle, the principle of secular motivation:

it says that one should not advocate or promote any legal or public policy restrictions on human
conduct unless one not only has and is willing to offer, but is also motivated by, adequate secu-
lar reason, where this reason (or set of reasons) is motivationally suf icient for the conduct in
question (Audi , p. ; emphasis in original).

Suf icient motivation has two elements: irst, the set of secular reasons is suf icient
to explain one’s action; second, one’s secular motivation needs to be strong enough
for one to perform the action in question, other things being equal, even in the ab-
sence of any furthermotive (Audi , p. ). Again, this principle speci ies a prima
facie obligation.

It could be the case, however, that a citizen feels insuf iciently motivated by sec-
ular reasons to vote for a policy proposal he supports. Audi claims that in such a
case a citizen should not vote for something he supports, even if his religious be-
liefs strongly motivate him to do so. In no case should a citizen try to manipulate
himself to make himself believe that the secular reasons he holds are the decisive
reasons for a political action if this is not the case. This would be “insidious immor-
ality” (Audi , p. ). Ideally, a citizen adheres to both the principle of secular
rationale and the principle of secular motivation. This is the so-called unity con-
straint which prescribes “integrating at least one evidentially adequate reason with
motivation suf icient to produce action for that reason” (Audi , p. ).

Given the demands imposed by Audi’s two principles of restraint, one cannot
helpwonderingwhy religiousbelieverswould voluntarily observe them.Audi seems
to imply that an attitude of abstinence on the part of the religious citizen simply
lows from this common democratic sense and the consciousness of ‘do unto oth-

I take this to be implicit in Audi’s de inition. For an elaborate argument about how a distinction
between religious, secular, and atheistic reasons can be used to defend Audi’s approach against crit-
ics who think that it is too restrictive on religion, see Anderson .



I -

ers as you would wish them do unto you’. He argues that a religious citizen would
take into consideration that other citizens do not share his religious convictions. If
he advocates a position that restricts other citizens’ freedom (as a ban on abortion
would) on the basis of religious arguments, he would realise that he is advocating
a restriction of their freedom on a basis that they could reject. A citizen would also
think that if the roleswere reversed, hewould be opposed to such a thing happening
(Audi , p. ).

Audi insists that such an attitude on the part of the citizen is not to be equated
with a privatisation of religion or the banning of religion frompublic life (Audi ,
p. ; , p. ). Audi asserts that his two principles “even allow a person to
judge the religious reasons to be more important than the secular ones, or be more
strongly motivated by them, or both” (Audi , p. ) – on the condition that
the person in question inds secular reasons suf iciently important and is suf iciently
motivated by them. The suf iciency condition does not imply that religious reasons
should be less important to a citizen, or less motivating. They may even be more
important, moremotivating. What the suf iciency condition determines is that a cit-
izenwould advocate the same position, and feelmotivated in the sameway, if he had
no religious reasons for his advocacy and motivation. Religion is allowed to matter
to citizens only if and in so far as it coincides with and supplements secular reas-
ons and motivations. Audi’s claim that religion can be more important in supplying
reasons and motivations to citizens is of little practical import if he requires reli-
gious citizens at the same time to act against their religious beliefs in cases where
a religious belief motivates a citizen to vote for the restriction of human behaviour,
while no suf icient secular reason and motivation is available.

. . Critique

Audi’s theory hasmetwith extensive criticism (Wolterstorff b;Weithman ;
Eberle ; Greenawalt ), mostly directed at its restrictiveness. Audi has re-

In a later essay, Audi writes that “religious grounds alone are not properly considered a suf icient
basis of coercion even if they happen to be shared by virtually all citizens” (Audi , p. ), sug-
gesting that the simple fact of disagreement about religion is not the only reason for judging religious
arguments illegitimate. Indeed, Audi states that justi ications need to be such that all rational adult
citizens can identify with them. The problemwith religious arguments, then, is not only that citizens
happen to disagree on them, but also that they are in some way incapable of being embraced by
rational adult citizen (though he does not think religion is necessarily irrational; ibid., p. n. ).
Yet Audi also says that “in public advocacy of laws and policies that restrict human conduct, it seems
generally best to conduct discussion in secular terms” (Audi , p. , emphasis in original). See
also the discussion in Audi , pp. - , which in the same vein oscillates between calling for
a secular public discourse and stressing the admissibility of religious discourse.
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sponded to some of his critics in hismost recent book on the topic, stressing that his
theory is muchmore conducive to a public role of religious convictions than his crit-
ics have claimed (Audi ). Audi’s clari ications are convincing only where they
concern public discourse. Audi says that because his two principles do not rule out
religious arguments as such, citizens are free to use religious arguments in public
discourse (ibid., p. ). In this respect his theory is more permissive than the early
Rawls, and comparable to Rawls’s wide view on public reason. When one considers
that Rawls’s set of admissible public reasons is much smaller than Audi’s, encom-
passing only reasons that do not depend on any comprehensive doctrine, Audi could
even be considered the less exclusionist author.

These clari ications of Audi’s intentions notwithstanding, speci ic problems re-
main with the theory itself as well as the fundamental problems of exclusionism.

One major problem is Audi’s claim that there should not be a discrepancy
between the reasons one has, the reasons one gives, and the motivations one feels.
However, giving reasons other than those by which one feels oneself motivated or
even persuaded is not necessarily a question of lying ormanipulation, as Audi seems
to think. If liberal democracy is about public justi ication in termswhich citizens can
understand and accept, then it might even bemore virtuous to offer one’s fellow cit-
izens those reasons one believes they will ind particularly persuasive. There is no
reason to suppose that agreements will be less stable if they are embraced for dif-
ferent reasons. After all, even citizens basing their convictions on secular reasons
only will agree on laws and policies for very different reasons, so that one political
arrangement is usually supported from a number of diverging interests and views.

While it may still be possible, though dif icult, to weigh one’s secular and reli-
gious reasons to determine the more important ones, it is probably even more dif i-
cult for citizens to determine what motivates them. Counterfactuals (“Would I sup-
port the same view if I were not religious?”) are dif icult thought experiments and it
is doubtful theywould lead to a clear result concerning what one feels motivated by.
Since being religious or non-religious is often intimately connected with the kind of
person one considers oneself to be, it is hard to imagine how one would feel if one
were a different person.

A second problem with Audi’s account concerns the ease with which he expects
citizens to agree with his assumptions. A vivid example is the way he pictures the
discussion if the motivation principle is accepted and “perhaps even if it is not”:

one will likely get substantial help from them [people who disagree with one’s standpoint, A.S.]
in determining what one’s motivating reasons in the dispute are. Whenever religious reasons

See chapter , section . for an elaboration of this point.
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seem to them motivationally too strong, people who disagree on the issue in question should
be expected to help one probe one’s grounds. Others hear our voice better than we do. They
may also think of revealing questions about us that we ourselves overlook, or observe words or
deeds that teach us something we did not realize about our own thinking or motivation (Audi

, p. ).

This is a rather idiosyncratic way of describing a discussion about a law or another
coercive political issue. Peoplewhoparticipate in suchdiscussions usually hold their
views with a relatively high degree of certainty; they are convinced their position is,
if not the only true one or the most rational or reasonable, then at least the one that
corresponds best to their viewof life, political persuasion, ormoral outlook. Exchan-
ging arguments and critically discussing each other’s arguments can help citizens
clarify their own positions, but that does not explain why they should also seek to
analyse each other’s motivations, lay bare their inner motivations to political ad-
versaries, and accept morally grounded reprimands. This not only assumes a uto-
pian degree of meekness on the part of the citizens; it also goes far too far in what it
demands of them.

Moreover, it is far from certain that discussing one’s hidden motivations would
aid political discussions. Hidden motivations can sometimes be prejudices, and un-
earthing them may help discussion on the basis of arguments rather than precon-
ceptions, but elevating the discussion of hiddenmotivations tomore than amarginal
part of a public discussion would shift the focus from a discussion of arguments and
positions to one discussing other citizens’ supposed hidden motives. A discursive
attitude, probing one’s fellow citizens’ grounds, is likely to further distrust and sus-
picion.

What is most awkward in Audi’s theory, to my mind, is that religious citizens
are requested to act against the demands of their conscience if they ind they do
not have adequate secular reasons and motivation. Such a demand is particularly
puzzling if it is presented in a theory that emphasises that citizens should only be
subject to such political arrangements for which they, as rational adults, can accept
the underlying reasons. The normative foundation of this requirement is that we
owe respect to our fellow citizens in the sense that, by giving them reasons which
they can accept, we respect them as beings who form and hold reasonable views,
and act upon them – as self-governing individuals. The capacity for doing all this is
captured in the concept of autonomy, roughlyunderstoodas the capacity to liveone’s
life according to one’s own ideas and views. A failure to give citizens reasons they
can accept for preventing some of their actions (prohibiting abortion, for example)
means one does not respect them as autonomous agents.

I agreewithAudi that respecting citizens as autonomous agents is a central value
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and an important good in liberal democracy. It seems, though, that requiring people
to act contrary to their inner persuasion and conscientiously formed (religious)
views is incompatible with this view of the centrality of autonomy. If citizens are
to be coerced only for reasons they can accept, and if they accept religious reasons
for the coercive policy proposals they support, then they should not be obliged to
act contrary to the reasons they can themselves accept.

Two of the three objections to restrictions on the use of religious arguments are
applicable to Audi’s account. The irst objection, the undue cognitive burden which
demands of restraint are said to impose on religious citizens, is most evidently ap-
plicable to Audi’s exclusionist account of restraints. Audi not only demands that cit-
izens do not base their political decisions and arguments on their religious convic-
tions; he also expects citizens to split their religious from their secular reasons and
motivations with such a degree of precision that they can tell which ones motivated
themmore, and which arguments were suf icient to lead to their political positions.
This involves dif icult counterfactual judgements about the reasons one would have
if one were not religious.

Audi’s account of public reason is also vulnerable to the second objection, ac-
cording to which a restraint is morally objectionable because it requires citizens to
act contrary to theirmoral convictions. Audi posits that religious citizenswhodonot
have suf icient secular reasons andmotivations should neither vote for nor advocate
a policy proposal they support, even if their religious convictions strongly motivate
them to do so. A religious citizen, for example, who strongly believes that abortion
is a sin, and who thinks that as a believer he is called to help implement God’s will
on earth, but who fails to ind secular reasons convincing and is not moved by sec-
ular motivations, would be obliged on Audi’s account not to support anti-abortion
legislation. In other words, he would be obliged to act contrary to what he perceives
is his religiously founded moral obligation.

Inclusionism, viz., approaches that make room for religious arguments in public
discourse, is supposed to be the antipode of exclusionist views such asAudi’s. As this
chapter’s title already indicates, inclusionism is not as inclusionist as it purports to
be. It is to the restrictive facets of inclusionism that I now turn.

. “Imposition reasons”

Kent Greenawalt, an inclusionist proponent of public reason, has argued that cer-
tain reasons, which he calls “imposition reasons”, should be excluded from public
discourse if the prohibition of certain human conduct is at stake, such as the prohib-
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ition of abortion. Imposition reasons are certain religious reasons, namely those that
seek to impose one’s religious belief on others or seriously discourage others from
holding different religious beliefs (Greenawalt , p. ). Among such reasons are
reasons that refer to certain human acts as sins (Greenawalt , p. ). An argu-
ment referring to a sin is based on a harm (or bene it) that is not comprehensible in
non-religious terms (eternal damnation, damage to one’s God-given soul, incurring
the wrath of God etc.) and therefore constitutes an imposition reason (Greenawalt

, p. ).
Greenawalt gives several examples of imposition reasons. Oneof the examples he

gives concerns a person who supports classroom prayer in public schools because
he thinks thiswouldmake itmore dif icult for Jewish children to adhere to their faith
and would inally induce them abandon it (ibid., p. ). A second example is that of
an opponent of homosexuality who is convinced that the practice of homosexuality
is a sin (Greenawalt , p. f.).

Not all religious reasons are imposition reasons. Greenawalt also offers an ex-
ample of a religious reason which is not an imposition reason. This concerns the
issue of whether there should be a law to ensure that all animals held for the pro-
duction of meat are kept in decent living conditions. Someone who favours such a
law on the ground that the Bible calls for concern for animals has a religious reason
which is not an imposition reason, as it does not seek to discourage the holding of
other religious views or the adoption of other religious practices (Greenawalt ,
p. f.).

Similarly, a person who opposes abortion uses a legitimate (non-imposition) re-
ligious reason if he argues that the embryo deserves consideration as a human being
from the moment of conception (ibid., p. ), since the harm of killing a human being
is comprehensible in non-religious terms.

Greenawalt’s main justi ication for the exclusion of imposition reasons is that
they impose a religious belief on others, violating the principle of religious liberty.
At the same time, however, it is not clear howGreenawalt considers that citizens im-
pose things on each other. He states that citizens participate in political life mostly
by voting on representatives; citizens neither represent the population as a whole,
as of icials of the executive do, nor do theydecide on legislation, as their representat-
ives in parliament do (Greenawalt , p. ). InGreenawalt’s opinion the citizens’
role justi ies only one constraint: citizens should not undermine the system (that is,
liberal democracy) by violentmeans, and they should not vote for candidates or bills
because they believe they will undermine the system (ibid., pp. - ). Citizens fail
to ful il this responsibility of citizenship if their political behaviour is motivated by
a wish to overthrow the system, if they promote constitutional violations, or if they
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undermine basic premises of liberal democracy (ibid., p. ). One of the violations
of the citizens’ responsibility not to undermine liberal democracy is the reliance on
or public use of imposition reasons.

The plausibility of the distinction between religious imposition and non-
imposition reasons is disputable. The examples Greenawalt provides do not clarify
what makes the non-imposition religious reasons religious. Neither of these argu-
ments refers to a religious authority, entity, belief, or practice. The only sense in
which legitimate non-imposition arguments like that one mentioned above against
abortion, can be considered religious is that religious citizens frequently use them
and are persuaded by them. Apart from that, it is dif icult to see what distinguishes
them from secular arguments. In fact, saying that abortion is wrong because the
embryo should be considered a human being from conception is a perfectly non-
religious belief. Typically, religiously motivated opposition to abortion is religious
in that it refers to the God-givenness or sanctity of life or the pronouncements of re-
ligious leaders on abortion.Whether or not one believes that the embryo is a human
being from the moment of conception is not a matter of religious belief; rather, the
notion that abortion is wrong because God has forbidden the taking of life is based
on the prior belief in this non-religious view that the foetus is to be seen as human
life.

Moreover, the distinction has dif iculties accounting for a group of frequently
used religious arguments. Saying that something is a sin is simply another way
of saying that God forbids something. If calling something a sin expresses a harm
which is not comprehensible in non-religious terms, the dif iculty is with the status
arguments have that refer to the will of God while ascribing to God considera-
tions of harms and bene its that are comprehensible in nonreligious terms. Imagine
someone saying “God forbids homosexual acts because God wants sexual relation-
ships to bring forth children”. The bene it of having children is a bene it that can be
comprehended in non-religious terms, but in this version of the argument it is linked
to the will of God, which is inadmissible in Greenawalt’s account.

The restrictive effect of the exclusion of imposition reasons depends on how
large the group of imposition reasons is. From his examples one would have to con-
clude that any religious argument that refers to the authority of God (including the
Bible) is an imposition argument and therefore illegitimate in public discourse. If,
for example, the person in the example about keeping animals had referred to the
Bible as condemning disregard for animals as a sin (rather than saying that the Bible
recommends concern for animals) he would have been using an imposition reason.
There is too much vagueness in Greenawalt’s account to allege that he admits only
secular reasons in public discourse, cloaking them in the guise of non-imposition re-
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ligious reasons, but even on amore cautious reading suggests the conclusion that his
proposed restraint on religious imposition reasons is politically illegitimate. Green-
awalt demands of religious citizens that they do not to use a certain kind of reli-
gious arguments, but he fails to show why the reasons he intends to exclude from
discourse constitute the imposition of religious beliefs. As Greenawalt himself notes,
citizens do not have the power to impose their views on others directly, since they do
not decide on issues. He also fails to say why a secular argument against homosexu-
ality (such as that it is against nature) is not an imposition reason while a religious
argument that homosexuality is a sin is. The same applies in the case of abortion:
secular citizens oppose abortion with the argument that the embryo is a human be-
ing: since Greenawalt implies that it is not in itself illegitimate to oppose abortion,
he would seem to be suggesting that the religious citizen who considers abortion a
sin imposes his belief on others while a secular opponent of abortion is not subject
to the same charge.

. The common good

A second group of restraints, which inclusionists hold are necessary in public dis-
course, is the requirement that participants in public discourse ought to pursue the
common good as the foremost aimof their political activity. Inwhat follows I present
two versions of this requirement: a simple one presented by Nicholas Wolterstorff
and a sophisticated one suggested by Paul Weithman. I argue that the requirement
to pursue the common good seriously limits the possibilities open to religious be-
lievers to pursue their religious positions as group-speci ic interests.

Nicholas Wolterstorff’s main contribution to the debate on religious arguments
is his written exchange with Robert Audi on the place of religious convictions in
political debate (Audi and Wolterstorff ). Here Wolterstorff presents his claim
that restraints on the use of religious arguments in public discourse cannot convin-
cingly be deduced from the core commitments of liberal democracy. These encom-
pass equal protection under the law, equal freedom in law, state neutrality towards
religion, and the principle that the ultimate locus of the governance of society is the
law-abiding citizen (Wolterstorff a, p. ).

Since theseprinciples cannot provide thebasis for the exclusionof religious reas-
ons, citizens should be free to use them in public discourse, Wolterstorff argues. His
own perspective on the ethics of citizenship in public debate contains three kinds
of restraints which he deems indispensible for public discourse in liberal demo-
cracy. First, one should show respect to one’s fellow citizens and behavewith civility
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in public discourse. Second, in debating and resolving issues, citizens should obey
the laws of the country and the constitution. Third, and this is my present concern,
Wolterstorff states “there is a restraint on the overall goal of the debates and discus-
sions. The goal is political justice, not the achievement of one’s own interests” (ibid.,
p. ). This, Wolterstorff argues, is the liberal view of the ends of politics: not the
pursuit of interest, but justice (ibid, p. ). In his reply to Audi’s comments on his
essay, Wolterstorff acknowledges a third alternative as a goal of political activity,
namely, the pursuit of the social good or some element thereof (Wolterstorff b,
p. ), a concept he takes to be broader than that of political justice, though what
precisely it is remains unspeci ied.

Initially there is something puzzling about the opposition between political
justice and the achievement of one’s interests. That citizens are enabled to pursue
their proper interests seems to be one of the elements of political justice. Onewould
think that political justice has an intimate relationshipwith properly taking account,
for example, of the interests of employees and employers, car drivers and environ-
mentalists, families with children and singles, etc. It seems that the aspect which
the term political justice is supposed to capture is that, in public discourse, one’s
particular interests should take a place somewhere behind the common good.

There are twoways to understand this requirement to pursue the commongood:
irst, as a requirement pertaining only to one’s view or position but not one’s argu-
ments, and second, as a requirement pertaining to both.

First, one could imagine that the pursuit of justice is an ideal that concerns one’s
view or position, but not one’s arguments. As long as the position for which one is
arguing is intended to further justice and not self-interest, not every argument that
one uses needs to have or display this aspect. One could, for example, use strategic
reasoning by appealing to one’s opponent’s self-interest in arguing for a position
that furthers justice.

On this reading the restraint would be strong but not prohibitive to religious be-
lievers. Strong, because members of churches or other religious groups and institu-
tions would plausibly want to pursue the interests of their organisations in discus-
sions, as by arguing for the desirability of a concordat. It is dif icult to say whether
the pursuit of such aims is illegitimate self-interest or serves the goal of justice.
Something can be said for both views. Religious arguments often refer to a religious
notion of justice, say, as laid down in the Bible or religious teachings, but such a
broad notion of justice is probably not what Wolterstorff has in mind. The restraint
is not prohibitive to believers because they could still legitimately use religious argu-
ments, including those that derive from self-interest. A member of a religious group
could, for example, defend the position that the requirement to slaughter animals
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only after anaesthetising them is unfair (the position of justice) because it prevents
his religious group from slaughtering animals as prescribed by religious dogma (the
argument of self-interest).

Second, one can also interpret the restraint to mean that reasons should also be
based on the pursuit of justice, not on self-interest. Thiswouldmake participating in
discussions muchmore dif icult for believers. Part of what makes a group a group is
its group-speci ic interests, but group-speci ic interest can only be defended under
this requirement if it happens to coincide with the common good. The major prob-
lem with this requirement is that it is very dif icult to establish sound criteria for
this restraint. It is not clear when an argument focuses on the pursuit of justice, nor
how the notion of justice is best understood. Moreover, a minority’s claim to certain
rights has a strong prima facie claim to justice, given liberal democracy’s principle
that it protects minorities. It is at this point that theories of public reason touch the
ield of multiculturalism. Religious arguments are used not only to argue for gener-
ally applicable policies (such as a ban on abortion) but also to support exemptions
for religious groups from general rules and regulations. If one restricts the use of
religious arguments in discourse, the pursuit of group-speci ic religious interests is
rendered much more dif icult.

It is very dif icult to see how Wolterstorff wants the requirement of pursuing
the common good to be understood; it is clear from the above discussion, however,
that the irst reading entails considerable restrictions on the views religious citizens
can defend, while the second reading entails considerable restrictions on the use of
religious arguments.

Paul Weithman has offered a more sophisticated, more complex argument for
pursuing the common good as a limitation on what should be said in public dis-
course.Whenparticipating in public debate,Weithmanholds, citizensmayoffer reli-
gious arguments or other arguments relying on comprehensive doctrines, and need
not appeal to other, non-comprehensive reasons, but only under the condition that
they believe their government would be justi ied in adopting the policy proposal
they favour, and are prepared to state what it is that justi ies the adoption of the
policy proposal. A similar rule should guide citizens in voting: they may base their
votes on reasons depending on their comprehensive views, and need not have other
reasons, provided they believe their government would be justi ied in adopting the
policy proposal for which they cast their vote (Weithman , p. ).

The two principles are at irst sight very permissive. They allow citizens to vote
on and advocate political positions while relying on religious views. When advocat-
ing political standpoints in public, citizens need to say why they think government
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is justi ied in implementing the view they advocate, but in doing so they can again
rely on their religious views (ibid., p. ).

This could be taken to mean that citizens can rely on any view they happen to
hold, religious or otherwise, as long as it takes the form of a reason for a proposed
measure, and as long as citizens only offer reasons that they themselves ind con-
vincing. Yet this is not how Weithman wants his principles to be understood. He
claims that government is only justi ied in adopting a measure if this measure is in
accordance with the legitimate ends and moral constraints speci ic to the liberal-
democratic state. Citizens need to have an understanding of what these ends and
constraints are; they

must impute to governmentwhatmight be called a ‘common interest viewof its aims.’ Theymust
ask whether a government whose purpose is the promotion of the common good would have
good reason to adopt the measure in question. Moreover, they must ask themselves whether
adoption or enforcement of the measure would entail violating the requirements that govern-
ment equally respect the essential interests of all citizens (ibid., p. ).

This is a rather complex construction that requires a good deal of re lection from
all citizens, and one is led to wonder why Weithman does not simply say that cit-
izens must think that the measure in question is compatible with, or part of, the
common good. The more dif icult construction, asking citizens to impute aims and
attitudes to the government and then checking their compatibility with one’s own
policy preferences, seems to be an additional check on potential religious bias. Re-
ligious citizens could, perhaps inadvertently, identify as the common good a reli-
giously coloured notion of the common good. They may believe, for example, that
it is a common good not to go to hell, so government should make it more dif icult
for citizens to commit sins because it is in no-one’s interest to go to hell. Weithman,
though, averts such religious bias by asking religious citizens to view the common
good from the perspective of a secular government, thus inducing them to adopt a
secular perspective.

Neither Wolterstorff nor Weithman say much about how the notion of the com-
mon good is to be understood nor how it relates to religious group interest. The
crucial problem is that religious citizens may differ in their notion of the common
good from non-believing citizens. Some religious citizens hold that the furtherance

Weithman says that the reasons a citizen has and thinkswould legitimise government in implement-
ing a measure need not be the same reasons that justify the implementation (ibid., p. f.). Citizens
can make mistakes when judging these issues, but as long as they are sincere they do not violate the
responsibility constraint.
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of religious belief is to the bene it of every citizen, and is therefore part of the com-
mon good, whereas an atheist may hold that this is a sectarian (group) interest that
has nothing to do with the good of the community.

To sum up, thanks to the parsimony of Wolterstorff’s and Weithman’s explan-
ations of their requirement for public discourse in pursuit of the common good it
is dif icult to state with any great degree of precision how restrictive their require-
ments would turn out to be in practice. However, the requirement to pursue the
common good genuinely con licts with the advocacy of religious (or other) group
interest. It is dif icult to understand why these authors do not want politics to be
about interests, too. As I have argued, defending one’s interest may be one way of
requesting political justice. Not to admit this as part of the political process makes
the requirement to pursue the common good open to the objection of political il-
legitimacy. It arbitrarily excludes from the realm of politics something that would
appear to be a proper part of it.

. Fallibilism

The most frequent requirement in public discourse is that citizens should not pro-
pound their arguments without being aware of the possibility that they may be
wrong, which is called the fallibilism requirement. It often goes hand in hand with
the demand that citizens should be prepared to change their opinions in the course
of the discussion. I do not believe this requirement is more burdensome to reli-
gious than non-believing citizens, but it is certainly more burdensome to citizens
with deeply held convictions: for religious citizens their belief is often a profoundly
held conviction. For such citizens, the fallibilism requirement means they are not
supposed to believe with absolute certainty in the truth of their positions and the
correctness of their arguments, but should always be conscious of the possibility
that they are wrong about their religious belief.

It should come as no surprise that the fallibilism requirement is embraced by
exclusionist political philosophers like Robert Audi (Audi , p. f.). However,
it also features in inclusionist accounts of public reason. Wolterstorff, for example,
sees a fallibilistic attitude as part of the civility requirement. In what follows, I con-
centrate on the most elaborate account to feature fallibilism, the theory of Chris-
topher Eberle. In his book Religious Conviction in Liberal Politics (Eberle ),
Eberle has offered an elaborate and original account of the place of religious con-
victions in the public sphere. In addition, I look at a slightly different form of the
fallibilism requirement presented by Michael Perry. The most interesting element



F

in Perry’s theory is the way he uses the fallibilism requirement to address conser-
vative religious opponents of homosexuality and abortion. It indicates a feature that
informs thewhole debate on public reason: a liberal concernwith religiously groun-
ded conservatism.

One of Christopher Eberle’s most important contributions to the debate is the
distinction he introduces between the requirement to justify one’s political com-
mitments and the requirement to exercise restraint. Eberle embraces the require-
ment to publicly justify one’s commitments but rejects the requirement to exercise
restraint (Eberle , chapter ). Eberle summarises his position as follows:

a citizen has an obligation sincerely and conscientiously to pursue a widely convincing secular
rationale for her favored coercive laws, but she doesn’t have an obligation to withhold support
from a coercive law for which she lacks a widely convincing secular rationale (ibid., p. ).

Respect, Eberle argues, has something to dowith beingwilling to communicate,with
being serious when explaining one’s motives and ideas, and taking one’s compatri-
ots’ concerns seriously – in short, a genuine pursuit of public justi ication. But noth-
ing follows from this idea, Eberle claims, when one’s best attempts at public justi-
ication fail to convince one’s fellow citizens, just as long as one has made a sincere
effort.

In part, Eberle’s point rests on a clari ication of expression: pursuing justi ica-
tion, he claims, is not the same as providing justi ication; aspiring to give accessible
reasons is not the same as giving accessible reasons (ibid., p. ). Public justi ic-
ation is properly understood as aspiration, not success (ibid., p. ). Because the
demands of successful public justi ication are much higher than that of aspiring to
public justi ication, the former is much more in need of justi ication than the latter.
Eberle does not think there is a convincing rationale for adopting the stronger rather
than the weaker understanding of public justi ication.

Eberle formulates his support for the idea that citizens need to seek public jus-
ti ication in his “ideal of conscientious engagement”, which is to govern the ways
citizens support coercive laws. It comprises two elements: the standard of conscien-
tiousness and the norm of engagement. Eberle’s conception of conscientiousness is
primarily directed at seeking to make sure that one’s reasons for supporting a co-
ercive law are morally appropriate. Citizens are obligated to engage their fellow cit-
izens. They ought to communicate their reasons for a coercive law to their fellow
citizens and listen to their objections, with the aim of learning about the moral pro-
priety of a law (ibid., p. f.). Respect requires a willingness to learn from others
(ibid., p. ). Citizens ought to be prepared to change their opinion and need to be
aware of the possibility that they may be mistaken (ibid., p. ).



I -

In order to assess the weight of the fallibilism requirement, it is useful to place
Eberle’s notion of the pursuit of public justi ication within his overall theory. The
fallibilism requirement does not, according to Eberle, exclude the possibility that a
religious believer thinks the Bible inerrant; but it does demand that a religious be-
liever thinks that his interpretation of the Bible may be mistaken. The principle of
fallibilism also applies to theological claims (ibid., p. ). Following all these con-
straints is for Eberle a matter of respecting one fellow citizens’ dignity.

Eberle quali ies his call for fallibilism. He draws a distinction between convic-
tions that are suf iciently remote from someone’s political commitments – and need
not therefore be subject to criticism and revision – and those commitments that are
not. Eberle claims that someone who bases his political commitments on a belief
that God exists need not revise his belief in God, for such a demandwould be “far too
onerous a burden to impose” (ibid., p. ). A belief in God belongs to the core re-
ligious beliefs, de ined as “convictions that de ine their respective moral identities”
(ibid, p. ) and needs to be distinguished from other, less fundamental religious
beliefs. Yet such a distinction is dif icult to draw. It is reasonable to assume, for ex-
ample, that a religious believer’s rejection of abortion is intimately connected to his
core religious beliefs. I agree with Eberle when he asserts that the requirement to
question one’s core religious beliefs is too onerous a burden to impose on citizens,
for it is very often the case that less fundamental religious beliefs and core religious
beliefs are intimately connected.

It would therefore seem that Eberle cannot avoid the charge of imposing an un-
due cognitive burden on believers. Even if he claims to reject restraint on discourse,
he does demand that citizens distinguish between their religious and their secular
beliefs. This requirement is less restrictive than Audi’s requirement also to judge
the suf iciency of one’s secular arguments as reasons and as motivational forces.
Eberle’s fallibilism requirement, however, is more burdensome. To ful il it, citizens
have to distinguish between their religious core commitments and their more mar-
ginal religious beliefs. This presupposes it is possible for religious citizens to dis-
tinguish their core religious beliefs from their less fundamental religious beliefs, a
cognitive exercise which is burdensome and likely to fail. If the distinction is too dif-
icult to draw, citizens have to be fallibilists about all their religious commitments
but, as Eberle himself admits, that is too onerous a burden to impose.

Paradoxically, this means a believer is well within his moral rights to claim that the Bible is the ul-
timate source of authority and everyone should accept it as such, but violates Eberle’s requirement
as soon as he makes any speci ic claims about what he thinks the Bible prescribes. He may say the
Bible is inerrant but he must not say the Bible condemns homosexuality. I thank Jan-Willem van der
Rijt for pointing this out to me.
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. . The role of the fallibilism requirement in public discourse

Before going on to see how Perry presents the fallibilism requirement, I want to
elaborate on the role of the fallibilism requirement in discourse, particularly the
question of what precisely it entails, and what role it is supposed to ful il in pub-
lic discourse.

The fallibilism requirementmay be taken, as inWolterstorff’s suggestion, as part
of the duty of civility, the role of which can be seen in enabling peaceful and fruitful
debate. The norm of civility could mean that citizens should not attack opponents
physically or be verbally abusive, that citizens should be prepared to let their op-
ponents speak and to hear them out without interrupting them, and that citizens
do not deny their opponents the right to equal participation. The norm of civility, in
short, is a norm for the relationship between participants in discourse, leshing out
the requirement that citizens should treat each other as free and equal.

The fallibilism requirement, on the other hand, pertains irst and foremost to the
way a citizen relates to his own views and arguments. In otherwords, it does not dir-
ectly concern the relationship between participants in discourse, but the cognitive
stance one takes towards one’s own political standpoints. It is therefore not obvious
how it can be considered a duty of civility, that is, a requirement of treating others
as free and equal.

Consider the example of a citizen who is going to take part in a debate on eu-
thanasia. Before the debate, he thinks about his own stance on the issue. The citizen
is religious and believes God has given life and is the only onewho has a right to take
it and therefore euthanasia is incompatible with the will of God. The citizen there-
fore reaches the conclusion that he strongly opposes euthanasia, and as he is irm in
his belief (that is, in his interpretation of thewill of God), he is also irm inhis opinion
that allowing euthanasia would be morally wrong. He is aware of the counterargu-
ments but believes that his religious belief does not admit any other conclusion. He
is also aware that other believers (of the same or another faith) do not share his in-
terpretation of the will of God, but also that some non-believing citizens share his
rejection of euthanasia.

The fallibilism requirement asks this citizen to acknowledge that in spite of his
irm belief and the conscientious way he formulates a political opinion – gathering
information, weighing alternatives, acknowledging counterarguments, considering
the relationship of one’s own opinion to those of one’s fellow citizens – then, despite
his diligence, he should still acknowledge he could bewrong about his opposition to
euthanasia. He should not only consider being wrong as a theoretical possibility (as
general human fallibility), which he is free to dismiss after consideration; he should
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keep it in mind as an enduring possibility, the correctness of which may only show
during public discourse. This is not only a cognitively demanding stance; it also re-
quires a good deal of meekness. It is worth recalling at this point that my argument
does not pertain to fallibilism as a personal ideal, but to fallibilism as a requirement
or moral duty of good citizenship. Fallibilism may be for many a congenial person-
ality trait, and many citizens, particularly those conforming to the image of a good
liberal as portrayed in chapter two, may be naturally inclined to be fallibilists about
some of their views and beliefs at least. To say, however, that fallibilism is for many
a personal ideal and that many are prepared to be fallibilists about some of their
views is not the same as saying that fallibilism is a requirement in public discourse.
Fallibilismmay be a good thing, but additional arguments are needed to support the
claim that it is also a requirement.

There are severalways inwhich the fallibilism requirement could be regarded as
having a role in public discourse that is important enough to justify the demands it
imposes on citizens. The irst option is to argue that the willingness to change one’s
mind is a prerequisite to reaching agreement on political issues. Citizens are deeply
divided in their views and opinions, and it is one of the bene its of public discourse
that it confronts citizens with opposing views and, in the course of defending their
own views and learning about arguments for different views, citizens may come to
agree on one common viewpoint.

This argument has two shortcomings. First, it portrays the decision which can
be the outcome of a public debate as a unanimous one. This need not be the case,
and may not be feasible at all in practice. Reasonable citizens disagree on many is-
sues, and this disagreement is legitimate and can often not be resolved by discourse
(or by most other procedures, for that matter). In large-scale liberal democracies,
the decisions made are those of the majority. Citizens do not have to change their
minds for a majority to be in favour of a policy proposal (or against it). Second, the
consensus argument for the willingness to change one’s mind is based on the pre-
supposition that only a principled agreement is a good outcome of a debate. Again,
this need not be the case. Often all that can be attained is an agreement on a prac-
tical compromise, such as euthanasia being allowed under a number of conditions
and restrictions. Citizens need not change their opinion on an issue to be able to
agree with a practical compromise for pragmatic reasons (being willing to arrive at
a result, or wanting to prevent worse options, like no decision).

The second option to accord the fallibilism requirement an important role in
public discourse is saying that the willingness to change one’s mind is a sign of
respect for one’s fellow citizens. An attitude of fallibilism shows that one acknow-
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ledges that other citizens’ arguments have force and one does not believe oneself
to be in possession of absolute truth. It may also be taken to signal that one does
not believe others to be wrong. Yet there is a slippery slope here towards expecting
others to actually change their minds. If I owe you respect by adopting a fallibilistic
attitude towards my political views, you will expect more from me than my merely
saying “I am willing to change my mind, but I won’t, because your arguments are
just not good enough”. To count as a sign of respect, citizenswould expectmore from
each other than mere lip service to fallibility; on the other hand, citizens could not
reasonably expect everyone to change views. There are some intermediate positions
between the two extremes of displaying unwillingness to change one’s mind or only
paying lip service to fallibility and actually changing one’s mind. These intermedi-
ate positions do not entail actually changing one’s mind as a condition, so we need
proxies for actually changing one’s mind that are tangible enough to render credible
any claims about one’s own fallibility. Evident candidates are the willingness to let
others speak (shown by not interrupting); the willingness to take their arguments
seriously (for example, by asking clari icatory questions; not making derogatory re-
marks about other people’s views); and the willingness to explain one’s own views
and arguments as well as possible (shown by answering questions conscientiously
and being consistent). It seems uncontroversial to assume that these are all virtues
in public discussion and that there are good arguments why they should have the
status of duty in public discourse (mainly because they are necessary conditions for
public discourse to be peaceful and formeaningful exchange of views to take place);
moreover, they are perfectly compatible with believing in the truth or correctness of
one’s views. If they are what is meant by an attitude of fallibilism, fallibilism would
not be needed as an extra requirement.

The argument from respect can also be used to argue against fallibilism. Respect
for one’s fellow citizens as free and reasonable demands that citizens appreciate
other citizens’ opinions as they are, not because these opinions are likely to be right
or true, but because they are manifestations of citizens’ reasoning capacities.

If a conscientious citizenwhohas thought long and deeply about an issue,weigh-
ing all arguments carefully, inally comes to a conclusion that re lects his best judge-
ment and corresponds to his moral views, there is no reason why he should be re-
quired to be willing to change his mind to be a good citizen. He may be presented
with counterarguments in discussion – that, after all, is one of themajor purposes of
discussion – but the fallibilism requirement expects him to question his own views
before the debate has even taken place. The fallibilism requirement is dif icult to
square with a conception of respect that connects with the liberal democratic view
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of citizens as capable of forming and holding views. Citizens may be prepared to
change their views, for example on receiving new information, but to make it a re-
quirement for them to do so is to make light of their reasoning capacities.

A third and inal option for relating the fallibilism requirement to the purposes
of public discourse is to regard it as necessary to a preparedness to discuss one’s
views. Someone who takes himself to be inerrant may regard it as unnecessarily
bothersome to explain his views to others. This seems to be the line of argument
Eberle followswhen he gives the example of a Christian Right activist who said “that
a lat taxwas biblical policy, and therefore therewas no room for discussion” (Eberle

, p. ). This is an attitude some religious citizensmay hold, but it is not some-
thing inherent to believing in the truth of one’s position: someone thinking a lat
tax was biblical policy can still be prepared to discuss this position – he can be pre-
pared to give reasons for this view (where in the Bible is something written that is
pertinent to the issue and how is it interpreted to lead to the position on lat tax?)
and can be prepared to listen to counterarguments. That this speci ic representative
of the Christian Right was not prepared to do so is a personal feature, not necessar-
ily a function of the irmness with which someone believes in the truth of his own
opinion.

To conclude, no convincing arguments have been offered so far to showwhy the
fallibilism requirement is necessary for public discourse. This is not to say that fal-
libilism should not be seen as a personal ideal; it does, however, caution against
presenting it as a requirement of public discourse and a moral obligation or virtue
of citizenship.

. . Fallibilism for traditionalists

There is another aspect to the way the fallibilism requirement is used in public
reason, and Michael Perry’s most recent book Under God? (Perry ) illustrates
it well. As an avowed inclusionist, Perry rejects restraints on the use of religious
arguments in public discourse. In the irst part of the book Perry addresses exclu-
sionists and agnostics, arguing that nothing in the principles of liberal democracy or

See, for example, Charles Larmore’s exposition of such a view in The morals of modernity (Larmore
, p. f.; similarly Larmore , p. ). There Larmore writes that the distinctive feature of

human beings is that they are capable of thinking and acting on the basis of reasons. Similarly,
Rawls’s view of humans as possessing the capacity for a conception of the good (one of the twomoral
powers), de ined as the capacity to form, revise and pursue a conception of what is valuable in life
(Rawls , p. ).
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the constitutional principles of the United States speaks against relying on one’s re-
ligiously grounded moral views when making political decisions. In as much as this
is only half of the book, though, it only expresses half Perry’s position on the matter.
The secondhalf of thebook, aimedat agnostics and inclusionists, religious inclusion-
ists in particular, introduces a critical perspective to political reliance on religiously
grounded moral belief. Perry calls on believers to exercise self-restraint, as when
disfavouring same-sex marriage on the basis of the biblical injunction against ho-
mosexuality. In his earlier writings, Perry’s call for the inclusion of religion was pre-
dicated on a certain modernist notion of religion that has been criticised as restrict-
ive and un it for addressing actual problems in dealing with conservative religions
(Levinson ). A very similar tendency to identify religion with liberal positions
becomes apparent in the second half of Under God?

Discussing the example of homosexuality, Perry reasons it is implausible that
God has created human nature in such away that a homosexual relationship can, for
some, be a deeply ful illing relationship, while at the same time inding such rela-
tionships against His will. Perry discusses some theological aspects of the issue and
points to the disagreement amongst Christians on how to interpret what the Bible
says about homosexuality. He notes that for a long time Christians have disagreed
about the position of the Bible on homosexuality, and he reasons history has shown
Christians can be radically mistaken in their understanding of the Bible’s teachings
on morality. Some Christians, for example, used to think that slavery was permiss-
ible according to their religion. Such disagreement, Perry holds, should be taken by
Christians as occasion

to subject the traditional belief to careful, critical scrutiny. (Of course, doing so necessitates sub-
jecting the emergent belief that challenges the traditional belief to such scrutiny, too.) Indeed,
for Christians facedwith such disagreement to fail to subject the traditional belief (that the Bible
teaches so and so) to serious re-examination would be, not an act of humble idelity, but an act
of prideful in idelity (Perry , p. ).

Perry not only asks opponents of homosexuality to reconsider their interpretation
of the Bible; he also goes to great lengths to show why Christians should accept the
view that homosexuality is not in contradiction with a Christian understanding of
God’s will. In this way Perry hopes to show that the self-restraint he proposes does
not constitute a privileging of the secular (ibid., p. ). Indeed, it would not be fair
to suggest that Perry’s position privileges the secular. However, it is dif icult not to
conclude that Perry’s position privileges a modernist (as opposed to traditionalist)
viewof religion; one inwhich believers see it as part of their religious obligation crit-
ically to examine not only their own religious beliefs but also the pronouncements
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of religious authorities. The proper way of believing, for Perry, seems to be one in
which self-scrutiny, scepticism and fallibilism occupy a central role.

This may or may not be a convincing account of religion; that is for the believer
to judge. It seems to me to be a view about which there is much inter- and trans-
denominational disagreement. What Perry fails to explain, though, is why it should
be the traditionalistswhoaremistaken in their viewofwhat religiousbelief requires.
Perry seems to ind the most recent religious views on homosexuality more convin-
cing than the traditional ones, but he fails to give reasons why self-critical assess-
ment of one’s faith not merely can lead one to this conclusion, but why other out-
comes are unreasonable or un-Christian. Clearly, Perry’s chief intention is to per-
suade believers to adopt the “correct” positions on certain politically contentious
issues as abortion and homosexuality.

Both Eberle’s and Perry’s versions of the fallibilism requirement impose an un-
due cognitive burden on citizens. It is undue because the heavy demands it places on
citizens cannot be justi ied by reference to norms and values of public discourse. It
is illuminating to compare the fallibilism requirement with what is termed “brack-
eting approach”, which is a feature of some exclusionist accounts, such as Rawls’s. It
entails that citizens ought to bracket their religious and other comprehensive beliefs
when debating political issues. Bracketing requires believers to ignore the fact that
they are believers for the purpose of political conduct, and this split in a citizen’s
identity has been criticised as unduly burdensome or even impossible (see, for ex-
ample, Habermas , p. ;Wolterstorff a, p. ). Yet the bracketing approach
also enables citizens to set aside some of their beliefs, protecting them from scrutiny
(see Boettcher b, p. f.), whereas the scrutiny approach asks those religious
citizens who adhere to traditional modes of faith to change their beliefs. At least,
this conclusion seems unavoidable when one considers the calls to conservatives
seriously to reconsider their political commitments. It is therefore doubtful that the
(inclusionist) scrutinising approach is less demanding than the (exclusionist) brack-
eting approach, both cognitively (with respect to the cognitive effort required of the
believer) and practically (with respect to what can be expected of the religious be-
liever in actual public discourse).

. The conception of a person in public reason

It is puzzling that despite its best intentions to avoid the exclusionists’ restrictive
stance towards religious arguments, inclusionism fails to achieve its aim. In order to
expose the source of this failure it is enlightening to recapitulate on who theorists
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of public reason consider a good citizen. Audi’s good citizen distinguishes between
his secular and his religious reasons and motivations and only acts according to his
religious commitments if he has reason to think that if he were not religious, he
would act in the same way on the basis of secular reasons and motivations alone.
Wolterstorff’s good citizen enters the debate with the common good as his overall
aim, eschewing the pursuit of his particular interests for the sake of political justice
because he realises that politics is not about interests. Eberle’s good citizen sincerely
and conscientiously pursues awidely convincing secular justi ication for his political
opinions and is awareduringpublic debate that his religious beliefsmayverywell be
mistaken. Perry’s good citizen takes denominational disagreement on moral issues
as an opportunity to realise the outmodedness of his interpretation of the Bible.

The conception of a person that underlies these accounts of good citizenship is
that of someone who is able to step back not only from his political commitments,
but also from his moral and religious views; who is self-re lexive and self-critical
and generally wary of his own certainties; who in political discussions eschews the
pursuit of interest and presents his views to receive critical feedback. It is not far-
fetched to see in this picture, as Stanley Fish has done, the

norms of the academy in general and of political science departments in particular, whichmeans
that those within the circle will hold their beliefs at arm’s length and relate to them in a style
marked by dif idence, aversion to strong assertion (except in a very few cases, like that of racial
discrimination), and a pervasive, if mild and unaggressive, skepticism (Fish , p. ).

Fish directed this charge at Gutmann’s andThompson’s bookDisagreement inDemo-
cracy, but it can also be applied to the theories reviewed above. It is a conception of
a person who is liberal not only in his political views, but also in how he believes
he should live. Stephen Macedo has expressed this view, which he embraces, most
vividly:

being a self-critical reasongiver is the best way of being a liberal and a good way (liberals must
suppose) of living a life. The re lective, self-critical capacities we associate with public justi ic-
ation must, therefore, be regarded as permanent and ever-developing characteristics of liberal
citizens at their best (Macedo , p. ; emphasis in original).

The view of a good citizen that emerges from these descriptions resembles the liberal image of a
good citizenwhichMichaelMcConnell has (critically) describedasone inwhich “[o]pen-mindedness,
not conviction, is the mark of the good liberal citizen. Indeed, there is something suspect in those
who are sure that they are right, since it might imply that someone else is wrong. From a religious
point of view, however, open-mindedness is principally valuable in the search for Truth, and not as a
permanent resting place. […] For this and other reasons, the ideal of the liberal citizen thus con licts
with the ideal of belief in religion or in any other comprehensive faith or ideology” (McConnell ,
p. ).
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Macedo goes on to conclude: “Public justi ication is […] the way liberals should live”
(ibid., p. ).

The quotation demonstrates that what Fish claims is the liberal academics’ view
of relating to their own attitudes – holding them at arm’s length – is in fact an ideal-
ised version thereof, or a form of wishful thinking. Liberal academics often do con-
sider their own liberal views to be correct and to express the truth not only about
political requirements, but also about personal virtues, without being hindered by
fallibilistic caution about their views.

The salient point here is not that one should be a fallibilist about everything,
or that philosophers should be aware that their theories may very well be wrong.
Rather, the point is that public reason theories rest on a speci ic conception of a
person which functions as unjusti ied prerequisite for the supposed inclusionist
thrust of inclusionist theories. Only if we presuppose the correctness of the thick
liberal view of the person canwe accept the claim of inclusionists that their theor-
ies are indeed inclusionist and do not impose undue cognitive burdens on citizens,
nor are politically or morally objectionable. Citizens who hold their beliefs at arm’s
length would probably not perceive the fallibilism demand as unduly burdensome,
nor the requirement of pursuing the common good as politically illegitimate. But
public reason does not offer reasons why their conception of a person should be
considered correct, nor why we should adopt it as our understanding of the good
liberal citizen. Without such an argument, their requirements are unduly burden-
some, morally objectionable, and politically illegitimate.

. Conclusion

In this chapter I have sought to show that not only exclusionist but also inclusionist
accounts place severe duties on religious citizens. I irst introducedAudi’s exclusion-
ist account and argued that Audi allows religious reasons and religious motivations
to matter only if and in so far as they coincide with and supplement secular reasons
andmotivations. His two principles of secular reason andmotivation render his the-
ory vulnerable to the objections that they are morally objectionable and constitute
an undue cognitive burden.

I then turned to inclusionist accounts of public reason and analysed three kinds
of restraint that havebeenpresentedby inclusionists. The irst, Greenawalt’s distinc-

In contrast to thin theories of liberalism, thick theories are based on comprehensive views of the
good life, the nature of human beings, and social justice.
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tion between religious imposition and non-imposition reasons, excludes a signi ic-
ant group of religious arguments from public discourse, namely all those that refer
to the authority of God. The second, focused on the pursuit of the common good,
seriously limits the possibilities open to religious believers to pursue their religious
interests as group-speci ic interests. The third, the fallibilism requirement, requires
religious believers to demonstrate the awareness that their religious beliefs may be
mistaken. It imposes a considerable cognitive burden on religious and other citizens
with profound convictions, and in Perry’s version the fallibilism requirement is used
to appeal to religious conservatives to change their minds about their opposition to
abortion and homosexuality.

The chapter ends by exposing the image of a person that emerges from the ac-
counts of public reason reviewed, according to which the good liberal citizen is able
to hold his beliefs at arm’s length and distance himself from his commitments and
interests. The good liberal citizen is self-critical, self-re lexive and is prepared to
change his mind. It is only for these ideal liberal citizens that the requirements pro-
pounded by inclusionism do not constitute very heavy burdens.






