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This dissertation charts the thought of Nicholas Wolterstorff as it regards his
epistemology and political philosophy. It seeks to unfold his theory of democracy, which
he calls the consocial position. It begins by introducing the reader to Wolterstorff by
relating events and experiences of his life. This background information is important as
it has played a vital role in shaping his thought. Next, it moves to explaining basic terms
and ideas employed throughout. The basic issue, as Wolterstorff addresses it, is the
question of whether citizens of a liberal democracy have a moral duty of religious-reason
restraint in their public deliberations. Two basic strands of political theory are proposed
as talking partners for Wolterstorff. The first is an Enlightenment public epistemology
liberalism that argues for religious-reason restraint on the basis of a foundationalist
epistemology. Wolterstorff develops this view through the work of John Locke. He
criticizes this position and offers an alternative epistemology to that of foundationalism,
which | call innocence epistemology. The second is a Post-Enlightenment public

epistemology liberalism that argues for religious-reason restraint on the basis of a



political doctrine. Wolterstorff develops this position through the work of John Rawls.
He criticizes this position, and in its places offers his consocial position.

His consocial position argues for a version of liberal democracy that does not
require religious-reason restraint. The consocial position has three theses, none of which
require a religious-reason restraint. The first thesis proposes three restraints on public
deliberation, namely civility, respect for the law, and justice as the goal of deliberation.
The second thesis proposes a particular understanding of the First Amendment as it
regards government and religion. It calls for a position of impartiality, not neutrality.
The third thesis proposes justice in shalom. This conception of justice has two primary
components, namely a notion of rights, and a notion of prioritizing the evil of violating

personhood.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Life and Thought of Nicholas Wolterstorff

Introduction

Do religious persons have an obligation to reason to their religious beliefs or
religious convictions rather than reason from their religious beliefs? In the modern era
this question has received substantial attention in the fields of epistemology and political
theory. One of the predominant epistemological theories of the modern era, namely
classical foundationalism, has argued that no religious beliefs are in the class of beliefs
that are foundational. In other words, religious beliefs must be reasoned to. Similarly, a
leading political theory of the last few decades, namely political liberalism, has argued
that in political deliberation citizens of a liberal democracy must not reason solely from
their religious beliefs.

Nicholas Wolterstorff, who will be introduced below, argues that with respect to
epistemology and political theory the religious beliefs of religious persons can be prima
facie entitled. Not only might religious beliefs be epistemologically entitled to a person,
but reasoning from them in political deliberations is not necessarily a violation of the
ideals of liberal democracy. According to Wolterstorff’s narrative, classical
foundationalism is fundamentally mistaken in its insistence that religious beliefs must be
reasoned to, and be justified on the basis of evidence of a certain sort. As well, he

maintains that liberal political theory or the liberal position® is misguided in its search for

Throughout this project Wolterstorff’s phrase “liberal position” will primarily be
used. It refers to any liberal political theory that argues for “religious-reason restraint.”
This idea will be developed more below and in the next chapter.



an equitable (or neutral) independent source for the public deliberations of citizens. His
criticisms of the independent source thesis concentrates on the idea that all of the
proposed independent sources exclude, to one degree or another, reasoning from
religious beliefs. Wolterstorff opposes any notion of “religious-reason restraint” in the
public deliberations of citizens in liberal democracy.! As an alternative to the project of
the liberal position, he offers what he calls the consocial position. The greatest
opposition to a position such as his, is from those views that attempt to defend the notion
of an equitable independent source for public deliberation.

Modern liberal political theory is said to have arisen from the cultural crisis of
fractured and warring traditions of Western Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Wolterstorff’s narrative on this cultural crisis and its proposed epistemological
solution of classical foundationalism begins with John Locke. Locke was the first to seek
an epistemological solution to the cultural crisis of a plurality of traditions or
comprehensive doctrines.? Wolterstorff reads Locke as giving directions on how to
govern beliefs when a tradition has been fragmented and pluralized. For Locke the
fracturing of tradition was not the disease, but only a symptom. The disease was that

humans were not rightly conducting their understanding and belief-formations. Fix the

Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of
Political Issues,” in Religion in the Public Square: The Place of Religious Convictions in
Political Debate, ed. Robert Audi and Nicholas Wolterstorff (Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield Publishers, 1997), 75. Throughout this work I will use Wolterstorff’s phrase,
“religious-reason restraint,” to refer to this basic idea that he opposes.

2| prefer Rawls’s term of “comprehensive doctrines,” as it encompasses both
religious and non-religious worldviews or perspectives. A comprehensive doctrine can be
religious, political, moral or philosophical, see John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1996), xx. For the sake of continuity | will primarily
use the label “comprehensive doctrine.”



disease, Locke thought, and the symptoms will subside. For Locke and his
contemporaries there was no longer a single tradition and set of texts to which to appeal.

Since there is no longer one tradition, Locke, according to Wolterstorff, argues
that the belief-forming disposition of turning to tradition and the texts of that tradition
will not suffice to solve the cultural problem of plural traditions or comprehensive
doctrines. There must be a source of appeal outside of and above traditions. Locke
sought to show that what citizens have in common is not religion (or traditions and their
texts), but Reason. In Essay Concerning Human Understanding and Of the Conduct of
the Understanding he sought to articulate the nature of Reason and its guidance for
belief-formation.®> Wolterstorff identifies Locke’s epistemological program as
foundationalist in nature. Reformed epistemologists, including Wolterstorff, claim that
the underlying project of classical foundationalism is dead, or at least dying. Wolterstorff
attempts to show that the liberal position, which is based on such an epistemology, is
thereby deficient.

The fact of an indeterminate plurality of traditions or comprehensive doctrines is
still a problem for modern political theory and liberal political theory, in particular. John
Rawls states that the first fact of contemporary politics “is that the diversity of
comprehensive religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines found in modern democratic

societies is not a mere historical condition that may soon pass away.”* Wolterstorff

*This idea will be discussed further in Chapter 3.

‘John Rawls, “The Domain of the Political and Overlapping Consensus,” NYU
Law Review 64 (1989): 233, 234. Rawls notes five facts of a democratic society: (1) The
fact of a plurality of comprehensive doctrines, (2) only the oppressive use of state power
can maintain a continuing common affirmation of one comprehensive perspective, (3) to
keep from crumbling a democratic regime must have the willing and free support of a
substantial majority of its politically active citizens, (4) the political culture of a



concurs when he asserts that the problem of a plurality of comprehensive doctrines
remains on our culture agenda. The liberal political theory offered by John Locke and
others is still being worked out. Wolterstorff says “the proposed answers all turn up
again. We in our century have been replaying the intellectual drama that unfolded from
Locke to Hegel.”®

John Rawls is Wolterstorff’s contemporary exemplar of liberal political theory or
the liberal position. The early John Rawls of A Theory of Justice sought an answer to the
problem of a plurality of comprehensive doctrines by offering a liberal political theory
based on a comprehensive epistemological doctrine, namely a Kantian one. The later
John Rawls of Political Liberalism acknowledges that A Theory of Justice contained
elements of a comprehensive doctrine, and argues instead for a political theory that is not
grounded in a comprehensive doctrine.® The later Rawlsian project seeks to develop the

notion of a political conception that is divorced from comprehensive doctrines.

Employing the ideas of an overlapping consensus, the idea of the priority of the right over

reasonably stable democratic society normally contains, at least implicitly, certain
fundamental intuitive ideas from which it is possible to work up a political conception of
justice suitable for a constitutional regime, (5) we make many of our most important
judgments subject to conditions which render it extremely unlikely that conscientious and
fully reasonable persons, even after free discussion, can exercise their powers of reason
so that all arrive at the same conclusion. In Political Liberalism Rawls only highlights
numbers one, two and three above (36-38). This can be understood in that number five is
presupposed by the reality of one and two. Number four is not so much a fact of
democratic society as it is an assertion or a hoped for identifiable fact on Rawls part.
Rawls seems to recognize this in that he says a democratic society “normally” contains,
“at least implicitly” these fundamental intuitive ideas. The identification of these
fundamental intuitive ideas form the basis of his theory of political liberalism.

*Nicholas Wolterstorff, John Ethics and the Ethics of Belief (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), xX.

®Rawls, at the least, concedes that part 111 of A Theory of Justice has elements of a
“comprehensive philosophical doctrine.” Political Liberalism, xviii.



the good and the idea of public reason,’” Rawls intends to identify an equitable
independent source for public deliberation in a liberal democracy. Wolterstorff argues
that Rawls’s project of political liberalism not only fails, but is also an illiberal quest.

Although Wolterstorff is critical of the liberal position or liberal political theory,
he is a defender of liberal democracy. He maintains that the liberal position’s defense of
liberal democracy is only one of many defenses of liberal democracy, and not one of the
more significant defenses.® The criticisms he marshals against the classical
foundationalist epistemology that under-girds much of liberal political theory, and the
criticisms of the Rawlsian proposed equitable independent source have been forceful. If
sustained, his criticisms would allow for an alternative conception of epistemology and
political theory. It might allow for an epistemology in which religious persons are prima
facie entitled to their religious beliefs or convictions, and in public deliberations, are
entitled to reason from them. Wolterstorff contends that an alternative epistemology and
political theory can be produced that harmonizes with ideals of a liberal democracy.

This dissertation will examine Wolterstorff’s critique of Locke’s epistemological
solution and Rawls’s supposed political, not epistemological, solution to the problem of
an indeterminate plurality of comprehensive doctrines. In doing this, a background will
be provided concerning two constructive elements in Wolterstorff’s alternative to liberal
political theory. These two constructive elements are his alternative to classical
epistemological foundationalism, and his alternative to a supposed equitable independent

source for public deliberation. In the place of classical foundationalism, Wolterstorff

"Rawls, Political Liberalism, xvi.

®Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Do Christians Have Good Reasons for Supporting
Liberal Democracy?” The Modern Schoolman 78 (January/March 2001): 229.



offers what I call “innocence epistemology.” His innocence epistemology sets forth a
non-foundationalist theory of entitled belief. In place of the epistemological restraints of
Rawls’s public reason, Wolterstorff argues for epistemological liberty that is consistent
with liberal democracy. He calls his overall political project the “consocial position.”
The remainder of this chapter consists of an examination of Wolterstorff’s life and
tradition. His background is relevant not merely to introduce Wolterstorff to those
unfamiliar with him, but it also to offers a picture of how the fundamental teachings of
his tradition and crucial events in his life have contributed to shaping his epistemology
and political theory. This will be followed by a justification of the study and an outline

of the dissertation.

Life of Nicholas Wolterstorff

Wolterstorff was born in 1932 to parents of Dutch descent, who transplanted to
the United States from the Netherlands. He grew up in Bigelow, Minnesota in a family
devoted to the Christian religion. In his autobiography, The Grace That Shaped My Life,’
Wolterstorff stresses the instruments of grace that have formed him. His early influences
were his family and the Christian Reformed Church. Through his family life, he was
immersed in Scripture and Christian piety. He was catechized in the Heidelberg
Catechism, and trained by the liturgy and teaching of the church. He describes these
early influences as being a ‘premodern’ worldview of God, man, Scripture and the world.

In his early teens they moved to Edgerton, about 45 miles from Bigelow where

this upbringing in a premodern Christian worldview continued. He lived in the village,

°*Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” in Philosophers Who
Believe, ed. Kelly J. Clark (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993).



but most of the extended family and friends of the family lived in the country. On

Sundays the Wolterstorff home was the hub for social gatherings. He describes it this

way:
“So after morning church they all came to our house — aunts and uncles, cousins,
everybody, boisterous dozens of them. Sweets were eaten in abundance, coffee
drunk; and the most dazzling intellectual experience possible for a young teenager
took place. Enormous discussions and arguments erupted, no predicting about
what: about the sermon, about theology, about politics, about farming practices,
about music, about why there weren’t as many fish in the lakes, about what building
the dam in South Dakota would do to the Indians, about local schools, about the
mayor, about the village police office, about the Dutch Festival, about Hubert
Humphrey...Then when it was time to go, everyone embracing.”

Wolterstorff concludes that from birth through his youth he was bequeathed the

Reformed tradition of Christianity.

Wolterstorff enrolled at Calvin College, and there he came under the influence of
the teaching of William Harry Jellema. Jellema challenged his students to describe how
things look from a Christian perspective, to describe how the world appeared in light of
Scripture and the gospel. It was at Calvin College that Wolterstorff delved into the
Western tradition before him. His sophomore year he met Alvin Plantinga. They became
“dear friends and have remained that ever since.”*® He recounts a course in Kant’s ‘pure

critique’ taught by Harry Jellema with Alvin Plantinga and himself as the only two

students.™ In addition to influencing Wolterstorff and Plantinga, Jellema had an impact

“Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 269.

“1pbid. For Alvin Plantinga’s biographic memoirs see Alvin Plantinga, “Spiritual
Autobiography,” in ed. Kelly J. Clark Philosophers Who Believe (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1993). Alvin Plantinga also speaks of the profound influence of
Jellema on his life. Plantinga recounts how he went to Calvin College his freshman year,
and merely for fun of it, applied to Harvard and was accepted with scholarship. So he
transferred to Harvard that year. At Harvard his faith was challenged. During a break in
school he returned to Calvin for a visit. While there he heard Jellema present a few



on others students, such as William Frankena, Henry Stob and O. K. Bouwsma. Another
element that shaped Wolterstorff’s worldview was the writings of Abraham Kuyper.
Kuyper’s ideas had a profound influence on much of the intellectual environment at
Calvin College while Wolterstorff was there. Wolterstorff became persuaded of
Kuyper’s model of theory-construction, which argued against the possibility of neutral or
pure theorizing. He says that he adopted the Kuyperian view, and has held to it ever
since.

After graduating from Calvin College, Wolterstorff went on to receive an M.A.
from Harvard in 1954 and a Ph.D. from Harvard in 1956. He has held teaching positions
at Calvin College, the Free University of Amsterdam and Yale University. His
distinguished academic career includes giving the esteemed Gifford Lectures in Scotland
and the Wilde Lectures at Oxford. Wolterstorff is somewhat unique in academia in that
he is a Christian of the Reformed tradition who has garnered the respect of a wide
spectrum of his intellectual colleagues. As well, he has written on a wide range of topics.
He has been a central force behind the integration of a Christian perspective into ones
scholarly pursuits. He has been a prolific scholar in writing books and articles on

aesthetics,*? philosophy, politics, education, religion and the defense of Christian theism.

lectures. He recounts that what impressed him the most was that Jellema was un-awed by
modernity and its “intellectual imperialism with little real basis” (53). He then returned
to Calvin College to study under Jellema and said it was “as good a decision as | have
ever made” (53). He says, “Jellema was by all odds, I think, the most gifted teacher of
philosophy I have ever encountered” (54).

2As far as this author is able to ascertain, more Ph.D. dissertations have addressed
Wolterstorff’s philosophy of aesthetics as found in his Works and Worlds of Art and Art
in Action then any other area of his thought. This, as discussed below, is another reason
for the need of an exposition of Wolterstorff’s epistemology and political theory.



Along with Alvin Plantinga, Wolterstorff contributed significantly to what is
known as “Reformed Epistemology.” The central theme of Reformed epistemology is
its criticism of classical foundationalism. In particular, it is critical of the classical
foundationalist requirement for evidence of a certain kind for justifying the belief in the
existence of God. Wolterstorff has also achieved an international reputation as a writer
on education. He has been the featured speaker at many Christian school and home-
schooling conferences around the world. He played an integral role in founding “The
Society of Christian Philosophers,” and the journal Faith and Philosophy. In addition to
his contributions in the fields of education and the philosophy of religion, Wolterstorff
has also provided a unique perspective on church-state issues. In particular, he has
written much on religion in the public square. In April of 2002, Yale University hosted a
conference honoring the life and work of Nicholas Wolterstorff. Featured speakers
included Robert Audi, William Alston, Alvin Plantinga, Richard Swinburne, and Philip
Quinn. This conference serves as a fitting acknowledgment of the intellectual career of
Dr. Nicholas Wolterstorff.

Wolterstorff embraces a Reformed Christian world and life view. He says “I
believe that the Reformed tradition represents a profound perception of the shape of the
gospel, and has the promise of continuing to be of great benefit to Christendom and
Western civilization.”*® Wolterstorff agrees with the Reformed conception of God as the

creator and controller of all things. As well, he accepts the doctrine that humans are

BNicholas Wolterstorff, “Letter to a Young Theologian,” The Reformed Journal
(September 1976): 15.
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fallen and in need of redemption.’* His tradition operates with a “holistic understanding
of sin and its effect, of faith and of redemption.”*® The Reformed doctrine of the
sinfulness of man has been particularly influential in his intellectual thought. The neglect
of this doctrine, Wolterstorff maintains, has been a source for the inadequacy of much
philosophical epistemology.*® For example, in an article on Thomas Reid and his theory
of rationality, Wolterstorff approves of Reid’s assessment of belief-formation, but
criticizes his lack of taking our fallen condition seriously enough. He says “Reid
nowhere recognizes the ways in which sin inserts itself in the workings of our belief-
dispositions. He bases his epistemology on those dispositions with which we have been
endowed by our Creator. He hardly recognizes how those dispositions are now

intermingled with all sorts of dispositions that we have by virtue of our fallenness.”*’

“Wolterstorff approvingly cites Calvin’s assessment of humans as “totally
depraved.” Nicholas Wolterstorff, John Locke and Ethics of Belief (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 243. The phrase “totally depraved” alludes to the
idea of “total depravity,” which constitutes the “T” of the well-known Calvinist acronym:
TULIP.

“Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 267.

“Wolterstorff argues for a conception of human beings, and all of creation, as
fallen in his debate with Robert Audi over political epistemology. Wolterstorff, “The
Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political Issues,” 164. As well,
Wolterstorff notes that the privileging of particular interests in the academy does not
surprise the Christian in that the academy like all other institutions “participates in the
falleness of our human existence rather than being above it.” Nicholas Wolterstorff,
“Does Truth Still Matter?” Crux 31 (September 1995): 18.

Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Thomas Reid on Rationality,” in Rationality in the
Calvinian Tradition, ed. Hendrik Hart and Johan van der Hoeven (Lanham, Maryland:
University Press of America, 1983), 66. Elsewhere Wolterstorff remarks that he is a
Calvinist and as such expects sin to be present in places such as the academy. Nicholas
Wolterstorff, “Scholarship Grounded in Religion,” in Religion, Scholarship and Higher
Education: Perspectives, Models and Future Prospects, ed. Andrea Sterk (Notre Dame,
Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 14.



11

Wolterstorff observes that Calvin and Kuyper were more aware of the “ignoble
belief-dispositions that we now have — we who are not only created but fallen.”*® The
recognition of the reality of sin, he contends, should cause one to be attentive to evil and
oppression and be active in the fight against it. He says that Reinhold Niebhur, who
urged politicians to follow civitas mundi, not civitas dei, and exhorted Christians to
confine religion to lamenting the irony and tragedy of our fallen order, is incorrect. What
we need to struggle for, says Wolterstorff, is shalom. His idea of shalom will be
discussed in the last chapter as it is a one-word summarization of his views. It does not
answer all the questions that might be raised, but for Wolterstorff the contours are there.
Central in the contours of shalom, for example, is justice.'® It is Wolterstorff’s
understanding of justice that has changed and matured in view of his life experiences.

Two experiences, which are political in nature, have been particularly influential.

He describes these as “decisive unsettling experiences.”® The first such life experience

lbid. See also John Locke and Ethics of Belief, where Wolterstorff adds
specifically that humans are fallen in various dimensions, “including our Reason”
(243ff). Itis just because Wolterstorff takes seriously the doctrine of the fall that he takes
seriously Marx and Freud, and their comments on “suspecting.” Humans not only have
noble, but ignoble sources of belief.

“One of the prominent aspects of justice is the claim that the poor have rights.
This does not mean merely that society would be better without poor people or that the
wealthy have duties to the poor. The poor have rights — legitimate claims. In other
words, if a person does not have fair access to adequate means of sustenance, that person
is morally injured. See Alberto Coll, “Prudence and Foreign Policy,” in Might and Right
After the Cold War: Can Foreign Policy Be Moral? ed. Michael Cromartie (Washington,
D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1993), 35. For more on justice and shalom see
Wolterstorff’s Until Justice and Peace Embrace (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1987). This concept will be further elaborated upon in the last
chapter.

“Nicholas Wolterstorff, “An Open Letter to Ed Ericson,” The Reformed Journal
(October 1985): 3.
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came in 1975 when he attended a conference in South Africa at the University of
Potchefstroom as a representative for Calvin College. There he experienced first hand
the oppression of apartheid. On a Tuesday evening meeting of the Conference an open
discussion was held. It was at this meeting that the Afrikaners present really heard the
cries for justice from their black South African Christian brothers and sisters. He
commented that, “what | saw and heard there made me very angry.”** Wolterstorff
would later say of this Tuesday evening meeting that it was the “most intense evening of
my entire life.”?* As Wolterstorff listened to the complaints of his black Christian
brothers and sisters in South Africa, his thinking about justice and oppression began to
change. In 1980 and 1981 Allan Boesak, a black Reformed pastor and theologian from
South Africa, visited Calvin College as a multicultural lecturer. During his stay at Calvin
College, Boesak and Wolterstorff became close friends. Wolterstorff relates that in
Boesak he “hears the cries of the oppressed and the Word of the Lord.”*® This life
experience constituted the beginning of a turn in Wolterstorff’s thinking regarding the
notion of justice.

Another life experience profoundly affecting Wolterstorff was hearing the cries of
oppressed Palestinian Christians. Wolterstorff said he “celebrated with everyone else the

astounding victory of Israel in 1967.”2* Over a decade later, in 1978 he received a notice

\Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 272,

“Nicholas Wolterstorff, “A Family of Scholars,” The Reformed Journal
(October 1978): 13.

SWolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 272. See also Wolterstorff’s
dedication to Allan Boesak in Until Justice and Peace Embrace.

#1bid., 271.
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inviting him to attend a conference in Chicago on Palestinian rights, at which a good
many Christian Palestinians were present. Wolterstorff says that he had never knowingly
met a Palestinian, much less a Christian Palestinian, nor did he even consider that there
were any.”® At the conference he met and heard first hand, from Palestinians, of the
plight of Christian Palestinians in Israel. One person who had particular influence on him
was Father Eliya Khoury, a Christian Palestinian in the Anglican Church. Wolterstorff
says Khoury was imprisoned by the Israelis and expelled from Israel without a hearing.
From Khoury, he learned that the Christian presence in Palestine had been cut in half, not
because of conversion to Islam or Judaism, but because they were forced to leave
Palestine without compensation by Christian backed Zionism.?

Wolterstorff’s uneasiness about the situation was becoming a conviction. He
soon found himself on the board of the Palestine Human Rights Campaign. Wolterstorff
says though that it “hasn’t always been pleasant; the Palestinians are both immensely
lovable and difficult to defend.”®” While defending their cause, he says he does all that is
in his power “to remember the pain, the anxiety and rights of the Jewish people.”?® In
light of the Reformed doctrine of sin and the fall, and these two unsettling experiences,
Wolterstorff is determined to listen to both God and the oppressed. In doing this he

believes one is more able to avoid falling into the trap of privileging one’s position.

SWolterstorff, “An Open Letter to Ed Ericson,” 3.

®Nicholas Wolterstorff, “An Evening in Amman,” The Reformed Journal (July
1982), 4.

Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 272.

#1bid., 272.
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Through these two unsettling experiences, Wolterstorff’s conception of justice has
been altered, and the place of justice in his thinking has assumed a priority. Justice, he
says, has become one of the “fundamental categories through which I view the world.”*
Because his view of sin and its evil consequences, and in light of hearing the cries of the
oppressed, Wolterstorff sees the calling of the church and his own calling, to work and
pray for

“healing, liberation and fulfillment in all of life — in politics, in science, in social
structures, in technology, in art, in recreation — willingly undergoing sacrifice and
suffering when necessary. The church does not have the option of remaining
passive in the face of deprivation and oppression and distortion. As Christ the Lord
of the Church took on the form of a servant, so the church is called to be a serving,
ministering presence in the world, aiding victims of structures that deprive and
oppress, laboring to abolish such structures, seeking to replace them with structures
in which persons find fulfillment.”*°

There is one other life experience that has tremendously influenced Wolterstorff’s
life and thought. On June 11, 1983, his twenty-five year old son Eric died in a mountain
climbing accident on a snowy slope in the Kaisergebirger of Austria. Wolterstorff says “I
now live after, after the death of our son, Eric. My life has been divided into before and
after.”®" This experience, along with those noted above, has caused Wolterstorff to be

even more sympathetic to suffering and oppression. In an article, Suffering Love, he

argues against bracketing those Scripture passages that speak of God’s emotions and

“Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 272-273.

*Nicholas Wolterstorff, Educating For Responsible Action (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: CSI Publications, 1980), 11. Wolterstorff’s understanding of oppression has
led him to stand beside Christian Palestinians and Blacks in South Africa. In addition to
these he has argued on behalf of the poor for the notion of rights to sustenance and on
behalf of women in the Christian Reformed Church to have a greater role in ministry.

'Wolterstorff, “The Grace that Shaped my Life,” 273.
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suffering.*® God both sufferingly and joyously experiences the world. He says
“suffering is an essential element in that mode of life which says not only ‘No’ to the
misery of our world but “Yes’ to its glories.”** Hence, we cannot merely say “No” to
poverty and suffering, but we must say “Yes” to alleviating it. Humans are called not
merely to love God, but to love what God loves and seek to alleviate what causes God to
suffer. In the death of his son Eric, Wolterstorff gained a new sense of the suffering of
God. In Lament For A Son he writes
“And great mystery to redeem our brokenness and lovelessness the God who
suffers with us did not strike so mighty a blow of power but sent his beloved son
to suffer like us, through his suffering to redeem us from suffering evil. Instead
of explaining our suffering God shares it. But I never saw it. | never saw it
before, though I confessed that the man of sorrows was God himself, | never saw
the God of sorrows. Though | confessed that the man bleeding on the cross was
the redeeming God I never saw God himself on the cross. Blood from sword and
thorn and nail, dripping healing into the worlds wounds.”3*
According to Wolterstorff, God suffers over injustice, oppression and suffering. In
fighting against injustice in society we alleviate God’s suffering. In ending oppression,
we end God’s suffering. In our suffering God does not merely explain it, but suffers with
us. Wolterstorff concludes that God’s love is not without suffering. For Wolterstorff,
God, family, church, school, and his life experiences are the instruments of grace that
have shaped his thinking, especially as it relates to his notion of justice.

The controlling element of Wolterstorff’s world and life view is his religious

heritage. He is a Reformed Christian who seeks to integrate this tradition into every area

®Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Suffering Love,” in Philosophy and the Christian Faith,
ed. Thomas Moore (Notre Dame, Indiana: Notre Dame Press, 1988).

¥1bid., 229.

¥Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W. B.
Erdmans Publishing Company, 1987), 81-82.
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of his life. In his book, Art in Action, he says “the essay that follows represents an
attempt on my part to relate my “aesthetic to the central Christian dogmas,” which | hold
for true. For I find that my thoughts about art and the aesthetic do not arise
independently of my Christian convictions. | do not find myself with two separate things
in hand that must somehow be related. On the contrary, those Christian convictions
contribute to the formation of those thoughts about the arts.”*® This is true not only of
Wolterstorff’s aesthetic, but his epistemology, metaphysic, ethic, social ethic, politics and
every other area. Wolterstorff’s Christian convictions guide and govern his thinking. In
Reason Within the Bounds of Religion, he speaks of his Christian convictions as belief-
content that controls his scholarship.*® For example, in aesthetics, Wolterstorff situates
the relation between his convictions and his scholarship in this way: “This book is not the
attempt to relate Christianity to the arts nor the arts to Christianity. It is the record of
reflections on the arts by someone who stands within the Christian tradition and identifies
himself with the Christian community.”*’

Although Wolterstorff is epistemologically self-conscious about his religious
convictions and their role in his thought, he is not uncritical of his tradition. In an article,
The Weight of History, he urges his fellow Reformed Christians to be critical of their own

Calvinistic tradition. The Reformed tradition is not infallible, and it is incomplete. He

reminds his readers that there is a standard of truth above their tradition, above Calvin

*Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W. B. Erdmans,
1980), ix.

*®Wolterstorff, Reason Within the Bounds of Religion, 76.

"\MNolterstorff, Art in Action, iX.
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and Kuyper.*® Wolterstorff has spent a lifetime developing his understanding of the
notion of justice, and how it relates to his tradition of the Reformed faith. The
importance of this will be seen in his development of the notion of justice in

response to the liberal position.

Justification of Study

There are four reasons that warrant a study such as this. First, Wolterstorff’s
insights are from within a tradition that is acquiring repute within academia. The impact
that Nicholas Wolterstorff and Alvin Plantinga have had on scholarship has been
sizeable. Reformed epistemology has been the subject of many academic texts. Scholars
such as Merold Westphal, Vincent Cooke, William Hasker and Michael Sudduth have
noted the extensiveness of the literature surrounding Reformed epistemology. Thinkers
such as Robert Audi, David Basinger, Peter Appleby, Wesley Robbins and Terrance
Tilley have entered into dialogue with, and lodged their criticisms against, Reformed
epistemology.* As well, Catholic responses by Phillip Quinn, Patrick Lee, John Greco,

John Zeis and others to Reformed epistemology have been mounted.*

%Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Weight of History,” The Reformed Journal
(February 1961): 78.

¥David Basinger, “Plantinga, Pluralism and Justified Religious Belief,” Faith and
Philosophy 8, 1 (January 1991): 67-80. Peter Appleby, International Journal for
Philosophy of Religion 24 (November 1988): 129-142. Terrance Tilley, “Reformed
Epistemology and Religious Fundamentalism: How Basic are our Beliefs? Modern
Theology 6, 3 (April 1990): 237-257. Wesley Robbins, “Does Belief in God Need
Proof?” Faith and Philosophy 2 (July 1985): 272-286. Wesley Robbins, “Is Belief in
God Properly Basic?” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 14 (1983): 241-
248. Plantinga has engaged in written debate with Jay Van Hook and Philip Quinn. For
the Plantinga-Van Hook debate see Jay Van Hook, “Knowledge, Belief, and Reformed
Epistemology,” The Reformed Journal 31 (July 1981): 12-15, and Alvin Plantinga, “On
Reformed Epistemology,” The Reformed Journal 32 (January 1982): 13-17. For the
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Most of the attention Reformed epistemologists have been receiving has been
directed at Alvin Plantinga, but the contributions of Nicholas Wolterstorff are equally
deserving of attention. Wolterstorff and Plantinga are Christians from the Reformed
tradition who have had their most significant influence in their primary field of
philosophy. Although there has been significant research on Alvin Plantinga, there has
been a paucity of scholarship on Wolterstorff. Plantinga’s scholarship in epistemology
has been more exacting than Wolterstorff’s, and has received more attention, but the
breadth of Wolterstorff’s work is greater. He has given more attention to other
disciplines, especially that of political theory. Because of Wolterstorff’s endeavors in
epistemology, and because of his distinctive notions about the role of religion in the
public square, his views deserve attention by those interested in church-state issues.

Second, his contributions to political theory are historical and current. His
knowledge of philosophical and political history is broad and original. As well, his work
demonstrates that he is abreast and learned of current political epistemology. His
interaction with contemporary political thinkers addresses fresh developments in political

theory. His published debate with Robert Audi is a case in point.** In this exchange

Plantinga-Quinn debate see Philip Quinn, “In Search of the Foundations of Theism,”
Faith and Philosophy 2 (October 1985): 469-486, and Alvin Plantinga, “Foundations of
Theism: A Reply,” Faith and Philosophy 3 (July 1986): 298-313, and Philip Quinn, “The
Foundations of Theism Again: A Rejoinder to Plantinga” in Rational Faith, ed. Linda
Zagzebski, 1995 (Notre Dame University Press, 1995), 14-47.

“See Linda Zagzebski, ed. Rational Faith: Catholic Responses to Reformed
Epistemology (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993).

“Nicholas Wolterstorff and Robert Audi, Religion in the Public Square (Lanham,
Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1997).
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Wolterstorff not only offers criticism of Lockean and Rawlsian political theory, but also
of Robert Audi’s version of liberal political theory. It is important to note that
Wolterstorff is not merely negative and critical, he sets forth an initial positive
construction of an alternative model for religious convictions in the public square of
liberal democracies. His academic insights and contributions in this field are deserving
of closer scrutiny.

Reformed epistemology has earned a hearing in philosophical circles with regard
not only to the area of philosophy of religion, but also with regard to the traditional area
of epistemology. What has not been noticed is that Wolterstorff’s epistemological views
have significant implications for political theory or public life. The criticism Wolterstorff
mounts against classical foundationalism is similar to his criticism of liberal political
theory’s requirement that in public debate one use reasons only of a certain kind. That
the Reformed epistemological critique of classical foundationalism has won wide spread
acceptance suggests that Wolterstorff’s critique of political liberalism should be taken
seriously, since it is rooted in his Reformed tradition, and bears an analogy to the critique
of classical foundationalism. Through a study of Wolterstorff’s contributions, a better
understanding of the relationship between Reformed epistemology and political theory
can be developed.

Third, while his tradition is Protestant, in particular that of the Reformed faith, his
views suggest resources for positions that have a broader scope than his own narrow
faith-tradition. His project is important because it can be employed by those outside of
the Reformed faith. Because he is concerned about the role and place of religion in a

pluralistic, liberal democratic culture, his views are of interest to both the religious person
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and non-religious person. His distinctive position offers guidance on how those in the
Christian tradition should think about public life, and it offers trenchant criticisms of the
liberal position of political theory.

Finally, his tradition of the Reformed faith is outside of what would be considered
the mainstream in that it is self-consciously religious, and seeks to integrate its faith
commitment into its scholarship. Wolterstorff has been a leading thinker on religion and
scholarship. His efforts have been ground-breaking, and they offer a paradigm for
understanding his work in political theory. An examination of Wolterstorff’s thought is
needed in that it explores a respected religious epistemology and its connection to current

political theory.

Outline of Dissertation

In his debate with Robert Audi, in Religion in the Public Square, Wolterstorff
suggests his consocial position as an alternative to the liberal position, especially as it
regards the three issues of public deliberation, church and state, and justice.*?
Wolterstorff argues that there are three shared convictions among those in the family of
the liberal position. The first conviction is that there is an epistemological requirement of
a religious-reason restraint. In public deliberations, whether it regards all public
deliberations or only those of a certain sort, religious reasons are either to be bracketed
all-together, or, they must, at the least, be chaperoned by secular reasons. The second
conviction is that the position of “separation,” is the preferred conception of the

relationship between the government and religion. The third conviction is that a proper

*Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political
Issues,” 114-119.
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view of justice in liberal democracy involves the prioritizing of autonomy, self-
determination or some other notion of this sort.

Wolterstorff’s consocial position is in conflict with each of these three
convictions of the liberal position. Wolterstorff’s consocial position denies that there is a
moral duty to bracket religious-reasons, and finds the quest for an equitable independent
source for public deliberation as hopeless and misguided.** The consocial position also
rejects a separationist understanding of church and state issues. It suggests that such a
position is discriminatory, and is not required by the First Amendment. The consocial
position also rejects the liberal position’s understanding of justice as autonomy or self-
determination.

Wolterstorff’s presentation of the consocial position is primarily negative or
critical in character. In those places where he specifically identifies the stance of the
consocial position, the thrust of his discussions are of a critical nature. This dissertation
hopes to offer more than an assessment of the negative or critical elements of the
consocial position. It will attempt to put together a positive construction of the consocial
position. The positive construction is not systematically formulated by Wolterstorff, but
it can be found sprinkled throughout his writings. By bringing together parts of his
thought from a variety of venues a more complete development of the consocial position
can be made.

The positive construction of the consocial position consists of three theses. The
first thesis proposes three restraints on public deliberations: the civility-restraint, the

respect-for-law-restraint and the justice-restraint. It will be shown that none of these

“lbid., 109.
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restraints require a religious-reason restraint. The civility-restraint that Wolterstorff
offers can be supplemented by Wolterstorff’s epistemological discussions, specifically by
what I call innocence epistemology. His innocence epistemology offers a Reidian-like
epistemology with a normative noetic criterion for belief-entitlement. Its contours are
revealed both in his criticism of John Locke’s epistemology, and in the positive
development of it that he marks out.

The second thesis of the consocial position is that the preferred interpretation of
the First Amendment, as it concerns matters of church and state, is that of impartiality.
This position is most fully and positively constructed in his account of the nature of
education and the funding of public schools. Through these discussions, the second
thesis is provided a paradigm for its positive construction.

The third thesis of the consocial position concerns a particular understanding of
justice, namely what I call justice in shalom. His positive account of justice is found in
his discussions on the notion of rights and the evil of violating personhood. Justice in
shalom offers an alternative conception of justice to that of Rawls’s justice as fairness.
The overarching goal of this dissertation is to provide an analysis of Wolterstorff’s
account of the consocial position as an alternative to the liberal position, as exemplified
in Locke and Rawls.

This first chapter introduced the dissertation topic of Nicholas Wolterstorff and
his consocial position. It gave a summary of Wolterstorff’s life and the relevant beliefs
of his Reformed tradition. It revealed his specific views on the nature of God, man,

God’s Word and the world. It commented on the relevant events in Wolterstorff’s life
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that have had considerable impact in shaping his thinking. It provided a brief
justification of the study and an outline of the content of the dissertation.

Chapter Two will provide an exegesis of Wolterstorff’s narrative on epistemology
and liberal political theory. It will outline the thesis and context of Wolterstorff’s
consocial position. It will show that he is an advocate of liberal democracy, but not of
the liberal position or liberal political theory.

Chapter Three will offer an account of Reformed epistemology’s critique of
classically modern foundationalism.* This will be accomplished through a narrative that
recounts Locke’s foundationalist epistemology, and Wolterstorff’s criticisms of it. This
discussion will provide a background, and a basis, for Wolterstorff’s “innocence
epistemology.”

Chapter Four will then turn to a positive account of Wolterstorff’s epistemology.
It will detail Wolterstorff’s normative, situated, negative coherence theory of rationality.
Its central claim is the presupposition of the prima facie justification of one’s beliefs,
which is summed up by the notion of “innocent-until-proven-guilty.” Hence, it is given
the title “innocence epistemology”. Wolterstorff’s innocence epistemology will be
shown to give religious or theistic beliefs prima facie entitlement.

Chapter Five will discuss the attempt of liberal political theory to transform itself
from a comprehensive doctrine to a political conception. John Rawls’s work will be the
focus of this discussion. The development of Rawls’s thought from A Theory of Justice
to Political Liberalism will be outlined, paying specific attention to his proposed

independent source for public deliberation. It will be shown that Wolterstorff

“The phrase “classically modern foundationalism” will be further discussed in
Chapter Three.
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understands Rawls’s proposed independent source to be the consensus populi of a liberal
democracy as determined by political theorists. Wolterstorff has four criticisms of this
proposed source. He criticizes the identified source itself, he argues that the proposed
source is not thick enough to do the job asked of it, he notes the flawed rationale for it,
and he maintains it is inequitable.

Chapter Six will construct Wolterstorff’s alternative to both John Locke’s and
John Rawils’s proposed independent source for public deliberation. It identifies three
theses of the consocial position. The first thesis rejects the search for an independent
source for public deliberation, as offered by liberal political theorists. In place of a
religious-reason restraint, it offers three restraints of it own, as mentioned above. The
second thesis argues for a posture of impartiality on the part of government toward
religion. The third thesis argues for a notion of justice that highlights rights and the evil
of violating persons. This chapter will give a final summarization of the thought of Dr.
Nicholas Wolterstorff as delivered in the findings of the dissertation. Specifically, it will
assess the case made by Wolterstorff, and evaluate the contribution of his thought to the

discussion of religion and the government.



CHAPTER TWO

Liberal Democracy, the Liberal Position and the Consocial Position

Introduction

Politics and religion have been perpetual issues of importance and debate in
liberal democracies. Since the scholarship of John Rawls on topics of political
philosophy, there has been a renewed dialogue and a marked turn in the debates
concerning the exact nature and roles of religion, politics, the State and citizens. In
addition to generating fresh interest in the classical questions of political philosophy,
Rawls has established a framework for deliberation on old and new issues. One such
issue broached by Rawls is that of the epistemological ethic of citizenship. At the heart
of this issue is the question of whether certain reasons or religious convictions ought to
be bracketed in public deliberation. The epistemological ethic of citizenship addresses
such questions as: What exactly is a religious reason or religious conviction? What does
it mean to bracket convictions of this sort? Who ought to bracket religious reasons and
when should they? What would be accomplished if religious reasons or religious
convictions were to be bracketed? Precisely what moral duty is violated when religious
reasons are employed? These are just some of the questions involved in the
epistemological ethic of citizenship.

This chapter will outline the nature and development of the liberal position on the
issue of the epistemological ethic of citizenship in a liberal democracy, and its
ramifications for the public deliberation of citizens. It begins by broadly identifying the

liberal position, and then marking out within it the standpoint I call “public epistemology

25
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liberalism.”! Next, it describes public epistemology liberalism’s basic conception of a
liberal democracy? with its notions of freedom and equality. In order to move the project
along, all that will be attempted is an approximation of what constitutes a liberal
democracy. Then, public epistemology liberalism’s concepts of justice® and stability will
be discussed. It is these two elements of justice and stability within a liberal democracy
that directly affect what, if any, epistemological obligations citizens have in public
deliberation. Proponents of the liberal position utilize the problem of stability to thwart
arguments in favor of religious-reason liberty in public deliberations. As well, they
employ a conception of justice that is best preserved when religious reason or religious
convictions are bracketed in public deliberation. It is from this sort of narrative account
that public epistemology liberalism is able to advance its claim that religious reasons
ought to be bracketed in public deliberation. Finally, this chapter concludes with an
analysis of Nicholas Wolterstorff and his contribution to these issues. Although
Wolterstorff’s consocial position is primarily critical in nature, its introduction here will

provide the framework for the direction of this project.

“Public epistemology liberalism” will be used throughout this project to denote a
specific stance within the liberal position. | discuss this further below.

*The use of the phrase “liberal democracy” throughout includes such notions as
“modern democracies,” “Western democracies’ or other such phrases.

*In “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political Issues,”
Wolterstorff offers a concept broader than justice. He suggests the idea of “the social
good or some element thereof.” He says that Audi’s defense of a morally appropriate
source is broader than mere justice, and hence the idea of “social good.” Such a change
in terminology is not necessitated for this project. As “justice” is a commonly accepted
notion for the argument made here it will continue to be used, where the difference is
significant it will be noted. See Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and
Discussion of Political Issues” (146ff).
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The Liberal Position

The liberal position takes a stance on the issue of the basis upon which decisions
are to be made within a liberal democracy. According to Wolterstorff, the liberal position
has offered two principle obligations that it claims preserves a liberal democracy and
allow it to function correctly. These two obligations identify the basis upon which
decisions are to be made and debates are to be carried out, and to some degree limit
citizens and officials to functioning according to this basis. One obligation is exacted
against the individual and the other against the state.

The first obligation of the liberal position is exacted against individual citizens in
that each person has a moral, not legal, obligation to reason according to a morally
appropriate epistemological ethic. The liberal position argues that there is an
epistemological ethic of citizenship, and it must be an epistemological ethic based upon
justice and that achieves governmental stability. The liberal position’s conception of
justice provides the basis for maintaining that each citizen deliberate in public according
to the morally appropriate epistemological source. This source may be an Enlightenment
universal epistemological source or a Post-Enlightenment independently equitable
epistemological source. The distinction between the two will be developed later.

The second obligation of the liberal position is exacted against the state in that the
state is expected to enforce the principle of neutrality. This principle is often stated under
the banner phrase of “separation of church and state.” According to Wolterstorff, the
liberal position holds to the notion of separation, rather than the notion of impartiality.

The separation principle argues “that government is to do nothing to advance or hinder



28

any religion.”* The impartiality view holds that the state need not separate itself from all
religion, but rather should be impartial towards religion and irreligion.” For Wolterstorff,
who argues from the pluralist perspective, the First Amendment is best understood to
allow impartial support of religion or irreligion. Although the latter issue of church and
state will be discussed in this project, the primary concern of this project is the former
issue of the epistemological obligation upon individual citizens. 1 begin by giving an
account of terminology that will be used hereafter to indicate the stance of the liberal

position on the former issue of obligations exacted against citizens.

Public Epistemology Liberalism

Throughout this dissertation the phrase “public epistemology liberalism” will
apply primarily to the former notion of the liberal position with its epistemological
obligation on individual citizens. It will be advantageous to give in broad terms what is
meant by each element of the phrase “public epistemology liberalism.” The term
liberalism will be discussed first, followed by the term epistemology, and concluding
with the term public. The term “liberalism” is intended to keep this view within its
historically liberal scheme. “Liberalism” conveys the ideal of all families of liberalism,
which is to secure justice. This may be contrasted with a view that seeks the glory of

God or perceived self-interest. Liberalism is distinguished by its commitment to “liberal”

“Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political
Issues,” 76. Elsewhere Wolterstorff calls the separation position the “neutrality”
position. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Neutrality and Impartiality,” in Religion and
Public Education, ed. T. Sizer (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1967).

*Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Neutrality and Impartiality,” Religion and Public
Education, (1967): 5.
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principles and practices, such as limiting the power of the state over the individual, basic
liberties and rights, and equality.

The term “epistemology” is meant to convey that the liberal position places a
moral requirement upon the citizen, which is epistemological in nature. It has reference
to one’s thought processes or rationale.® It should be noted that the term “epistemology”
is used to refer not primarily to the epistemological justification of the morally
appropriate epistemological source according to which reasonable citizens submit their
public deliberations, but rather to the epistemological details of the source itself.” One
final observation is that Wolterstorff argues that there exists a family of positions with
distinct strands of similarity and differences within what is here being called public
epistemology liberalism. Their commonality is a negation of certain epistemological
beliefs or convictions, namely religious beliefs, with regard to public deliberation.® As
noted in the previous chapter, Wolterstorff calls this negation the religious-reason
restraint. Public epistemology liberals do offer positive conceptions of the morally

appropriate epistemological source, but there is not the unanimity regarding its positive

®Although the Rawlsian position is said to be political not epistemological, see
Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 44. By this
Rawls does not mean to say that he is not seeking to establish a public epistemology, but
rather his final justification of that epistemology is not itself epistemological. | will
address this further in a later chapter. Gerald Gaus argues that Rawls, Larmore and other
Politicial Liberals actually do have an epistemology, and that it is vague and contentious.
See Gerald Gaus, Justificatory Liberalism An Essay on Epistemology and Political
Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 4.

"For example Rawls would contend that he does not, and, in fact, ought not to
provide an epistemological justification of the equitable independent source.

*Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political
Issues,” 73.
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criteriological details as there is regarding what should be excluded. Whether positively
or negatively understood, epistemological issues are present.

Finally, the term “public” denotes that the issue at hand is political in nature, and
concerns coercive public laws.® It is a reminder that the quest for an independent source
is inspired by the concern over coercive public laws that involve limiting the freedom or
liberty of others. With this broad understanding of public epistemology liberalism in
place, 1 now turn to distinguishing two broad categories within public epistemology
liberalism.

Public epistemology liberalism encompasses two strands of liberalism. Gerald
Gaus’s Contemporary Theories of Liberalism provides a helpful framework for
understanding these two strands. He separates liberalism into two basic camps:
Enlightenment liberalism and Post-Enlightenment liberalism. Enlightenment liberalism
holds to a “liberalism based on a conception of rational inquiry as transcending mere
local opinion to arrive at the truth.”*® This view generally holds to a perfectionist form of
liberalism in that it seeks to show that humans can arrive at universal moral truths and

espouses certain virtues, dispositions and attitudes.** By contrast, Gaus identifies Post-

°l use the term “public” rather than “political” simply because of its possible
confusion with Rawls’ particular brand of liberalism, namely political liberalism.

“Gaus, Contemporary Theories of Liberalism (London: Sage Publications, 2003),
18.

YSteven Wall defines four aspects of liberal perfectionism. (1) He states that
some ideals of human flourishing (pursuits, ideals, excellences or virtues that comprise a
fully good life) are sound and can be known to be sound, (2) the state is presumptively
justified in favoring these ideals, (3) a sound account of political morality will be
informed by sound ideals of human flourishing, and (4) there is no general moral
principle that forbids the state from favoring sound ideals of human flourishing, as well
as enforcing conceptions of political morality informed by them, when these ideals are
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Enlightenment liberalism as not supposing that there is moral truth that reason uncovers,
even to the degree that “they are uncertain that moral truth can be appealed to in politics
at all.”** Gaus quickly draws back from the absoluteness of such a statement when he
says that Post-Enlightenment liberals do not fully reject the Enlightenment, but rather
they take up many of the challenges to it. In particular, he notes that Post-Enlightenment
liberals are busy at work seeking to find convergence on “public principles securing
freedom.”*®

Gaus then identifies seven strands of Post-Enlightenment liberalism: pluralistic
liberalism, Hobbesian-inspired liberalism, collective reason liberalism, deliberative
democracy liberalism, political democracy liberalism, political liberalism and
justificatory liberalism. These two major categories of Enlightenment and Post-
Enlightenment liberalism, delineate sufficiently the basic strands of liberalism. Public
epistemology liberalism encompasses both Enlightenment and Post-Enlightenment
liberalism.™ In forthcoming chapters, John Locke and John Rawls will serve as

exemplars for Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism and Post-Enlightenment

public epistemology liberalism respectively.*> Before discussing public epistemology

controversial and subject to reasonable disagreement. Stephen Wall, Liberalism,
Perfectionism and Restraint, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 8ff.

“Gaus, Contemporary Theories of Liberalism, 19.

“lbid., 19.

“When the generic phrase “public epistemology liberalism” is used, I intend both
the Enlightenment and Post-Enlightenment strands.

>Gaus seems to include Locke as a Post-Enlightenment liberal in that he says
Post-Enlightenment liberals are “inspired by Locke,” Contemporary Theories of
Liberalism, 19. | agree with Wolterstorff’s assessment of Locke as part of the
Enlightenment tradition, which will be discussed in the next chapter. Where the
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liberalism and its notion of justice and stability, it will be helpful to note the backdrop
that public epistemology liberals have articulated. The backdrop includes a conception of

liberal democracy wherein persons are constituted as free and equal.

A Theory of Political Structure

How one defines one’s terms will control the nature of the discussion. It is
inevitable that a definition will leave out what some consider essential and include what
others consider trivial. In light of this, I will provide definitions that | believe best enable
the project at hand and give reasons behind my choices. One cannot investigate every
disputed notion or concept; choices must be made to move the project along. A
complete analysis of liberal democracy will not be offered here. Instead, I will simply
identify two of its main features that are embraced by public epistemology liberals,
namely freedom and equality.

It is important to distinguish a liberal democracy from the liberal position or
liberal political theory. A liberal democracy is a type of political structure or a particular
view of how a people are governed. The liberal position refers to a particular
conception of the basis upon which decisions ought to be determined, and debates are to
be carried out within a political structure. A liberal democracy, as the name suggests,
involves two central elements: a liberal element and a democratic element. The modern
understanding of each of these elements was helpfully articulated by Immanuel Kant. In
his essay, Perpetual Peace, Kant stated that “the fundamental principle of moral politics

is citizens’ subscription to freedom and equality as the sole constituents of its concept of

distinction among these strands of liberalism is pertinent to Wolterstorff’s interaction
with them, it will be noted.
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right.”” What Kant identified as the basic elements of his concept of right have become
the fundamental features that constitute a liberal democracy in the modern era. Robert
Audi, in Religious Reason and Secular Commitment, arrives at such an understanding of
liberal democracy when he says that a “liberal democracy is properly so called because of
its two fundamental commitments: to the freedom of citizens and to their basic political
equality, symbolized above all in the practice of according one person one vote.”*’
Broadly, the ideas of freedom and equality correspond to the labels “liberal” and
“democracy.” Delineating the exact relation of democratic practice and liberal principles
is no small task, but it is necessary to at least offer some conception of it in order to
further the discussion.™® The democratic element will be discussed first, followed, by the
liberal element.

In the modern era the term democracy has been associated with the notion of
equality. The equality being sought is that of political equality. As noted above by
Audi, it is most often embodied in the Western democratic notion of according “one
person, one vote.” The idea of “one person, one vote” opens the dialogue as to what such
a notion entails; whether it is feasible, whether it exists in degrees, whether it leads to
tyranny of the majority, or other similar questions. In its purest form a democracy would

consist of one person, one vote, on every political decision with a majority vote

prevailing. Such a form of government suffers from two major defects: its impractical

*Immanuel Kant, Perpetual Peace and Other Essays, trans. Ted Humphrey
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1983.), 133.

Robert Audi, Religious Reason and Secular Commitment (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000.), 4.

My aim is not to discuss the justification of liberal democracy itself. For now, |
simply take modern liberal democracies as a starting point.
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nature in the politics of modern governments, and the threat of a tyranny of the
majority. Each of these defects is addressed in modern democracies.

The first defect is attended to primarily by practical solutions, and the second
defect seeks its solution in the “liberal” aspect of a liberal democracy.”® With regard to
the first defect of the impracticality of a pure democracy, modern democracies have
responded primarily with pragmatic solutions. For example, theories of representative
government have been implemented to solve the practical and logistical problems of
according one person, one vote on every political decision. Modern notions of
democracy carry with them the idea of practical solutions to the democratic ideal of one
person, one vote. Frank Cunningham in his book, Theories of Democracy, provides such
a modern and practical understanding of democracy when he defines a democracy as “the
exercise of political power where policies and the agents charged with implementing
them are directly or indirectly determined by popular voting.”** According to this
definition political power is determined by representatives who are chosen by popular

voting either directly or indirectly. Such practical solutions to the first defect of a

YThis is closely related to the problem of “the enfeeblement of the political.” See
Jonathan Wolff, John Rawls: Liberal Democracy Restated,” 118-123.

“The tradition of observing the potential evils of a pure democracy trace back to
at least ancient Greece. Avristotle, for example, argues that democracy is the worst form
of government. It should also be noted that issues concerning what constitutes a person
often involve a theoretical solution. Assuming a person can be defined correctly, it is
primarily to practical solutions on how to count the vote of each person that becomes the
pertinent issue.

?’Frank Cunningham, Theories of Democracy, 15. It should also be noted that the
ideal of “one person, one vote” is not absolute. For example, in the American system of
government the political office of Senator does not perfectly reflect the “one person, one
vote principle.” This democratic ideal of equality may exist in degrees, which is an
observation that Wolterstorff makes.
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democracy do not significantly affect the present discussion, but they are helpful in that
they provide a contrast to the nature of the solutions suggested for the second defect of
the threat of a tyranny of majority in a democracy.

The threat of a tyranny of majority against individuals or minorities has been
addressed with practical, as well as theoretical, solutions. Practical solutions include
adopting procedures to protect individuals and minorities, such as that of checks and
balances within a government. Underlying such procedures are theoretical defenses of
the need for these procedures. In addition to procedural checks, checks that are more
substantive in nature have been offered, such as the right to free speech or the right to
assembly or the right to a trial before one’s peers. In the modern era, one of the
prevailing theoretical solutions to the problem of tyranny of majority in a democracy has
been Kant’s second element of freedom.

Freedom, broadly speaking, refers to the primacy of protecting individual rights.
If “democracy” denotes the political equality of every citizen, then “liberal” denotes the
freedom of each citizen based on theoretical justifications of the limits to rule by the
majority over individuals and the minority. The theoretical justification for individual
freedom can take a variety of forms. J. G. Merquior observes that the English thinkers
Locke, Bentham and Mill saw liberalism as freedom from coercion; French thinkers, such
as Rousseau and Montesquieu, stressed liberalism as freedom of self-rule; and German
thinkers, such as Humboldt, Kant and Hegel, identified freedom with the notion of self-
realization.?? Though the liberal element of a liberal democracy takes various forms, all

share a commitment to prioritizing individual freedoms. The commitment to individual

). G. Merquior, Liberalism: Old and New (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991).
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freedom has primarily taken the form of placing restrictions or limitations on the
government. It is to this notion of the priority of individual freedom, and the limits
placed on government that the label “liberal” applies.”® Regarding the present discussion
of public epistemology liberalism, in addition to the limits on government, it suggests an

epistemological limit be placed on all citizens of the liberal democratic regime.

Liberal Democracy

A liberal democracy according to public epistemology liberalism is a form of
government wherein the freedom and equality of each individual is prioritized and
preserved. Equality is preserved, in its most basic form, through the political protection
of according each person one vote, whether directly or indirectly. This protection grants
all normal, sane adults equal voice within a consistent scheme of voting. The freedom of
the individual is protected from a tyranny of the majority through procedural policy and
through substantive protections. The protection of freedom is often conserved under such
notions as “equal protection under law.”

Robert Audi offers a spectrum of two types of liberal democracies. At the

extreme ends are constitutional democracies and pure proceduralist democracies.? In the

#Galston states that we do not always think carefully about the phrase liberal
democracy. He helpfully suggests that the noun, democracy, “points to a particular
structure of politics in which decisions are made, directly or indirectly, by the people as a
whole, and more broadly, to an understanding of politics in which all legitimate power
flows form the people.” (1) He suggests that the adjective, liberal, “points to a particular
understanding of the scope of politics, in which the domain of legitimate political
decision-making is seen as inherently limited.” (1). William Galston, The Practice of
Liberal Pluralism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).

*Robert Audi, Religious Commitment and Secular Reason, 7. Audi calls the
extremes “pure proceduralism” and “unalterable constitutionalism.”
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former, liberal principles are expressed and set forth in unalterable character in the
constitution. In the latter only procedures are set forth. It is assumed that the procedures,
at least as originally set forth, are such that they most likely will preserve liberal values.
The objective of both extremes is to preserve the right of citizens to live as they see fit,
and grant equal voice to all. Rawls summarizes the idea of a liberal democracy when he
says that its overarching fundamental intuitive idea is “that of society as a fair system of
cooperation between free and equal persons.”® Though such a definition leaves much to
be exacted and allows for variety as to what exactly constitutes a liberal democracy, it
does provide a minimally sufficient account to proceed in that it highlights the main
elements of freedom and equality.

Before taking up freedom and equality as the working capital of public
epistemology liberalism’s notion of justice, it is essential to first discuss public
epistemology liberalism’s beliefs about other immutable features of modern liberal
democracies. Sketching a particular conception of persons as free and equal, and
delineating immutable attributes of liberal democracy, are together, form a crucial
backdrop to a proper understanding of public epistemology liberalism’s conception of
stability and justice.

John Rawls’s assessment of political theory, and liberal democracy, provides a
workable setting for the discussion of public epistemology liberalism. His assessment of
the immutable features of liberal democracies is accepted as an accurate analysis by
public epistemology liberals. Prior to turning to this analysis, a few words about Rawls

are appropriate. It can be argued that the seeds of public epistemology liberalism began

»Rawls, “Political not Metaphysical,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 14, (1985):
231.
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with earlier thinkers,? but I turn to John Rawls for a workable background because his
model gives a fuller and more robust explication of a framework for discussion. Through
Rawls, a basic conception of the present condition of liberal democracies can be outlined.
Though the later Rawls positions himself in a form of Post-Enlightenment liberalism,
specifically political liberalism, his assessment of the current political situation has been
constant, and is appropriated by both Enlightenment and Post-Enlightenment public
epistemology liberalism.?’

One of Rawls’s concerns is with what sorts of reasons or rationale citizens of a
liberal democracy are morally obligated to employ or refrain from employing in public
deliberation, and why such an obligation is needed in a liberal democracy. He informs
his readers that the aim of Political Liberalism is to “uncover the conditions of the
possibility of a reasonable public basis of justification on fundamental political
questions.”® Rawls is here asking what the necessary political preconditions would be
for a reasonable public basis of justification in liberal democracies. It is not necessary at
this stage to inquire into the success of this project, but rather only to focus the attention
on what Rawls understands by a reasonable public basis of justification and, more
importantly, why it is necessary in a liberal democracy.

To understand Rawls’s desire to uncover the conditions of the possibility of a

reasonable public basis of justification in modern liberal democracies on fundamental

»Wolterstorff makes an argument for John Locke being the first.

“\Where Enlightenment and Post-Enlightenment liberalism substantially differ
from the Rawlsian political liberalism analysis, it will be noted.

ZRawls, Political Liberalism, xxi.
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political questions, we must turn to his discussion of modern liberal democracies
themselves, and his quest for stability and justice within them; a quest that is common to
public epistemology liberals. Rawils is not offering a universal justification of his
particular version of public epistemology liberalism, but rather a political justification.
This is to say that Rawls’s transcendental approach is a quest to uncover the
preconditions of a public epistemology specifically for Western democratic societies or
liberal democracies. Although his solution does have its unique elements, his evaluation
of the present political condition of modern liberal democracies is employed by public
epistemology liberals, and to this evaluation I now turn.

Rawls’s guiding question is, “how is it possible that there may exist over time a
stable and just society of free and equal citizens profoundly divided by reasonable
religious, philosophical and moral doctrines?”* Rawls’s answer to this question begins
with his elucidating five immutable attributes of modern liberal democratic societies that
bring about this problem. In his article, “The Domain of the Political and Overlapping
Consensus,”* Rawls offers five facts of modern democracies.® First, the existence of a
diversity of comprehensive doctrines or comprehensive perspectives is seen as an
immutable condition of liberal democracy. In Political Liberalism Rawls is more
specific when he says, “modern democratic society is characterized not simply by a

pluralism of comprehensive religious, philosophical and moral doctrines, but by a

21bid., xxvii.

%Rawils, Collected Papers, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1999), 473-496.

$'Rawls uses the phrase “modern democracies” which is functionally equivalent to
my use of liberal democracies.
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pluralism of incompatible yet reasonable comprehensive doctrines.”* For Rawls,
comprehensive doctrines are those doctrines or worldviews that make a claim to speak to
all areas of life. Rawls says that what differentiates his political doctrine from a
comprehensive doctrine is a “matter of scope.”®

Second, only the coercive use of state power can maintain a continuing common
affirmation of one comprehensive doctrine. Third, to maintain trans-generational
stability, a democratic regime must have the willing and free support of a substantial
majority of its politically active citizens. Fourth, “the political culture of a reasonably
stable democratic society normally contains, at least implicitly, certain fundamental
intuitive ideas from which it is possible to work up a political conception of justice
suitable for a constitutional regime.”* Lastly, citizens make many of their “most
important judgments subject to conditions which render it extremely unlikely that
conscientious and fully reasonable persons, even after free discussion, can exercise their
powers of reason so that all arrive at the same conclusion.”*®

In summary, Rawls’s assessment of modern democracies argues that they contain
within them a plurality of conflicting reasonable comprehensive doctrines; each of which
can be reasonably held and can only be sustained or privileged by the use of coercive
state power. Trans-generational stability can be achieved by persuasion, rather than

coercion, in such democracies because within these modern democracies there exists

certain fundamental intuitive ideas that make it possible to work up a political conception

2Rawls, Political Liberalism, xviii, xxvii, Xxxxix, 4.
®1bid., 175.
*1bid., 38, n.41.

*®1bid., xxx.
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of justice that can be supported by a willing majority. Enlightenment and Post-
Enlightenment public epistemology liberals would substantively agree with Rawls’s
assessment of the present liberal democratic situation. Enlightenment public
epistemology liberals would differ with Rawls as to point number four above. In
contrast to working up a political conception of justice, Enlightenment public
epistemology liberals would argue that reason can bring about a consensus, and the
conception of justice can be epistemologically justified.

Rawls’s approach, which is shared by public epistemology liberals, is to ask, and
attempt to answer, what is the greatest need of such liberal democratic societies as
described above. In light of these “facts” of modern liberal democratic societies Rawls’s
answers entails explicating the nature of justice and stability. A brief discussion of the
notion of stability will be given, before the more critical issue of justice is addressed.

Both justice and stability are essential elements of a well-ordered society in
modern liberal democracies. Public epistemology liberals seek to achieve just societies
that are also stable. Overcoming the five facts of modern democracies is the path to
realizing such a stable and just society. As the issue of stability is not as critical to this
discussion, and as its role is not as clearly and meticulously developed as is Rawls’s
notion of justice, only brief comment will be given here on his conception of it. Rawls
often mentions the notion of stability, in very broad terms, to simply indicate the idea of

winning enough support.®® He adds slightly to this idea when he defines stability as the

*1bid., 39, 390, 392.
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free and willing support of “at least a substantial majority of its politically active
citizens.”¥’

Rawls has identified a two-fold goal of modern liberal democracies: the
implementation of justice and the achievement of stability.*® His use of the concept of
stability throughout his writings is always the latter stage of a two-stage analysis. In
Political Liberalism, Rawls notes that in A Theory of Justice he argued for the well-
ordered society of justice as fairness, and then proceeded to ask if such a society could
also be stable.*® This two-stage analysis has been the framework of both early and later
Rawls, but whereas the early Rawls offered a comprehensive conception of justice, the
later Rawls offers a political conception. The later Rawls suggests the earlier Rawls to
have failed in providing a conception of justice that would result in stability, or gain a
free and willing sufficient support of politically active citizens. So, for the later Rawls it
is not until the principles of justice are articulated, that he then asks whether a modern
democratic society based on such a notion of justice can gain the necessary support.** It
would appear that stability, then, really has no justificatory role in arguments for
bracketing religious reasons in public deliberation. Yet, this does not hinder Rawls from

using his conception of stability as an argument for religious-reason restraint in public

deliberation.

¥1bid., 38.
®1bid., xx, 140.
®1bid., xlii, 65.

“Ibid., 65.
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What is important for Rawls is not only what might achieve stability, but also
what prevents it. Rawls suggests the root cause of instability is the clash of unreasonable
comprehensive doctrines. Rawls fortifies his view of instability with a recounting of the
wars of religion. He fears that comprehensive doctrines, especially religious ones, result
in political instability, because they contain within them no ground for toleration.
Regarding the religious comprehensive doctrines of the 16" and 17" century he asks: for
such religious comprehensive doctrines, “what can conceivably be the basis of religious
toleration?”*! He goes on to note that for many there was no basis for toleration, “for it
meant the acquiescence in heresy about first things, and the calamity of religious
disunity. Even the earlier proponents of toleration saw the division of Christendom as a
disaster, though a disaster that had to be accepted in view of the alternative of unending
religious civil war.”*

This maneuver of recounting history as endless religious strife and sectarian
conflict is not unique to John Rawls. Charles Larmore suggests that the only alternative
to liberalism is “sectarian warfare.”** Robert Audi, likewise, maintains that holy causes

and “the clash of gods” bring about a state of irreconcilable politics, and that secular

ideas, even firmly held, may still produce harmony.* Audi argues that religious

“1bid., XXvi.
“|bid.

“Charles Larmore, “Political Liberalism” Political Theory 18 (1990): 357.

“Robert Audi, "The Separation of Church and State and the Obligations of
Citizenship," Philosophy and Public Affairs 18 (1989): 296.
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disagreements polarize, but secular disagreements have less of a tendency toward this.*
Rawls’s historical reconstruction is that the tolerationist view was at first merely a modus
vivendi, but now through political liberalism it transforms into a reasonable position,
which he believes can provide stability as he defines it.*®

Public epistemology liberals agree that religious conceptions of justice are unable
to garner enough support to achieve stability in modern democracies. This is to say, that
the conception of justice offered by religious epistemology is incapable of providing the
basis for social cooperation in a liberal democracy. Public epistemology liberals argue
that not only have religious epistemologies failed to achieve stability in practice within
liberal democracies, but religious epistemology suffers from other defects that make it
unsuitable as the basis for public deliberation. Articulating these defects constitute the
basis for public epistemology liberalism’s claim that religious reasons should be
bracketed in public deliberation. Public epistemology liberalism arrives at these defects
primarily from its proffered morally appropriate epistemological source. Public
epistemology liberalism grounds its morally appropriate epistemological source in its
conception of justice, the topic that will now be taken up.

It is important to note that what public epistemology liberals are arguing for is
greater restrictions, not greater freedom, for citizens in a liberal democracy. On its face,
such a claim would appear to contravene the notion of citizens as free and equal, yet it is

from just this starting point that public epistemology liberals make their case. They argue

“Robert Audi, “Liberal Demoocracy and the Place of Religion in Politics,” in
Religion in the Public Square, ed. Robert Audi and Nicholas Wolterstorff (Landham,
MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 1997), 7.

“The major aid which his notion of stability brings to his theory is that it is a
reminder that the conception of justice cannot be comprehensive.
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that because citizens are free and equal, a restriction on the freedom of religious
conviction must be developed. Entrance into the liberal democracy patterned after public
epistemology liberalism requires the religious person to pay an epistemological tax and a
limit on its freedom. Such a scenario places the onus on public epistemology liberalism
to justify its view of justice, and its corresponding morally appropriate epistemological
source.

There is no shortage of conceptions of justice that call for the bracketing of
religious reasons in public deliberations. These conceptions of justice utilize notions
such as autonomy, freedom, equality, respect, human flourishing, self-realization, the
superiority of liberal values, the priority of the individual, and high and low standards of
free expression in a liberal democracy. These are reflective of the nuances of
argumentation various defenders of public epistemology liberalism employ, yet it is
possible to articulate a general idea of the thrust of all these. The concept that most
idealizes the public epistemology liberal’s concern is that of respect.

The argument from respect concerns the priority of persuasion over coercion
among rational persons. Public epistemology liberalism arrives at its argument from
respect, because of its operating presuppositions. It begins its work with the assumption
of citizens as free and equal. Whether this is justified on universal grounds or simply as a
given among modern liberal democracies, the presupposition is the same. Coercion or
use of force against citizens who are, or at least consider themselves, free and equal, is a
violation of their self conception in that free and equal persons have an interest in living
in such a way as they could approve on the basis of their own reason. To coerce such an

individual in terms they would not sanction is to lack respect for them.
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According to public epistemology liberals, it is not necessary to actually convince
every citizen of one’s favored coercive laws, but rather to merely justify them in such a
way that all persons who are free and equal could sanction them. To merely supplant
another rational person’s judgment about ethical considerations with one’s own non-
universal or non-public judgment is considered an act of subjugation.”” The project of
public epistemology liberalism is articulating the exact nature of arguments that do not
supplant nor subjugate a citizen’s view of himself as free and equal. The proposed
solution is a source or standard for justice that upholds respect. In this way, public
epistemology liberals set themselves to the task of articulating a justice-as-respect
conception of justice

Every conception of justice must answer, what is to be the basis upon which
justice is determined? Wolterstorff asks, “And what is the appropriate source of the
factual and moral convictions on the basis of which determinations of justice are to be
made? That, for the person who embraces the liberal position, is the central question.”*®
For public epistemology liberalism, justice requires a source that shows respect to all
citizens as free and equal. It requires an equitable independent epistemological source to
guide public deliberation on coercive laws.

The goal of providing a just standard for public epistemology may be pursued

from an Enlightenment comprehensive liberal perspective or a Post-Enlightenment

political liberal perspective. For example, Enlightenment liberals generally argue for a

“The idea of subjugation is borrowed from Jeffrey Reiman, Justice and Modern
Moral Philosophy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990).

““Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political
Issues,” 73.
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distinctively liberal comprehensive conception of justice-as-respect, whereas a Post-
Enlightenment liberal, such as Rawls, hopes to provide a module, not based on a
comprehensive doctrine, which will fit within competing reasonable doctrines. On both
approaches the goal is an epistemology that secures justice-as-respect. Whether the
source for justice is John Rawls’s notion of “public reason,” Robert Audi’s “secular
rationale,” Gaus’ “public justification,” or Locke’s “entitled beliefs of maximal
concernment,” epistemological issues are inescapable. Public epistemology liberalism
works to justify or discover an epistemological criterion for discerning morally
appropriate reasoning that honors justice-as-respect in public deliberations.

Public epistemology liberalism begins its work within existing liberal
democracies, as described above, and offers a conception of justice-as-respect that it
believes will gain sufficient enough support among politically active citizens, who view
themselves as free and equal. A key ingredient of public epistemology liberalism’s
conception of justice-as-respect is the epistemological ramifications. Public
epistemology liberalism suggests that justice requires an epistemological restraint of
sorts. The notion of freedom and equality has generally been accompanied by the notion
of restraint in some form or another, but what is unique to public epistemology liberalism
is that the restraint is directed toward citizens, not government, and this restraint, though
epistemological in character, ultimately pertains to one’s speech. Public epistemology
liberals have set themselves to the task of articulating the exact nature of this
epistemological restraint. The uniform conclusion among public epistemology liberals is

that justice-as-respect within a liberal democracy requires a religious-reason restraint.



48

I have reduced the justificatory arguments for justice-as-respect to two for the
sake of progress. Each type of argument parallel’s each of the two major approaches to
liberalism, namely the Enlightenment view and Post-Enlightenment view. The first type
of argument is reflective of the Enlightenment view, which contends that religious
reasons fail to achieve universal epistemological muster. The second type of argument is
reflective of the Post-Enlightenment view, which contends that religious reasons fail to
achieve liberal democratic public epistemological muster.

I will briefly introduce both types of justification here and will discuss
Wolterstorff’s interaction with each in subsequent chapters, working towards articulating
the positive conception of Wolterstorff’s consocial position. First, Enlightenment public
epistemology liberalism argues for restraint on religious reasons because they fail to
satisfy the demands of universal epistemological muster or universal reason.
Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism attempts to offer a conception of
epistemology that is universal or common to all normal, rational humans. Gaus notes
three elements of this Enlightenment conception of universal reason: “1.) the truth is the
same for everyone, 2.) reason is a shared capacity of all human beings, and 3.) the norms
of good reasoning are universal.”*® Because of these truths, it was, and is, believed that
rational humans can come to a consensus on truth or universal reason. If a citizen
satisfies this universal epistemological standard, then that citizen will be showing respect
to others citizens as free and equal in that the universal epistemological standard is that
which is universal or common to every person, and as such is an equitable or just

epistemological source.

“Gaus, Contemporary Theories of Liberalism, 3.



49

The argument for a universal epistemology was notably articulated by John Locke
in the form of a foundationalist conception of reason.”® Locke argued for a conception of
universal entitled beliefs on issues of maximal concernment, of which political issues are
a species. His universal epistemology allowed for only the broadest and vaguest of
religious beliefs. His logic entails that since most religious arguments cannot satisfy the
requirements of this universal epistemology, they ought not to be the basis for public
deliberation. It can never be appropriate to use an argument for public policy that fails to
satisfy this minimal universal epistemology on issues of maximal concernment.

Second, Post-Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism differs in that it
argues not for a universal epistemology, but rather for a specifically liberal democratic
public epistemology. Rawls is a notable exponent of the Post-Enlightenment perspective
of a liberal democratic public epistemology. His Post-Enlightenment notions are seen in
his three indicators of what constitute public reason. He says “it is the reason of the
public; its subject is the good of the public and matters of fundamental justice; and its
nature and content is public, being given by the ideals and principles expressed by
society’s conception of political justice, and conducted open to view on that basis.”**

The italicized phrase, though stated generically, refers to a society which is liberal

democratic in nature. Hence, for Rawls, the liberal democratic public epistemology

*The next chapter will discuss Wolterstorff’s argument that John Locke is
concerned only with entitled beliefs of maximal concernment, not a general theory of
belief entitlement. My point is still valid in that Locke is seeking a universal entitled
belief of maximal concernment. It is not universal in the sense that it pertains to every
epistemological issue. Rather it is universal in that it deals universally with all beliefs
that are determined to be of maximal concernment, of which public deliberation is a
species.

*IRawls, Political Liberalism, 213.
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upholds justice-as-respect in that it is worked up from the ideals and principles of the
liberal democratic regime, the main ideal being that persons are free and equal.*?

In addition, this italicized phrase speaks concretely to Post-Enlightenment public
epistemology liberalism in that Rawls is attempting to avoid discussions of universal
truth, morality or science. Rawls’s conception of public reason is to be contrasted with
what he calls comprehensive doctrines. Liberal democratic public reason is specific and
non-comprehensive. That is to say, it does not cover a wide range of subjects, and does
not include conceptions of what is of value in human life, ideals of personal virtue and
other such beliefs that might inform non-political conduct.’®

In summary, public epistemology liberalism argues for a conception of liberal
democracy wherein its main ideal is that of persons as free and equal. After delineating
the immutable attributes of liberal democracies, they form a conception of justice-as-
respect, which they believe will help guarantee the maintenance of persons as free and
equal, and garner enough support for stabilization. Because citizens are free and equal,
and have an interest in living in a manner they can endorse on their own reason, justice-
as-respect in liberal democracies, whether grounded in a universal or in a liberal
democratic public manner, requires epistemological respect among citizens. Only if this
morally appropriate epistemological source is articulated will a citizen be able to know
whether or not they are showing respect to the reasoning abilities of other free and equal
citizens. The idea of freedom and equality require not only that coercive laws actually

respect persons as free and equal, but also be arrived at through a process of reasoning

*2Rawls’s explication of this will be discussed in Chapter Five.

*Rawls, Collected Papers, 424, n.4.
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that also respects persons as free and equal. This chapter will conclude by remarking on
Wolterstorff’s interaction with public epistemology liberalism, and his place in this
debate.
Wolterstorff on the Liberal Position
Wolterstorff’s contributions to the present dialogue are unique and worth
consideration in that he brings an overtly religious perspective. In particular, his is a
Christian comprehensive perspective.>* His criticisms of a public epistemological ethic
are insightful, and provide the groundwork for his consocial position. Although
Wolterstorff is a critic of public epistemology liberalism, he is a supporter of liberal
democracy. It is necessary to outline Wolterstorff’s conception of a liberal democracy,
and his defense of it because it is so closely entwined with his consocial position. | will
locate Wolterstorff’s place in this debate by first noting Wolterstorff’s stance regarding
liberal democracy, and then turn to his alternative to public epistemology liberalism,
namely his consocial position.
Wolterstorff contends that it is possible to separate liberal polity from the liberal

position or liberal political theory.® Wolterstorff understands a liberal polity to be that,

“in which there is a constitutional-legal framework which guarantees to all its sane

adult citizens due process of law along with the so-called “civil liberties,” foremost

among those liberties being these: freedom of conscience, freedom of religious

practice, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, freedom from search and seizure

without warrant, freedom from cruel and unusual punishment, and freedom from
intrusions into one’s private life. Each of these freedoms is a blend of freedom from

>Wolterstorff, “Do Christians Have Good Reason for Supporting Liberal
Democracy?” The Modern Schoolman Vol. 78, nos. 2 and 3 (January/March 2001): 231-
232.

*lbid., 229. Wolterstorff says it is important to recognize “that one can support
liberal democracy without being a liberal theorist” (229).
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actions of certain sorts by the state, and freedom guaranteed by the state from
actions of certain sorts by one’s fellow citizens.”*°

This definition focuses on the “liberal” element delineated above. In Religion in the
Public Square, Wolterstorff defines a liberal democracy as “that mode of governance that
grants to all people within the territory of its governance equal protection under law, that
grants to its citizens equal freedom in law to live out their lives as they see fit, and that
requires of the state that it be neutral as among all the religions and comprehensive
perspectives represented in society.”>” He summarizes this definition under the three
concepts of equal protection, equal freedom and neutrality. Again, these three concepts
correspond to the “liberal” element of freedom delineated above.

After citing these three concepts, Wolterstorff then notes one other immensely
important addition, namely the concept of equal voice in governance. He says “the
governance of society is ultimately vested in the normal law-abiding adult citizens of
society, and at the point of ultimate vesting, each such citizen has equal voice. Normally
this voice is exercised by voting for office bearers and for option in referenda.”®® This
immensely important addition corresponds to the democratic element of equality
delineated above. Wolterstorff understands a liberal democracy to involve both a liberal
and a democratic element. It should be noted that in addition to specifying the “civil
liberties” and “equal voice” of a liberal democracy, Wolterstorff contends that these

liberties are not absolute, and each liberal democracy varies as to which liberties are

*lbid., 232.

>Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political
Issues,” 70.

*1bid.
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enshrined and to what extent. In this way there is no fully liberal democratic polity, but
rather liberal democratic polities of varying degrees.™

Wolterstorff argues that there are non-liberal reasons for the support of such
liberal democracies. He offers one such argument from the Christian perspective. In his
article, “Do Christians Have Good Reasons for Supporting Liberal Democracy,” he asks
if Christian thought as a whole supports a liberal polity.® The course of justification that
Wolterstorff takes for Christian support of liberal polity is not a universal justification,
but rather a situational justification. He asks, “whether Christian thought provides good
reasons for people in our sort of situation to support liberal polity.”®* He begins by
taking a line from Rawls, namely, Wolterstorff acknowledges the seemingly permanent
condition of philosophical and religious diversity; the diversity of comprehensive
doctrines of God and the good that exist in our modern liberal democracy. From this
groundwork Wolterstorff works up what he thinks are good reasons for Christians living
in a religiously plural polity to not only not be skeptical of liberal democracy, but also to
refrain from seeking to subvert it.

Wolterstorff contends that those from a Christian perspective have not historically
argued for liberal democracy as optimal but, rather, have supported it for the pragmatic
reason that a liberal democracy is the least bad among options.®* In addition, he observes

that the Christian perspective argues for a non-liberal democracy because it has

¥lbid. See also Wolterstorff, “Do Christians Have Good Reason for Supporting
Liberal Democracy?” 232, 233.

1hid., 230.
®bid., 230. ltalics are Wolterstorff’s.

*®lbid., 241.
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historically held to three political ideals. The first is that there is only one conception of
the good, and that it usually entails the idea of a life of virtue and the love of God. This
highest good is held by the Christian perspective in contrast to the highest good of
securing for people the right to choose their own view of God and the good. The second
is that coercion can, and often does, produce good results. Wolterstorff mentions the
example of parents who force a child to learn the piano, which though coerced produces
good results. The third is that political liberty is merely of moderate worth. Wolterstorff
contends that these pre-modern Christian presuppositions will inevitably lead one to
conclude that a liberal democratic polity is an impoverished arrangement. Preferable to it
is a conception of polity that cultivates virtue and love of God.

Wolterstorff mentions one other argument for Christian support of liberal
democracy. It is an argument that appeals to the Christian conviction of justice. He says
that “the Christian will insist that the state accord and secure freedom for him to hold and
live out his particular convictions about God and the good; it would be unjust were the

state not to accord and secure the counterpart freedom to others.”®®

Wolterstorff goes on
to note that the pre-modern Christian response to such an argument would be that the
highest good is not the excellence of freedom itself, but rather the excellence of living out
the Christian conception of God and the good. With this last attempt Wolterstorff
summarizes that all efforts at arguing in favor of a liberal democracy from Christian
convictions about goods have failed. He insists that the Christian must look elsewhere

than to arguments from goods if he is to ever find that a liberal democracy is more than

merely a pragmatic option.

®1bid., 242. ltalics mine.
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The alternative approach, which he adopts as a working paradigm, is to focus on
evils to be avoided. It is in this argument that Wolterstorff offers particulars of his
consocial position as a distinct alternative to public epistemology liberalism. Though
Wolterstorff is favorable to liberal democracy, he does not hold to justice-as-respect.
Instead, he offers a notion of justice-as-avoidance-of-evil-against-other-persons.
Wolterstorff argues that not only does an epistemological source for public deliberation,
which restrains religious reasons, violate the notion of respect, but it also violates justice-
as-avoidance-of-evil-against-other-persons. So Wolterstorff’s critique of public
epistemology liberalism is both internal and external.

The assertion here is that Wolterstorff replaces the public epistemology liberal’s
notion of respect for persons with the notion of avoiding the violation of persons, and
further, he holds that this latter notion does not entail any epistemological obligations in
public deliberation for citizens of liberal democracy. He accomplishes this in two ways.
First, he dissects and criticizes Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism’s case for a
universal epistemology that requires the bracketing of religious reasons. He offers in
place of a foundationalist universal epistemology, a negative coherence model. This
negative coherence model argues for the justification or legitimacy of religious reasons.
If religious reasons meet this universal epistemological criterion of negative coherence,
then it can be shown that one can argue from religious reasons in public deliberation, and
simultaneously show respect to others as free and equal.

Secondly, Wolterstorff argues against Post-Enlightenment public epistemology
liberalism’s case for a liberal democratic public epistemology. In place of its liberal

democratic notion of respect, he offers his liberal democratic notion of avoidance of evil



against others. These criticisms and their corresponding alternatives constitute major
elements of Wolterstorff’s consocial position. In the next two chapters, the Lockean
argument for a universal foundationalist epistemology, and Wolterstorff’s criticism and

alternative to it will be developed.
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CHAPTER THREE

Enlightenment Public Epistemology Liberalism: John Locke

Introduction

Wolterstorff notes that the liberal position entails two types of obligation in a
liberal democracy. One obligation is upon the government and the other is upon
individual citizens. According to the former obligation the government is to remain
neutral regarding religion. The latter obligation requires that individual citizens of a
liberal democracy are to deliberate according to a morally appropriate epistemological
source. Public epistemology liberalism speaks to this obligation upon citizens. It
maintains that there is an appropriate, moral not legal, epistemological ethic that is based
on a conception of justice. Such a view falls under what Alvin Plantinga calls epistemic
deontologism. Wolterstorff asks, “And what is the appropriate source of the factual and
moral convictions on the basis of which determinations of justice are to be made? That,

for the person who embraces the liberal position, is the central question.”*

The morally
appropriate epistemological source has been delineated through the articulation of two
basic sources: An Enlightenment universal epistemological source and a Post-
Enlightenment independently equitable epistemological source.

In this chapter, the Enlightenment universal epistemological source will be

examined under three headings. First, it offers a brief analysis of the epistemological

landscape. This will work toward setting forth the basic epistemological framework of

Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of
Political Issues,” in Religion in the Public Square, ed. Robert Audi and Nicholas
Wolterstorff (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 1997), 73.
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Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism, which is a form of foundationalism.
Second, it develops the conception of foundationalism, along with its evidentialism, as
articulated by John Locke. Wolterstorff notes that “to describe a position as
“foundationalist” without further explanation is to plunge into a swamp of verbal
vagueness.”! He says the “range of positions called “foundationalism’ has been
expanding by leaps and bounds in recent years, so much so that the expansion is well on
the way to the point where the shared property will be little more than being an
epistemological position of which the speaker disapproves.”? For this reason
Wolterstorff focuses his efforts on a particular conception of foundationalism, namely
that of John Locke. This second section will comprise a running narrative of Locke’s
classically modern foundationalism® as understood by Wolterstorff. Lastly,
Wolterstorff’s critical evaluation of Locke will be given.

Locke is chosen as the exemplar for two reasons. The first is because of
Wolterstorff’s thorough interaction with the thought of Locke, and the second reason is

because Wolterstorff identifies Locke as “the most influential of the traditional version.”*

'Nicholas Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 187.

?Ibid.

*Wolterstorff uses the phrase “classically modern foundationalism,” John Locke
and Ethics of Belief (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), X. | choose the
description “classically modern foundationalism” because Wolterstorff himself has used
it and because it is a conjunction of Plantinga’s designation of “modern foundationalism”
and Wolterstorff’s most common designation of “classical foundationalism.” See Faith
and Rationality (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 1-15, for further
discussion.

‘Wolterstorff, “The Role of Religion in Decision and Discussion of Political
Issues,” 81.
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What Wolterstorff calls the “traditional version” corresponds to my “Enlightenment
public epistemology liberalism,” and what he calls the “contemporary version”
corresponds to my “Post-enlightenment public epistemology liberalism.” Throughout
this chapter | will use the term “Enlightenment” to mean Wolterstorff’s “traditional
version.” The term “Enlightenment” is appropriate in that even Wolterstorff makes a
connection between Locke and Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism when he
identifies Locke as “proto-Enlightenment.”® In a sense, Wolterstorff chooses Locke and
Rawls not merely because they are the most influential, but his narration of their thought
provides justificatory aid to his consocial position.® Third, this chapter concludes with
observations on Wolterstorff’s critique of the Enlightenment epistemological model.
This analysis will provide a support and context for his alternative to the foundationalist-
evidentialism of Enlightenment public epistemology liberalism. This alternative
epistemology will be presented in the next chapter.

Before discussing foundationalism, the exact point at issue must be identified.
The question raised is not how does one justify a liberal democracy, but rather how does
one justify a morally appropriate epistemological source for public deliberations within a
liberal democracy? Certainly, if one is successful in justifying liberal democracy, it will,
at the least, provide a framework and aid to the justification of a morally appropriate

epistemological source within it. However, the two issues can be separated. For

*Nicholas Wolterstorff, "Evidentialism, Entitled Belief, and the Gospels," Faith
and Philosophy 6, No. 4 (Fall 1989): 429-430.

®Something like Maclntyre’s dictum appears in play, namely “to justify is to
narrate how the argument has gone so far.” Alisdair Maclntyre, Whose Justice? Which
Rationality? (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 8.
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example, in Religious Commitment and Secular Reason, Robert Audi outlines a
multiplicity of approaches to justifying a liberal democracy. Audi states that there are “a
number of ways in which a liberal democracy can be plausibly grounded.”” He then
offers a sketch of what such plausible grounding might look like for each, such as that of
utilitarianism, instrumentalism, Kantianism, virtue ethics, communitarianism, a
theological grounding, and intuitionism and common sense.® He then proceeds to
articulate his preferred conception of the morally appropriate epistemological source for
public deliberations within a liberal democracy. Regardless of which justificatory
approach one takes for liberal democracy itself, Audi contends he provides a satisfactory
justification for the morally appropriate epistemological source within it. The issue at
hand is the justification of the morally 