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Chapter Three

Rationales for self-restraint

. Introduction

In this chapter I address the question of why the role of religious arguments should
be limited asmuchas exclusionists and inclusionists suggest. For proponents of pub-
lic reason, participants are supposed to exercise self-restraint with respect to reli-
gious arguments, and everyone who fails to do so is considered to fail as a citizen –
these are considerable burdens on participants in public discourse, and they need
to be justi ied.

Public reason theories, though, hardly ever address this issue explicitly, and
where they do they do not provide much detail. One can distinguish ive arguments
in the public reason literature that have been offered as rationales for self-restraint:
the consensus demand, the argument that religious arguments are special, the prin-
ciple of the separation of church and state, the argument from respect, and the argu-
ment from coercion. I argue that the irst four arguments fail to provide an adequate
basis for restraint. The ifth, the argument from coercion, has the greatest potential
to provide a rationale for self-restraint, if it is combined with the argument from
respect.

The argument from coercion is based on the idea that coercion needs to be jus-
ti ied. On this account the need for a concept of public reason derives from the need
to justify coercive political arrangements. Proponents of this argument hold that
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citizens should be able to understand the reasons for the coercive political arrange-
ments towhich they are subject. In order to understand the reasons for coercion, the
arguments offered in public discourse in support of political arrangements need to
be accessible to all citizens. Therefore, citizens should refrain from using arguments
that they cannot reasonably expect other citizens to accept, religious arguments in
particular.

. Consensus

It is tempting to see public reason as a tool, as it were, for bringing about consensus
between citizens on the basic institutions and rules of society. Public reason would
then be justi ied as ameans of taming pluralism for the purpose of reaching political
agreements. By limiting the range of legitimate arguments in public discourse to ac-
cessible arguments, public reason so understood could provide a basis of agreement
and understanding for discussing, and ultimately solving, at least the most funda-
mental issues of the political order.

It has been noted that both traditional andmodernWestern philosophy affords a
central place to consensus. In public reason liberalism, too, the notion of consensus
has been the subject of extensive debate. There has been a discussion between con-
sensus views (Postema ) as opposed to convergence views of public discourse
(D’Agostino ; Gaus ). According to the consensus view, public discussion
should result in mutual understanding and agreement on a policy proposal for the
same reasons; that is, citizens should share reasons for political arrangements. Pro-
ponents of the convergence view, by contrast, argue that this is an unachievable re-
quirement, holding instead that convergence is suf icient; that is, it is enough for
citizens to endorse a political arrangement for their own reasons. The central ques-
tion of this discussion is whether agreement on a political arrangement requires
only agreement on the desirability or form of the arrangement itself, or additional
agreement on the reasons or justi ications for the arrangement.

While this debate between convergence and consensus is not concerned to
provide a rationale for the concept of public reason, it does point out that consensus
on political arrangements does not require consensus on reasons for political ar-
rangements. Religious citizens can, for example, support an environment protection
plan for reasons related to Biblical stewardship, while secular citizens may support
the plan because they believe that the protection of the environment as the basis

For this point and a critique of consensualism see Rescher .
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of human life is a duty of present generations towards future generations. In this
way, different reasons converge on the same political arrangement, and consensus
is possible – on the level of arrangements if not on the level of arguments.

A simple consensus on arrangements need not be less stable than a double con-
sensus on arrangements and arguments. In a simple consensus, citizens support an
arrangement for reasons which seem to them the most convincing and acceptable,
and which it their moral and political views. Such principled support may even be
more likely to be stable than a negotiated consensus brought about by an effort of
persuasion. It is possible that reasons fail to converge, of course. In the absence of
convergence, a principled agreement may not be possible, but acquiescence (Res-
cher ) or a principled consensus on the fairness of political procedures may
serve just as well.

If a consensus on political arrangements does not require a consensus on reas-
ons, then this militates against the need for consensus as a rationale for public
reason. Moreover, public reason is not suf icient for achieving consensus, as has
been argued in relation to Rawls’s famous “abortion footnote”. In a footnote on the
question of abortion, Rawls suggests that any regulation which denies the right to
abortion in the irst trimester would go against the ideal of public reason (Rawls

, p. f., n. ). Rawls has been criticised for this note on the basis that public
reason alone does not lead to this conclusion (Quinn , p. ). Public reason is
not conclusive, that is, it does not offer substantial solutions to contentious polit-
ical issues. As Rawls later clari ied, though, it had not been his intention to suggest
that public reason could provide one de initive solution to contentious substantial
problems. The footnote, Rawls said, expressed his opinion but was not supposed
to provide an argument for the right to abortion in the irst trimester (Rawls ,
p. , n. ). Even if they are discussed exclusively in terms of public reason, the
arguments included in this set are still too diverse to point to one single conclusion.
In the case of abortion, the right of women to decide over their own bodies and the
right the foetus as human being has to life are two reasons which fall within the
purview of public reason, but which point to opposite conclusions about a right to
abortion. Unanimity, Rawls con irms, is not to be expected (ibid., p. ).

Rather than consensus, public reason is intimately connected to legitimacy ac-
cording to Rawls’s account (Rawls , p. ). Rawls holds that if all citizens and
government of icials observe the duty of civility, that is if they do not use any ar-
guments that depend on their comprehensive doctrines, then the law that has been
decided by a majority is legitimate law (Rawls , p. ). This is a speci ication
of his principle that political power should only be used in ways which all citizens
can reasonably be expected to understand and endorse (Rawls , p. ).
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because you are being coerced on grounds you cannot (and think you should not be
made to) accept.

The example brings to the fore themost prominent elements involved in the rela-
tionship between religious arguments and coercion: the religious argument which I
put forward in our discussionwas an argument for a certain position, namely, the po-
sition that abortion should be illegal. You defended a different position, for different
reasons. A votewas then taken and a decision reached. Because of the distribution of
positions on abortion in our society, my position against abortion found a majority.
The decision resulted in a law. The law has a coercive effect on all citizens, even on
those who did not agree with it, in that it prevents them from taking a course of ac-
tion they might otherwise have taken. The elements, then, which I wish to highlight
are: arguments, being advanced in favour of positions; different positions, leading
via some decision mechanism to a collective decision; and, inally, a collective de-
cision leading to coercive political measures backed by the punitive powers of state
authority. Three steps are involved in getting from arguments to coercion: a irst
step from arguments to positions; a second step from positions to decisions; and a
third step from decisions to laws. I now examine these steps in turn.

. Arguments and positions

The focus on arguments in relation to liberal democratic justice is the main feature
of public reason liberalism, distinguishing it from other, more minimal, variants of
liberalism. In minimal liberal theories, the emphasis is on the decision aspect of
political processes. Public choice approaches to democracy, for example, focus on
dilemmas of collective decision making such as transitivity of preferences, impact
of voting procedures etc. Public reason liberalism, by contrast, focuses on reasons
for political arrangements, and relates political justice to the adequacy of reasons as
justi ications for policies.

In political theory, minimal and more comprehensive approaches can be seen
as ends of a spectrum extending from whether a political theory of democracy is
dedicated to the “why”-question (the reasons underlying collective choices) to the
“what”-question (the choices themselves) (List ). However, in the present con-
text these approaches appear as two steps in a model of the political process that
need to be taken together to provide an adequate description of the line from ar-
guments to coercion. The public reason approach, with its focus on arguments, re-
ligious or otherwise, elucidates the relationship between arguments and positions.
But its claim that there is something by way of coercion involved in using certain
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arguments cannot be made sense of without also drawing a line between positions
and decisions (and from decisions to coercive laws).

. . Religious positions de ined

In chapter , I used Audi’s de inition of a secular argument to de ine a religious argu-
ment as depending on the existence of God (or denying it) or on theological consid-
erations. By analogy with this distinction between secular and religious arguments,
I propose to distinguish between religious and secular positions. Distinguishing not
only religious and secular arguments, but also religious and secular positions will
help identify what public reason is about and what it can and cannot achieve as a
normative principle in political theory. The distinction also helps to clear up a wide-
spread, if subliminal, misunderstanding about public reason.

Distinguishing secular from religious positions is somewhat more complicated
than distinguishing between religious and secular arguments. Consider the follow-
ing positions:

. Abortion should be prohibited.

. Blasphemy should be prohibited.

. People should be free to believe in God.

. Adults should be free to buy and possess soft drugs.
If we apply Audi’s de inition of a secular argument to positions, we could say that
a religious position is one which refers in terms of its content to a religious belief,
practice, or entity. This explains why position is unlikely to be taken as a religious
position: it does not refer to religion at all. It also explains why position is gener-
ally taken to be a religious position. However, this simple de inition of a religious
position would make position a religious position, and would establish a basic
commonality between positions and , even though, obviously, position is of a
different nature, since it favours an option to be religious and prescribes neither a
religious belief nor course of action. Position also favours an option but does not
refer to religion. To explain these differences, I suggest the following two criteria for
religious positions:

a) The position refers to a religious belief, practice, entity, or concept.
b) The position prescribes a belief or course of action for all citizens or a spe-

ci ied group of citizens.

A religious position that is prohibited by law in some countries, as in the Netherlands (article
of the Dutch criminal code). Moreover, the United Nations human rights council has passed several
anti-blasphemy resolutions in the past few years.
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lyse such con licts between the aims of religious parties and liberal democracy,
but also the appropriate answer to the question of how to deal with such religious
parties. Only fundamentalist religious parties pose a potential danger to the exist-
ence of liberal democracy, but in Western liberal democracies they are too small to
stand a chance to attain their goals. Adopting Spinner-Halev’s framework of tolera-
tion, which is predicated on the existence of a broad liberal mainstream upholding
liberal democracy, I argued in favour of the toleration of those religious parties (or-
thodox and fundamentalist) that come into con lict with liberal democracy.

In the second part of this chapter, I discussed the case of a Dutch fundamental-
ist religious party, the SGP. I described how it con licts with liberal democracy on
both the accounts identi ied above but how, from a Dutch perspective, it is embed-
ded in a tradition of religious politics. Moreover, the SGP on the national level poses
no danger to the existence of liberal democracy in the Netherlands and is therefore
best described as an essentially harmless party. On the local level, however, the SGP
together with the CU in some city councils in the Bible Belt holds amajority of seats,
allowing it to make decisions and change rules and regulations on the basis of its
religious views. Some of the political decisions which the SGP has made on the local
level may be symbolic only, and some may be ineffective because they are repealed
by constitutional guarantees of free speech. But they all are instances of what public
reason theories have rightly warned against, namely, the exercise of the legitimate
coercive power of the state on an explicitly religious basis. However, in thematter of
toleration, the differences between thenational and the local level raise insurmount-
able problems. If the SGP does not provide suf icient reason at the national level for
it to be banned, its in luence at the local level cannot be adduced as a reason for its
banning. Under the circumstances under which the SGP functions at the local level,
public reason is of no use. As long as religious worldviews determine how some
citizens and of ice-holders think about politics, no plea for self-restraint in the use
of religious arguments will be able to prevent politics being pursued on a religious
basis. And as long as one takes seriously a commitment to procedural notions of lib-
eral democracy, there is nothing that can be done about it, nothing, that is, except
hope that the liberal mainstreamwill in the end prevail in the formal public sphere.



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


