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RELIGION IN PUBLIC LIFE

Kevin Vallier

Conflict over the proper role of religion in public life is quite old. Yet, it raises questions that
remain as challenging as ever. In this essay, I formulate these problems and explore how to
resolve them.

Here are some significant changes since the last version of this piece appeared over a decade
ago: the ethics of religious reasoning in liberal democracy has faded. Two debates have grown:
one concerning religious exemptions and the other concerning religion’s special status in the
law. A third debate has sprung almost from nowhere, one concerned with religious “postlib-
eralism.” Post-liberals propose to replace liberal order with strong religious establishment.

Section 1, “Narratives,” reflects on narratives that frame these debates. Section 2, “Public
Reason and Religion,” addresses how the dominant form of liberalism—public reason liber-
alism (PRL)—approaches the public role of religion. Section 3, “The Integrity Objection,”
covers a representative objection to public reason approach. Section 4, “Convergence and
the New Diversity Theory,” reviews how the convergence approach to public reason answers
the objection and how convergence has expanded into new areas of debate. Section 5, “Reli-
gious Exemptions and Religion’s Special Status,” explores religious exemptions and whether
religion merits special legal treatment. Section 6, “Religious Establishment and the Rise of
Religious Anti-Liberalisms,” touches on the new religious postliberalism and how it fits into
current debates.

1 Narratives

Many scholars approach religion in public life with a shared narrative about the dangers of
religion in politics. The narrative frames how religion has shaped public affairs. John Rawls
(2005: xxv—xxvi) introduces Political Liberalism with a version of the narrative. Politi-
cal theory should proceed from, pluralism of belief and practice after a long experience
with religious homogeneity. Liberal democracy originates from the problem of religious
pluralism.

Here is the story. There once existed a political order called “Christendom” where nearly
everyone within it practiced Christianity. They took Christian claims for granted. However,
during the Protestant Reformation, theological pluralism exploded. Christians debated which
sect had the correct theology, such as Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists. This debate led
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to a century and a half of devastating military conflicts, culminating in the Thirty Years War,
a “holy cataclysm” that took a massive number of lives. But the Peace of Westphalia began
to establish in Western culture a new moral principle: that religious differences ought never
constitute a just cause for war (Philpott 2001: 81).

The story continues in colonial America. Due to religious persecution, Christian sects, like
the Puritans and the Pilgrims, came to the New World. They did not establish religiously tol-
erant societies but persecutory regimes, which continued in the United States for a century or
more.

The master narrative describes a problem that a new secular elite resolved. In the United
States, these included the founding fathers, who used secular moral reasoning to argue that
the federal government should not impose religious orthodoxy on resistant unbelievers. The
American Republic endorsed an ideal that other nations would one day emulate.

This narrative continues to shape our moral understanding. Here, religion is often seen as
a potentially mortal threat to social order and liberty. The lesson? We cannot settle political
differences through contested religious doctrines.

However, some historians question the narrative on the grounds that the secular liberal-
ism vs. religion contrast does not fit the facts. Often, religion-based political action provides
moral resources that reinforce liberal commitments. For instance, on Thomas Kidd’s view,
many Americans thought “the cause of liberty” was “the cause of God” (Kidd 2010: 72).
Political commitment to religious liberty continued to change during the Great Awakening of
the 1740s. Itinerant preachers, like George Whitfield, transgressed established ecclesiastical—
and so political—boundaries. Their aim?: To awaken spiritually dead elites. Many saw these
preachers as threats to social order and respectable religion. So, they faced ostracism, slander,
and imprisonment.

Yet their numbers grew, as did their conviction that persecution violated the Gospel.
Religious faith contradicted religious coercion. For Kidd, these religious citizens were great
defenders of religious freedom and were numerous enough to enact their reforms. A diverse
coalition, from skeptics to the devout, fought for a tolerant liberal order (Kidd 2010: 55).
American religious liberty is both a secular and a religious success story.

European history complicates the liberal narrative further. Bryan McGraw (2010: 64) criti-
cizes analogies liberals have drawn between twentieth- and seventeenth-century religious poli-
tics. He draws attention to the subtler religious political parties of the nineteenth century, such
as those in the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, and Austria.

The shared narrative isn’t completely mistaken. Religion can cause conflicts, such as the
fierce battles between liberals and Roman Catholics in late-eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
France (Rosenblatt 2018: 41-87). My point is that religion plays diverse roles in public life—
positive and negative, liberal or illiberal. This approach to religious diversity impacts recent
liberal theory. Philosophers and political theorists increasingly understand that the shared
narrative is too simple. As the narrative declines, the literature changes. Theorists have moved
from a near-uniform embrace of restraint on religious reasoning in public discourse to balanc-
ing restraint with accommodating diversity.

2 Public Reason and Religion

Philosophers and political theorists assess religion in public life through contemporary liberal
theory, primarily through its dominant strand—PRL.

PRL combines a commitment to traditional liberal institutions with a public justification
principle (PJP). This principle insists that state coercion is only moral when citizens have
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sufficient reason of their own to endorse the coercion to which they are subject. So, all versions
of PRL adopt the PJP:

Public Justification Principle: (PJP) A coercive proposal, law, or policy L is morally per-
missible only if each member of the public has sufficient reason to endorse L.

To specify the public role the PJP assigns to religion, consider four points.

1 The PJP imposes a moral constraint on state coercion but does not specify the grain of coer-
cion. Fine-grained approaches justify individual laws and policies, while coarse-grained
approaches justify, say, entire constitutions. Rawls’s PJP applies only to matters of basic
justice and constitutional essentials (Rawls 2005: 137). Gerald Gaus’s formulation applies
to specific laws and policies (Gaus 2011: 495).

2 Citizens’ reasons should not rest on gross ignorance, poor reasoning, or vicious attitudes.
Public reason liberals idealize citizens’ commitments and values. Idealization proceeds
according to moral and epistemic standards, such as adequate information and sound
reasoning. Models of idealization vary greatly. Rawls, Gaus, David Gauthier, and Jurgen
Habermas have their own versions.

3 The PJP requires sufficient reasons for coercion. Sufficient reasons are those that have
significant moral weight, sometimes overriding and even conclusive weight. Further,
these justifying reasons must be intersubjectively recognized. They must be public rea-
sons. Such reasons might be “shareable,” “accessible,” or “intelligible” to idealized
citizens. (Vallier 2022 reviews these standards.) Reasons that violate these standards
lack justificatory force. For some public reason liberals, all unshared reasons lack justi-
ficatory force.

4 The PJP specifies an ideal of citizenship, often called a principle of restraint. Good citizen-
ship may require citizens to refrain from using unshared reasons when they vote (Weithman
2002: 37-66). Citizens who violate this restraint do not treat other citizens as moral equals.
Such acts constitute disrespect (Larmore 2008: 213). Public reason liberals disagree on how
to formulate such an ethic. Only some restrict restraint to legislators (Vallier 2014; Laborde
2017).

Given these four points, what does PRL say about religion in public life?

The traditional view is that no religious reason is a public reason because pluralistic publics
do not share those reasons. An ethic of citizenship may thus exclude religious reasons as good
reasons to vote or deliberate.

Rawls’s ethic developed over time. His “proviso” permits religious reasoning in public, but
coercive proposals based on religious reasons must also rest on public reasons (Rawls 1999:
144). Note that mainstream PRL follows Rawls by treating religious and secular reasons dif-
ferently. Secular reasons are shared far more often than religious reasons, even if some secu-
lar reasons are private (Audi 2000: 86-104). Why? Secular reasons are often universal, but
religious reasons are always sectarian. And so, religious and secular reasons do not justify the
same laws and policies.

Over the last decade, theorists have criticized the mainline approach. New approaches to
public reason (described below) stress that liberalism must accommodate diversity and, indeed,
that the public can profit from such diversity (Muldoon 2017; Gaus 2021). The religion—
secular binary has almost disappeared from the literature.

This shift began with a handful of forceful criticisms, particularly the Integrity Objection.

8§34



Religion in Public Life

3 The Integrity Objection

Two groups criticize the standard PRL approach to religious reasoning. The first group rejects
the PJP, whereas the second reinterprets the PJP in religion-friendly ways. Patrick Neal (2009)
catalogs these early objections. The most prominent one is an objection from personal integ-
rity. The Integrity Objection claims that religious restraint undermines the integrity of reli-
gious citizens—their ability to live their public and private lives as consistent with one another.
The objection begins by describing the political self-understanding of theistic citizens who
often believe God commands particular public behavior. Citizens must integrate obedience to
God across every part of their lives. Nicholas Wolterstorff articulates the theological orienta-
tion of these citizens (Wolterstorff 1997: 105):

[T]t belongs to the religious convictions of a good many religious people in our society
that they ought to base their decisions concerning fundamental issues of justice on their
religious convictions. They do not view it as an option whether or not to do so. It is their
conviction that they ought to strive for wholeness, integrity, integration, in their lives;
that they ought to allow the Word of God, the teachings of the Torah, the command and
example of Jesus, or whatever, to shape their existence as a whole, including, then, their
social and political existence.

Suppose a theistic citizen thinks God commands her to support a particular policy. If that policy
rests on religious reasons alone, mainline public reason liberals object that the theist becomes a
poorer citizen. But theistic citizens have stronger reason to obey God than other human beings.

Many public reason liberals once dismissed these objections (Macedo 2000: 35). Liber-
alism fares no worse if liberals defend these restrictions. After all, religious believers often
endorse illiberal practices, like banning abortion, outlawing same-sex relationships, etc. But
other liberals claim that liberalism of any kind rests on respect for conscience, which includes
the convictions of theistic citizens. Liberals want citizens to be able to live out their convic-
tions. They should not criticize theistic citizens for doing so.

Restraint thus seems illiberal. Liberals should worry that they ask religious citizens to live
disintegrated lives. Liberalism itself speaks against restraint.

Two points of clarification. First, theistic citizens can care about public justification. Indeed,
as Christopher Eberle (2002) has argued, citizens should pursue public justification. But if they
try and fail to reach it, they can act for religious reasons anyway. Second, the Integrity Objec-
tion applies to secular citizens too. Many secular citizens adopt sectarian doctrines. They,
too, should be free to live integrated lives. Critics of public reason think all such restraint is
groundless, even harmful. Secular and religious citizens should reject restraint.

4 Convergence and the New Diversity Theory

The second group that advances the Integrity Objection are public reason liberals themselves.
Kevin Vallier (2014) uses it to vindicate a “convergence” approach to public justification, fol-
lowing earlier work by Fred D’Agostino (1996) and Gaus (1996). The convergence approach
was an extreme minority view in the first decade of the twenty-first century. In the second
decade, that changed. Many now recognize that convergence views help capture the diversity-
respecting aspect of liberalism.

The convergence approach reinterprets the idea of a public reason as including unshared
reasons, a contrast with the dominant “consensus” approach. Vallier dissents from consensus
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views. So long as justificatory reasons are ones that the public can see as reasons for those who
have them, such reasons are public. Vallier calls this the “intelligibility” requirement for public
reasons. This standard allows counting religious reasons as public reasons, as citizens can see
religious reasons as reasons for those who affirm the religion.

The Integrity Objection, Vallier argues, can arbitrate between consensus and convergence
views. On convergence, religious reasons can figure into public justifications. Thus, conver-
gence places far fewer restrictions on religious citizens. It thus avoids the Integrity Objec-
tion. That fact favors convergence over consensus approaches and so helps resolve disputes
between public reason liberals.

Another consequence of convergence is that religious reasons can defeat coercive law. Reli-
gious citizens might lack reasons to endorse such laws. Indeed, given the great diversity within
modern societies, sectarian reasons seldom justify laws. Convergence can protect integrity in
this way, too.

However, extensive defeater reasons might prove too hostile to coercive law and policy.
Convergence theorists may have to adopt anarchism. Or, convergence might have a built-in
bias toward classical forms of liberalism (Gaus 2011).

Theorists often rest convergence on respect for viewpoint-diverse citizens. Today, theorists
also defend convergence on other grounds: consensus impoverishes the diversity of liberal
order. Respecting diverse viewpoints helps liberal order overcome challenges (Muldoon 2017).
Gaus (2021) claims diverse reasoning may produce more public justification than consensus
views. Further, diverse reasoning might help reconcile those points of view. Gaus terms this
“the New Diversity Theory,” which is receiving a closer look today.

5 Religious Exemptions and Religion’s Special Status in the Law

PRL may be too hard on religion. But, in some ways, the opposite is true in American law.
Religion receives special preference for religious exemptions. The US Constitution protects
the free exercise of religion, but different freedoms for non-religious doctrines. One example
is the exemption of the Amish from Social Security. The Amish believe the Bible requires
that families and communities care for their elderly. Parallel moral objections do not receive
exemptions.

Philosophers debate whether religion merits special legal treatment (Schwartzman 2012).
The Establishment Clause of the First Amendment bars the establishment of religion, and the
Equal Protection Clause requires that all people have equal constitutional rights. Some claim
that the special preference for religion thus conflicts with the Constitution. Religion enjoys
state establishment, whereas secular citizens lack equal protection.

Conscientious objectors make these complaints acute. For most of US history, only Chris-
tian pacifists received exemptions, but with time, conscientious objector status grew to include
all theistic religions. It now includes non-religious moral doctrines. But that expansion raises
the problem of excessive exemptions. The law may become less effective with so many “holes”
in it. Exemptions might also encourage deception by insincere objectors. One question is
whether these practical considerations justify unequal preference for religion.

Many legal theorists reject preferential treatment for religion. Michael Perry (2010: 996)
has defended a right of “moral freedom” that justifies exemptions for non-religious doctrines.
In contrast, Kent Greenawalt defends religion’s special status for practical, legal, and moral
reasons. For example, judges may have trouble identifying sincere claims of conscience. Reli-
gion provides a clear standard of demarcation (Greenawalt 2010: 914). Religious objectors
also have more at stake since the costs of violating conscience might be eternal. Andrew
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Koppelman (2013: 11) also defends a special status for religion. However, he does so on the
grounds that it is not unreasonable for the state to treat religion as a good.

Other legal theorists object to preferential treatment of religion via claims of conscience.
A liberal sensibility respects freedom of conscience: that faculty which produces weighty moral
and religious judgments. Martha Nussbaum defends freedom of conscience because it aids our
search for meaning. Humans are meaning-seeking creatures, and that is excellent. And so we
have excellent reason to respect conscience generally, religious or secular (Nussbaum 2008:
169). Nussbaum thus objects to special treatment of religion.

Brian Leiter defends a distinctive objection to the special treatment of religion based on
Stephen Darwall’s distinction between “appraisal” and “recognition” respect (Darwall 1977).
We treat others with recognition respect when we respect them as persons. In contrast, we
treat others with appraisal respect by honoring their contingent features, like their accom-
plishments. Leiter argues that religious judgments of conscience do not merit appraisal respect.
Such judgments rest on bad epistemic practices (Leiter 2013). Leiter’s argument is controver-
sial, yet sometimes true, as some claims of conscience do rest on poor judgments. We should
not extend appraisal respect to persons based on those judgments. And that means religion
may not merit special treatment.

Here’s another strategy for defending religious exemptions. Respect for persons might
require respecting the deliverances of conscience as respecting human dignity. Many hold that
appeals to human dignity form the basis for all rights. That is clear in the global embrace of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Our dignity demands recognition respect, and so
recognition respect for conscience, even if conscience rests on poor judgments. Since everyone
merits recognition respect, most conscientious objections can merit legal exemptions. Liberals
can thereby avoid claims of unequal treatment.

Religious exemptions thus raise two questions. First, should religion receive special prefer-
ence in constitutional law, and if not, how should the law change? Those who reject special
preference can respond in two ways. First, they can “level up” moral exemptions to the status
of religious exemptions. Or they can “level down” religious exemptions to the status of moral
exemptions.

Today, discussions of religious exemptions have shifted. The most significant shifts arise
from several high-profile Supreme Court rulings. The Supreme Court’s Obergefell ruling
legalized same-sex marriage across the country. In response, some Christian wedding ven-
dors requested religious exemptions from serving same-sex couples (Koppelman 2020).
Another issue arose from the Hobby Lobby ruling, where the owners of Hobby Lobby, a
chain store, asked for a religious exemption from the Obama Administration’s contracep-
tion mandate. Their request raised the question of the rights of corporations (Schwartz-
man, Flanders, and Robinson 2016). A third issue arose from the Hosanna-Tabor case.
Hosanna-Tabor Lutheran Church and School fired Cheryl Perich, a disabled teacher. Per-
ich sued the church for discrimination. The church responded by claiming the “ministerial
exception” from anti-discrimination law, which exempts religious institutions from, say,
hiring women as priests. The new scope of the ministerial exception has raised questions
about its justification (Laycock 2012).

6 Religious Establishment and the New Religious Anti-Liberalisms

The religion and politics literature once proceeded mostly as a debate between liberals. How-
ever, recent years have witnessed aggressive challenges to liberalism. Indeed, all liberalisms,
not only PRL. A new generation of intellectuals proposes radical religious alternatives to
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liberalism. On their view, liberalism is a kind of religion (a point many have made). Claims of
liberal neutrality are an absurd cloak for liberal domination.

These new thinkers draw on older traditionalist narratives about liberalism, such as those
found in Alasdair Maclntyre’s (1984) and John Milbank’s (1990) work. The new anti-liberals
share their “declinist” narrative of Western civilization.

Here, then, is that anti-liberal narrative. In the beginning, Western Christendom was once
a beautiful whole. It had a true and admirable doctrine of the human good and the human
person. St. Thomas Aquinas often serves as the hero of this story.

In the second stage of the narrative, some philosophers began to defend a nominalist and
mechanistic worldview. These doctrines overthrew the nobler vision of human life of the High
Middle Ages. The third stage of the narrative covers the rise of liberal democracy and claims
that liberalism conflicts with the best life for human beings. Finally, anti-liberals propose ways
to cope with the harms that liberalism has wrought.

Until recently, proposed remedies for liberalism tended toward separatism. New anti-liberals
adopt the declinist narrative and respond with localist alternatives—expand close-knit reli-
gious communities to help withstand liberal order. Such proposals appear in the work of
Rod Dreher (2017) and Patrick Deneen (2018). Neither figure proposes a retreat from public
life. But they support a kind of Christian regrouping to turn back liberal victories in the cul-
ture war.

At the same time, some advance more radical proposals, such as Catholic anti-liberals,
often called integralists. The integralist movement emerged from British intellectuals seek-
ing church reform (Pink 2017). Some British integralists support radical political change
(Crean and Fimister 2020), but they do not play politics. A somewhat younger movement
of American intellectuals applies integralism to political activities. They support a robust
Catholic establishmentarian state that submits to the papacy in spiritual affairs. The inte-
gralist aim is radical. At a minimum, it requires repealing the Establishment Clause of the
US Constitution.

Integralists often avoid answering specific questions about their political recommendations.
They argue that earlier anti-liberals and mainline religious conservatives were too moder-
ate to stop left-wing victories in the American culture war. Adrian Vermeule (2018) claims
that anti-liberals should non-violently “take over the institutions of the old order.” Vermeule
thinks liberal states will destroy localist movements. Something more statist is necessary.

In recent years, other figures have drifted in this more radical direction. That includes
Deneen (2023). He now supports radical “regime change” to replace liberal elites. He even
says anti-liberals must use “Machiavellian means to achieve Aristotelian ends” (Deneen 2023:
167). Losses in the culture war have radicalized much opposition to liberalism.

Two notes about these developments.

1 Anti-liberals often support nationalist and populist movements in the United States and
elsewhere. They have a complex relationship with nationalism, but they prefer nation-
alism to liberalism, which has led to alliances with New Nationalist conservatives like
Yoram Hazony (2018). Their support coincides with the rebirth of Protestant Christian
Nationalism.

2 These developments appear in other nations and religions. Examples include contemporary
Poland, Hungary, Russia, India, and much-of the Islamie-world. New religious anti-liberal
intellectuals produce treatises to defend their views. Jiang Qing (2012) is a leading Confu-
cian anti-liberal. Islam contains many anti-liberal intellectuals. Some of these figures are
moderates, such as Rached Ghannouchi (2022).
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Liberals have engaged some of these views. Martha Nussbaum (2007) has addressed the new
Hindu Nationalism and Joseph Chan (2012) has engaged Jiang. Vallier (2023) engages the
integralists. Laborde (2017) assesses some moderate establishmentarian proposals.

It is hard to gauge support for religious anti-liberalisms. But they may reflect a broader
dissatisfaction with liberal institutional and cultural order. All too often, liberals dismiss these
figures and their movements. However, the liberal approach to religion in public life still faces
new and radical challenges. Familiar critiques like MacIntyre’s have been put to a new use:
justifying radical political change through state power.

7 Conclusion

This chapter maps the philosophical territory on the role of religion in public life. I have
focused on five sources of concern: common narratives, public reason, religious exemptions,
whether religion is special, and the new religious anti-liberalisms.

These issues all relate to one another. Yet theorists can offer different answers to each ques-
tion. Sueh-atask will produce many approaches to religion in public life. One could take a hard
liberal line. The secular liberal theorist can adopt consensus-PRL and oppose religious estab-
lishment. She may also reject religious exemptions and strip religion of its special status in the
law. Or one could take a hard post-liberal line. The post-liberal theorist rejects PRL as such
and defends religion’s special status in the law. She refuses to grant secular moral exemptions,
only religious ones. And, of course, this theorist claims that the state should establish the one
true faith. Yet there are so many moderate views. For example, one could adopt convergence-
PRL and oppose religious establishment. This third theorist could embrace religious and moral
exemptions. Religion loses its special legal status, but it remains held in high regard.

My hope, then, is to have mapped the territory enough to help people defend their own
views.
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