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Conclusion

After having critically discussed a number of aspects of public reason theories, I
should say that public reason theories do address relevant problems in liberal demo-
cracy. There is an intuition, which I share, that it is wrong for the state to exercise
coercive political power over people on the basis of God’s word or a religious con-
viction. It is wrong in the sense that it is incompatible with the norms of legitimate
political coercion in liberal democracy. The basis of coercion in liberal democracy
should have something to do with reason, understood roughly as the power of the
mind to think, understand, formopinions etc. I think public reason theories are right
to emphasise that important point: the exercise of political power in liberal demo-
cracy should be guided by human reason. Religious belief is of course compatible
with human reason, and can be understood, explained and interpreted (partly) in
terms of reason: it is not founded on human reason, though, but on a moral source
external to the human mind.

I suspect that even those who disagree with that claim would concur with me
that a political decisionmade on the basis of a religious argument – such as a prohib-
ition of abortion based on the argument that God has forbidden the taking of life – is
not how things should be in liberal democracy. Public reason theories can be seen as
providing a theoretical framework for the intuition that political decisions in liberal
democracy should not be based on religious arguments. However, they misidentify
the relevant addressee: it is not citizens but of ice-holders who should refrain from
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using religious arguments. Legislation should be justi ied in non-religious terms,
that is, there should be non-religious reasons for it. This justi ication, however, is
not a duty of citizens but one of public of icials. Parliamentary representatives of
religious parties should be exempt from this duty because of their positional duty
to represent their religious constituency. If religious parliamentary representatives
are in the majority, they may not be willing to provide a non-religious rationale for
a law, but there is nothing to be done about that if fair and free elections led to a
majority for religious parties.

Public reason liberalism has been predominantly an American topic, and it may
seem to Europeans that in taking religion that seriously, itmakes amountain out of a
molehill. After all, religious arguments appear inEuropeanpublic discoursemoreof-
ten than not in the guise of friendly, well-meaning speech, favouring peace, equality,
the protection of the environment and other such commendable aims. That, how-
ever, is not an argument against public reason liberalism as a political theory. Reli-
gious arguments do take less palatable forms in European politics, too, as I showed
in chapter . More importantly, public reason theories are – or should be – irst and
foremost not theories about the empirically demonstrable dangers or harmlessness
of religion but about norms of legitimate political coercion in liberal democracy and
the role of religious arguments therein. Again, public reason theories have a valid
point in addressing this issue.

While these considerations af irm the relevance of public reason theories, I have
also pointed to a number of implausible claims, imprecisions, omissions and mis-
uses of the concept of public reason in certain theories of public reason, and have
tried to correct and amend them tomake themmore plausible. One serious problem
for public reason theories, the one around which this dissertation has revolved, is
the question of what justi ies the demand that citizens should exercise self-restraint
when it comes to religious arguments. I argued that the argument from coercion,
believed by theorists of public reason to justify self-restraint on the part of both cit-
izens and of ice-holders, actually does so only in the case of of ice-holders.

Early on in my argument for that claim, I noted a tendency of theorists of public
reason to divide religious arguments arbitrarily into “good” and “bad” ones: Green-
awalt brands arguments that rely on the authority of God as “imposition reasons”
andwants to ban them from citizens’ public discourse; Perry suggests that religious
arguments for conservative ethical positions (prohibition of abortion, outlawing of
homosexuality) show that thebelieverswhoput them forwardaremistakennot only
in their politics, but also in their religion; Audi holds that if secular reasons do not
corroborate religious reasons, a believer is not supposed to act upon them in polit-
ics, not even if he thinks them correct and in linewith his other religious beliefs; and
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Wolterstorff thinks that religious arguments are all right only if they aim at contrib-
uting to the common good rather than religious self-interest.

What emerges from these accounts is a picture of “good” religion as liberal,
democratic, enlightened, and modern. The “good” believer is a self-re lective, self-
critical, open-minded liberal democrat – in short, he is indistinguishable from any
secular liberal democrat. The danger here is that public reason theory, intended to
address the role of religious arguments within liberal democracy, de ines the prob-
lemawaybydiscarding “bad” religion asmistaken andprima facie illegitimate,while
making “good” religion disappear by likening it too much to secular liberal demo-
cratic convictions. If public reason theory is to be convincing, it needs to allow for
forms of religion the manifestations of which are disturbing to the minds of right-
thinking liberal democrats.

Another problemof public reason theories is their failure to distinguish between
arguments and positions. This results in a misuse of the notion of public reason to
declare illegitimate secular positions which are frequently, but not exclusively, em-
braced by religious people. Public reason theorists seem to hope that public reason
theories will provide themwith a theoretical weapon to combat ethically conservat-
ive secular positions, but this hope is doomed. The notion of public reason cannot
be used against ethically conservative secular positions, for it is not about secular
positions but about religious arguments. Nor can it argue that secular positions are
illegitimate because religious believers hold them. Self-restraint with respect to re-
ligious arguments cannot convincingly be used as a tool to ban certain secular posi-
tions from public discourse. Public reason theories are about obligations of citizen-
ship regarding the use of arguments, not about unpalatable policy preferences, and
public reason theorists should acknowledge this limitation of their theory.

I also raised several critical points concerning the adequacywithwhich the polit-
ical process is portrayed by public reason theories. The central feature that public
reason theories do not take suf icient account of is the distinction between opinion-
formation and decision-making in liberal democracies. Citizens’ discourse serves
the opinion-formation of citizens; it plays a role in decision-making in the formal
political sphere but does not form part of it nor constitute it. The exercise of legitim-
ate political coercion occurs through coercive law which is decided on in the formal
political sphere, not through citizens’ discourse. The main way in which citizens in
liberal democracy participate in decision-making is through representation. Repres-
entation is organised and realised by political parties, and their crucial role in the
political process should be taken into account. When discussing the use of religious
arguments in public discourse, public reason theories should not focus on citizens
and assume that what applies to them also applies, by extension, to of ice-holders.
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Rather, they should focus on of ice-holders as the appropriate target group for self-
restraint. Public reason theories should also account for the special position of MPs
as representatives of secular and religious citizens.

In sum, the view I have defended is that religious arguments may freely be used
in the public discourse of citizens. Religious worldviews have a legitimate place in
public discourse andmay be introduced into the political realm by religious political
parties. My view on the proper place of religious arguments in public discourse is,
following public reason liberalism, irst and foremost a view on arguments rather
than positions. However, public reason liberalism is a variant of liberalism and is
committed to upholding liberal principles. Religious arguments are sometimes used
to argue for certain secular positions which are inimical to liberal principles. Should
procedural liberals accept this as the price they have to pay for being procedural
liberals? I think they should. More than that, I think this is the only consistent stand-
point for procedural liberals to take. As long as the procedures of liberal democracy
are observed, there is very little procedural liberal democrats can do about the out-
come. This does not mean they have to be pleased with any outcome. It does mean
they cannot declare the outcome illegitimate simply because they do not like it.

Some theorists of public reason commit this fallacy. They believe that public
reason is a tool for banning from the political realm positions which are unpalat-
able to many liberals. Instead, what they do is make public reason a tool for restrict-
ing free opinion-formation among citizens. Ironically enough, they thereby use – or
rather abuse – a tool of procedural liberalism for manipulating procedures in such
a way that they produce the desired substantial outcomes. This does not serve to
strengthen liberalism, but rathermakes them susceptible to the charge of hypocrisy.

It may be objected that being a consistent procedural liberal, tolerant of all kinds
of substantial illiberality is easy when faced with Christian believers. After all, lib-
eral democrats in Western Europe and the US are familiar with Christian thinking
and argumentation and this familiarity may make a procedural liberal’s placidity
when faced with illiberal Christian positions much easier to maintain. Clearly, how-
ever, this is not how US-American proponents of public reason think about Chris-
tian religion. It would seem to be precisely their familiarity, their place withinmain-
stream society, that lends urgency to the public reason liberals’ concern with reli-
gion. It invokes the spectre of religion surreptitiously undermining liberal society
from within, through “respected citizens”.

By contrast, the danger of religion undermining liberal democracy in Western
European countries is generally seen as coming irst and foremost from Muslims.
The danger they are believed to pose is less a matter of clandestine undermining
than open contestation of liberal values, a contestation that is unselfconsciously
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based on religion. Muslims who refuse to let their daughter choose their own part-
ner or to leave the house without a male attendant, who believe that homosexuals
and non-Muslims are inferior human beings, refer to Allah as the source and justi-
ication of their views and practices. Their positions on women, homosexuals and
members of other religions and atheists violate important liberal democratic prin-
ciples. Is there nothing procedural liberals should or may do in these cases, apart
from hoping that the liberal mainstream will in the end prevail?

In principle, I do indeed think there is very little that procedural liberals can
or should do in such cases. I can think of no moral principle according to which a
religious argument relying on theMuslim faith ismore inimical to liberal democracy
than a religious argument relying on the Christian faith. To distinguish between the
two in such a way would make one vulnerable to the claim of hypocrisy.

It may seem a little naı̈ve to place one’s hope in the liberal mainstream, given the
regionally clustered distribution of immigrants, for example in Rotterdamwhere al-
most % of inhabitants are Muslim. Even though not all Muslims adhere to posi-
tions that are inimical to liberal democracy, and even though only a tiny percentage
are suf iciently radicalised to actively seek to overthrow liberal democracy, regional
concentration of religious groups has repercussions for the liberal mainstream.

In , the city of Rotterdam organised a number of public debates on the role
of Islam. The aim was to enhance mutual understanding in an ethnically diverse
city. Whether the debates have achieved that aim or, on the contrary, have created
a heightened sense of differences among the participants is open to debate. Many
Muslims participated, and introduced their religious convictions to the debate. This
is an example of a public debate that would have lost much of its purpose if the use
of religious arguments had been discouraged.

The series of debates culminated in agreement on a number of more or less self-
evident propositions: respectful dialogue should be the basis for solving con licts;
discrimination should be combated; extremism should be rejected; mosques should
emphasise the connections between Islam and Dutch norms, and so on. In , the
city board published its own code of conduct, the “Rotterdam code”. According to
this code, on the basis of which the city is to distribute subsidies to civil society or-

Not surprisingly, the SGP does in fact campaign for a preferential position for the Christian faith in
the Netherlands. “Religions are not equal and should not be treated equally”, one of their members
of parliament is reported to have said in a parliamentary debate on religion in the public sphere
(Reformatorisch Dagblad October ).
Originally the propositions resulting frompublic debate should have been the basis of the Rotterdam
Code. The city board, however, did not think that the propositions adequately dealt with contentious
issues such as homosexuality and therefore devised its own code. See NRC Handelsblad January

.
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ganisations, all Rotterdam citizens should use Dutch when in appearing in public.
They should bring up their sons and daughters with equal responsibilities and op-
portunities and allow them to choose their own leisure activities; they should re-
spect homosexuals; they should respect everyone’s right to choose their own reli-
gion, including their family members.

Those who drew up the Rotterdam code clearly had little con idence in the lib-
eral mainstream. The code reads like a liberal’s wish list for modern, progressive,
liberal religion – religion which is, for all practical purposes, indistinguishable from
substantive liberalism. There is, of course, nothing wrong with defending the equal-
ity of women and freedom from discrimination. Liberals, be they procedural or sub-
stantial, should defend the basic freedoms and rights of liberal democracy.

However, the Rotterdam code goes beyond these basic rights and freedoms. It
imposes substantive liberal principles on citizens, principles which con lict not only
with certain religious norms but also with conservative worldviews that stay well
within the limits of liberal democracy. The code is right in its emphasis that homo-
sexuals should not be discriminated against, let alone be made victims of violence.
However, asking people to respect homosexuals goesmuch further than that.Whom
one does not respect, and why, is a private attitude and as long as it does not lead
to uncivil behaviour towards one’s fellow citizens, the state should not take a stance
on it. The same applies to the treatment of one’s children. Children have a number
of basic rights, such as being raised without use of violence, but choosing their pre-
ferred leisure time activity is not among them. After all, parents may dowell to limit
the time their children spend playing violent computer games, drinking alcohol, or
going out in the evening.

Laying down rules such as the Rotterdam code is incompatible with respect for
the fact of reasonable pluralism. A liberal democratic government can, of course, not
be impartial between liberal and illiberal values, but it has to be careful to draw a
line between the fostering of a liberal climate and the imposition of liberal values.




