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Abstract

This thesis concerns the postliberal critique of liberalism. It does not assess the overall value of
liberalism as a theory of political morality, or of constructive ‘postliberal’ proposals in political
theory. Rather, | ask: have thinkers labelled (by themselves or by others) ‘postliberal’
propounded a novel and distinct critique of liberalism; and is this critique true or false?

| argue that there is a novel and distinct postliberal critique. This critique is what | call, drawing
on Kevin Vallier, the No Alternatives Argument. This argument claims that it is impossible to
sustainably realise the protection of the basic rights of citizens holding both progressive and
traditionalist conceptions of human flourishing, at the same time.

The conceptual No Alternatives Argument claims that any theory of political morality purporting
to endorse protecting basic rights for both progressive and traditionalists is conceptually
incoherent. The empirical Argument argues that, as a matter of fact, mutual rights protections for
progressive and traditionalists are unrealisable because of structural dynamics that cause
real-world liberal states to decay into progressive-authoritarian ones.

| show that the conceptual No Alternatives Argument is unsound; liberalism is not conceptually
incoherent. | then show that the empirical No Alternatives Argument does not show that the
decay of liberal states into progressive-authoritarianism is inevitable. However, it does show that
actually-existing liberal states probably have a significant structural tendency towards such
decay. This tendency poses a risk that traditionalists may lose their basic liberties.

| argue, however, that traditionalists concerned about this risk should regard real-world
liberalism more favourably than postliberals recommend. This is for two reasons: first, the two
most salient constructive postliberal proposals (state financial support for marriage and for
religion) are compatible with central versions of liberalism; second, through promoting religion,
the state can weaken the secular progressive-authoritarianism that postliberals fear. Postliberals
can mitigate liberalism’s dangers without abandoning liberalism altogether.
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Introduction

Liberalism, the dominant ideology of the world’s major democratic polities, is widely perceived
by both its defenders and its detractors to be experiencing some kind of crisis. Closely bound up
with this feeling of crisis is the idea that the world is, or ought to be, in some sense moving
beyond liberalism, entering a phase of history ‘after’ its dominance. While for some critics of
liberalism, its flaws demand more inclusive or consistent application of liberal values," many of
the ideologies referred to (by their own adherents or by others) as ‘postliberal’ purport to offer a
root-and-branch rejection of liberal commitments and to propose their wholesale substitution by
an actively anti-liberal political morality. With US Vice-President J.D. Vance identifying with the
“postliberal right”? and some postliberal public intellectuals expressing admiration for Hungarian
Prime Minister Victor Orban’s “illiberal democracy”,® it is unsurprising that many popular
commentators consider postliberalism a “dangerous”,* “ominous philosophy”,® “more radical
than MAGA” and “far worse”.” There are also self-identified postliberals who deplore populism,
nationalism, and illiberalism;® but there is nevertheless a widespread perception that at least
some postliberal ideas are threatening and dangerous to the liberal order by virtue of their
radical illiberalism.

Given this climate of anxiety, calmly sifting through postliberal writings to identify and evaluate
the precise claims that postliberals are actually making will pay dividends. This thesis aims to
evaluate the postliberal critique of liberalism, not postliberalism itself. To evaluate the
all-things-considered merits of liberal or postliberal accounts of political morality would be far too
ambitious for this project.

Part 1 of this thesis (Chapters 1-3) introduces the postliberal critique of liberalism. Chapter 1
will perform the preliminary task of identifying precisely what the ‘liberalism’ that postliberalism
critiques actually is, arguing that liberalism is an ideology manifest in both academic political
theory and the real-world practices of contemporary liberal democracies.® As | will then show in
Chapter 2, many of the thinkers labelled (by themselves or by others) ‘postliberals’ converge on
a novel and distinctive critique of liberalism, which holds that an authoritarian violation of basic
rights of either progressive or traditionally-minded citizens is in some sense inevitable (I call the
argument for this claim the “No Alternatives Argument”)." It is this critique that | will discuss in
subsequent chapters. Some readers might think there are strong independent reasons for

' See (Laborde 2017, 18) on the implicit value commitment of critical theory, which “usually turns out to be
some version of liberal equality, freedom, or pluralism”.

2 (Intercollegiate Studies Institute 2023, 48:58-49:30:)

3 (Orban 2014). See (Patterson 2024) on postliberal ties to Orban’s Hungary.
4 (Wright 2023)

® (Ward 2024)

¢ Ibid.

" (Nelson 2024)

8 (Pabst and Milbank 2024)

° | use “ideology” in a non-pejorative sense.

10 Cf. (Vallier 2024a)


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/ArQT0
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/c0Rjj
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/pHCM2
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/4tokr
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/4m08j
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/lCMCu
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/0rvKW
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/5gYaB/?locator=48%3A58-49%3A30%3A
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/O09Hy/?locator=18

affirming liberalism as sound even if some or all of the postliberal critique is correct; conversely,
some other readers might think there are strong independent reasons for rejecting liberalism
even if all of the postliberal critique is wrong. | take no position on this issue in this thesis but
adopt an agnostic stance regarding the overall value of both liberalism and postliberalism.

Chapter 2 will also provide a systematic taxonomy of both constructive theories of political
morality, and critiques of liberalism, that have been labelled (by their own proponents or by
others) ‘postliberal’. In this chapter | will analyse the precise relationship between each such
constructive theory and liberalism, identifying which theories are compatible with at least some
versions of liberalism and which are not. | will also analyse, in this chapter, precisely which
‘postliberal’ critiques of liberalism are genuinely novel and distinct, and which are not. No other
scholars have, at the time of writing, conducted this kind of systematic taxonomy of ‘postliberal’
theories and arguments.™

Methodologically, | will aim to chart a course between uncritical acceptance of postliberal claims
and the hasty dismissal of any ideas perceived as ‘illiberal’. My guiding epistemic assumption is
shared by Kevin Vallier’'s work on ‘integralism’ (a sub-species of postliberalism to be discussed
later): we should treat postliberal ideas “not as lurid oddities but as though they might be true”."
Unlike Vallier, however, my aim is not to provide an ‘internal’ critique of substantive postliberal
theories of political morality that assesses these theories’ internal coherence and whether they
follow from their own premises. Neither, on the other hand, am | aiming to evaluate
postliberalism by the normative standards of liberalism in a manner that does not call those
standards into question.™ | will instead simply aim to elucidate the distinctive critical
claims—whether conceptual or empirical—that postliberals make about liberalism, and to
determine whether they are true or false.

An important respect in which this thesis’s contribution will be original will lie in my engagement
with postliberal claims about both academic liberal theory and the practices of real-world liberal
‘regimes’."* Postliberals frequently emphasise that their critique is targeted at least as much at
purportedly ‘structural’ features of real-world liberal states as it is at academic liberal political
theory." Existing academic responses to the postliberal critique of liberalism, however (as | will
demonstrate in Chapter 3), have focused mainly on refuting postliberal claims about liberal
theory, which is a very significant limitation.'® My thesis will instead take seriously the possibility
that real-world liberal states could exhibit ‘structural’ tendencies towards practices even if most
versions of academic liberal theory reject these practices, and that these practices could

" (Sleat 2025, 10; Kelly 2025a, 11-12) provide lists of ‘postliberal’ arguments but no such analytic
taxonomy.

12 (Vallier 2023a, front matter)

3 As in e.g. (Schwartzman and Wilson 2019) on integralism.

4 Postliberals (e.g. (Deneen 2023b)) often refer to the liberal ‘regime’; this usage has deliberate
Straussian resonances (see (Strauss 1957, 362)).

' E.g. (Vermeule 2024)

16 E.g. (Sunstein 2020; Koppelman 2022). This is also largely true of (Sleat 2025; Kelly 2025a; Borg 2025;
Eberle 2024).
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https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/tSJNM+BjJns
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/XQ3Wg+Smrr1+mZzmh+7mQgP
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/XQ3Wg+Smrr1+mZzmh+7mQgP
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/IJfMl
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/tprKI
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/vqSKk/?locator=362
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/PvAj0
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/qQhSB/?locator=front%20matter
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/XQ3Wg+Smrr1/?locator=10,11-12

therefore be predictable consequences of attempting to apply liberal theory in real-world
conditions despite their rejection by theorists.

| will argue in Chapter 2 that the core and distinct postliberal critique of liberalism is the claim
that authoritarianism (i.e. the denial by the state of basic negative liberties) is inevitable, and
that social and religious conservatives (‘traditionalists’) should therefore embrace the
authoritarian imposition of their values on others, because the only alternative is the
authoritarian imposition of the progressive values of self-expression and radical autonomy on
traditionalists. | will then identify both conceptual and empirical arguments for this “No
Alternative Objection” made by postliberals: conceptual arguments aim to show that it is
impossible to conceive of a regime that does not impose either progressive or traditionalist
values in an authoritarian manner, while empirical arguments accept that a non-authoritarian
regime is conceivable, but aim to infer inductively that it is impossible or near-impossible to
achieve in the real world."”

In Part 2 (Chapters 4 and 5), | proceed to an explicit evaluation of the postliberal critique of
liberalism. Chapter 4 will show that the conceptual arguments fail. The empirical arguments,
which | evaluate in Chapter 5, fail to demonstrate that authoritarianism is inevitable (or
overwhelmingly probable) but do show that real-world liberal regimes exhibit a structural
tendency, linked to their liberalism, towards the authoritarian imposition of progressive values.
Given this tendency, the final part of the thesis (Part 3, comprising Chapters 6 and 7) will
assess how social and religious conservatives, who are the intended audience of the “No
Alternatives Objection”, should, by their own standards, respond. If the likelihood of liberal
regimes decaying into progressive-authoritarian ones is sufficiently high that social and religious
conservatives should, by their own standards, respond by embracing
traditionalist-authoritarianism, the postliberal critique of liberalism would be practically
vindicated. The question of how traditionalists should respond to this risk should be of interest to
readers who are not traditionalists but who care about the stability of liberal regimes; such
readers may consider Part 3 an exercise in “reasoning from conjecture”.'®

In the introduction to Part 3, | argue that despite the real structural tendency of liberal regimes
to decay into progressive-authoritarian ones, social and religious conservatives should regard
these regimes more positively than they typically do. | will argue that social and religious
conservatives also have a better chance than they typically assume of realising some of their
most important substantive, positive commitments in political morality (specifically, commitments
to the state promotion of marriage (addressed in Chapter 6) and religion (addressed in Chapter
7)) by making arguments compatible with liberal ‘public reason’.” For this reason, the postliberal
critique of liberalism is not practically vindicated for its intended audience of social and religious
conservatives.

7 See (Vallier 2024a) on the “No Alternative Objection”

'8 See (Rawls 1997, 783)

'° Obviously, this will only work for state promotion of religion and marriage that does not use coercive
means.
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https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/4tHRC/?locator=783
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/ArQT0

In the remainder of this Introduction, | will first review the existing literature on postliberalism
(including literature that is in progress at the time of writing), before explaining the methodology
| will use to evaluate postliberalism. Finally, | will explain two concepts—‘traditionalism’ and
‘progressivism’—which will be central to my analysis of postliberal claims.

|: Literature Review

Sustained academic attention to the ideologies described (by either their own adherents or by
others) as ‘postliberal’ is a new phenomenon. Three books analysing these ideas have been
released in 2025, by Matt Sleat,?° Paul Kelly,?" and Stefan Borg.?> Another book, by James
Patterson and Thomas Howes, is in progress and due to be published soon.?®* A small number
of scholars, including Kelly?* as well as Stefan Borg,? Laura Field,?® and self-identified
postliberal Adrian Pabst,?” have published descriptive articles or book chapters analysing
postliberalism, all of which are naturally limited in scope. There is a modest amount of academic
literature analysing two significant sub-types of postliberalism, namely Catholic ‘integralism’?®
and National Conservatism.?° | have also published a recent article on postliberal thought,
distinguishing postliberalism’s constructive views of political morality from those of fascism,*
and co-authored, with Jodo Pinheiro da Silva, an account of the genealogy of postliberal ideas.®'
Neither of these articles evaluates the postliberal critique of liberalism, however.

All the current work on postliberalism suffers from distinct limitations, and the forthcoming book
projects are also likely to be limited in some important respects. Patterson & Howes'’s
forthcoming book on Roman Catholic postliberalism is divided between an ‘internal’ critique of
this postliberalism from theological premises and a historical analysis of the failure of
twentieth-century authoritarian Catholic movements; thus, their work does not evaluate the
novel and distinct critique of liberalism that | believe postliberalism offers but focuses on
constructive postliberal claims about political morality.*? Borg’s article is much broader in scope,
tackling many non-Catholic postliberal thinkers. However, he addresses only postliberal critique
of liberal theory, not of real-world liberal ‘regimes’, concluding that postliberal criticism of
liberalism “hinges on a particular reading of social contract theory”.*® | will argue later (in
Chapter 3) that the postliberal critique of liberal ‘regimes’ might be descriptively correct (or

20 (Sleat 2025). | have read a review copy of this work.

21 (Kelly 2025a)

2 (Borg 2025)

Z (Patterson and Howes 2024a). At the time of writing, review copies of this work are not available.
2 (Kelly 2024)

% (Borg 2024)

% (Field 2024)

" (Pabst 2023)

2 ‘Integralism’ is the doctrine that the Catholic Church should authorise the state to use coercive means
to promote the supernatural common good of its citizens. See e.g. (Vallier 2023a; Pink 2024b;
Schwartzman and Wilson 2019; Copulsky 2024, 243-65)

2 (Varacalli 2023; Quast-Neulinger 2021; Copulsky 2024, 265-83). .

30 (Williams 2025a)

3 (Williams and da Silva 2025)

32 (Patterson and Howes 2024b, 04:38-06:20).

% (Borg 2024, 8)
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https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/y2T6P/?locator=8
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/SPhXd/?locator=04%3A38-06%3A20
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/AmCCl
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/Z8vYz
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/Jz50v+erOcT+P35fK/?locator=,,265-83
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/qQhSB+pLuDj+PvAj0+P35fK/?locator=,,,243-65
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/qQhSB+pLuDj+PvAj0+P35fK/?locator=,,,243-65
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/WcJIZ
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/tzKPS
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/y2T6P
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/rFd8v
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/fY2lK
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/mZzmh
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/Smrr1
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/XQ3Wg

partially correct) even if postliberals rely upon a flawed reading of social contract theory, or
indeed of any aspect of liberal theory, when criticising that theory.

Pabst’s intervention blends normative and descriptive claims in a manner that tends to confuse
the conceptual field, a limitation plausibly related to Pabst’'s own commitment to (what he
considers to be) a particular version of postliberalism. Pabst identifies four prescriptive features
of postliberalism, none of which facially rule out authoritarianism or illiberalism.** However, he
later asserts that the “antiliberal” character of versions of postliberalism other than his own
preferred strand renders these ideologies inauthentically postliberal, declaring that National
Conservatism is “anything but postliberal” due to its statist social conservatism.* Since Pabst
provides no argument for thinking postliberalism is per se incompatible with authoritarianism,
but does provide an argument (albeit sometimes an implicit one) for thinking his preferred
version of postliberalism (which he calls “personalist pluralism”) is incompatible with
authoritarianism, it is fair to detect a sleight of hand whereby personalist pluralist postliberalism
is implicitly equated with postliberalism simpliciter, without any argument for this equation being
offered. One might think Pabst is correct in his normative claim that personalist pluralism is the
best version of postliberalism without accepting his descriptive claim that it is the only true
postliberalism. Confusing the conceptual analysis of postliberalism with its normative evaluation
is not a promising beginning.

Field’s critical analysis of right-wing postliberalism reveals a different problem: the easy
dismissal, sometimes verging on pathologisation, of anti-liberal arguments. In her chapter in an
edited book on “far-right newspeak”,*” she purports to show that postliberals “repurpose the
concept of liberty” for an “illiberal political vision”.*® While this judgement may turn out to be true,
Field’s approach problematically declines to direct symmetrical attention onto the ways some
versions of progressive liberalism might also repurpose liberal political concepts for dubious and
arguably authoritarian purposes, such as removing negative liberties that protect social and
religious conservatives. As | will show later, the claim that liberalism is guilty of this repurposing
is in fact central to postliberalism (postliberals believe that liberalism is often paradoxically
“illiberal™® or “coercive”).*’ By declining to take this claim seriously, Field’s analysis loses any
persuasiveness to readers who are not already, prior to analysing postliberal arguments,
inflexibly committed to the rightness of liberalism and the wrongness of the postliberal critique;
her discussion risks becoming more akin to intellectual demonology than to serious evaluation
of postliberal claims that “might be true”.*’

3 (Pabst 2023, 888). The four features are a (1) preference for a “covenantal” vision of society over a
social contract and (2) for positive over negative liberty, as well as (3) combination of individual and
“mutual flourishing” and (4) balancing of “duties” against rights.

% |bid., 895

% |bid., 900-903

37 (McAdams and Piccolo 2024)

% (Field 2024, 151)

%9 (Deneen 2023b, 66)

40 (Oakes 2011a)

“! The same holds for Field’s discussion of postliberalism in her new book about the ‘New Right’, Furious
Minds. See (Field 2025, 77-99)
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https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/QsAF3/?locator=77-99
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/awk5x
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/tprKI/?locator=66
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/tzKPS/?locator=151
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/xoFPC
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/WcJIZ/?locator=888

The analyses of Kelly, Borg, and Sleat avoid the parallel problems of excessive attachment to
(versions of) postliberalism on the one hand (as seen in Pabst) and hasty dismissal of
postliberal arguments on the other (as seen in Field). The recent books by these three authors
are, in my view, the fairest and most careful analyses of postliberalism (as opposed to specific
strands of postliberalism, a /a Vallier and Patterson & Howes) that have been published thus far.
All three of these works have the virtue of open-mindedly considering postliberal claims as
though they “might be true”. All of these works, however, focus primarily on the normative
evaluation of substantive postliberal claims about political morality, rather than on evaluating the
merits of postliberal claims about liberalism.

Borg does not discuss the postliberal critique of liberalism at any length in his 2025 book, which
is almost entirely about postliberal constructive claims. His 2024 article does discuss the
postliberal critique of liberalism, but presents it as a critique of liberal theory and still does not
explicitly evaluate the critique.*? Similarly, in the one chapter in which Sleat discusses the
postliberal critique of liberalism, he (like Borg in his 2024 article) presents this critique as
primarily a critique of liberal theory.*® Although Sleat does acknowledge that postliberals critique
the (purported) real-world effects of liberal ideology, what Sleat does not do is consider the
possibility that the real-world effects could be predictable and yet untethered from the explicit
recommendations of liberal theory; that liberal theory, in other words, could have predictable but
unintended consequences when applied in the real world.** (Ideas, we might say, sometimes
have unforeseen consequences). This possibility, as | will show in Chapter 2, is in fact essential
to the most central claim of the postliberal critique of liberalism.

Moreover, although Kelly claims that postliberalism is essentially a “negative ideology™® aimed
at the “annihilation of liberalism”,*¢ the bulk of his critical argument is, like Sleat’s, devoted to
evaluating constructive postliberal claims about political morality rather than the postliberal
critique of liberalism. Where Kelly does discuss the postliberal critique of liberalism, it is primarily
through an engagement with defenders of “national populism”, which Kelly takes to be one of
postliberalism’s faces.*’ Kelly’s criticism of the national populists’ critique primarily consists in
pointing out that national populists offer a critical genealogy of liberal ideology, and that such a
genealogy cannot by itself justify an alternative, positive vision of political morality.*® Kelly's
claim here is undoubtedly correct, as far as it goes, but it once again leaves unaddressed
postliberal claims about the unintended consequences of applying liberal theory or ideology in
the real world.

2 (Borg 2024, 8-11)

43 (Sleat 2025, 15-30)

4 Ibid., 19-21

4 (Kelly 2025b, 9)

% Ibid., 13

47 The other two being “common good communitarianism” and “common good absolutism” (i.e. integralism
and adjacent ideologies) (Kelly 2025, 15). | will argue in Chapter 2 that neither populism nor
communitarianism escape the pull of liberalism, while authoritarian postliberalism is not really absolutist.
“8 |bid., 37-42
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My approach to evaluating the postliberal critique of liberalism, then, which recognises the
possibility that postliberals might correctly identify ways in which attempting to apply liberal
ideology in the real world has predictable consequences that are not endorsed by academic
liberal theory but that are nevertheless pernicious and severe enough to count against the
desirability of the real-world liberal project, remains almost entirely unexplored in the existing
literature. My original contribution will consist of evaluating this claim about unintended but
predictable consequences.

lI: Methodology

My aim in this thesis is to evaluate the truth of the critical claims that postliberals make about
liberalism. ‘Liberalism’ is a concept whose referent every reader will have at least an
approximate grasp of, even in the absence of a precise definition. | will avoid any attempt to
provide a complete and comprehensive conceptualisation of liberalism, since this would
inevitably embroil me in normative debates about the ‘true’ nature of liberalism. In Chapter 1,
however, | will provide a sufficiently precise characterisation of what we mean by ‘liberalism’ to
identify the object of the postliberal critique of liberalism with clarity. In the remainder of this
Introduction, | will provide an account of the structure of liberalism as an ideology in Michael
Freeden’s sense;*® Chapter 1 will then provide a rough account of liberalism’s content aimed at
establishing a ‘lowest common denominator’ set of commitments for what | will call “minimal
liberalism”, while deliberately abstaining from judgement as to whether some more demanding
and determinate version of liberalism is nevertheless the best understanding of liberalism. Both
here and in Chapter 1, | will be guided by criteria of internal coherence, instrumental usefulness
for permitting the clear formulation of the claims in which | am interested, and approximate ‘fit’
with how both theorists and real-world political actors use these terms.*

[l.i;: Towards a Characterisation of Liberalism

In this section, | will provide a characterisation of the structure of liberalism to clarify two types of
claims made by postliberals: claims about liberalism as a theory and claims about liberalism as
a practice.

Edmund Fawcett, in his historical account of the liberal tradition, argues that liberalism is in the
first instance a “practice of politics”.5! Postliberals often seem to share a focus on political
practice. Deneen states that his critique of liberalism is “written in imitation of the classical
explorations of the ‘logic of a regime”,* rather than as a critique of academic liberal theory.
Vermeule has claimed that there is such a wide divergence between the practices and the
theories that are usually called ‘liberal’ that academic liberal theory “bears roughly the same

4 (Freeden 1996, 13—46)

%0 This does not mean any actor’s use of ideological terms should be automatically taken at face value.
" (Fawcett 2018, 1)

%2 (Deneen 2019, vi)
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relationship to any actually existing liberal political order as the novels of J. K. Rowling bear to
the current United Kingdom”.*® Even if Vermeule were right, however, we would still need to
make sense of the claim that both the theories and the practices are ‘liberal’. As will become
clear throughout this thesis, one of the sources of confusion in the debate about postliberalism
is a frequent lack of clarity as to when participants are discussing ‘liberal’ theory and when they
are discussing practices.

A useful conceptualisation of ‘liberalism’ should permit us to coherently formulate two questions
about the postliberal critique of liberalism, namely (1) whether this critique is right about liberal
theory and (2) whether it is right about the nature of real-world liberal ‘regimes’. Our
conceptualisation should allow us to see that these are independent questions, but that the
adjective ‘liberal’ plays a roughly similar role in each of them. The best position to take here, to
make sense of the postliberal claim that liberal theory has predictable but unintended
consequences when implemented in the real world, is to describe a regime as ‘liberal’ roughly
insofar as its structures, leaders, and discursive practices are committed (explicitly or implicitly)
to the normative values upheld by liberal theory (but not necessarily to the precise
recommendations that liberal theorists think follow from that theory). To flesh out this idea, | will
adopt methodological ideas from Michael Freeden and Leo Strauss.

Il.ii: Morphological Analysis

From Freeden, | will borrow the ‘morphological’ approach to analysing liberalism as an
ideology.>* For Freeden, ‘ideology’ is not a pejorative term. The morphological approach views
ideologies as combinations of decontested normative political concepts. Nouns like ‘liberalism’,
‘socialism’, and ‘conservatism’ are the names of clusters of such concepts with their own
particular structures, characterised by distinctive sets of ‘core’, ‘adjacent’, and ‘peripheral’
concepts. The decontestation of concepts in each layer, from core to periphery, is guided by the
need to make that layer’s concepts mutually coherent and reinforcing. The decontestation of
‘adjacent’ and ‘peripheral’ concepts is also guided by the need to fit these layers’ concepts with
those of the layer above (but not vice versa); ideologies exhibit hierarchical structures in the
ordering of their concepts.*® Adjacent and peripheral concepts function to aid the precise
conceptualisation of the core concepts (‘public ownership’ may help some socialists specify the
necessary and sufficient conditions for achieving ‘equality’ in an economic system), but their
interpretation is ultimately subject to the need for consistency with the prior interpretation of the
core concepts.*

The morphological approach provides us with much-needed clarity on how both academic
theories and real-world political practices can be considered ‘liberal’. An academic theory is
‘liberal’ inasmuch as it constitutes an account of a particular (approximately coherent)

53 (Vermeule 2024)

54 (Freeden 1996)

% (Freeden 2013, 115). Cf. (Gallie 2019 [1955]) on “essentially contested concepts”. | take no position as
to whether the contestation over normative political concepts is really “essential”.

% (Freeden 1996, 68)
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interpretation of the core liberal concepts (I assume that a specific set of adjacent and
peripheral concepts need not be present in every version of liberalism, though any determinate
version of liberalism will have at least some decontested concepts in the adjacent and
peripheral categories).>” A political practice is ‘liberal’ inasmuch as the rationale(s) for the
practice are derived from a particular interpretation of the core liberal concepts rather than those
of other ideologies. For instance, if we suppose (for the sake of argument) that the only
coherent rationale for recognising the right of same-sex couples to marry would appeal to an
interpretation of core liberal concepts, recognising this right would be a paradigmatic liberal
practice. If, however, we imagine that this policy could have coherent rationales that appeal to
other ideologies—for instance, in a particular interpretation of core conservative concepts—then
our judgement may differ. In such cases, the degree to which we judge the actual practice of
recognising same-sex marriage in a particular regime to be liberal will depend on the degree to
which we judge that the persons carrying out this practice (legal officials, bureaucrats, registrars,
politicians) appeal to (implicitly or explicitly), and/or are motivated by, the liberal rationale as
opposed to the conservative one. Judging the liberalism of a practice with coherent rationales
that appeal to multiple ideologies will always be a scalar judgement with a degree of fuzziness.

‘Liberalism’, then, is an ideology that can be instantiated both in academic theories and
real-world practices and discourses. Liberal theories and practices are liberal in an analogous
sense: a liberal theory constitutes an interpretation of a set, X, of core liberal concepts; a liberal
practice is grounded (explicitly or implicitly) in a rationale that depends on an interpretation of
the core concepts in X. Nevertheless, there is a univocal conceptual core to ‘liberalism’: the
same set X of core concepts is always referred to; and in the case of a given version of
liberalism, the same interpretation of set X is referred to, in discussion of both theory and
practice.

[L.iii: Liberal Regimes

If a practice can be liberal if grounded in a rationale that depends on an interpretation of the
core liberal concepts, then an entire political ‘regime’ (i.e. a state or polity) can be liberal if the
preponderance of the practices that comprise it are liberal. | noted earlier that postliberals
frequently refer to the ‘regime’ as a unit of political analysis.*® Often, this usage deliberately
resonates with and/or alludes to Strauss’s use of the term, so | will elucidate the Straussian
concept of the ‘regime’ and how it will function as a unit of analysis in this thesis.

A “regime”, for Strauss, identifies a distinct type of society and state with a specific political,
social, and cultural ethos, subject to the rule of “human beings of a certain type”, which “raises a
claim” about the appropriate collective ends of human sociality. The specific laws or political

57 Though the range of observed concepts at the adjacency and periphery of versions of liberalism will not
be indefinitely broad, since these concepts (especially adjacent ones) will need to help conceptualise the
core concepts in a precise way.

% Most obviously in Patrick Deneen’s Regime Change: Towards a Postliberal Future (2023)).
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decisions of a state are “derivative” of the regime.*® Strauss’s idea of the ‘regime’ thus captures
the overall, large-scale pattern of ideological practice in a polity. Across a polity, political
practices might be predominantly and systematically grounded in a particular ideology or
version of an ideology, such as liberalism or socialism. This pattern of ideological grounding
produces a ‘structural’ tendency for the regime to yield particular political outcomes (specific
outcomes, | take it, are not inevitable, at least over a short time horizon, but are made
systematically more probable by the regime’s structural commitments).®°

The liberalism of a regime is a scalar concept: in few (if any) regimes will every political practice
be liberal, or non-liberal. This scalarity has a ‘horizontal’ dimension, measuring the prevalence
of liberal rationales across different practices (how many of the regime's practices are grounded
in liberal rationales?), and a ‘vertical’ dimension, measuring the ‘intensity’ of the liberalism of
different practices. We may helpfully say a practice is more ‘intensely’ liberal if the rationale on
which it is grounded gives more weight to liberal concepts vis-a-vis concepts found in other
ideologies. For instance, a regime’s practice of marriage registration might, over time,
progressively come to rely on rationales that accord more weight to liberty (a core liberal
concept) than family togetherness (plausibly, a conservative concept), and thereby become
more intensely liberal over time.

To complete this gloss on Strauss’s idea of the ‘regime’, then, we can assess the liberalism of
political practices and (non-theoretical) discourses, which across a whole polity comprise a
‘regime’, by their implicit or explicit commitment to rationales that appeal to the core values of
liberalism, assessing this commitment in terms of how horizontally widespread its embrace is
across the range of political actors that constitute the regime and how vertically ‘intense’ that
embrace tends to be.

When deploying this concept to assess the liberalism of real-world regimes, there will, of course,
be some degree of two-way interaction between our interpretation of the criteria for a regime
being ‘liberal’ and our application of these criteria to real-world regimes. Among other
desiderata, our concept of liberalism and the criteria for judging the liberalism of regimes should
roughly ‘fit’ standard descriptions of real-world regime practice. Since this is only one among
several desiderata, however, once we have established the content of ‘liberalism’, it will remain
an open question whether any given regime is a liberal one, to be settled by an empirical
analysis of the regime’s features.

| will use this Straussian framework (primarily in Chapters 3 and 5) to clarify and to evaluate the
specific claims made by postliberals about the liberal character of particular regimes. | will show
in Chapter 3 how Strauss’s concept permits us to make sense of the claim that liberal regimes
might have a ‘structural’ tendency to yield a certain type of political outcome even when liberal
theorists do not recommend that outcome. Specific laws and practices might be influenced by

% (Strauss 1957, 362). This should not be taken to imply that the ‘claim’ about human ends must be
‘comprehensive’ in character (Strauss may have thought this, but it would beg an important question in
favour of the postliberals and against political liberals).

6 Deneen describes this position as a “soft inevitabalist” one. See (American Compass 2025, 10:31)
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liberal background assumptions that ground (most of) a regime’s practices, and these
assumptions may deviate from liberal theory in systematic ways while still appealing to the same
normative concepts. For instance, as | will argue in Chapter 3, these assumptions might often
be simplified and vulgarised versions of the principles of liberal theory. Chapter 5 will assess the
empirical claim that these background assumptions in real-world liberal regimes exhibit a
structural tendency to embrace more radical and demanding interpretations of liberal concepts
over time, thereby providing implicit rationales for limiting the basic rights of traditionalists.

ll.iv: Traditionalism and Progressivism

As Chapter 2 will show in more detail, the central postliberal concern about liberalism lies in an
interpretation of the attitude of both liberal theory and liberal regimes towards citizens holding
what | will call ‘traditionalist’ conceptions of human flourishing, which are associated with socially
and religiously conservative views of personal morality. To identify the set of these conceptions,

| will propose here a scalar concept of traditionalism with two dimensions.

The first dimension measures the degree to which a conception of flourishing rejects what Clare
Chambers calls “first-order” autonomy. Rejecting first-order autonomy does not imply a rejection
of all forms of autonomy, and is in fact compatible with ascribing very high value to what
Chambers calls “second-order” autonomy, as | will explain below.®!

First-order autonomy is exercised by a person when she sees sufficient reason to endorse every
individual constraint imposed by any “norms or rules” (such as the rules of an institution or of a
religious or philosophical code) to which she is directly subject as “part of a way of life”, even
when bracketing any reasons deriving from the identity of the rule-maker. Second-order
autonomy consists of endorsing the overall way of life autonomously, which may (depending on
the way of life) involve endorsing a particular person or institution’s standing to set rules and
norms for one’s life that one does not see sufficient independent reason (when bracketing the
person or institution’s identity) to endorse.®?

First-order and second-order autonomy do not necessarily conflict, for a person can endorse
both an overall way of life and the individual constraints imposed by it. However, in some cases
a conflict will arise between the orders of autonomy, such as when an individual autonomously
chooses a way of life, such as serving in the military or living in a convent, without seeing
sufficient reason to endorse (when bracketing any reasons deriving from the identity of the
rule-maker) every individual constraint these ways of life require, but viewing them (when
bracketing such rule-maker-identity-based reasons) as a cost of an overall way of life that one
nevertheless sees sufficient reason to endorse on the whole.

61 (Chambers 2004)
62 (Chambers 2004, 4)
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Many conceptions of the good exhibit a structure in which some kind of principle of epistemic
deference demands the sacrifice of first-order autonomy. Persons affirming conceptions of the
good sometimes endorse norms or rules despite (when bracketing reasons arising from the
rule-maker’s identity) not seeing sufficient reason to endorse them; persons subordinate their
judgement about the good to what they take to be epistemic authorities. They thus reject
first-order autonomy in domains where epistemic deference applies, but do not necessarily
reject second-order autonomy.

For instance, conservative Catholics believe in sometimes subordinating their judgement to
Papal teaching, Orthodox Jews to Rabbinical law, and conservative Sunni Muslims to the
consensus of the scholars of a particular school of sharia.®®* Non-religious examples also exist:
an orthodox Marxist-Leninist might believe in subordinating her judgement to the
democratic-centralist decisions of the Party. | will identify one dimension of “traditionalist”
conceptions of the good with the degree to which they prescribe epistemic deference of this
type, and thereby endorse resolving (at least some) trade-offs between orders of autonomy in
favour of the second-order kind.

My concept of traditionalism is intended to correspond roughly to, but with much greater clarity
and precision, the cluster of views of the good life often referred to as ‘social and religious
conservatism’ in everyday parlance. Thus, in using the term “traditionalist”, | deliberately echo
James Davison Hunter’s classic study of America’s “culture wars”, which identified a cultural
struggle between “progressivist” and “traditionalist” conceptions of flourishing.®* For Hunter, a
“traditionalist” vision of flourishing “seeks deliberate continuity” with what it sees as the “noblest
ideals and achievements of civilization”,®® while progressives seek “the emancipation of the
human spirit”.?® The “emancipation of the human spirit” seems to capture first-order autonomy;®”
conversely, “seek[ing]... continuity” with tradition seems to imply subordination of one’s
judgement to (traditional) epistemic authorities, but doing so in a “deliberate” way may imply that
one does so (second-order) autonomously. | do not intend to ignore the existence of
traditionalist conceptions of the good that reject even second-order autonomy; instead, |
emphasise the distinction to show that one can be a traditionalist without rejecting the
value—even the decisive value—of every form of autonomy. Indeed, it is clear that, while some
traditionalists who endorse subordinating one’s judgement to epistemic authorities (like those

8 Persons affirming these doctrines might see some reason for the rules irrespective of the rule-makers’
identities, but rely on epistemic deference to conclude that the rules are all-things-considered justified in
at least some cases.

% (Hunter 1991, 14)

% Ibid.

% Ibid., 15

” Though | am not engaged in exegesis of Hunter, | intend my conception of ‘traditionalism’ to make
contact with sociological understandings of cultural conflict.

20


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/9Kz7r/?locator=14

Robert P. George calls “rationalist believers”)®® value second-order autonomy very highly, others
(like, perhaps, the ‘fundamentalist’ parents of the US Supreme Court Mozert case) do not.®®

The second dimension of a conception of the good’s ‘traditionalism’ pertains to its commitment
to what Charles Taylor calls “strong evaluation”. This is the practice of subjecting even one’s
deepest and most ‘ultimate’, highest-order preferences to philosophical evaluation based on a
conception of value that transcends one’s preferences altogether.”” Some conceptions of the
good, for which Robert Bellah coined the term “expressive individualism”, seem to reject the
value of strong evaluation. In expressive individualism, the ‘expression’ of one’s deeply felt
intuitions and intimations is the ultimate criterion of normative value—albeit subject, at least in
egalitarian versions, to some kind of compossibility requirement’'—and there is therefore no
criterion standing altogether outside of anyone’s preferences or desires that can form the basis
for a strong evaluation of those desires.”? Expressive individualism is crudely captured by the
ethos of pop culture slogans like ‘you do you’, ‘live your best life’, and so on. Allan Bloom
described a similar ethos in his discussion of “value-positing” personalities, who arbitrarily
“create values for themselves”.”

Conceptions of the good, whether religious or secular, that hold that there is a
mind-independent moral order to which humans should conform at least some of their desires,
and that the content of this moral order does not ultimately collapse into fulfilling the desires or
protecting the autonomy (of either order) of other humans, are thereby committed to strong
evaluation and to rejecting expressive individualism in at least some domains of life.”
Paradigmatically, these conceptions of the good include religious doctrines that advocate the
subjection of one’s desires to forms of spiritual discipline such as prescribed forms of prayer or
fasting, the Platonic idea of the well-ordered soul, and doctrines of abstention such as that
exemplified by Augustine’s horror of concupiscence. Commitment to strong evaluation is
another dimension of ‘traditionalism’, so a conception of the good is also traditionalist to the
degree to which it embraces this form of evaluation.

Endorsing strong evaluation cannot be simply equated with socially conservative personal
values such as the beliefs about bioethics or sexuality associated with conservative forms of

% (George 2001, 203). The argument for free faith in Vatican II's Dignitatis Humanae may be interpreted
as grounded in the value of second-order autonomously deciding to embrace teachings that restrain one’s
first-order autonomy. See (Paul VI 1965).

% See (Tomasi 2002) on the Mozert case. ‘Fundamentalist’ parents objected to their children being
exposed in school to religious beliefs other than their parents’ in what they considered an excessively
sympathetic framing.

0 (Taylor 1992, 14-16)

™ In egalitarian expressive individualism, there may be normative side-constraints that protect the equal
liberty of others to engage in self-expression, or self-expression that is not compossible with the equal
self-expression of others may have no value at all, but in either case self-expression remains the ultimate
currency of value. Non-egalitarian expressive individualism may be close to a kind of Nietzschean
vitalism.

2 (Bellah 1985, 333)

3 (Bloom 2008 [1987], 144)

™ A pure utilitarian view of morality rejects strong evaluation insofar as its conception of utility is
preference-based.
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Christianity, Islam, or Judaism. It is possible to endorse strong evaluation without endorsing
these specific values, but conversely, it is not possible to endorse these values without
endorsing at least some strong evaluation because they necessarily make reference to
standards of evaluation that transcend individual preferences. These doctrines, as part of the
broader religious worldviews of conservative interpretations of the Abahamic religions, seem to
be the most numerically prominent doctrines in the contemporary English-speaking
democracies that are traditionalist on both dimensions. My concept of ‘traditionalism’ therefore
captures this Abrahamic social and religious conservatism, in addition to encompassing other
doctrines that endorse strong evaluation and epistemic deference but hold very different
substantive views about the human good.

Although there are deep congruences between the two dimensions of traditionalism | have been
discussing, they are nevertheless conceptually orthogonal in a strict sense. A person can
coherently embrace strong evaluation while rejecting epistemic deference or vice versa. Thus,
the set of possible positions is mapped in Figure (1) below:

Figure (1): varieties | Strong evaluation No strong evaluation

of traditionalism

and progressivism

Epistemic Individuals to follow the true Individuals to follow

deference epistemic authorities, who mentors/guides as a means to
identify the standards for strong | live in authentic connection with
evaluation. E.g. conservative their deepest
Catholicism preferences/intimations. E.g.

forms of New Age spirituality.
Paradigmatic traditionalism

No epistemic Individuals to identify the Individuals to posit their own

deference standards for strong evaluation | values through finding, without
for themselves. E.g. radical relying on epistemic authorities,
forms of Protestantism. an authentic connection with

their deepest
preferences/intimations. E.g.

Bloom’s “value-positing”.

Paradigmatic progressivism
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Postliberals, as | will show in Chapter 2, think that liberalism has a structural tendency to decay
into a form of progressive-authoritarianism, in which the basic negative liberties of traditionalists
are systematically violated, and postliberals believe this tendency occurs primarily in the domain
of beliefs about sexuality, family, and beginning/end-of-life bioethics.” In this domain,
traditionalism and progressivism are collectively exhaustive categories, because the presence
or absence of strong evaluation exhaust the possible ways of evaluating moral beliefs about
these topics, and the presence or absence of epistemic deference exhausts the possible ways
of forming one’s second-order beliefs about how to evaluate beliefs about these topics.

Traditionalism has no necessary connection to the cluster of right-of-centre views about national
identity (including views on migration, historical memorialisation, and cultural diversity), that are
often associated with socially conservative views on sexuality, family, and bioethics in popular
discourse.’® | will call this cluster of right-of-centre views ‘nationalism’.

As should be clear, traditionalism is a set of views about human flourishing and nationalism is
primarily a set of views about political justice. Nationalism, of course, is often based on
particular views about human flourishing, such as the belief that people tend to flourish most in
culturally homogenous communities.”” However, there is no necessary connection between
traditionalism and the kind of beliefs about human flourishing on which nationalism is usually
based. There is no contradiction involved in believing, for example, that flourishing involves
obedience to God, abstinence, and chastity, but is not facilitated by cultural homogeneity within
one’s state.

Admittedly, there is a degree of congruence between traditionalism and the kind of particularist
beliefs about flourishing that often underlie nationalism. The belief that flourishing consists in
following a particular religious or moral code that transcends individual preference is highly
congruent with the belief that one will flourish best by following this code in community with
others. Traditionalism thus lends itself to a kind of communitarianism but does not entail it: the
solitary Anchorite or Greek Cynic is still a traditionalist. This congruence may be why empirical
work such as Jonathan Haidt's research on the ‘moral foundations’ of political ideologies shows
that traditionalist beliefs about, for instance, sexual purity and familial authority are strongly
correlated with nationalist beliefs in Western democracies.”® However, even setting aside
relatively unusual examples of anti-communitarian forms of traditionalism, there is no necessary
reason that the /ocus of the community affirmed by traditionalists should correspond to the
geographically contiguous nation-state. One might, for example, think that the spiritual unity of a
global community such as the Church or umma is important to flourishing but that the cultural
homogeneity of one’s geographical surroundings or of one’s state is not.

s See e.g. (Vermeule 2017c; Deneen 2023b, 63, 179, 252).

8 For a work that seemingly fails to recognise the conceptual distinction between traditionalism and
nationalism, see (Goodwin 2023).

" Such as Walzer’s “communities of character”. See (Walzer 2008 [1983], 62)

78 (Haidt 2012, 159)
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Thus, there are clear empirical examples of cases where the usual congruence between
traditionalism and nationalism in Western societies does not hold, typically relating to
traditionalist doctrines associated with minority religious communities. Many scholars have
observed that Western populist movements often criticise Muslim communities by claiming
these communities’ (purported) traditionalism makes them disloyal or alien to the wider national
community, illustrating a kind of nationalism that appears to reject traditionalist views about
gender, sexuality, etc.”® Conversely, Muslims in Western countries tend to have more
traditionalist attitudes to gender, sexuality, and family than the general population,® while also
being more likely than the general population to consider their religious identity more important
than their national identity.®’ These complexities are emphatically highlighted by Tobias
Cremer’s recent work on populist parties, which argues that the increasing salience of the
cluster of issues these parties highlight (many of which relate to concerns about Muslim
communities) has led to a sharp separation between an “identity cleavage”, tracking beliefs
about nationalism, and a “religious/moral cleavage”, tracking beliefs about traditionalism with
respect to family, sexuality, bioethics, etc., in the major Western democracies.®? Regardless of
whether we accept all of Cremer’s thesis about the degree to which these cleavages are
empirically independent of each other, it is clear that traditionalism and nationalism are distinct
phenomena that can be analysed separately.

Moreover, because traditionalism is a set of beliefs about human flourishing, not in itself a
political doctrine, there is no necessary link between traditionalism and any particular political
ideology or position. Some traditionalists are socially and morally conservative perfectionists
who think that the state should in some way promote their traditionalist doctrines, but others are
not. Traditionalists might, instead, coherently be Rawlsian ‘political’ liberals and think that the
state should take a neutral position on the moral questions that constitute their traditionalism.
Traditionalists might take this view for many reasons, such as the belief that respect for
non-traditionalists requires policies to pass some form of ‘public justification’ test, or the belief
that statist perfectionism might undermine authentic and freely chosen virtue.® For
traditionalists to endorse the authoritarian suppression of their own views, i.e. to endorse
progressive-authoritarianism, would seem to involve a performative contradiction. However,
traditionalists can certainly coherently endorse any position with respect to state perfectionism
from radical theocracy to Rawlsian political liberalism.®*

The concepts of traditionalism and progressivism will be central to my elucidation and
evaluation of the postliberal critique of liberalism. In Chapter 2, | will show that the central
postliberal claim about liberalism is the claim that liberal regimes will inevitably decay into
progressive-authoritarian ones that systematically violate the basic negative liberties of

9 E.g. (Brubaker 2017)

8 (Frampton et al. 2016, 7)

81 (DeHanas 2016, 54-80)

82 (Cremer 2023)

8 (Meyer 1962) defends something like this virtue-based anti-perfectionism.

8 Conceivably, traditionalists could even think there are sometimes strong ‘political’ reasons for the state
to non-coercively promote progressive conceptions of the good among the population (reasons which do
not appeal to the doctrines’ purported truth, which of course traditionalists deny).
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traditionalists to express and act on their views about gender, sexuality, family, etc. From this
claim, postliberals conclude that there is “no alternative” to either progressive or traditionalist
authoritarianism in this domain, and that, given the truth of traditionalism,
traditionalist-authoritarianism is preferable to the progressive kind.? Chapter 3 will then show
that liberals have not yet refuted this claim, and Chapters 4 and 5 will evaluate the strength of
both conceptual (Chapter 4) and empirical (Chapter 5) arguments for its truth.

Before proceeding to elucidate the postliberal claim about liberalism’s relationship to
progressive-authoritarianism, however, | will first identify the conceptual content of liberalism as
an ideology in order to clarify the object of the postliberal critique. This will be the task of
Chapter 1.

8 (Vallier 2024a)
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Chapter 1: Liberalism in Theory and Practice

I: The Content of Liberal Ideology

The Introduction to this thesis has outlined the morphological approach to analysing liberalism,
according to which liberalism is an ideology, i.e. a cluster of decontested political concepts that
can be instantiated in both academic theory and political practice. In particular, | outlined
different degrees to which liberalism might be instantiated in what Strauss called political
‘regimes’, by providing the normative concepts on which political practices across the state or
polity are implicitly or explicitly grounded. In this Chapter, | will now specify the content of at
least the core of the cluster of decontested political concepts that comprises liberalism, so that
we can identify the content of the account of political morality that postliberals critique.

After working out the core political concepts that comprise liberalism, | will then work out, in Part
Il of this chapter, a list of minimum conditions for a theory or regime to be considered liberal,
which will permit me (in Chapter 2) to work out which constructive proposals made by
postliberals are fully anti-liberal and which are not fully anti-liberal because they propose a
political morality compatible with minimal liberalism. Finally, Part Ill of this chapter will discuss
the various versions of liberal theory and show that these versions of liberal theory do not imply
that traditionalists’ basic rights ought to be denied.

| aim in this chapter to work out an account of liberalism that both postliberals and their critics
would broadly recognise. Thus, my approach will be similar to what Duncan Bell calls a
“‘comprehensive” approach, which aims to use the concept of ‘liberalism’ to approximately ‘fit’
the use of the term in both academic and real-world discourse, rather than a “prescriptive”
approach that seeks to identify a true or correct conception of liberalism. | also share Bell's
“contextualist” assumption that liberalism is to be identified by analysing a pattern of thought
and practice, rather than stipulating a set of exemplary works or ideas.®” Bell, deploying this
comprehensive and contextualist analysis, concludes that liberalism is “the sum of arguments
that have been classified as liberal, and recognised as such by other self-proclaimed liberals” .
However, unlike Bell, my approach is not entirely “comprehensive” in that | am not in the first
instance interested in capturing all arguments that have been acknowledged as liberal, but
rather in capturing two particular phenomena, namely ‘liberal’ theories of political morality and
‘liberal’ political practices. Also unlike Bell, my interest extends beyond explicitly articulated
arguments to implicit rationales for political practices of ‘regimes’. A final respect in which my
approach differs from Bell’s is that | intend my concept of liberalism to be recognised, as far as

8 (Bell 2014, 685)
¥ |bid., 686-9
8 |bid., 689-90
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possible, not just by liberals but also by their postliberal critics as roughly fitting” what they
mean by ‘liberalism’.

Thus, our concept of ‘liberalism’ should roughly ‘fit'’ both the conceptual content of academic
liberal theories—such as those of Mill, Raz, Dworkin, Rawls, and their followers—and the
ideological rationales that ground actually existing ‘liberal’ practices in real-world regimes.
Facially, it appears that liberal practices, including discursive practices, are quite ubiquitous in
the major liberal democracies, where most mainstream political actors typically appeal to values
such as freedom, equality, and fairness that plausibly seem related to liberalism.®® An account of
the content of the set of core liberal concepts, then, should, for my purposes, successfully
account for the sense in which both the theories of Mill, Raz, etc. and the practices, including
discursive practices, of many mainstream political actors in major liberal democracies are
‘liberal’. This kind of comprehensiveness will be particularly important given that postliberals
frequently aim their critique, as | have said, at both liberal political theory and the political
practices and discourse of liberal regimes.

The need to account for the liberalism of these diverse theories and practices will render
untenable approaches that attempt to identify liberalism wholly or primarily with any one specific
characteristically liberal concept or attitude. For instance, some analysts, including some
postliberals, identify the core of liberalism with the ascription of high value to a thick and
demanding conception of personal autonomy as part of a broader conception of human
flourishing.?® This approach will, however, fail to identify the liberalism of fairly paradigmatic
liberal theories that are not committed to valuing such a conception of autonomy, such as those
of Rawls®' or Judith Shklar.?? Identifying liberalism with a demanding conception of autonomy
would also risk begging important questions in favour of the postliberals, who commonly claim,
as part of their critique, that liberalism is committed to an ideal of radical autonomy,®® a claim
which liberal responses to the postliberal critique typically deny.**

Also among approaches that place excessive weight on a single characteristic concept are
those that identify liberalism with a commitment to respecting pluralism in beliefs about human
flourishing among citizens. These approaches typically identify liberalism with a pluralistic
respect for a wide range of conceptions of human flourishing, including traditionalist ones.®
Such approaches are also untenable, for a reason analogous to that which makes it untenable
to identify liberalism with radical autonomy. At least one plausible reading of a paradigmatic

8 Cf. (Nagel 2002, 62) Lest the perceived rise of the political right distract us from this point, consider that
arguments for (say) banning abortion typically appeal to the purported individual rights of the foetus, while
arguments for draconian migration restrictions typically claim that immigration to a country will “undermine
the fair system of cooperation its own citizens have built up” (Lefebvre 2024, 237 (emphasis original)).
The mainstream right is firmly committed to a version of liberalism.

% E.g. (Deneen 2019, 37-8)

 (Rawls 1997, 778)

92 (Shklar 1989, 27-31)

% (Deneen 2018, 31) calls this radical autonomy “the idea of voluntarism”.

% E.g. (Field 2020b)

% E.g. (Fukuyama 2023, 16, 124) identifies liberalism with “peacefully managing diversity in pluralistic
societies” and explicitly includes traditionalist doctrines in this diversity (ibid., 124)
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liberal theorist, namely J. S. Mill, argues that he in fact rejects any conception of pluralism that
would include traditionalists. The reading is that of the noted conservative intellectual historian
Maurice Cowling, who argued that, despite Mill's call for respect for a wide diversity of
“experiments in living” that do not directly harm others,* Mill also envisaged the creation of a
national “clerisy”, with a role analogous to that of religious establishments in pre-Enlightenment
confessional states, which would promote “homogeneity of opinion” on the nature of and means
to realise human flourishing.®” For Cowling’s Mill, this would still permit some diversity of views
as to the specific forms of life that can realise flourishing. However, it would severely limit
pluralism about meta-level interpretations of flourishing and its conditions to those that accept a
broadly progressive view of the nature of flourishing itself, i.e. that it is realised through
individual self-expression rather than conformity to a standard identified by strong evaluation.

Postliberals often deploy something like Cowling’s reading of Mill to argue that liberalism is far
less pluralistic, especially in terms of respect for traditional religious believers, than it is typically
thought to be.®® Whether Cowling’s interpretation of Mill is all-things-considered correct is not the
issue here. The fact that at least one paradigmatic liberal theory can be plausibly interpreted as
a form of progressive anti-pluralism renders it untenable to identify liberalism as such with
respect for a kind of pluralism that includes both progressive and traditionalist views. Moreover,
since (as | will later show), the claim that liberalism is anti-pluralist in this sense is fundamental
to postliberal thought, to place excessive weight on pluralism about the good in our concept of
liberalism would be to risk begging important questions against the postliberals, just as placing
undue weight on a demanding conception of autonomy risks begging questions in the
postliberals’ favour.®®

Of course, the above rejection of concepts of liberalism that equate it with demanding
conceptions of autonomy or broad conceptions of pluralism does not mean that liberalism has
nothing to do with autonomy or pluralism. The concept of liberalism | will shortly work up, in fact,
implies a degree of concern with both. My claim is merely that neither demanding conceptions
of personal autonomy that traditionalists would reject, nor broad conceptions of pluralism that
entail respect for traditionalist views, are central—still less essential—to liberalism as such.
Other attempts to identify liberalism with a single dominant value, such as Dworkin’s “certain
conception of equality”,'® may avoid begging important questions in favour of or against the
postliberals,™" but will still fail to ‘fit’ the academic and real-world phenomena | am interested in.
It will prove easily possible to find examples of arguments and rationales for policies, widely

% (Mill 2012 [1859], 134)

7 (Cowling 2011 [1963], 14-15). Cowling cites especially Mill's Coleridge (1840) and Three Essays on
Religion (1874)

% (Deneen 2023a). (Vermeule 2018b) explicitly appeals to Cowling.

% Cowling’s Mill is not the only liberal theorist to evince this kind of anti-pluralism. See e.g. (Chambers
2018)

1% (Dworkin 1985, 183)

11 Such attempts are usually “prescriptive” in Bell's sense: they seek to prescribe how we ought to use
the term ‘liberal’ on the basis of a first-order normative argument.
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recognised by their own proponents and by others as ‘liberal’, in which the purportedly dominant
value does not play a central role.

My “comprehensive” and “contextualist” analysis, then, will start by reviewing concepts of
liberalism that involve a distinctive balance or synthesis between several distinct values. | will
develop an account of liberalism based on the elements common to the analyses of three
thinkers: Michael Freeden, John Gray, and Edmund Fawcett. Freeden’s work is plausibly the
most systematic attempt, by any scholar, to conceptualise liberalism as an ideology that spans
both academic theory and political practice. Gray is among the most prominent and
sophisticated scholars to argue for the rejection of liberalism as a universal theory of political
morality.’® Fawcett’s history of liberalism, which is also a defence of the ideology, is notable for
giving at least as much weight to liberal practice as to academic theory. Thus, collectively, the
work of these three thinkers comprises three significant attempts to develop analyses of
liberalism that account for both theory and practice in a balanced manner. Between them, these
three thinkers also cover a broad spectrum of attitudes towards liberalism: detached and
analytical for Freeden, critical for Gray, and favourable for Fawcett. This diversity of normative
perspectives will reduce the risk that my interpretation will evince a bias in favour of or against
the substantive political morality of liberalism. | will now demonstrate that these three thinkers
converge on identifying substantially the same set of normative concepts at the core of
liberalism (despite their use of different terminology for these concepts).

Freeden identifies “liberty, individualism, progress, rationality, the general interest, sociability,
[and] limited and responsible power” as the conceptual core of liberalism.'® Gray identifies a
liberal “syndrome”—by which he means a set of mutually congruent ideas that usually occur
together—consisting of individualism, moral universalism, egalitarianism, and meliorism (a belief
in the possibility of society’s “indefinite improvement”)."** Fawcett lists “four broad ideas”
comprising “acknowledgment of conflict’s inescapability”, “distrust of power”, “faith in human
progress”, and equal “civic respect” under the law.'® To see how the lists of each of these three

thinkers converge, | have set them out in Figure (2) below:

192 Gray has even identified his view as a kind of “Post-liberalism” (Gray 2014), but Gray’s view, which is
really a kind of modus vivendi liberalism, has little in common with that of the prominent postliberals |
discuss in Chapter 2.

193 (Freeden 1996, 178)

104 (Gray 2014, 286)

195 (Fawcett 2018, 2-3)
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Figure (2): The core liberal values
Freeden Gray Fawcett

Individualism “Individualism”, “Individualism” “Civic respect’
“Liberty”

Egalitarianism “General interest”, “Moral universalism”, [ “Civic respect”
“Sociability” “Egalitarianism”

Optimism “Progress”, “Meliorism” “Progress”
“Rationality”

Dispersal of power | “Limited/responsible “Inevitability of
power” conflict”, “Mistrust of

power”

I will now work up a general concept of liberalism by abstracting from the formulations of these
three thinkers. | do not claim here that these three thinkers’ formulations are extensionally
identical; instead, | deliberately elide subtle differences between their conceptions in order to
work up a concept of liberalism that | think all three thinkers would recognise, and which would
also be recognised by other defenders of liberalism and their postliberal critics. As seen in
Figure (2), | think that four basic values can roughly encapsulate the content of the three
thinkers’ formulations of the core liberal values.

The first of these | call individualism, which is respect for some kind of individual autonomy (but
not necessarily for radical or first-order autonomy). Freeden’s “individualism” and “liberty”
capture this idea of individualism. For Freeden, “individualism” and “liberty” figure in a “dual
decontesting”, such that liberty is valuable because it permits individual personalities to flourish,
and individuality is valuable because it involves freely expressing one’s personality.' Valuing
individualism will always involve giving individuals a significant sphere of liberty, so liberty is a
necessary correlate of individuality. Therefore, little if any irreducibly distinctive content is lost by
collapsing both Freeden’s “liberty” and “individualism” into my broader concept of individualism.
Gray'’s “individualism” expresses a similar thought to Freeden’s, namely that “ultimate value” is
found in “aspects of the lives of individuals”, so | will also collapse this into my individualism."®"
Finally, Fawcett’s “civic respect” also encompasses the basic idea of individualism. His “civic
respect” entails respect for “people’s privacy”, as well as their “intrinsic worth” and “moral
responsibility”, implying an injunction “not to intrude on their aims” and to tolerate “unorthodoxy”.
“Civic respect” thus clearly involves a commitment to respecting aspects of individual autonomy

(not necessarily radical or first-order autonomy).'®

1% (Freeden 1996, 144—45)

97 (Gray 2014, 286). The belief that ultimate value is found in the lives of individuals does not rule out
traditionalism, because the relevant value-bearing feature of such lives could be their conformity to
standards set by strong evaluation. See e.g. (Moschella 2025) for an example of such a traditionalist
theory.

108 (Fawcett 1996, 3)
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My second concept is egalitarianism, which denotes the equal intrinsic value of individuals’
dignity and interests. Gray’s “universalism” and “egalitarianism” both collapse into
egalitarianism. Gray identifies “universalism” with the belief that “weighty duties and/or rights...
are owed to all human beings”, while his “egalitarianism” consists of “denial of any natural...
hierarchy”.'® Both these values, for Gray, clearly express the idea that humans are equal in
their basic dignity. Also encompassing egalitarianism (as well as individualism, as mentioned

above) is Fawcett’s “civic respect... for people and their projects”, which “has roots in... people’s
[equal] intrinsic worth”.""° Finally, Freeden’s “general interest” involves an equal concern for “all
individuals” and their harmonious interests."" At the same time, his “sociability” construes
individuals’ voluntary “mutual regard” for each other’s interests as “inevitable”, thus rendering
the satisfaction of individuals’ equally-weighted claims compossible. Both these concepts of

Freeden'’s, therefore, map onto egalitarianism.""?

An objection here might claim that egalitarianism conflates belief in equality as an intrinsic
value, which presumably entails at least a belief in equal basic formal rights, with a concern for
promoting shared interests. Plausibly, classical liberals who support a heavily market-based
economy endorse the former but not the latter, while modern or egalitarian liberals endorse
both. Shared interests, however, can be construed in a thin manner, such that, for classical
liberals, people have a primary shared interest in protecting everyone’s basic rights, rights
which, properly understood, place severe deontic limits on what else the state can do to
advance other shared interests."? The difference between classical and modern liberal views of
egalitarianism and shared interests, then, lies not in the core concepts of the ideologies—both
accept my concept of egalitarianism—but in how those concepts are interpreted, e.g. whether
egalitarianism implies a duty on the state to promote more than a thin set of shared interests, or
a much thicker one.

Moving on to optimism, Gray’s “meliorism” and Fawcett’s “progress” are nearly equivalent.
Fawcett identifies this “faith in human progress” with an “urge to improve” human society,"*
while Gray’s “meliorism” holds that “human institutions” are “open to indefinite improvement”
through the use of “critical reason”.""® Freeden’s “progress” also maps onto optimism since it is
“adjacent” to a “meliorist worldview”, involving indefinite (but not “teleological”) improvement.'
Freeden’s “rationality”, which | have grouped with his “progress”, could have been subsumed
under egalitarianism or individualism instead, since it “hovers in the background, buttressing...
other core concepts” rather than serving a clearly identifiable and distinct substantive role."”

199 |bid.

10 (Fawcett 2018, 3)

" (Freeden 1996, 151)

"2 \lersions of liberalism may differ in the ‘thickness’ of their conceptions of sociability, i.e. how thick the
interests are for which people have mutual regard.

"3 (Kahan 2023, 242-3)

"4 1bid.

"3 (Gray 2014, 286)

8 (Freeden 1996, 147)

"7 (Ibid., 150)
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Freeden’s “rationality” thus does not correspond tightly to optimism and contains residual
content that influences the interpretation of all the core liberal concepts, so it may as fruitfully be
grouped with optimism as with any of the other core concepts.

My final core liberal value, the dispersal of power, consists of a suspicion of political power and
a belief that it must be in some way constrained. Freeden’s concept of “responsible power”
involves a drive to “control” political power, as the “chief institutional corollary of liberty”,""® in
order to protect liberty and individuality. Similarly, Fawcett identifies two mutually reinforcing
core liberal attitudes towards power: an “acknowledgement of conflict’s inescapability”, informed
by the modern experience of cultural, religious, and economic “fragmentation”, and a “distrust of
power”, especially “undivided authorities”, as unable to appropriately “command complex
societies”."® Both these thinkers, then, identify the dispersal of power as a core liberal value.
Gray’s lack of reference to the dispersal of power is easily explainable, for Gray immediately
explains that a “liberal civil society”, meaning roughly the familiar liberal-democratic political
institutions, will constitute the institutional instantiation of the four core concepts he identifies.
Clearly, the dispersal of power is central to these institutions. Gray’s choice not to present this
dispersal as a core concept appears to be linked more to a desire to identify only the concepts
that, for liberals, have intrinsic value, rather than instrumental, rather than to a rejection of the
centrality of the dispersal of power to liberalism's core.'?

I am confident, therefore, in characterising the content of liberalism as constituted by the basic
core values of individualism, egalitarianism, optimism, and the dispersal of power. Other
ideologies may incorporate one or more of these concepts within their own conceptual cores; for
instance, egalitarianism is plausibly also a core socialist concept. Instead, it is the distinctive
configuration of the four concepts that distinguishes the conceptual core of liberalism; no other
ideology may have the same set of concepts as its conceptual core. Because this permits
overlap between sets of core concepts, there will be grey areas when dealing with ideologies
like liberal socialism or liberal conservatism, which may include several, but not all, of the core
liberal concepts within their own cores. This should not prevent both liberals and their postliberal
critics from recognising the theories, practices, and discourses encompassed by my concept of
liberalism as liberal.

| will treat this concept of liberalism as providing the common ‘liberal’ element in liberal
academic theories of political morality and liberal political practices and regimes, when
evaluating postliberal claims about liberal theory and practice. However, this concept of
liberalism will not permit us to assess conceptual claims about liberalism with a binary possible
truth-value, such as “X is (in)compatible with liberalism” or “liberalism implies Y”. Before
proceeding further, therefore, | will first develop a concept of what | call “minimal liberalism”,
grounded in the schematic concept of liberalism | have just outlined, that will permit us to

"8 (Ibid., 152-3)

"9 (Fawcett 2018, 2-3)

120 (We should note that this distinction is in no way identical to Freeden’s distinction between core,
adjacent, and peripheral values.)
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evaluate this kind of claim by giving liberalism as such a minimum degree of determinate
content.

[I: Minimal Liberalism

To permit us to assess this class of claims about liberalism that have a binary truth-value, | will
now posit a set of necessary conditions for the overall liberalism of a theory of political morality
or a regime. My aim here is to provide a ‘lowest common denominator’ set of necessary
conditions for liberalism that represents the most minimally demanding interpretation of the
constructive political implications of the core liberal values that is possible. Thus, a reader
committed to a particular version of liberalism that is more demanding than minimal liberalism
may view a theory or regime that meets only the conditions of minimal liberalism as inadequate
to the requirements of the best interpretation of the core liberal values concepts, or of the best
configuration of these values with adjacent and peripheral values. However, | intend that this
reader should still be able to recognise that such a theory or regime is a liberal one because it
still represents a possible interpretation of the core liberal values, even if it is a flawed
interpretation.

In addition to representing a possible interpretation of the core liberal values, | also intend my
list to simply capture intuitions about what the necessary conditions are for a theory or practice
to be considered liberal. The intuitions in question here are not evaluative intuitions about what
is good or bad but merely conceptual intuitions about what is liberal or non-liberal, so a
committed anti-liberal should be just as able to accept my conception of the liberal minimum as
a committed liberal. Therefore, my intuitions should, in their rough outline, be shared with the
reader, since they do not presuppose a specific evaluative standard, merely shared possession
of a concept.

The most sophisticated extant attempt to work out a list of necessary institutional and policy
commitments for a liberal theory or regime is that of Samuel Freeman.'?' Freeman appeals,
when grounding his list, to a rough sketch of core liberal values that | find (at least in the rough

21 (Freeman 2001, 108-23). Neither Freeden nor Fawcett nor Gray provide such a list of necessary

conditions for liberalism. Bell's comprehensive contextualism means he expands ‘liberalism’ to
encompass every ideology recognised as ‘liberal’ at the expense of any common element that could give
rise to such a list of conditions. (Gaus 2010, 341-359) attempts to work out a minimal set of “agency”
rights, but does so on the basis of an idiosyncratic version of liberalism. (Laborde 2017, 151-2) sets out a
list of minimal conditions for liberal-egalitarianism, but this is limited in scope to state-religion interaction,
and includes an ideal of public justifiability that not all versions of liberalism accept.
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form he presents it) contestable.’?> However, his list of institutions and policy commitments is, in
itself, intuitively plausible and represents a plausible interpretation of the four core values |
outlined above. My list, therefore, will be derived from Freeman’s, with some simplification and
clarification.

Freeman identifies six necessary “institutional features of liberal political systems”. | assume that
this list also applies to theory, in that endorsement of these six “institutional features” is a
necessary condition for a theory of political morality to be considered liberal. Freeman’s features
are (1) enforcement of equal “basic rights and liberties... for all citizens”, (2) “some account of
equality of opportunity”, (3) “a central role” for “markets in allocating productive resources”, (4)
government duties to ensure provision of “public goods” and (5) a “social minimum”, and (6) “the
public nature of political authority” (as opposed to viewing this authority as, say, a private feudal
fief).' Freeman acknowledges that all of these principles have different interpretations that are
compatible with liberalism, so in what follows, | will state only what Freeman claims is the most
minimally demanding possible interpretation of each principle.

Principle (1), of equal basic rights and liberties, means at minimum that all citizens have rights
including freedom of conscience, discussion, association, and other rights necessary to pursue
a life that accords with their conception of the good, as well as rights necessary for “physical
and psychological integrity” and to “maintain the rule of law”;'** and that these rights can only be
infringed to protect the basic rights of others, not to achieve other goals.'® Principle (2), equality
of opportunity, implies at least formal openness of positions to talent and “the absence of
political restrictions on entry” into positions, jobs, and offices. Principle (3), granting a central
allocative role to markets, “does not commit liberalism to using markets... for distribution of
income and wealth”, so it seems to rule out only a command economy.'? Principle (4), requiring
the government to assure the provision of public goods, requires that the government ensure
provision of goods that are not adequately provided by markets due to their indivisibility
(including “national defense, public health and sanitation,... street lighting” among other goods),
and is compatible with an otherwise non-interventionist economic policy.'?” Similarly, principle
(5), requiring the guarantee of a “social minimum?”, is compatible with undemanding conceptions
of this minimum that view it as merely “public charity so that people will not starve”.'?®

122 He claims that liberalism affirms (1) “a plurality of intrinsic goods”, that (2) “freedom to... pursue their
conceptions of the good is essential to [individuals’] living a good life”, and that a good life for an individual
requires (3) “freely adopted conceptions of the good be consistent with justice”. | am sceptical of (3), on
the grounds that a liberal could still think that individuals with ‘unreasonable’ conceptions of the good can
live flourishing lives, just that they do so in a way that is unjust to others. (1) seems equivocal between a
strong doctrine of value-pluralism like Berlin’s (which | would deny is essential to liberalism) and a more
chastened claim that many diverse lifeplans can be good (for a defence of the chastened claim, see
(Moschella 2025, 59-62)).

123 (Freeman 2001, 123)

124 1bid., 108

125 |bid., 109

126 |pid., 117. This principle would also permit a “liberal socialism” which combines public ownership with
market allocations of resources.

127 |bid., 119-20

128 |bid., 118
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| differ from Freeman’s view of the minimal requirements of these principles primarily concerning
principle (6), concerning “the public nature of political authority.” Freeman argues that this
principle requires that public power be “institutional and not personal” (emphasis original),
“continuous” (i.e. the authority’s identity “survives the demise” of individuals exercising it), and
that it be “held in trust” for the benefit of the population, from whom its power is delegated.'®
From this, he infers that “open democratic rule” is required by this principle, since “assuming
that adults... understand and advance their own interests”, the best way to ensure the effective
exercise of this public fiduciary authority is by giving each person “a share of political
authority”."°

However, Freeman immediately then acknowledges that “the combination of liberalism and
democratic government” is absent from “the classical liberalism of Hume, Smith, or Constant”.'®'
Since Freeman continuously emphasises that his concept of liberalism includes classical
liberalism, and even explicitly mentions Smith as one of the “major proponents of classical
liberalism”,'3? making democratic rule a necessary condition of a theory or regime’s being liberal
seems inconsistent with Freeman’s attempt to make his concept of liberalism ‘fit’ data that
includes classical liberalism. It also seems intuitive that ‘undemocratic liberalism’ is at least
conceivable, just as ‘illiberal democracy’ is."*®* Moreover, it is not apparent that the dispersal of
power, as such, requires the most important office-holders in a state to be elected by universal
suffrage. We should therefore claim only that principle (6) requires institutional mechanisms to
ensure that public office-holders exercise their fiduciary authority for the common good
effectively and honestly, while acknowledging that it is at least conceivable that realising these
mechanisms would not require bringing about full democracy and universal suffrage.

In addition to my modification of principle (6), | will also slightly modify principle (2), requiring
equality of opportunity. Freeman states that this principle requires formal openness of positions
to all citizens and that “discrimination in allocating positions... would then be legally
prohibitable”."®* This comment appears to imply that not only may the state not discriminate
between citizens in this manner, but also that private businesses and associations should be
prohibited from engaging in such discrimination. However, Freeman also states that equality of
opportunity does not have “absolute priority” when it conflicts with “freedom of association”.'*
Freeman makes this point only about the family and the inequality of opportunity that differences
between families create. However, there is no apparent reason why freedom of association
should not have at least some weight in other settings in which it can conflict with equality of
opportunity. Moreover, intuitively, it does not seem evident that a society in which private
businesses and associations were allowed to discriminate would automatically be non-liberal,
especially if we imagine that the pattern of discrimination that emerged was essentially random
and non-systematic between historically advantaged and disadvantaged groups. | will therefore

129 |bid., 121-2

%0 |bid., 122

31 |bid., 123

132 |bid., 106

133 See e.g. (Kallmer 2017)
3% (Freeman 2001, 116)
3 |bid., 117
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modify principle (2) to require only that the state itself not practice discrimination between
citizens, allowing that some versions of liberalism might give more weight to freedom of
association than equality of opportunity when making rules for private businesses and
associations.

In the following list, | will modify principles (2) and (6) as explained above, and combine
principles (3-5)—requiring market-based allocation of resources, state concern for public goods,
and a social minimum—into one principle stating a minimally liberal view of economic life. | will
also separate the protection of freedom of speech and expression from the other liberties
protected by principle (1). | will make this separation because postliberal claims about
progressive-authoritarianism typically (as we will see in Chapter 2) address purported
infringements on both the rights of traditionalists important to their ability to live in accordance
with their conceptions of the good and the rights of traditionalists to express their conceptions of
the good. Keeping in mind these two related but distinct ways in which
progressive-authoritarianism could violate the rights of traditionalists will give us greater clarity
about postliberal claims.

Thus, my list of the necessary conditions of minimal liberalism is as follows:

1) Minimal agency rights: citizens must be free from direct, violent coercion in choices that
plausibly express their deepest values, including choices about religious practice and
choices about intimate, sexual and romantic relationships, except insofar as such
coercion is necessary to ensure the compossible protection of this freedom for all
citizens. This condition reflects (in part) Freeman’s principle (1) and the value of
individualism.

2) Minimal free discussion: citizens must be free from direct, violent coercion to discuss,
and seek to persuade one another about, philosophical, religious, and political ideas,
except insofar as curtailing this liberty is reasonably and proportionately judged
necessary to ‘contain’ risks of the overthrow of minimal liberalism itself.'* This condition
also reflects (in part) Freeman'’s principle (1) and the value of individualism, while also
helping secure the value of the dispersal of power through protecting free political
debate.

3) Minimal egalitarianism: all citizens must be formally equal in their legal rights and
liabilities, and actual legal practices must approximately realise this formal equality. This
condition reflects Freeman'’s principle (2) and the value of egalitarianism.

4) Minimal economic provision: citizens must be entitled to public guarantee of the means
to avoid absolute poverty, homelessness, easily-preventable early death, and illiteracy,
at least when a society has sufficient resources to guarantee these entitlements for all
citizens; and the state must provide public goods as part of a mixed or market-based
economy. This condition reflects Freeman’s principles (3) through (5) and the value of
egalitarianism.

136 | use the adjective “minimal” because, although this principle secures very extensive free discussion, it
is compatible with restrictions on hate speech, blasphemy, or obscenity that regulate the ‘time, manner,
and place’ of speech rather than its content.
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5) Minimal accountable government: laws must be made and executed through a defined
constitutional process that aims to ensure public power is accountable for fulfilling its
duty to the public interest. This condition reflects Freeman’s principle (6) and the value of
the dispersal of power.

All of the above conditions collectively reflect the value of optimism, insofar as viewing fulfilling
these conditions as a duty that all states can and should fulfil implies at least a minimal degree
of optimism, i.e. the optimistic conviction that a minimally decent politics (as conceptualised by
minimal liberalism) is possible.

Conditions (1-5) permit a wide degree of variation within minimal liberalism. (1) permits states to
promote a particular religion (or atheism) with financial subsidies and non-violent exhortation, or
to similarly promote a particular conception of family or of sexual morality.”” (2) permits states to
curtail hate speech, blasphemy, or pornography so long as the prohibited speech is defined in
terms of manner of expression and not propositional content.'® For instance, a state could ban
desecration of a religious symbol but could not ban criticism of the claims or values of a
religion—it could ban the public burning of a religious text, but it could not ban criticism of the
claims made by the religion about the text.”® (3) does not require that the state prohibit
discrimination by private businesses or civil society organisations, only that it refrain from
practising discrimination itself. (4) does not require entitlement to higher education or to more
than a very minimal standard of living, far lower than that of persons earning minimum-wage
incomes in contemporary developed countries (but still some way above the living standard of
most people in the world’s poorest countries.) (5) does not require that the state hold free and
fair elections with universal suffrage for its major offices, only that it have some kind of formal
mechanism whereby its major office-holders can be held accountable for their exercise of public
power.

Minimal liberalism is, however, still a moderately demanding ideal. It is very far from satisfied by
a great many actually existing states today, and probably the vast majority of states in human
history. It prohibits states from coercive censorship of criticism of their political leaders; from
banning apostasy or religious proselytisation; from criminalising homosexual sex, or other
often-stigmatised sexual acts, between consenting adults in private; from failing to provide basic
social security of some kind; or from organising themselves through the despotic and arbitrary
rule of an individual, clique, or military cabal.

37 Minimal liberalism, unlike Laborde’s minimal secularism (2017, 151-2), has no public justification
requirement, so permits a wider range of perfectionist policies than Laborde’s principle would permit. For
instance, minimal liberalism permits the state to non-coercively support the proselytising efforts of a
religion on the grounds that the state judges the religion’s claim to Divine revelation to be true.

138 | take no firm position here as to whether extant hate speech laws are consistent with minimal
liberalism, but | suspect that many such laws could be interpreted in such a way as not to criminalise the
expression of any propositional ideas.

139 Citizens would be permitted to express any view they wished about the religious text in question but
would be limited in their ability to act on this view by publicly burning it.
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I will deploy this conception of minimal liberalism in Chapter 2 to identify which strands of
thought, among those that are labelled ‘postliberal’ by their own supporters or by others, actually
propose the replacement of liberal regimes by non-liberal ones, and which merely propose to
modify prevailing and influential versions of liberalism in the direction of a desired regime that
would still be minimally liberal.'® While it is true that all actual versions of liberal theory thicken
one or more of the above conditions to some extent, minimal liberalism is still moderately
demanding, so it is still a significant result if a theory of political morality is compatible with the
conditions of minimal liberalism. | will not consider theories that are compatible with minimal
liberalism to be fully anti-liberal, and | will focus my attention on ‘postliberal’ theories that
propose a fully anti-liberal political morality. | will also use my conception of minimal liberalism
when discussing postliberal claims about the purported decay of liberalism into
progressive-authoritarianism in chapters 4 and 5.

However, in chapters 6 and 7, in which | will discuss the extent to which postliberals can achieve
some of their important constructive goals within liberal regimes, | will deploy a more demanding
conception of liberalism. Most actors in real-world political regimes seem to be committed to
more demanding conceptions of liberalism than minimal liberalism. For the purpose of chapters
6 and 7, therefore, | will need a conception of liberalism such that, if postliberals can make
plausible arguments for their preferred constructive policies that are consistent with this
conception, this will show that they can potentially appeal to a wide range of actors within
contemporary liberal regimes and therefore have a non-negligible chance of realising their
desired constructive policies.

In the final section of this Chapter, therefore, | will briefly review some of the major versions of
liberal theory, and explain why Rawlsian ‘political liberalism’ is the best version to deploy for my
purposes in Chapters 6 and 7.

lll: Liberalism’s Many Faces

As | will show more fully in Chapter 2, the focus of the postliberal critique of liberal theory lies in
liberalism’s purported implications for the basic liberties of traditionalists—specifically their
agency rights (protected by condition (1) of minimal liberalism) and free discussion rights
(protected by condition (2)). In other words, postliberals are concerned about the implications of
liberal theory for the rights of traditionalists to follow (agency rights) and to express (free
discussion rights) their distinctive conceptions of the good. | will show in Chapter 3 that
postliberals direct this critique primarily at liberal regimes, not liberal theory. They argue, in other
words, that actually-existing liberal regimes have some kind of ‘structural’ tendency to
increasingly deny traditionalists’ basic rights, not that liberal theory implies that traditionalists’
basic rights ought to be denied.

140 As we will see in Chapter 2, many postliberal thinkers do indeed vigorously reject even minimal
liberalism.

39



Nevertheless, it will be helpful to conduct a brief and approximate assessment of the
implications of some of the major versions of liberal theory for traditionalists’ agency and free
discussion rights, in order to confirm that the liberal critics of postliberalism are correct to say
that liberalism does not entail that traditionalists’ basic rights ought to be denied.

In what follows, | will review the major versions of liberal theory as typically categorised in
scholarship on the topic. | will identify the degree to which, facially, each major version of
liberalism implies that the traditionalists’ rights ought to be protected. Of course, the precise
implications for traditionalists will generally depend on fine-grained distinctions between
sub-types of liberalism, and on subordinate or factual judgements about which versions of
liberalism, per se, do not imply a specific view. Space does not permit me to analyse these
fine-grained and subordinate judgements here, so | will instead, as a rough proxy for this
analysis, identify the degree to which each major version of liberalism envisions presence of
traditionalist doctrines as a permanent and non-regrettable feature of a liberal society.

| begin with John Gray’s notion of the “two faces” of liberalism, which is an interesting attempt by
a writer with some postliberal sympathies to capture two divergent ways that liberal theory might
regard traditionalism. Gray’s analysis of liberalism has at least some affinities with the novel and
distinctive postliberal critique on which | will focus in Chapter 2, in that Gray, like the postliberals
on which | will focus, argues that actually existing liberal regimes are decaying into a form of
progressive-authoritarianism.'' Gray, as | noted above, is also the author of probably the most
systematic descriptive analysis of liberal ideology to be produced by an opponent of
liberalism.'*2 All of these reasons make his analysis a helpful starting point.

Gray’s Two Faces of Liberalism identifies “two philosophies” within the liberal tradition: an
anti-pluralist, perfectionist liberalism in which “diversity of ways of life is endured in the faith that
it is destined to disappear”, and a modus vivendi liberalism in which “toleration is valued as a
condition of peace”.'*® Gray’s anti-pluralist perfectionist liberalism resembles what | earlier
identified as Cowling’s interpretation of Mill, in which Mill is thought to envisage only temporary
toleration of conceptions of flourishing that are not broadly progressive before society reaches a
desirable uniformity of opinion on progressivism.

Gray’s concept of modus vivendi liberalism appears to be equivocal between two distinct views.
Some versions of liberalism hold that justice requires toleration for a diverse set of both
progressive and traditionalist views, with no expectation that this diversity will disappear.’* This
view is not genuinely based on a modus vivendi, because it expects citizens to endorse liberal
conceptions of justice as ideals, rather than as pragmatic modus vivendi compromises.' Other
versions of liberal theory, however, regard liberal conceptions of justice as valuable but only

" (Gray 2018, 2024, 2)

42 Gray is an opponent of liberalism as a universal theory of political morality, but unlike the postliberals
on which | focus, he endorses a modus vivendi liberalism as appropriate for contemporary liberal polities.
(see (Gray 2014, 284)

43 (Gray 2002, 105)

4 This is, of course, the view of Rawls in Political Liberalism, as well as that of other liberal theorists.

%% See (Rawls 1997, 780)
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expect citizens to regard these conceptions of justice as pragmatic compromises.'® It would be
more precise to reserve the term modus vivendi for this second group of theories. Anti-pluralist
perfectionist liberalism and modus vivendi liberalism, then, do not exhaust the possible versions
of liberalism, so we will have to modify Gray’s position and accept that liberal theory has more
than two faces with respect to its attitude to traditionalist conceptions of flourishing.

There are two other important distinctions that Gray’s analysis does not capture. First, versions
of liberal theory are typically divided between types of ‘political’ liberalism, which purport not to
be grounded in any particular conception of human flourishing,'’ and types of ‘comprehensive’
liberalism, which are explicitly grounded in particular conceptions of flourishing.*® Political
liberalism typically regards “the fact of reasonable pluralism” about the good, where this
pluralism includes traditionalist views, as a permanent and unproblematic condition of liberal
societies.'® Political liberalism is therefore typically opposed to the anti-pluralism of Cowling’s
Mill, which regards social consensus on progressivism as a desirable goal of a liberal regime.

Moreover, many of the most prominent versions of comprehensive liberalism are also opposed
to the anti-pluralism of Cowling’s Mill, because they are grounded on ‘thin’ and pluralistic
conceptions of flourishing that allow for at least some traditionalist doctrines to yield flourishing
lives, and therefore do not regard the disappearance of these traditionalist doctrines as
desirable. For instance, Joseph Raz’s comprehensive liberalism is grounded in a doctrine of
value-pluralism, in which many diverse and incompatible ways of life can yield human
flourishing™® and a commitment to the value of autonomy, conceptualised as the capacity to
choose between valuable options.' Raz’'s commitment to the value of autonomy does not imply
that traditionalist individuals who reject the value of first-order autonomy cannot live flourishing
lives, as long as they also exercise second-order autonomy.'? Raz also does not claim that
persons who reject his doctrine of value-pluralism cannot live flourishing lives.'?

146 E.g. (McCabe 2014; Kukathas 2007)

47 E.g. (Rawls 2005; Gaus 2010). Theorists usually further distinguish between Rawlsian ‘consensus’ and
Gausian ‘convergence’ versions of political liberalism (see (Billingham 2016, 135-9)

148 (Dworkin 1985; Raz 1986)

9 (Rawls 1997, 765).

%0 (Raz 1987, 158-161)

%1 (Ibid., 165-169)

%2 As | showed in the Introduction, traditionalists can endorse the decisive value of second-order, but not
first-order, autonomy. Some (but not all) traditionalist doctrines will endorse a conception of autonomy
compatible with Raz’s.

1% The question of the extent to which traditionalists can endorse value-pluralism is complex. The
traditionalist commitment to strong evaluation is in at least some tension with the value-pluralist idea that
many incompatible ways of life are good. Briefly, traditionalist doctrines will be more congruent with
value-pluralism insofar as they endorse the possibility of realising value within forms of life based on false
evaluative standards (perhaps by appealing to a doctrine of non-culpable error) or the belief that multiple
forms of life comprise diverse instantiations of conformity to the true evaluative standards. An example of
a traditionalist doctrine that holds multiple forms of life can instantiate the true evaluative standards would
be Perennialism, which holds that all major world religions are effective means of accessing a single
spiritual truth (see e.g. (Guénon 2002 [1927]).
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Similarly, Ronald Dworkin’s version of comprehensive liberalism is also grounded in a
conception of flourishing according to which traditionalists can live flourishing lives. Dworkin
grounds his liberalism on his “challenge model” of the good life, in which activities can only
contribute to human flourishing if constituting an authentic individual response to the challenge
of deciding how to live."* This view about the human good implies, for Dworkin, that a
necessary condition of flourishing is “ethical independence”, meaning absence of state-imposed
burdens intended to affect ethical judgements about how to live. To respect this ethical
independence, Dworkin argues that the state should adopt a stance of neutrality about at least
“foundational” aspects of the human good."*® Some traditionalist doctrines will be able to affirm
Dworkin’s conception of ethical independence. They might do this by holding that the absence
of state-imposed burdens helps individuals exercise their second-order autonomy in a way likely
to lead to true judgments about the good. Dworkin also explicitly affirmed that living in
accordance with doctrines that accept strong evaluation and reject first-order autonomy can
yield flourishing lives, as long as the doctrines are adopted on the basis of independent
reflection on life’s moral challenges.'® Thus, versions of comprehensive liberalism like those of
Raz and Dworkin, unlike the liberalism of Cowling’s Mill, are pluralistic insofar as they do not
envisage the disappearance of all traditionalist doctrines or regard this as desirable. These
pluralist versions of comprehensive liberalism are similar to political liberalism in that they
envision at least some forms of traditionalism being a permanent and morally unproblematic
presence in liberal societies.

Second, in addition to the distinction between political and comprehensive liberalism, and within
comprehensive liberalism between pluralistic and anti-pluralistic versions thereof, Gray also fails
to draw attention to the distinction between perfectionist and anti-perfectionist versions of
liberalism. Perfectionist versions of liberalism hold that the state should in some way encourage
citizens to live lives that are all-things-considered good by the standards of some
comprehensive doctrine, while anti-perfectionist versions reject this idea. This distinction is
orthogonal to the distinction between political and comprehensive liberalism. Comprehensive
liberalism might be thought naturally congruent with perfectionism. In this version of liberalism,
the state may hold that, on the basis of a particular conception of the good, citizens should be
encouraged to live good lives as judged by the standards of that conception.’*® However,
comprehensive liberalism can also be anti-perfectionist if it holds that the particular conception
of the good that grounds the state’s commitment to liberalism also grounds a commitment not to
encourage citizens to live good lives as judged by that conception. Dworkin’s position, that
acknowledging the comprehensive value of ethical independence forbids certain kinds of

154 (Dworkin 2000, 269)

155 (Dworkin 2014, 131-133)

1% (Dworkin 2000, 269) derives this judgement from his “challenge model” of the good life in which
responding to life’s challenges second-order autonomously is a necessary condition of living a good life,
but rejecting strong evaluation is not. Of course, some traditionalist doctrines reject a conception of
autonomy compatible with Dworkin’s ideal of independent reflection, but other traditionalist doctrines do
not.

%7 See the table in (Quong 2011, 16).

%8 Or perhaps even by the standards of some other conception, though this would be an incongruous
position.
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perfectionist policy on the grounds that state burdens on bad choices would undermine ethical
independence and therefore be self-defeating as a means of promoting citizens’ flourishing, is
an example of a comprehensive argument for anti-perfectionism. On the other hand, political
liberalism seems most congruent with anti-perfectionism because it holds that the state’s
liberalism is not grounded in overall judgements about the human good. Yet political liberalism
can be perfectionist if it holds that the state can legitimately promote certain aspects of citizens’
flourishing (like avoiding drug addiction) that can be judged to constitute flourishing
independently of a broader, overall conception of flourishing.'® It will not be possible, however,
for perfectionist political liberalism to be anti-pluralist in the sense in which Cowling’s Mill is
anti-pluralist because the perfectionist version of political liberalism is still based on rationales
that are neutral between progressivism and traditionalism.

Putting all these distinctions together, we can see that Gray has really identified two ideal-types
of liberalism, and that many versions of liberalism, including both perfectionist and
anti-perfectionist versions of pluralist comprehensive liberalism and political liberalism, are
intermediate between Gray’s modus vivendi liberalism and his anti-pluralist comprehensive
liberalism in the degree to which they envisage permanent toleration of traditionalists as
unproblematic. In modus vivendi liberalism, the state does not regard it as a problem if
traditionalists would ideally like to institute a form of traditionalist-authoritarianism as long as
they accept the liberal regime as a pragmatic compromise. In political liberalism and pluralist
comprehensive liberalism, it is a potential problem, possibly warranting ‘containment’,'® if
traditionalists would ideally like to institute traditionalist-authoritarianism, but the disappearance
of traditionalist conceptions of flourishing is not regarded as a desirable or expected outcome of
liberal practices. In anti-pluralist comprehensive liberalism, however, traditionalist conceptions of
the good are tolerated only in the expectation that liberal practices will cause them to eventually
disappear.

From among the versions of liberalism | have just canvassed, Chapters 6 and 7 will adopt
Rawlsian political liberalism as the version of liberalism against which to test postliberal claims
about constructive political morality for their compatibility with liberalism, and thereby to test the
degree to which postliberals have a realistic chance of realising their constructive goals within
contemporary liberal regimes.

Rawlsian political liberalism is perhaps the most prominent and influential version of liberal
theory; it contains many sophisticated resources for thinking about the rights of traditionalists in
a liberal society; and it is plausibly (as we will see in Chapter 2) what postliberals have in mind
when they accuse liberalism of making specious claims to neutrality about human flourishing.

As | will argue in more detail in the introduction to Part 3 of this thesis, Rawlsian political
liberalism also plausibly captures something like a set of loose commitments held by
mainstream actors in contemporary liberal regimes. Therefore, if postliberals can make plausible
arguments for their constructive political goals that are consistent with Rawlsian liberalism, this

159 (Chan 2000) defends this view. See also (Tahzib 2022)
160 See (Rawls 2005, 491) on ‘containment’ of doctrines deemed threatening to liberalism.
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will show that they have a realistic chance of appealing to these mainstream actors and
persuading them to support these measures.

This concludes the present chapter. In the next chapter, | will identify the distinctive and novel

postliberal critique of liberalism, before, in Chapter 3, showing that liberal theorists have thus far
failed to refute this critique
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Chapter 2: The Postliberal Challenge to Liberalism

This chapter aims to outline and elucidate the novel and distinctive postliberal critique of
liberalism. The previous chapter provided an outline of liberalism’s core values, of the minimal
conditions for an ideology or regime to qualify as liberal, and of the various versions of liberal
theory. The aim of this chapter is to characterise postliberalism and to identify the core claims
that postliberalism makes about both liberal ideology and liberal regimes, so that we can
understand the content of the postliberal critique of liberalism.

Part | of this chapter will conduct a thorough review of versions of postliberalism, i.e., of
arguments that have been identified (by their own proponents or by others) as ‘postliberal’. | will
taxonomise these versions on the basis of their relationship to what the previous chapter
identified as ‘minimal liberalism’. While Sleat and Kelly have also provided comprehensive
reviews of versions of postliberalism, these authors have not attempted to systematically
taxonomise all of these versions on the basis of their relationship to liberalism.’®" Nevertheless,
readers who wish to move directly to my identification and analysis of the novel and distinct
postliberal critique of liberalism may skip this part of the chapter and move directly to Part Il.

My goal in this chapter is not to analyse in depth all critiques of liberalism that have been
described as ‘postliberal’, still less is it to analyse all arguments of any kind that have been thus
described. My goal is to identify, from within the universe of such arguments, those which make
(i) a critique of liberalism that is both (ii) novel and (iii) genuinely anti-liberal. Novelty means that
the idea or argument was not already well-known prior to its promotion in a postliberal context.
Genuine anti-liberalism means that the argument purports to show that liberalism should be
replaced wholesale by an alternative ideology and regime type, not just that liberalism should be
modified. To count as genuinely anti-liberal, an argument should purport to show that liberalism
should be replaced by an ideology or version of an ideology that does not meet the conditions
for minimal liberalism outlined in the previous chapter. Otherwise, the argument would only
purport to show that the currently purportedly dominant version(s) of liberalism should be
replaced by a different version of liberalism. In the course of making the argument of this
chapter, | will also respond to the alternative accounts of the significant postliberal critique of
liberalism offered by Sleat'®? and Kelly."®?

Bell's “comprehensive” approach to analysing liberalism suggests, mutatis mutandis as applied
to postliberalism, that we start with “the sum of arguments that have been classified as
[post]liberal”.'® My goal, however, is not to be comprehensive but to be highly specific: to
identify, within this “sum of arguments”, those which are (i) critiques of liberalism that are (ii)
novel and (iii) genuinely anti-liberal critiques of liberalism. Nevertheless, we should begin with

161 (Sleat 2025, 10; Kelly 2025a, 11-12)
162 (Sleat 2025, 6-14)

163 (Kelly 2025b, 9-17)

164 (Bell 2014, 689-90)
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identifying the universe of arguments that have been classified as postliberal, and then select
the relevant arguments out of this universe of arguments.

This chapter will first (part I) outline the universe of postliberal arguments. It will then (part I1)
identify from within this universe the novel and genuinely anti-liberal postliberal critique of
liberalism. | will argue that this critique is a version of what Vallier calls the “No Alternative
Objection”, which claims that there is no alternative to coercively “imposing a substantive value
system... on the populace”.'®®

Having identified this argument, and demonstrated that other ‘postliberal’ arguments are either
not novel, not genuinely anti-liberal, or not relevant to the critique of liberalism, | will (part III)
explain the emergence of this novel postliberal critique of liberalism by outlining its intellectual
genealogy, and showing that this argument is a discursive move in an ideological debate that
makes sense only in a post-1960s (and especially post-2010s) context.'®

This genealogical analysis of the novel postliberal critique of liberalism will also constitute an
important contribution to the scholarly understanding of postliberalism in its own right. Where
other scholars have attempted to explain the origins of the distinctive and novel postliberal
critique of liberalism, they have typically appealed to the frustration and dissatisfaction with the
prevailing political and economic order caused by globalisation, neoliberalism, and the 2008
recession.'®” While these are real, proximate causes of the anti-establishment and anti-liberal
mood into which postliberal thinkers tap, they do not explain the distinctive structure of the novel
postliberal critique. No other scholars of postliberalism have thus far grounded their
genealogical narratives in the deep changes and transmutations that both liberalism and
traditionalist anti-liberalism underwent in the mid-to-late-twentieth-century. Doing so will place in
sharp relief the ways in which postliberalism differs from earlier forms of traditionalist
anti-liberalism, and the central role that a particular attempt to ‘unmask’ the purported covert
progressive-authoritarianism of liberal ideology and regimes plays in the postliberal critique.

I: The Universe of ‘Postliberal’ Arguments

What, then, are the contents of the universe of arguments classified as postliberal by their own
proponents or by others? Due to the recency of serious scholarly analysis of postliberalism, the
ideology’s boundaries are fuzzy. Sleat provides a helpful starting point by listing the “individuals
[who] have consistently labelled themselves or their ideas as post-liberal”:

“This list includes (in alphabetical order): Sohrab Ahmari, columnist, founding editor of
Compact, and currently US editor of UnHerd; Philip Blond, political philosopher, Anglican

165 (Vallier 2024a)

166 | draw in part on my previously published co-authored genealogy of postliberalism (Williams and da
Silva 2025)

167 (Sleat 2025, 7-9; Kelly 2025b, 22-31)
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theologian, and director of the UK-based think tank ResPublica; Patrick Deneen,
professor of political theory at the University of Notre Dame; John Milbank,
Anglo-Catholic theologian and emeritus professor at the University of Nottingham; Adrian
Pabst, political economist and theorist at the University of Kent and Deputy Director of
the National Institute of Economic and Social Research; Gladden Pappin, political
theorist at the University of Dallas and co-founder and deputy editor of conservative
journal American Affairs;, Chad Pecknold, theologian at The Catholic University of
America; and Adrian Vermeule, Ralph S. Tyler, Jr. Professor of Constitutional Law at
Harvard Law School.

Others may choose to cast the post-liberal net a little wider. More inclusive lists might
include, for instance, Maurice Glasman, Matthew Goodwin, David Goodhart, John Gray,
Mary Harrington, Michael Lind, Eric Kaufmann, Danny Kruger, Louise Perry, Aris
Roussinos, Nick Timothy, and Rowan Williams.”%®

Kelly substantively agrees with Sleat’s wider-net enumeration, and includes in his list of
postliberal thinkers those in both Sleat’s first and second list.'®®

To this list, | would make two additions that Sleat appears to have overlooked, perhaps because
he focuses on individuals’ self-identification whereas | also seek to identify individuals
consistently identified as postliberal by others. The first addition is the broadly anti-modernist
ideology associated with the Catholic magazine New Polity, and previously with the theological
journal Communio. This ideology has also been widely labelled ‘postliberal’. Many
commentators and analysts have used the term ‘postliberal’ to describe the work of the major
thinkers associated with this project, specifically the philosophers D. C. Schindler,"® and
Michael Hanby'" and the theologians Marc Barnes'’? and Andrew Willard Jones.'®

The second addition is the ideology promoted by the National Conservative movement
associated with the Israeli-American Biblical scholar Yoram Hazony and other thinkers linked to
Hazony’s Edmund Burke Foundation.'* Although Hazony rarely describes his own ideas as
postliberal, Kelly and Borg both identify Hazony as a central postliberal thinker,'”® as does
Christopher Eberle in an unpublished paper on postliberalism.""

Thus, aggregating all of the arguments offered by these figures, we find that the label
‘postliberal’ has been widely applied to constructive arguments for:

168 (Sleat 2025, 10).

169 (Kelly 2025b, 11-12)

170 (Bednarz 2023)

7 (Dreher 2022)

72 (Postmodernity 2022)

73 (Farmer 2025)

174 E g. (Littlejohn 2017)

175 (Kelly 2025, 44-6; Borg 2025, 41-43)
176 (Eberle 2024)
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1. The theological doctrine of Catholic ‘integralism’ in which the Church should exercise an
“indirect power” over the state, including the power to direct the civil authority to punish
canon crimes like heresy and apostasy;'”

2. Self-proclaimed Calvinist “Christian Nationalism”;'"®

3. A form of Catholic-inflected anti-liberalism, sometimes called “common good
conservatism”, and associated with the blog Postliberal Order and especially with Patrick
Deneen;'"®

4. The official positions of the National Conservative ideology of the Edmund Burke
Foundation, chaired by Yoram Hazony, and the ‘covenantal’ account of public religion,
nationality, and family on which those positions rest;'®

5. John Gray’s rejection of the universal validity of liberal political morality, combined with
pragmatic acceptance of liberal institutions as the best means of modus vivendi in
contemporary liberal democracies.'®

6. Eric Kaufmann’s “post-progressivism” or “liberal postliberalism”, which calls for a
renewed form of classical liberalism opposed to “woke” cultural politics.'®?

7. An ideology inspired by John Milbank called “personalist pluralism”'® or “common good
communitarianism”,'® which has heavily influenced Britain’s centre-right Red Tory and
centre-left Blue Labour movements;'8®

8. The anti-modern, and arguably neo-medievalist, political thought of the Catholic thinkers
at New Polity.

9. A socially conservative version of economically centre-left “social democracy” associated
with Sohrab Ahmari and Michael Lind;'®

10. The version of “West Coast” Straussian political thought promoted by the Claremont
Institute; %"

11. The jurisprudential theory of “common good constitutionalism” promoted by Adrian
Vermeule, among other legal scholars;®

12. A “postliberal feminism” promoted by Mary Harrington and Louise Perry, based on the
claim that women’s flourishing is best achieved through the embrace of, rather than the
attempt to transcend, purported biological limitations;'®°

13. The ideologies promoted—with whatever degree of internal coherence they may
have—by Hungarian Prime Minister Victor Orban’s Fidesz party, in office at time of

177 (Walzer 2024)

178 (Baker 2024)

7% See (Sleat 2025, 47-60).

'8 |bid., 61-2. (Kruger 2024) articulates a similar ‘covenantal’ vision to Hazony'’s.

181 (Gray 2014, 283-328)

182 (Kaufmann 2024c). (Timothy 2021) similarly seeks to preserve an “essential” liberalism that avoids
purported “ultra-liberal” excesses.

183 (Pabst 2023, 899-903)

184 (Kelly 2025, 43-67)

18 (Sleat 2025, 11-12). Cf. (Dallmayr 2019) for a close American analogue to this ideology.
18 (Sleat 2025, 11)

187 (Holm 2025, 22)

188 |bid., 61-76

'8 (Harrington 2024; Perry 2022). See also (Borg 2024, 14-15)
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writing,’®® and Poland’s Law and Justice party, which controlled the government until
2023.""

14. Generic populist nationalism of the kind represented—in different forms—»by parties

Reform UK or France’s National Rally;'%?

15. The descriptive theses, advanced by Aris Roussinos, Philip Pilkington, and other

thinkers, that the hegemony of liberal ideology and/or the global liberal international
order, are in the process of collapse.'®

We also find critiques of liberalism that claim the following:

1.

® Nk WD

9.

Liberalism atomises society and undermines intermediary institutions, including the
family; %4

Liberalism corrupts personal morality, especially sexual morality;'

Liberalism encourages the growth of inequality in income, wealth, and opportunity;'*
Liberalism undermines the virtues needed for democratic self-government;'®’
Liberalism corrupts and debases both ‘high’ and ‘popular’ culture;*®

Liberalism wrongly valourises radical individual autonomy;'®

Liberalism undermines loyalty to the nation-state;?®

Liberalism strengthens the bureaucratic state as the only umpire able to reign in the
conflictual desires of liberated individuals;**'

Liberalism leads inexorably to the denial of basic liberties to traditionalists.??

The above lists are intended to be exhaustive, but the fuzziness of postliberalism’s boundaries
means they cannot be completely so. Arguments could also be distinguished from each other in
different, similarly useful, ways. My aim is to identify, within the universe of postliberal
arguments, a novel critique of liberalism that purports to justify a genuinely anti-liberal political
morality. As such, | will first identify, from within the universe of postliberal arguments outlined
above, the constructive accounts of political morality that are genuinely anti-liberal. | will then
identify the critiques of liberalism that are genuinely novel.

1% (Sleat 2025, 33)

¥ (Holm 2025, 24)

192 (Kelly 2025, 19-42)

19 (Roussinos 2019; Pinkoski 2024; Pilkington 2025, 9-98)).
194 (Hazony 2019a)

19 (Vermeule 2017a)

%7 (Milbank and Pabst 2016, 209-11)
1% (Deneen 2019, 65-90)

199 (Timothy 2021, 39-47)

200 (Hazony 2018, 29-37)

201 (Milbank and Pabst 2016, 40-2)
202 (Vermeule 2019; Deneen 2024)

49

(
(
(
(
E
1% (Deneen 2019, 131-53)
(
(
(
(
(
(


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/Aaxhw+HmDz4
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/OBzK6/?locator=40-2
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/fYvZR/?locator=29-37
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/zsUch/?locator=39-47
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/F5SxH/?locator=65-90
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/OBzK6/?locator=209-11
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/F5SxH/?locator=131-53
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/aWtxq
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/MxIAm
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/dn6SU+DMNTb+qlOBU/?locator=,,9-98
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/3mZi7/?locator=24

l.i: Constructive Positions

l.i.a: Liberalism-Compatible positions

Among the constructive accounts of political morality associated with postliberalism, some are
clearly compatible with minimal liberalism, while others are too ambiguous to clearly identify as
compatible or incompatible.

| will begin by identifying the positive arguments that are compatible with minimal liberalism
because they do not purport to justify a genuinely anti-liberal political morality that would
contradict this minimal liberalism, and showing why they are not genuinely anti-liberal. These
are the arguments for positions (5-10): namely Gray’s modus vivendi (5), Kaufmann’s
post-progressivism (6), Milbankian personalist pluralism (7), New Polity postliberalism (8),
socially conservative social democracy (9), and West Coast Straussianism (10).

I will then perform the same task for the arguments for positions that are either too vague, or
insufficiently complete and comprehensive, to clearly identify as liberal or anti-liberal. These are
the arguments for positions (11-14): namely common good constitutionalism (11), postliberal
feminism (12), the ideologies of Fidesz and Law and Justice (13), and populist nationalism (14).
I will then identify arguments for positions that are either clearly anti-liberal or could plausibly be
interpreted as such, namely Catholic integralism (1), Christian Nationalism (2), common good
conservatism (3), and National Conservatism (4). | will explain why they are genuinely
anti-liberal or could be interpreted as such. | will dismiss argument (15), the descriptive theses
that liberal hegemony and/or international order are collapsing. These descriptive theses about
global politics are irrelevant to my project of evaluating normative postliberal claims about
liberalism, so this thesis will not discuss or evaluate them further.

Gray’s postliberalism (5) does not advocate for the abandonment of liberalism in the polities in
which it is entrenched. Although Gray rejects the claim that “doctrinal liberalism” offers a
universally valid account of political morality, he still maintains that a “liberal civil society... is the
only sort of regime in which we... can live well”. By “we”, Gray means, roughly, the citizens of
contemporary liberal democracies. Thus, Gray’s postliberalism does not reject liberal regimes or
call for their replacement. His positive account of political morality implies that liberalism should
be maintained and preserved where it is currently entrenched.?® It is thus not a genuinely
anti-liberal alternative to liberalism.

Kaufmann’s post-progressivism (6) is also clearly a version of liberalism rather than a genuinely
anti-liberal alternative to it. The goal of post-progressivism is to question, and ultimately to
reject, the “left-liberal weltenschaung”.?** This does not entail rejecting every version of

203 (Gray 2014, 287-8)
204 (Kaufmann 2025, 139)
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liberalism, only the versions associated with contemporary left-of-centre politics, and particularly
with identity politics and the set of socio-political attitudes popularly known as “woke”.2%®
Elsewhere, Kaufmann has described his preferred account of political morality as “liberal
postliberalism” which would preserve “the negative-liberal baby without the positive-liberal
bathwater”. “Liberal postliberalism”, then, involves moving beyond and rejecting more
demanding varieties of liberalism while embracing some kind of classical liberalism that would
place greater relative weight on negative liberty than the more demanding varieties that
Kaufmann rejects.?%®

The ideologies associated with Milbank (7), and with New Polity (8), are also compatible with
minimal liberalism. Milbank’s constructive project involves, at the most abstract level, an
overcoming of the “dualisms of modernity”: market and state, freedom and authority, individual
and community.?” The overcoming of these dualisms, which all, for Milbank, stem from and
manifest the oppositional logic of liberal anthropology, involves a prioritisation of a “politics of
virtue” and “shared aspiration” over both individual self-interest and the corrective power of state
intervention in a field of conflictual relationships.?°® In Milbank’s later work, this implies calls,
drawing on the ltalian ‘civil economy’ tradition, for an economy embedded in social norms and
culture (as opposed to what Milbank sees as the commaodificatory logic of abstract utility and
rootless capital),?® a renewal of the ‘mixed constitution’ and plural sovereignty as against a
centralising bureaucratic state;?'® and orienting education and culture towards participation in
the “transcendent Good”.?"

All these idealistic ends and perfectionist ends, however, issue in a somewhat mundane agenda
when translated into concrete policy proposals, with Milbank typically proposing reforms to
various institutions to include greater representation of corporate groups and communities, and
to introduce more self-conscious and deliberate inculcation of a particular ethos supposed to
instantiate virtuous practice.?'? The policy proposals of both left (Blue Labour) and right (Red
Tory) Milbankians in Britain are relatively mundane and clearly compatible with minimal
liberalism. Blond’s Red Tory proposals involve primarily changes to the administration of public
services and to economic regulations, such as greater parental and local control over schools,?'?
and greater encouragement for the third sector.?'* Similarly, though praising “family life” and
“faith groups”,?"® Blue Labour’s postliberalism amounts, in practice, to measures like “the

205 (Kaufmann 2024a, 12) defines “woke” as the “sacralization of historically disadvantaged race, gender,
and sexual identity groups”. See also (Williams 2024c)
208 (Kaufmann 2024c, 178)

207 (Nicholas 2015)

208 Articulated in (Milbank and Pabst 2016).

209 On “civil economy’ see (Bruni and Zamagni 2016)
210 (Milbank and Pabst 2016, 208-245)

211 (Ibid., 283-310)

212 E g. op. cit., 227, 300-306.

213 (Blond 2010, 166)

214 |bid., 177

215 (Glasman 2010, 16, 20)

51


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/Eh8BM/?locator=16%2C%2020
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/7l2pw/?locator=166
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/OBzK6/?locator=208-245
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/Xmx4M
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/OBzK6
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/bDmCH
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/f2GFF/?locator=178
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/FBBRP/?locator=12
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/uPB9K

introduction of growth warrants in addition to ordinary national and corporate bonds” and

“expanding the living wage”.?'®

Moreover, Milbank’s postliberalism contains a clear rationale for avoiding anti-liberal forms of
coercion. Milbank views coercive attempts to impose virtue or metaphysical values as exhibiting
a misguided reliance on a concept of “pure nature”, un-transformed by grace,?'” which he
believes a reduction of “authority to power”, and to “baptising” a mere “mechanical forcing” of
“external” virtue.?'® Consequently, despite opposing same-sex marriage?'® and supporting a
renewed role for established religion in public life,?*° Milbank and his followers reject any
coercive measures to promote virtue. Milbankian postliberalism contains a core commitment to
opposing the coercive promotion of virtue, a commitment derived from Milbank’s theological
views of grace and nature. Milbankian positive proposals, therefore, are compatible with
respecting the minimal agency and free speech rights of all citizens, and Milbankian political
morality should be viewed more as a variation within liberalism than a fundamental repudiation
of it.

The same is true of New Polity postliberalism (8). The contemporary New Polity thinkers
embrace a form of pessimistic political quietism, in which the errors of liberalism are thought to
be irreparable (in the foreseeable future) by any political programme. The critical position of the
New Polity thinkers is substantially similar to that of Milbank: both hold that liberalism is based
on a defective and atomising ontology that implicitly valorises only the individual and the
impersonal state, at the expense of organic and intermediary institutions. New Polity thinkers
differ from Milbank in more often expressing this argument in the terms of an ongoing debate
about the nature of the American regime and the commitments of its Constitutional order.?*!

Where New Polity thinkers differ from Milbank more substantively is in their proposed alternative
to liberalism. Whereas Milbankian personality pluralism, as | argued above, proposes, both
directly and through the Blue Labour and Red Tory movements that Milbank inspired, a range of
technocratic reforms that ultimately amount to a variation within liberalism rather than an
alternative to it, the New Polity thinkers speak of constructive proposals only in the vaguest and
most obscure terms. Willard Jones, for instance, hints at a “missionary insurgency” to subvert
liberal society from within, but offers no elaboration on what this entails.??

More often, New Polity thinkers merely criticise alternatives to liberalism that they perceive as
overly coercive, and this habit reveals their implicit commitment to a clear rationale for the
agency and free speech rights of minimal liberalism. Drawing on de Lubac?*® and Balthasar’s®**

216 (Pabst 2015, 278-9)

217 (Milbank 2022, 4)

218 (|bid., 5)

219 (Milbank and Pabst 2016, 236-7)
220 (|bid., 230-36)

221 See (Keating 2023) on this debate.
222 (Jones 2017, 410)

223 (de Lubac 1989a, 1989b)

224 (von Balthasar, 2022 [1963])
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aversion to an ‘extrincisit’ approach to Church-state interaction, the New Polity thinkers criticise
coercive models of Christian politics for rigidly splitting nature and grace (and thence the
temporal and spiritual domains), and reducing Church-state relations to a mechanical kind of
coercion in which the Church commands the state, in contrast to the harmonious and organic
Church-state integration purportedly exhibited in societies like 13th-century France.?® D.C.
Schindler thus insists that the entire political order (spiritual and temporal) is a societas perfecta,
inherently ordered to man’s ultimate end, but shaped by the Church’s truth-bearing persuasive
presence, not its coercive power.??® As with Milbankianism then, it is clear that New Polity
postliberalism contains within itself a strong rationale for respecting minimal agency and free
speech rights; thus, like Milbankianism, it is not genuinely anti-liberal.

The same judgement will hold for the socially conservative variety of social democracy
supported by Lind, Ahmari, and other thinkers (9). Since it is obvious that centre-left, social
democratic policies are compatible with at least some versions of liberalism, any potential
incompatibility between liberalism and these thinkers must lie in their social conservatism. Here,
neither Lind nor Ahmari have articulated a political morality that contradicts any of the conditions
of minimal liberalism.

Lind often rhetorically defends the virtue of religion and of ‘traditional’ family values, but does
not advocate coercive means of advancing these values. Lind presents religious communities
as important pillars of a “pluralist” social order in which intermediary institutions would have a
greater role in policy making, weakening both statism and individualism. He does not, however,
argue for the state to deliberately promote religion as such, let alone for it to do so through
coercive and anti-liberal means.??’

Ahmari’s views can appear, superficially, to be quite radically anti-liberal, but this appearance is
misleading. In a widely read 2019 article in First Things, Ahmari called for the “public square” to
be “oriented toward the good, and ultimately the Highest Good”. Yet despite this apparently
anti-liberal positioning, Ahmari did not endorse coercive measures to promote traditional
morality through means that would violate minimal agency rights, and he claimed that “charters
for the protection of rights” are often “rooted... in the classical and Christian tradition”.??3
Ahmari’s position, then, is a form of non-coercive traditionalist perfectionism, holding that public
institutions should promote traditionalist values but that individuals should be free from coercion
in their private lives. Despite his loud rhetorical condemnation of liberalism, Ahmari’s position is
consistent with minimal liberalism (though not, of course, with many specific, more demanding
versions of liberalism).

West Coast Straussianism (10) is, for the most part, best construed as a conservative
interpretation of liberalism rather than a genuinely anti-liberal alternative. Leo Strauss’s views on
political morality were complex and are the subject of deep ongoing contestation, in part

25 (D, C. Schindler 2021, 287-91)
2% |bid., 241-93

227 (Lind 2021)

228 (Mounk 2023)

53


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/TIPYg
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/kTHS8

because of the ambiguity in his writings, ambiguity which some Straussians believe to have
been intentional.??® However, Strauss’s various writings contain statements that appear
sufficiently critical of liberalism to warrant, for instance, his inclusion in Stephen Holmes’s
notable survey of twentieth-century authoritarian anti-liberalism.?*°

The point of departure for the ‘West Coast’ interpretation of Strauss lies in the philosopher’s
views on the distinctive character of modern political thought. Strauss famously criticised an
early modern “Machiavellian turn” in which political thought turned away from the promotion of
virtue and towards the mere procuring of physical safety and material comfort by harnessing
individual self-interest.?®' In Strauss’s terms, this involved a declension from a polity concerned
with “the high” to one built on the “low but solid” ground of self-interest.?*? In the course of
making this argument, Strauss appeared to affirm three incompatible propositions: that
modernity is bad; that America (as the archetypical post-Machiavellian regime) is modern; and
that America is nevertheless good.?*® The group of scholars who became known as the ‘West
Coast’ Straussians (due to their association with the Claremont, California-based philosopher
Harry V. Jaffa) resolved this trilemma by arguing that America was not, in fact, truly modern.?*

For Jaffa and his followers, denying the modernity of America meant denying that its classical
liberal founding principles really embodied the post-Machiavellian declension to concern with
the ‘low’ project of harnessing self-interest. Jaffa’s intellectual project constituted an
“Aristotelianization of the regime”,?** which viewed the post-Revolutionary state as committed to
promoting the classical virtues among the citizenry. Rather than seeing the Constitution as
devoted to protecting negative liberties instead of promoting virtue, Jaffa argued that a certain,
qualified kind of classically liberal constitutionalism was the best means of realising Aristotelian
principles in the modern circumstances of a large, continent-wide federal state, going so far as
to suggest that Locke’s proto-liberalism represented the updating of Aristotelian political morality
for modern circumstances.?*

Because the West Coast Straussian position views the ideal regime as one that promotes virtue
rather than merely protecting liberty, the view can appear to have anti-liberal implications. Jaffa
held that the Aristotelian perfectionism of the American regime implied the legitimacy of coercive
paternalism in at least some policy domains. Most (in)famously for Jaffa, this coercive
paternalism implied a vigorous defence of anti-sodomy laws, on the grounds that recognising a
“moral and a legal right” to “sodomy” would undermine the teleological conception of human
nature on which “all morality” is based,?*” constituting “the most complete repudiation... of all

22 See e.g. (Kristol 2015)

230 (Holmes 1996)

21 (Zuckert and Zuckert 2014, 66)
222 (Strauss 1995, 296-7)

23 (Zuckert and Zuckert 2008, 198)
24 1bid., 201

235 (Zuckert and Zuckert 2014, 329)
26 (Jaffa 1987)

237 (Jaffa 2018b, 50)
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objective standards of human conduct.”*® More recent West Coast Straussians seem to have
defended Jaffa’s taking of this position.23®

Despite this, | still consider West Coast Straussianism to contain—like Milbankian or New Polity
postliberalism, or the views of Lind and Ahmari—a rationale for respecting minimal agency
rights, even if Jaffa and some of his followers did not explicitly draw out the implications of this
rationale.

This rationale can be found in Jaffa’s views on the relationship between freedom and virtue.
Although Jaffa did not articulate the claim in a fully explicit way, it is arguable that he affirmed
something close to Frank Meyer’s principle that coerced acts cannot be genuinely virtuous.
Jaffa did affirm explicitly, for instance, that “freedom is the ability to be determined by the
truth”.24° This can plausibly be read as affirming a moralised conception of freedom in which
valuable liberty requires individuals’ actions to be determined by genuine recognition of moral
truth and not by the fear of punishment produced by coercion. Since freedom was one of Jaffa’s
central political values, it is plausible to think that his affirmation of this moralised conception of
freedom would imply that direct, coercive legal moralism has considerable disvalue.

Partly for this reason, Jaffa’s specific views on anti-sodomy laws do not follow directly from his
basic normative premises, and indeed are in prima facie tension with them. As far as | am
aware, Jaffa never explicitly tried to show, in detail, how his views on anti-sodomy laws were
consistent with his views on freedom and virtue. The fact that Jaffa and some other central West
Coast Straussians affirmed some genuinely anti-liberal positions does not mean that the
constructive ideology of West Coast Straussianism is itself genuinely anti-liberal. Rather, West
Coast Straussianism seems to contain a prima facie rationale for respecting minimal agency
rights. | therefore judge West Coast Straussianism to be compatible with a conservative version
of minimal liberalism for the same reason (the central presence of a rationale for affirming
minimal liberalism) that Milbankian or New Polity postliberalism are compatible with minimal
liberalism.

I will now move on to discuss accounts of political morality that are too vague or incomplete to
be judged as clearly anti-liberal or not.

l.i.b: Incomplete and Indeterminate Positions

Common good constitutionalism (11) is not sufficiently complete and determinate to permit a
clear assessment of its (in)compatibility with minimal liberalism. Vermeule’s jurisprudential
theory is intended to be compatible with Catholic integralism, but is also clearly separable from
it. Vermeule limits his account to “the ends of natural or temporal happiness”,?*' so the legal

238 (Jaffa 2018, 50)
29 (Masugi 2015)

240 (Jaffa 2018a)

241 (Vermeule 2022b, 59)
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theory of common good constitutionalism is deliberately silent about the role of religion in public
life. Some common good constitutionalists hold Catholic integralist views of this role, but many
do not.?*2 The core claim of common good constitutionalism is simply that constitutional
jurisprudence and legal interpretation should be oriented towards some conception or other of
the ‘common good’, such that law is interpreted, where possible, as consistent with some kind of
notion of the political community’s overall, holistic good.?**

Vermeule seems to think that this orientation towards the common good would have anti-liberal
implications, and he often writes fairly stridently about the desirability of overturning or qualifying
liberal rights protections, sometimes in ambiguous language that could plausibly be interpreted
as including minimal agency and free speech rights. For instance, he identifies the US Supreme
Court’s “jurisprudence on free speech” as one of the legal doctrines that should “prove
vulnerable under a regime of common good constitutionalism”.?** Yet Vermeule does not, in
Common Good Constitutionalism, provide specific examples of minimal agency or free speech
rights that he thinks should be qualified or limited. The only examples in this book of concrete
jurisprudential conclusions bearing on agency or free speech rights that Vermeule thinks should
be revised concern laws regarding false testimony and virtual child pornography, neither of
which are protected by minimal agency or free speech rights.?*> Vermeule argues in his
discussion of rights that the protection of individual rights needs to be “balanced” against the
collective interests of the community, but—as Vermeule himself points out—this is not
particularly controversial and does necessarily entail that there are not good reasons to think the
balancing will turn out favourable to the protection of minimal agency rights.?#

It seems to me, therefore, that common good constitutionalism as such does not entail a
determinate answer to the question of minimal agency or free speech rights (or, for that matter,
to minimal formal equality). Vermeule may think that common good
constitutionalism—independently of integralism—has this implication, but if so he has not spelt
this out; but other common good constitutionalists could come to different conclusions. Common
good constitutionalism is a formal doctrine that directs us to balance rights against the common
good of the political community, but it does not contain any content directing us to ascribe any
particular weight to the balancing of these rights. It needs to be supplemented with further
principles of political and or/legal morality to yield determinate conclusions with respect to this
weighting. | conclude, therefore, that common good constitutionalism is too vague to be clearly
identified as compatible or incompatible with minimal liberalism.

“Postliberal feminism” (12) is concerned only with offering an account of how women’s rights
and interests should be regarded in a postliberal dispensation, not with offering an overall
account of political morality. Mary Harrington’s Feminism Against Progress consists primarily of

242 Many non-integralist legal scholars have expressed sympathy for common good constitutionalism, e.g.
(Tasioulas 2024)

243 (Vermeule 2022a, 11-41). As | will show in Chapter 4, Vermeule is somewhat vague as to how the
common good should be conceptualised.

24 |bid., 75

245 |bid., 264

248 |bid., 266. Vermeule is vague as to whether he thinks there are such reasons.
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arguments for the view that affirming purported dimorphic sexual differences, and the biological
constraints to which they gave rise, is conducive to human flourishing rather than oppressive.?*’
Harrington does not, however, propose any detailed policy prescriptions even in the domain of
women’s rights and interests. Her criticisms of abortion and contraception could have anti-liberal
implications, but she does not draw out any such implications.?*® Postliberal feminism, therefore,
is neither complete nor clear enough to be identified as a clearly anti-liberal view of political
morality.

The ideologies of real-world political parties—notably the Fidesz party in Hungary and the Law
and Justice party in Poland (13)—are also too vague to be clearly identified as either genuinely
anti-liberal or not.

Whether these parties have introduced or advocated policies incompatible with minimal
liberalism is contested. For instance, a significant amount of academic literature argues that
reforms introduced by these parties to their respective countries’ constitutions, such as
purported limitations on judicial independence, undermine these countries’ status as liberal
democracies.?* If this is an accurate description of these parties’ actions, their actions would
seemingly constitute attempts to undermine minimal accountable government. Other scholars,
however, have argued that much of this literature fails to place the relevant constitutional
reforms in comparative context, and that, when placed in this context, many of the new
institutional structures introduced by these parties are shared by other countries whose status
as liberal democracies is rarely questioned.°

In any case, the (in)compatibility of these parties’ ideology with minimal liberalism can not
necessarily be inferred from the (in)compatibility of their actions. Poland’s Law and Justice has
not published any long-form ideological texts or directly sponsored organisations that do so.
Fidesz, however, has invested substantial effort and resources in publicising and promoting its
ideology among right-of-centre public intellectuals both within Hungary across the Western
world, through an infrastructure of think tanks and research institutes like the Danube Institute,
the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs, and the Mathias Corvinus Collegium, and through
English-language publications like The Hungarian Conservative and the The European
Conservative.?®" To my knowledge, none of these think tanks or publications have specifically
called for policies that are evidently incompatible with minimal liberalism, or articulated a
rationale for evident violations of minimal agency or free speech rights.

The final category of postliberal arguments for positive accounts of political morality that are too
vague or incomplete to judge to be compatible or incompatible with minimal liberalism are
arguments for (14) “populist nationalism”. Populism is typically interpreted by scholars as a
“thin-centred” ideology, which pits a sacralised “people” against both foreign outsiders and

247 (Harrington 2024, 15-16)

248 E_g. Ibid., 31-5

29 E.g. (Pogany 2013)

20 See (Gomez and Leunig 2022, 666—7; 669)
251 (Enyedi 2024)
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disloyal elites who collaborate with these outsiders.?*? This leaves open-ended the precise
conceptualisation of, and rationale for, the distinction between the people and the outsiders, so
different varieties of populism can have enormously different content. Even if we take populist
nationalism to limit the domain of postliberal populism to right-wing varieties of populism that
interpret the “people” as a nation and the outsiders as ethnic, racial, or religious outsiders, there
is still tremendous room for variation on most substantive questions of political morality. Different
versions of populist nationalism differ, for instance, about whether (and if so, how) members
minority ethnic groups that assimilate to majority norms can become part of the nation and thus
cease being outsiders, or whether unassimilated minorities should be subject to formally
discriminatory laws or merely non-coercively encouraged to either assimilate or leave the
national state.?>®* On issues other than the core populist concept of the “people” against the
outsiders, even greater variation exists: some European populists are socially conservative,
while others deploy progressive stances on LGBT rights and feminism to demarcate the nation
against purportedly homophobic and misogynistic Muslims.?** Populist nationalism, then, is too
open-ended and incomplete to represent an account of political morality sufficiently determinate
to be judged as either genuinely anti-liberal or compatible with liberalism.?*

Kelly, however, argues that arguments for populist nationalism must be considered in any
evaluation of the postliberal critique of liberalism because of populist nationalism’s structural
relationship to other forms of postliberalism. Kelly claims that populist nationalism stands in a
“trinitarian” relationship to the varieties of postliberalism that contain more determinate content.
These other varieties Kelly identifies as “common good communitarianism” and “common good
absolutism”. For Kelly, each of these three “faces” of postliberalism “represents a reason for
incorporating the position of the other”.2*® Specifically, Kelly claims that “without national
populism there would be no postliberal movement... it would collapse into a series of obscure
philosophical debates at the margins of the academy”.%’

| agree with these claims of Kelly’s, but | do not think they provide sufficient reason for my
analysis of the novel, distinct postliberal critique of liberalism to include arguments for populist
nationalism. They do, however, provide sufficient reason for Kelly to include populist nationalism
in his analysis, which has a different goal to mine. Kelly aims to understand postliberalism as a
real-world political movement, while | aim to evaluate whether its distinct and novel critique of
liberalism is correct. The fact that there would be no real world postliberal movement without
populist nationalism does not mean that the arguments for populist nationalism, as such, are
relevant to evaluating the novel and distinctive postliberal critique of liberalism. Indeed, as Kelly
shows, populist nationalism’s open-endedness and thin-centred character means it is “not
self-sufficient” as an account of political morality.?*® A rationale for a distinct and substantive

%2 (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013)

23 See e.g. (Escritt and Rinke 2024) on the internal divisions of German populist nationalists.

4 See (Williams 2025b; Masri 2022)),

25 Of course, some specific versions of populist nationalism could be genuinely anti-liberal, but even
these tend to have little detailed and articulated ideology.

2% (Kelly 2025b, 16)

27 |bid., 19

28 |bid., 37
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postliberal vision of political morality cannot rely on the arguments that purport only to justify
national populism. As Kelly also shows, the arguments for national populism as such consist
mainly of a purported genealogical exposure of liberalism as the rationalisation of the
self-interest of the metropolitan elite.?*® Such arguments, on their own, do not constitute a novel
and distinct critique of liberalism with genuinely anti-liberal implications, because they cannot,
on their own, get us to a genuinely anti-liberal account of political morality, only to the
incomplete and thin-centred ideology of populist nationalism.

l.i.c: Anti-Liberal Positions

Having identified and eliminated the accounts of political morality, described as postliberal, that
are either compatible with minimal liberalism or too indeterminate to judge as compatible or
incompatible, we are left with Catholic integralism (1), Christian Nationalism (2), common good
conservatism (3), and National Conservatism (4). Of these, the most evidently and
unambiguously anti-liberal are Catholic integralism and Christian Nationalism.

The central claim of Catholic integralism (1) is that the Church still possesses the legitimate
authority to exercise an “indirect power” over the state for spiritual ends. This includes directing
the state to exercise its coercive power in order to enforce canon laws, such as those against
heresy or apostasy, on baptised Christians (including nominal and non-Catholic Christians, and
baptised people who have since repudiated Christianity). There is some disagreement between
integralists and their critics over the extent to which this would entail widespread religious
coercion in practice. Vallier argues that an integralist state would require “mass surveillance”,?®°
“modern heresy trials”,?®' and “secret police”.?®? Some integralists, like the philosopher Thomas
Pink, have argued that this would be tempered in practice by the consideration that many
baptised Christians are “so detached” from the Church that their disbelief is “very plausibly not
culpable”.?®® Nevertheless, Vallier is still correct that an integralist state has no reason to rule out
heresy trials in principle, and that it “must decide whether to declare... Protestant churches
criminal organisations”.?®* Catholic integralism, then, clearly and explicitly endorses measures
that violate minimal agency and free speech rights, so it is clearly anti-liberal.

The same is true of self-professed Christian Nationalism (2). Stephen Wolfe, the most
systematic theorist of Christian Nationalism, argues that “the magistrate” may “use coercive
power to suppress external false religion”.?®> Wolfe endorses what we might helpfully call a
‘moral ecology’ argument for religious coercion, justifying the suppression of what he judges to
be false religious speech or practice if and when it prevents “injury to the souls of the people of

259 |pid., 38-42
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God” or “subversion of Christian government... culture, or spiritual discipline”.?®® The state, for
Wolfe, may not only suppress false religion but enforce the practice of true religion by
“requir[ing] people to attend church”, so that they have the opportunity to hear the Christian
message and a greater chance of coming to true faith.?” Christian Nationalism, then, clearly
advocates restrictions on basic agency and free speech rights, and is therefore genuinely
anti-liberal.

The cases of common good conservatism (3) and National Conservatism (4) are slightly more
complex. The “common good conservatism” of Patrick Deneen and Postliberal Order stands in
an ambiguous relationship to Catholic integralism.?®® The blog is, at the time of writing, edited by
Chad Pecknold, Gladden Pappin, and Patrick Deneen, with Vermeule also having been an
editor until 2024. Pecknold,?® Pappin,?° and Vermeule?' have all endorsed integralism, though
Deneen has not, and has even (in a passing comment) described the full implementation of
integralism as “crazy”.?’? Elsewhere, other contributors to the blog, like the postliberal
philosopher Edward Feser, rhetorically endorse integralism but do not discuss controversial
specifics like directing the state to punish canon crimes.?”® Similarly, despite Deneen'’s
association with integralism, his 2023 Regime Change is not an integralist work. While
endorsing the suggestive idea of “postliberal integration”,* and identifying the provision of “the
conditions for the enjoyment” of prayer and spirituality as part of the “common good”,?”® he does
not specifically endorse coercive means of promoting this good, or discuss the specific
Church-state relationship that defines integralism. Sleat has therefore argued, plausibly, that
nothing Deneen has endorsed is unambiguously illiberal.?’®

Despite this hesitation to endorse coercion, neither Deneen nor other contributors to Postliberal
Order have articulated a deep rationale for avoiding coercion or indeed for rejecting schematic
integralism—in stark contrast to other ideologies like West Coast Straussianism, whose
proponents have endorsed some genuinely anti-liberal views. To my knowledge, Deneen has
not, at any point, articulated any kind of rationale that would explain why the coercive imposition
of religion or of traditionalist personal values in a manner that violates minimal agency rights
should be rejected. He has, however, articulated many arguments that appear to provide
rationales for this coercive imposition, such as the argument (similar in structure to Wolfe’s) that
the state should concern itself with the moral-ecological promotion of religion.?”” | therefore
conclude, despite Sleat’s correct observation that Deneen has not explicitly endorsed anti-liberal
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policies, that (as far as we can tell), his common good conservatism is anti-liberal at the level of
ideological premises.

This leaves us, finally, with National Conservatism (4). The National Conservative ‘Statement of
Principles’ calls for “public life” to be “rooted in Christianity and its moral vision”, and for “support
from public policy” for “the traditional family”. This is qualified, however, by an insistence that
“religious minorities are to be protected in the observance of their own traditions”, and that adult
citizens “should be protected from religious or ideological coercion in their private lives...”.?’
Facially, the Statement appears to endorse a traditionalist perfectionism, but to insist it should
be pursued through non-coercive means. This would entail respect for minimal agency and free
speech rights, and therefore make National Conservatism compatible with minimal liberalism.

However, National Conservatism, like Deneen’s common good conservatism, also does not
seem to contain a clear rationale for a principled commitment to minimal agency and free
speech rights. The relevant text here is Hazony’s Conservatism: A Rediscovery, in which the
Chairman of the Edmund Burke Foundation, the institution that issued the ‘Statement’,
systematically lays out his vision of political morality, which he terms “conservative
democracy”.?”® Hazony's foundational belief is that the norms of political morality that apply to
each nation or community are derived from that community’s collective reflection upon its
historical experience.?®® Hazony’s commitment to “individual freedoms” is derived from the
historical experience of Anglo-American political communities, but this rationale for upholding
these freedoms suggests two severe qualifications to his commitment to them. First, if the
commitment to these freedoms derives from the experience of particular nations, it is possible
that Hazony would endorse limiting these freedoms in other nations, including in nations that are
presently liberal democracies but which perhaps did not develop towards a respect for freedom
in the same gradual, evolutionary fashion that Britain did. Second, the content of the freedoms
that Hazony chooses to emphasise in his book is “the security of the individual’s life and
property... against arbitrary actions of the state”.?®' This does not appear to include a right
against religious and ideological coercion that violates minimal agency and free speech rights:
even forced church attendance on pain of fines or imprisonment, for instance, would not
necessarily limit an individual’s right to life and property in an arbitrary way, provided the law
mandating attendance is duly enacted and the individual accused of recusancy is given a fair
trial.

Elsewhere in his book, Hazony further qualifies his commitment to freedom, arguing that
freedom and “constraint” are in fact of equivalent importance: “individuals need constraint as
much as they need freedom”.?%? Hazony thus appears to take the view that individual freedoms
are not to be prioritised above the constraints needed to secure other values, leaving it unclear

278 (Will Chamberlain, Christopher DeMuth, Rod Dreher, Yoram Hazony, Daniel McCarthy, Joshua
Mitchell, N.S. Lyons, John O’Sullivan, and R.R. Reno 2022)
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why protections against religious and ideological coercion in people’s private lives could not be
abandoned if the threat to values like public religion and family were very great.

The National Conservative ‘Statement’ was deliberately calibrated to be accepted by a broad
constituency of conservatives, including core National Conservative-aligned members of the
Edmund Burke Foundation as well as various Catholic anti-liberals, West Coast Straussians,
traditionalists, paleoconservatives, Christian nationalists, and mainstream conservatives.?? This
means we cannot impute the anti-liberalism | have attributed to Hazony to all of the ‘Statement’
signatories, let alone all the participants in the National Conservatism conferences.
Nevertheless, Hazony’s work represents the central articulation of National Conservatism as a
distinct ideology, so it is fair to impute his anti-liberalism at least to his close associates and to
the Foundation that he chairs.

Overall, then, | consider National Conservatism an instance of genuine anti-liberalism because
its core values do not imply a clear rationale for respecting minimal agency and free speech
rights, but do imply a potential rationale for restricting them.

To recap the argument thus far, out of the universe of arguments for constructive accounts of
political morality that have been described, by their own advocates or by others, as ‘postliberal’,
only arguments for Catholic integralism, Christian nationalism, and National Conservatism can
be clearly identified as genuinely anti-liberal. | will now move on to discuss critiques of liberalism
that have been described as ‘postliberal’, to identify those which are (a) novel and (b) purport to
justify either Catholic integralism, Christian nationalism, National Conservatism, or some generic
or indeterminate form of traditionalist anti-liberalism.

ii: Critical Arguments

My aim is to identify a novel postliberal critique of liberalism, so | will first review the list of
postliberal critiques of liberalism to identify which, if any, exhibit genuine novelty.

Itis, | think, quite easy to demonstrate that critiques (1-8) are anything but novel. Recall that
critiques (1-8) claim that liberalism (1) undermines intermediary institutions, (2) corrupts
personal morality, (3) encourages inequality, (4) undermines republican virtues, (5) debases
culture, (6) valourises radical autonomy, (7) undermines national loyalty, and (8) strengthens
bureaucratic states. All of these claims have been made by various traditionalist anti-liberal
thinkers over the last two centuries.

The idea that liberalism undermines the family (1) and corrupts sexual morality (2) was
articulated around the turn of the nineteenth century by reactionary opponents of the French
Revolution like Louis Bonald and Joseph de Maistre.?®* Bonald also developed a broader
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account of liberalism’s atomising effect on other intermediary institutions (1),2%° and this claim
was further articulated in the mid-twentieth-century by neoconservative thinkers like Daniel
Bell,?®¢ Irving Kristol,?®” and Richard John Neuhaus.?®

Even if we ignore left-of-centre and Marxist critics of liberalism, we find many traditionalist critics
claiming that liberalism (3) encourages the growth of inequality and lamenting this purported
fact. This claim is prominent in the work of late twentieth-century and contemporary thinkers like
the historian Christopher Lasch?® and the novelist Wendell Berry.?®° Lasch also developed the
claim that liberalism (4) undermines the virtues needed for self-government.?’

Conservatives like Roger Scruton have written extensively on the purported (5) cultural decay
produced by liberalism.?®? The claim that liberalism (6) wrongly valourises radical autonomy is
central to the work of Alasdair Maclntyre.?®® Liberalism’s (7) purported undermining of national
loyalty was the subject of extensive discussion by early twentieth-century reactionaries like
Charles Maurras®* as well as more recent conservative defenders of the nation-state like
Scruton.?* Finally, Macintyre developed a theoretically sophisticated account of liberalism’s (8)
purported tendency to strengthen the bureaucratic state.?*® This claim was also made by
mid-twentieth-century ‘fusionist’ conservatives, who sought to combine traditionalism with a
moderately anti-statist approach to public policy, like Robert Nisbet.?*”

This leaves us, then, with only one postliberal critique of liberalism that is truly original: the
argument (9) that liberalism leads unavoidably to the violation of traditionalists’ basic agency
and free speech rights.

In the following part (Il) of this chapter, | will unpack this argument and elucidate the way it is
presented by three prominent postliberal thinkers. These three thinkers are Patrick Deneen,
Adrian Vermeule, and Yoram Hazony. | have chosen these three not only because they are the
three most prominent postliberal public intellectuals, but also because they each—as we will
see—make the argument that liberalism inevitably oppresses traditionalists in particularly clear
terms. Together, these three thinkers cover proponents of three of the four genuinely anti-liberal
kinds of postliberalism (common good conservatism for Deneen, Catholic integralism for
Vermeule, National Conservatism for Hazony) identified in part l.i.c of this chapter. | have not
included a proponent of Christian Nationalism because Stephen Wolfe, by far the most
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systematic defender of this position, places very little, if any, emphasis on the claim that
liberalism unavoidably violates traditionalists’ basic rights, and instead focuses on first-order
theological arguments for his substantive, constructive vision.?%®

Because it is difficult to prove that an argument has not been made previously, | will then, in part
(1) of this chapter, demonstrate the novelty of this argument by means of a short genealogy of
postliberalism. In the course of this genealogy, | will explain why this argument could not have
been articulated prior to around the 1970s, and how proto- versions of the argument began to
emerge in the mid-1980s, developing into a full-fledged version of the argument in the 2010s.

lI: The No Alternatives Argument

Vallier has described something close to the argument that liberalism undermines the liberties of
traditionalists as the “No Alternative Objection”. As Vallier explains the argument, postliberals
claim there is no practically-realisable alternative to some kind of “establishment” of a
controversial “religion” or philosophy purporting to define the human good. For postliberals,
Vallier explains, “impositions seem morally unobjectionable if they’re unavoidable”, making the
No Alternative Objection an attractive means of justifying traditionalist-authoritarianism.?*°

Vallier then specifies what he calls the “No Alternative Formula” as the claim that “there is no
alternative to {x} establishment of {y} religion”. As he correctly points out, the argument requires
“tremendous specification” of both x and y to be cogent, let alone plausible.*® Nevertheless, |
believe it can quite easily be repaired to form a coherent argument that is worth examining very
seriously. What | will call the No Alternatives Argument captures Vallier’s observation that
postliberals claim that there is no alternative to the imposition (“establishment”) of some kind of
controversial, comprehensive value system (“religion”).

| will specify x as coercive imposition in a manner that violates minimal agency and/or free
speech rights (and is therefore anti-liberal), and y as either traditionalist or progressive views of
gender, sexuality, family, end-of-life ethics, and other ethical questions about personal lifestyle.
Thus specified, the No Alternatives Argument claims that the coercive imposition, through
anti-liberal means, of either progressive or traditionalist views of personal ethics, is
unavoidable.®*" If true, this would certainly make the coercion involved in views of political
morality that advocate the coercive imposition of traditionalist views (I will call these views
traditionalist-authoritarian) appear much less morally problematic to traditionalists.

2% See (Wolfe 2022)

2% (Vallier 2024a). There could, of course, be better or worse forms of imposition, assessed either on the
basis of the substantive content of what is imposed or on the basis of how it is imposed. | will address
these issues later when presenting the argument in more detail.

300 |bid. Emphasis original.

301 Based on the concepts of traditionalism and progressivism | explained in this thesis’s Introduction,
these two broad stances are collectively exhaustive of possible views of personal ethics.
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To further specify the claim to which postliberals who support the No Alternatives Argument are
committed, postliberals must hold that the realisation of liberalism, which (by definition) protects
the minimal agency and free speech rights of both progressives and traditionalists, is
impossible. They must therefore hold that the attempt to realise liberalism is necessarily
self-defeating, and that the only realisable political moralities are either
traditionalist-authoritarian ones, which impose traditionalist beliefs about personal morality
through coercive means, or progressive-authoritarian ones, which do the same for progressive
views.

There are two possible ways in which this claim can be understood. Some postliberals argue
that realising liberalism is conceptually impossible. These postliberals are committed to the
claim that the idea of protecting the minimal agency rights of both progressives and
traditionalists is conceptually impossible.*? Attempts to implement liberalism are, for these
postliberals, doomed to fail because liberalism, defined as anti-authoritarianism, is an
incoherent ideal. Only progressive-authoritarianism and traditionalist-authoritarianism are, for
these postliberals, coherent ideals. These postliberals are committed to the further claim that
progressivism and liberalism exist in some kind of congruent relationship, such that attempts to
implement the conceptually incoherent liberal ideal will collapse into
progressive-authoritarianism rather than traditionalist-authoritarianism. These postliberals
advance what | call the conceptual No Alternatives Argument.

Other postliberals believe that realising liberalism is conceptually possible but practically
impossible. These postliberals hold that, although liberalism is a coherent ideal, attempting to
implement it will unavoidably, or near-unavoidably, result in the eventual realisation of
progressive-authoritarianism instead. These postliberals are committed to some version of the
claim that the real-world consequences of attempting to implement liberalism reliably defeat the
realisation of liberalism; in other words, that liberalism is coherent but practically self-defeating.
This is an empirical claim about the probable effects of real-world political decisions, so | will call
this the empirical No Alternatives Argument.

Generically, the No Alternatives Argument can be formalised as follows:

(P1 (The Liberal Decay Thesis)): Attempts to realise liberalism by protecting the free speech
and agency rights of both progressives and traditionalists simultaneously will, in any regime,
decay into progressive-authoritarianism;

(P2): If the regime must (per P1) violate the basic agency and free speech rights of either
traditionalists or progressives, it should make sure that it adopts the true conception of the good
as the basis of this violation of basic liberties, because the alternative would involve a risk of
removing the basic liberty to follow and express the truth, which is far worse than removing the
equivalent liberty to follow and express falsehood;

302 (Vermeule 2022) makes this claim.
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(P3): Traditionalist conceptions of the good (or some specific traditionalist conceptions of the
good, e.g. conservative Catholicism, Orthodox Judaism, etc.) are true (or more true than
progressive ones), so, if forced to choose, traditionalists should support a
traditionalist-authoritarian regime over a progressive-authoritarian one.

(C): Since they are (per P1) forced to choose between traditionalist- and
progressive-authoritarianism, traditionalists should support traditionalist-authoritarianism.

Affirming (C) gets you, for instance, to a position in which the anti-liberal character of Catholic
integralism or Christian nationalism has no weight as an objection to these ideologies.

The conceptual and empirical versions of the argument will be distinguished by the reasons they
offer for accepting (P1): the conceptual argument holds (P1) is true because liberalism is an
incoherent ideal, while the empirical version holds it is true because of some empirically
predictable unintended consequences of attempting to realise liberalism.

Formulated as above, the No Alternatives Argument is valid. (P2) seems trivially true.>® (P3) is
outside the scope of this thesis, and of most plausible forms of liberal theory.*** The argument’s
soundness therefore turns on (P1) (the Liberal Decay Thesis). If the Liberal Decay Thesis is
true, the attempt to realise liberalism is either certain or at least highly likely to increasingly
restrict the basic liberties of traditionalists and thereby to decay into progressive-authoritarian
regimes.

The burden on liberals who wish to refute the No Alternatives Argument, then, is to show that
(P1) is false—that liberal justice is possible and we are not doomed to a zero-sum agonistic
struggle between mutually uncomprehending sects. If this burden cannot be met, some liberals
might worry, with Rawls (quoting Kant) “whether it is worthwhile for human beings to live upon
the earth” 3%

In Part 2 of this thesis (Chapters 4 and 5), | will examine the reasons these thinkers find (P1) to
be plausible, and systematically evaluate the truth of (P1). For now, however, my aim is simply
to show that the No Alternatives Argument is central to the postliberal arguments of Deneen,
Vermeule, and Hazony.

Deneen presents a wide variety of arguments against liberalism, and Why Liberalism Failed
does not contain the No Alternatives Argument. Instead, Deneen concludes the book with a

303 A complication arises in the case of traditionalist conceptions of the good that demand restricting the
basic negative liberty to follow other traditionalist conceptions of the good. (For instance Catholic
integralism would in principle allow the state to place Protestants on trial for heresy (Vallier 2023, 83)). For
the most part, however, postliberals (even avowed Catholic integralists) write as if the salient choice is
between progressive-authoritarianism and a generic, ecumenical form of traditionalist-authoritarianism. |
will assume they are correct about this for the sake of simplicity.

304 1t would be highly damaging for the liberal project if it could only proceed by assuming certain
controversial traditionalist views of the good are false!

395 (Rawls 2005, Ixii)
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judgement that the desirable destination of politics after liberalism “is unknown and
unforeseeable”, requiring “generations” to discern fully.>®® Eventually, Deneen hoped, a “better
theory of politics... might ultimately emerge” from local “experience and practice”.>*” The only
hint of the No Alternatives Argument in this work lies in Deneen’s claim to observe
“‘increasingly... active government... efforts to control religious and familial practice and
belief”.3%®

However, Deneen’s position appears to have evolved, coming much closer to explicitly
embracing traditionalist-authoritarianism, in response to a partially critical review of Why
Liberalism Failed by Vermeule, which centred around a version of the No Alternatives
Argument. In this review, Vermeule claims to identify a “methodological error” in Deneen’s
account of “the motivations of liberal agents”, which he thinks led Deneen to embrace a
conclusion that is in deep tension with the premises of his own analysis.3*

Since, according to Vermeule, Deneen’s book recognises that liberal agents are driven by a
“fighting, evangelistic faith”, Deneen ought to have recognised that his call for renewed local
practices of virtue and reflection, eventually leading to a new political theory, would be
impossible to implement under a liberal regime, which would only allow non-liberal local
communities to exist “for purely practical reasons”.*'° Liberal agents, claims Vermeule, are
deeply and intensely (even if unconsciously) committed to the universal imposition of a
“substantive comprehensive theory of the common good”. Thus, if any of the local practices that
the conclusion of Why Liberalism Failed called for ever began to challenge the hegemony of this
liberal (progressive) theory of the common good, liberals would suppress these practices.®"
Therefore, argues Vermeule, there is no alternative to liberalism that does not involve seeking to
impose a traditionalist substantive and comprehensive theory of the common good. Vermeule’s
review was ambivalent about traditionalist coercion, claiming that coercion cannot be
meaningfully distinguished from persuasion.®'? Elsewhere, however, Vermeule has condemned
“the error that it is possible to refrain from coercion”,*'* and described “integralism or... political
Catholicism” as “the only... genuinely political” alternative to liberalism”, precisely because of its
willingness to embrace coercion.3'

We can see, then, how Vermeule makes the No Alternatives Argument central to the case for
embracing a genuinely anti-liberal, rather than localist, alternative to purported liberal
hegemony. In response to this review, Deneen shifted his position to one that favours collective,
state-led attempts to apply traditionalist conceptions of flourishing, a project on which his later

308 |bid., 182

397 Ibid., 183

308 |bid., 189

309 (Vermeule 2018b)

310 Ibid.

311 1bid.

%12 |bid. Here, Vermeule considers the distinction between coercive and non-coercive means “so fragile as
to be nearly useless”.

313 (Vermeule 2022c)

314 (Vermeule 2023c)
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Regime Change expanded.*' Deneen also came to embrace the No Alternatives Argument,
plausibly in response to Vermeule’s discussion of his work. In Regime Change, Deneen claims
to witness a “tyrannical liberalism... that is not a contradiction of liberalism but its fulfillment”,3'®
which targets “religious believers™'” with a “white-hot fervor” to ensure “individual preference
must always prevail”, i.e. that progressive conceptions of flourishing are imposed on the
population.®'® Elsewhere, in a response to the claim that traditionalist communities can seek
“refuge” from progressive-liberal coercion without challenging the regime, Deneen has claimed
that the liberal regime is deeply committed to “forcing churches, religious organizations, and
other traditional communities to conform to progressivist ideology”.>" Deneen, then, like
Vermeule, makes the No Alternatives Argument central to his case against liberalism.3%

Deneen mentions, as an example of this purported coercive imposition of progressivism, an FBI
investigation into conservative Catholic communities.®?' It is possible, however, to generate
other examples of actual or proposed policies, that purportedly constitute coercive
progressivism, of the kind that Deneen, Vermeule, and other proponents of the No Alternatives
Argument seem to have in mind. Removing the ‘ministerial exception’ that protects religious
organisations from anti-discrimination requirements when hiring religious officials, for instance,
would seemingly make it impossible for traditionalists to legally organise religious communities
in line with the moral and metaphysical beliefs about sex and gender that many traditionalists
affirm, plausibly violating their basic agency rights.*??> Revoking parental custody in cases where
parents do not affirm a child’s transgender identification would seemingly make it impossible for
many traditionalist parents to raise their children in line with their beliefs about sex and gender,
again plausibly violating basic agency rights.*?* Banning even “casual conversation” and “private
prayer” that aims to persuade non-heterosexual people to change or not act on their sexual
desires, under the heading of a ban on “conversion therapy”, would unambiguously violate
many traditionalists’ basic agency and free speech rights.*

A complexity, however, arises from the fact that Deneen, unlike Vermeule, has never expressly
endorsed restricting progressives’ basic agency and free speech rights. Indeed, in an interview
with Ezra Klein, when pressed on the specifics of a postliberal policy agenda, Deneen would not

315 (Deneen 2023).

316 (Deneen 2023b, 63)

317 Ibid., 179

318 |bid., 252

319 (Deneen 2024, 171)

320 | will analyse Deneen’s version of the No Alternatives Argument in more detail in chapter 3.

321 |bid.

%22 Some liberal theorists support removing the exception. See e.g. (Chambers 2024, 63-8). Although
many versions of liberalism affirm extensive anti-discrimination laws, removing the ‘ministerial exception’
would seem, prima facie, to violate basic agency rights.

32 See (Moschella 2023, 1563—4). Minimal liberalism is compatible with different views of the relative
weighting of parents’ and children’s rights, so | am not committed to the view that this policy would violate
basic agency rights, but it is clearly the kind of policy these postliberals have in mind.

324 See (Williams 2024b). Some activists have explicitly called for banning “casual conversation” and
“private prayer” under the heading of “conversion therapy”. | discuss this example in more detail in
chapter 5. Obviously, banning abusive medical practices under this heading does not violate basic agency
rights.
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endorse anything more coercive than a slightly longer mandatory waiting period for divorce.??
Because of this ambiguity, scholars disagree over how far Deneen is committed to
traditionalist-authoritarianism. As | have already noted, Sleat argues that Deneen’s rhetoric
belies his practical commitment to liberal values of toleration and pluralism.*?*® On the other
hand, Patterson believes that Deneen is really committed to integralism and that his reticence
about coercion is strategic.’*

| disagree with Patterson’s claim that Deneen is committed to integralism, but | will not discuss
this claim here—if true, it would reinforce, rather than challenge, my claim about Deneen’s
centrality to anti-liberal postliberalism. Sleat’s claim, however, does challenge my interpretation.
Through a systematic study of his writings and public statements, Sleat demonstrates that
Deneen has never explicitly endorsed policies that would contradict my conceptions of minimal
agency and free speech rights.3?® Even Deneen’s support for a “moral media” and bans on
pornography would not, Sleat argues, constitute “authoritarianism” because they would not
involve wider content-based restrictions on the expression of ideas.?*

There are, of course, two ways to interpret Deneen'’s reticence about anti-liberalism: either
“coyness” about the full authoritarian implications of his ideas is at work, or else, as Sleat
argues, Deneen “envisages” his ideas “pursued within a framework we would broadly recognise
as liberal... even if its underlying philosophy would be conservative”.** As far as it goes, | find
Sleat’s analysis of Deneen’s commitments persuasive, but | do not think that this is a reason to
remove Deneen from my trio of central anti-liberal postliberals. If, as Sleat claims, Deneen is not
committed to genuine anti-liberalism, we might wonder why he makes the No Alternatives
Argument against liberalism in such strident language. Perhaps the tension could be reconciled
as follows: Deneen thinks that attempts to realise neutralist or progressive-perfectionist
liberalism will unavoidably decay into progressive-authoritarianism, but that
traditionalist-perfectionist liberalism will not necessarily decay into authoritarianism of either
kind. Whether Deneen would agree with this is pure speculation.®"

However, as | explained in the previous part of this chapter, despite Deneen’s reticence about
endorsing specific anti-liberal policies, his ideology contains no rationale for avoiding
anti-liberalism and potential rationales for imposing it. | think this justifies me in treating

325 (Klein and Deneen 2022)

3% (Sleat 2025, 47-60)

%27 (Howes 2025, 02:50-03:15)

328 |bid., 54-8

2 |bid., 55. | agree with Sleat, whose implicit conception of the minimal threshold for liberalism is similar
to mine, that pornography bans are compatible with minimal liberalism. To demonstrate this would involve
showing that, even if porn communicates ideas, there are no ideas that can only be communicated
through porn; and thus, that banning porn falls under the regulation of the ‘time, manner, and place’ of
speech, not its content. For a convincing argument that regulating ‘obscenity’ as a manner of speech can
be distinguished from content-based regulation, see (Finnis 1967).

330 | bid.

1 This interpretation would also place Deneen, ironically, close to some versions of the fusionist
conservatism he rhetorically decries.
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Deneen’s articulation of the No Alternatives Argument as central to the genuinely anti-liberal
postliberal arguments that the next section of this thesis will evaluate.

Finally, the No Alternatives Argument is also central to Hazony’s postliberalism. In Hazony’s
2020 Quillette article ‘The Challenge of Marxism’,**2 which was reincluded in his 2022 book
Conservatism: A Rediscovery,** Hazony argues for a version of the Liberal Decay Thesis and
thereby for the No Alternatives Argument. Hazony describes the ideology into which liberalism is
collapsing as a form of “Marxism” or “neo-Marxism”.>** | have used the term
progressive-authoritarianism to capture the idea of the authoritarian imposition of progressive
views of human flourishing, which is clearly one of the core features of what Hazony calls
neo-Marxism.3®

In this article, Hazony defends the Liberal Decay Thesis. Hazony argues here that liberalism is
unable to offer sufficient reasons for defending liberal interpretations of liberalism’s core
concepts, such as freedom and equality. He then further argues that
progressive-authoritarianism is able to offer a strong reason for its own, more demanding
interpretation of these concepts, namely its assumption that all group-based power relations are
evidence of oppression. Therefore, in Hazony’s view, liberalism is unable to respond to
rhetorical challenges from the progressive-authoritarianism that he labels “Marxism” or
“neo-Marxism”.3%

Thus, “liberalism has a tendency to transfer power to Marxists within a few decades”.**” Hazony
describes the mechanism as an “endless dance of liberalism and Marxism” that “moves only in
one direction.”*® This argument, that liberalism is in imminent danger of collapsing into
neo-Marxism, is repeated by Hazony frequently and is central to his rhetorical demands that
liberalism be abandoned in favour of his idea of “conservative democracy” lest liberalism be
replaced by something far worse.** Because of liberalism’s unavoidable decay into
“neo-Marxism”, i.e. progressive-authoritarianism, argues Hazony, a stable regime that is not to
become neo-Marxist cannot be liberal. “Conservative democracy”, a variety of
traditionalist-perfectionism that accords some value to freedom but balances it against other
values such as “nationalism”, “family and congregation”, and “public religion”, is Hazony’s
preferred alternative to progressive-authoriarianism.?*® The No Alternatives Argument, then, is
crucial to Hazony’s argument for conservative democracy because it purports to show that
liberal democracy is not a stable alternative, but rather will decay unavoidably into
progressive-authoritarianism. If traditionalist conceptions of human flourishing are better than

332 (Hazony 2020)

333 (Hazony 2022, 339-57)

334 |bid.

335 | will not discuss the merits or otherwise of identifying progressive-authoritarianism with Marxism in this
thesis.

3% |pid., 343-4

%7 |bid., 348

338 |bid., 351

%39 |bid., 358-9

340 |bid., 362-70
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progressive ones, as Hazony assumes, it is therefore easy to show the superiority of
conservative democracy to “neo-Marxist” progressive authoritarianism. And as | showed
previously, when discussing National Conservatism, although Hazony (like Deneen) does not
explicitly renounce the protection of minimal agency and free speech rights for progressives, his
view of political morality contains no clear rationale for protecting them and potential rationales
for not doing so, so it is fair to characterise National Conservatism and conservative democracy
as varieties of traditionalist-authoritarianism.

lll: The Genealogy of Postliberalism

I have demonstrated that the No Alternatives Argument is a distinctive postliberal critique of
liberalism, and that it is central to the arguments of the three postliberal thinkers (Deneen,
Vermeule, and Hazony) on whom—because of their public prominence, the clarity with which
they articulate the No Alternatives Argument, and its centrality to their work—the rest of this
thesis will focus.

Demonstrating the novelty of the No Alternatives Argument is more complicated. As | noted
above, comprehensively showing that no significant traditionalist anti-liberal thinkers articulated
the No Alternatives Argument prior to the emergence of contemporary postliberalism would be a
very difficult task.

Therefore, | will instead offer a brief intellectual genealogy of postliberalism, focusing specifically
on antecedents of the No Alternatives Argument, to show why traditionalist anti-liberals began to
be attracted by the argument only towards the end of the twentieth century, and why this
attraction increased substantially after the mid-2010s.3*' In the course of offering this genealogy,
I will also show why Patterson’s claim that the postliberal critique of liberalism is substantively
identical with early-twentieth-century Catholic anti-liberalism is mistaken, even if we confine our
attention to Catholic varieties of contemporary postliberalism.*2

Patterson bases this judgement on the fact that Catholic postliberals propose similar positive,
substantive accounts of political morality to those of early-twentieth-century Catholic anti-liberal
thinkers.®® | largely accept Patterson’s claim here. However, as this genealogy will show, the No
Alternatives Argument is an original argument of contemporary postliberalism, which, in fact,
emerged for reasons deeply rooted in cultural and ideological conditions that took root in the
major liberal democracies only from the 1960s onwards. Even if the constructive arguments of
postliberalism often reiterate earlier forms of Catholic anti-liberalism, the postliberal critique of
liberalism remains distinct and novel.

To understand the features of the specifically post-1960s cultural and political conditions that
make the No Alternatives Argument appealing, we should first note the argument’s

341 | offer a full genealogy in (Williams and da Silva 2025)
342 (Patterson 2024)
33 |bid.
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second-order nature. A first-order traditionalist anti-liberal argument would criticise liberalism for
failing to promote the correct, traditionalist values among citizens. First-order arguments would
claim that liberalism’s effects are bad for citizens as judged from the standpoint of a
more-or-less comprehensive traditionalist conception of flourishing. Such arguments might claim
that liberalism undermines marital fidelity or religious faith, for instance, and that traditionalist
coercion is justified in order to shore up this fidelity and faith. The No Alternatives Argument,
however, does not rest on a claim about the simple badness of the effects of liberalism as
judged from such a standpoint; it rests on a claim about the inability of traditionalists to live as
traditionalists under a liberal regime. It is not that we wish to coerce progressives simply
because progressivism is a bad view of human flourishing, postliberals can say, but rather that,
much as we may regret this fact, it is unavoidable that someone will end up being coerced, and
it is better that people are coerced into following the true view of human flourishing than a false
one.

Itis, | think, highly plausible that much of the appeal of this second-order style of argument
derives from the way in which the No Alternatives Argument appears to unmask liberal
pretences. The Liberal Decay Thesis asserts that liberalism’s claim to respect the rights of
citizens irrespective of their conceptions of flourishing is in some crucial sense illusory.
Postliberals frequently emphasise the way in which they are, as they see it, exposing
liberalism’s deceptive self-image.** In order for this style of argument to attract traditionalists, it
first be true that liberalism actually purports to be in at least some weak sense neutral between
conceptions of human flourishing, i.e. to at least respect the minimal agency and free speech
rights of citizens regardless of their conceptions of flourishing. | will show below that this
became true of the dominant strands of liberal theory only in the 1950s.

This second-order style of argument will, | suspect, have its appeal further increased if most
traditionalists have been saturated in a political culture in which liberalism is hegemonic,
precisely because appealing to the unavoidability of coercion softens the intuitive discomfort
with coercion that persons saturated in such a culture usually feel. Thus, a second necessary
(or near-necessary) condition for the No Alternative Argument’s appeal to traditionalists is that
all the major traditionalist comprehensive doctrines in a society are committed to some kind of
liberalism. | will show below that this became true in the major liberal democracies only with the
Catholic Church’s official embrace of liberalism in the 1960s.

Finally, the salience of the No Alternatives Argument derives in large part from the salience of
political debates about the dimensions of human flourishing about which it purports that the
coercive imposition of some view or other is unavoidable. These dimensions concern religion,
family, sexuality, and gender. | will show that political debates about these dimensions of
flourishing became salient only with the cultural upheavals of the 1960s (with the exception of
religion, which became salient in a new and distinct way), and that they became enormously
more salient, in some important respects, in the 2010s. Cumulatively, my genealogical account
will show that the No Alternatives Argument could not have had wide appeal prior to around the
1970s and that its appeal increased enormously in the 2010s.

34 E.g. (Vermeule 2017b, 2023b; Feser 2024; Deneen 2022)
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First, let us consider the history of liberalism. As recent scholars of this history such as Alan
Kahan and Helena Rosenblatt have shown, nineteenth-century liberal thinkers typically viewed
their liberalism as a doctrine aimed at the comprehensive moral improvement of humanity and
requiring some form of religion, or at least religiously inspired morality. Liberals variously
appealed to religious doctrines such as liberal Protestantism, Freemasonry, or Comte’s ‘religion
of humanity’ to provide both an intellectual grounding for, and a means to realise, this moral
improvement.?*® Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century liberalism, then, was typically not only
‘comprehensive’ but explicitly grounded in a comprehensive doctrine with much more
substantive and specific content—often including a specific religious doctrine—than that found
in the comprehensive liberalism of the late twentieth-century. It is also important to note that
comprehensive doctrines grounding liberalism, such as Comtean religion, typically had both
progressive and traditionalist content; they differed from the orthodox Catholicism of the time in
being relatively more progressive (i.e. giving less weight to epistemic deference and/or strong
evaluation), not in rejecting all traditionalist ideas.

The period between the late nineteenth-century and the early Cold War, however, saw liberal
ideology undergo a maijor shift in a less perfectionist and less traditionalist direction. Alan Kahan
describes this process as an abandonment, or at least deliberate weakening, by liberals of their
own ideology’s “moral pillar’. Whereas early liberalism, as we have seen, was typically based on
a religious (but often not orthodoxly Christian) comprehensive doctrine of some kind and a
somewhat traditionalist view of the family, twentieth-century liberalism increasingly began to
abandon this moral “pillar” and ground itself purely in ‘political’ and economic arguments.®*
Samuel Moyn'’s recent study of “Cold War liberalism” views this process as culminating in the
1950s, when liberal intellectuals like Isaiah Berlin attempted to ground liberalism without

appealing to any specific, substantive views of human flourishing.®*’

Moyn views this turning—of “Liberalism Against Itself'—as tragic, because it led liberals to
forego the chance to ground their ideology on a specific, substantive, but progressive
comprehensive doctrine.®*® The historical narrative | am developing here, however, is
compatible with a wide range of normative evaluations of the developments | am describing.
Conservative thinkers have noted the same detachment of liberalism from specific and
substantive views of human flourishing, but identified the real tragedy as the separation of
liberalism from the traditionalist elements of its comprehensive moral foundations. Allan Bloom,
for instance, described, in the 1980s, the separation of popular understandings of liberalism
from specific, substantive, comprehensive moral foundations as involving the spread of a
“relativism” that impoverished individuals’ inner lives and would eventually undermine the

35 (Kahan 2023, 13—17; Rosenblatt 2021, 41-88).

346 (Kahan 2023, 417)

347 (Moyn 2024, 1-4; 53-8). Berlin’s value-pluralism is a substantive claim about human flourishing but it
deliberately avoids a determinate specification of the first-order features of a flourishing life.

38 |bid., 171-6. There were always progressive elements within nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
liberalism, of course.
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appeal of liberalism itself.**° Similarly, and more recently, R. R. Reno has argued that post-World
War Il liberalism witnessed an abandonment of the “strong gods” that grounded political values
in substantive conceptions of flourishing, leading to a growing culture of anomie.>*° Historians of
liberalism like Kahan and Moyn are describing the intellectual origins of the same cultural
phenomena these conservative critics bemoaned.

This means, of course, that traditionalists could not see any appeal in trying to unmask the
covert progressivism of liberalism prior to the Cold War, because this progressivism was both
already overt and explicitly limited and incomplete, co-existing as it did as a component of
varieties of liberalism grounded in comprehensive doctrines (like liberal Protestantism) that
contain both progressive and traditionalist elements. The No Alternatives Argument derives its
cultural appeal from the co-existence of purportedly neutralist liberal theory with seemingly
progressive-tilted liberal practice, and neutralism did not become central to liberal theory until
the Cold War.

Second, the history of the Catholic Church’s changing attitude to liberalism is well known, but
bears briefly recapping. The No Alternatives Argument finds appeal as a discursive move
among Catholics intellectuals only in the Catholic intellectual environment that emerged after
Vatican II's Dignitatus Humanae. Prior to the issuing of this Declaration in 1965, confessional
authoritarianism was the Catholic Church’s official political ideal.**' The Church had accepted
pragmatic toleration of other regime-types since at least the 1890s, but official Magisterial
teaching held integralism to be the ultimate ideal.®*

This shaped the thinking of both liberals and Catholic anti-liberals in important ways. Catholic
anti-liberals did not need to ‘unmask’ liberalism as unacceptably anti-Catholic, anti-religious, or
progressive in the preconciliar world, because they could justify their anti-liberalism with a
straightforward appeal to Magisterial authority. Liberals, on the other hand, generally did not
conceal a deep animus toward Catholicism, or distinguish between anti-Catholic measures that
might be justified as a means of what we might anachronistically call the ‘containment’ of
anti-liberalism and those which expressed a perfectionist desire to reduce adherence to, or to
eliminate, Catholicism.** Liberals, faced with a major and very powerful comprehensive doctrine
(indeed, a dominant doctrine in some of the countries and regions in which liberalism emerged),
had powerful—albeit often subrational, insofar as distinguishing between Catholic worship and
Catholic politics was conceptually possible—reasons not to adopt a stance of purported
neutrality between comprehensive doctrines. This further reinforced the tendency, noted above,
of liberal theory to eschew claims to neutrality and to openly promote specific comprehensive
doctrines, often with religious content, thereby contributing to the limited appeal of ‘unmasking’
strategies among traditionalists.

349 (Bloom 2008 [1987], 25). Of course, doctrines like Berlin’s value pluralism did not entail ethical
relativism. Still, Bloom was plausibly correct that vulgarised and simplified popular understandings of
these doctrines could seem very close to relativism.

350 (Reno 2019)

%1 See (Vallier 2023a, 53-91) for a summary of pre-Vatican Il Catholic anti-liberalism.

%2 |eo Xlll endorsed co-operation with the secular French Third Republic in 1892. See (Xiii 2020 [1892])
33 (Kahan 2023, 181-98; Rosenblatt 2021, 194—220).
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Third, the aim of the No Alternatives Argument to unmask liberalism’s covert commitment to
progressivism derived enormously increased appeal among traditionalists from the cultural
‘revolution’ of the 1960s, liberal support for which seems to have been a necessary condition of
the plausibility, for some traditionalists, of the claim that liberal practice is tilted towards
progressivism. This decade, as is well known, witnessed the rise to salience of a new set of
issues relating to sex, religion, and the family, all of which tended to divide traditionalists from
progressives. Hugh McLeod identifies a sudden change in public perceptions of the religious
and moral culture of nearly all Western countries, arguing that the shift in perceptions was
abrupt and can be very precisely periodised: “between 1963 and 1966... most people believed
they were moving into a ‘pluralist, ‘post-Christian’, or even ‘secular’ society”.3** Callum Brown,
similarly, identifies a “remarkably sudden and culturally violent event” in Britain involving
changes in attitudes to premarital sex and religion.**® “From 1963 most... indices of religiosity...
enter free fall”,**® as the acceptability of premarital sex “destroyed the entire house of cards” of
an earlier religio-moral consensus.®*’

Even if McLeod and Brown overstate the rapidity and suddenness of change, it is evident that
the divide between progressive and traditionalist attitudes to religion and sex became far more
culturally and politically charged as a result of the ‘long nineteen-sixties’. The changes in public
culture were closely connected to political reforms promoted by various progressives and
liberals, including the introduction of no-fault divorce, the legalisation of private homosexual
conduct and abortion, and (in the United States) the ending of prayer in public schools.**® The
extent to which these newly salient political campaigns generated salient new political
cleavages varied greatly between countries, with the prominence of the ‘religious right’ far
greater in the United States than elsewhere. All the major English-speaking democracies,
however, saw a traditionalist-progressive cleavage become salient at a cultural level. This
cleavage cut across the lines of the earlier cleavage between traditionalist communities that
officially opposed liberalism (chiefly Roman Catholicism) and the somewhat less traditionalist
comprehensive doctrines (like liberal Protestantism) that endorsed liberalism, because almost
all religious communities were at least somewhat internally divided on these newly salient
issues. Thus, Hunter describes the new progressive-traditionalist cultural cleavage as one that
“cuts across the old lines of conflict” (emphasis original), making “the distinctions... between
Protestants, Catholics, and Jews... virtually irrelevant.”°

Moreover, the new progressive-traditionalist ‘culture war’ was, for the most part, a war fought
within liberalism, by two sides who largely accepted a minimally liberal regime. The major
exception to this generalisation is the defence by some traditionalists of laws that criminalised

34 (McLeod 2007, 241)

35 (Brown 2009, 176)

%% |bid., 188

%7 |bid., 180. Compare Philip Larkin’s Annus Mirabilis, which begins: “Sexual intercourse began / in
nineteen sixty-three...” (Larkin 1974, 29)

%8 (McLeod 2007, 215-239)

39 (Hunter 1991, 43)
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private homosexual acts between consenting adults.**° However, on most of the political issues
that comprised the new culture war, social conservatives took political positions that were
compatible with minimal liberalism. Nothing in minimal liberalism requires a no-fault divorce
regime, publicly-funded distribution of contraceptives to unmarried persons, recognition of
same-sex marriage, or a right to abortion.®' Jon A. Shields has shown that, between the 1970s
and the 2000s, most of the activist movements comprising America’s ‘Christian Right’, often
alleged by liberal theorists to represent a flagrantly illiberal political agenda,®? in fact took pains
to argue for their positions from premises consistent with minimal liberalism.3%?

Proto-postliberal arguments would begin to emerge once this new cultural cleavage had
become established. These arguments would seek to ‘unmask’ a liberalism purportedly neutral
about the questions of personal morality raised, or impinged upon, by the new culture war as
covertly collusive with progressivism. These arguments would later, after social conservatives
suffered a series of cultural defeats in the 2010s, be radicalised and taken to imply that
liberalism was so unremittingly (but covertly) hostile to traditionalism as to unavoidably collapse
into progressive-authoritarianism. Thus, as | will show below, it took until the second half of the
2010s for the Liberal Decay Thesis to be clearly articulated by social conservatives, who had,
for the most part, hitherto been committed to some variety of liberalism.

[Il.i: From Proto-Postliberalism to the No Alternatives Argument

It is plausible, though speculative, to think that the cultural and political conditions | have
described above—hegemonic neutralist liberalism, the end of the Catholic-liberal mutual
hostility, and the salience of the progressive-traditionalist cleavage on religion and sex—created
psychological pressure for traditionalist anti-liberals to switch from first to second-order modes
of critique. Since liberalism was no longer overtly hostile to any major traditionalist
comprehensive doctrine, and since progressivism seemed to be spreading hand-in-hand with
liberalism through the social reforms of the long nineteen-sixties, traditionalists now had a
powerful incentive to ‘unmask’ liberalism as falsely neutral and covert form of
progressive-perfectionism, or—as would become the postliberal claim in the
2010s—progressive-authoritarianism.

Corroboration of this psychological pressure can be seen in the change in rhetoric of
outstanding and representative traditionalist anti-liberal thinkers before and after the 1960s.

360 (Jaffa 2018b, 50)

31 Whether protecting minimal agency implies a right to abortion, or conversely forbids permitting
abortion, depends on whether (or when) a foetus is a person with agency rights. Minimal liberalism per se
is silent on this question.

%2 See e.g. Dworkin's description of Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority movement: “they know what kind of sex
is bad... that contraception is sin, and that abortion is capital sin. They think the rest of us should be
forced to practice what they preach.” (Dworkin 1983). Dworkin may have been right about Falwell, but his
Moral Majority was highly unrepresentative of the rest of the ‘Christian Right’. Shields (2009, 46) observes
that such groups came “late to the culture wars”, and that “their militancy alienates [most] conservative
Christians”.

%63 (Shields 2009)
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Joseph de Maistre, writing at the turn of the 19th century, is typically regarded as the most
influential thinker of the traditionalist anti-liberal right.*** He devoted considerable effort to
demonstrating that liberal regimes, which he assumes are intrinsically coercive towards
Catholicism, inevitably collapse into chaos and violence, from which a traditionalist anti-liberal
regime will re-emerge.**® Maistre does not, however, even evaluate the claim that Catholicism
and other comprehensive doctrines can or should co-exist under a liberal regime, because this
was not a salient position in the debates in which he was participating. He thus does not
formulate, or evaluate, anything resembling Liberal Decay Thesis. The same is true of later
outstanding traditionalist anti-liberals like Louis Veuillot (writing in 1874)%%° or Louis Billot (in
1922).%67

The comparison to one of the most noted (and radical) traditionalist anti-liberals of the 1970s is
instructive. The Calvinist theologian Rousas John Rushdoony’s 1973 Institutes of Biblical Law,
which called for the application of Old Testament Mosaic law in the United States,**® prominently
contains a primitive version of the No Alternatives Argument. Rushdoony claims that “law is
inescapably religious” because it “establishes... the ultimate concerns of a culture”, and that
therefore “no disestablishment of religion... is possible in any society”.**°® The opening section of
Rushdoony’s book, which is the only part of the work which attempts to justify his overall system
(the rest is detailed Biblical hermeneutics in relation to specific points of civil law), devotes three
of its fifteen pages to laying out this primitive version of the No Alternatives Argument.®”°

Rushdoony was not a sophisticated critic of liberalism. A far more sophisticated attempt to
‘unmask’ liberalism’s covert progressivism, which eventually issued in a more refined version of
the No Alternatives Argument, would develop in the course of an intra-Catholic debate about the
nature of American liberalism in the 1980s and ‘90s.

This debate pitted a group of proto-postliberal thinkers, whose most prominent member was the
philosopher and theologian David L. Schindler, and whom Mark Lowery (following Russell
Shaw) calls “cultural radicals”, against a group of thinkers usually referred to as the Catholic
“neoconservatives”.®”' The Catholic neoconservatives—sometimes derisively referred to by their
opponents as “Whig Thomists”—comprised a group of public intellectuals associated with the
ecumenical religious-conservative magazine First Things, founded in 1990, including the

%4 (Holmes 1996, 13—16)

365 (Maistre 2012 [1796], 10-18)

36 (Veuillot 2023 [1874], 71-4)

%7 (Billot 2020 [1922])

368 (Rushdoony 1973, 3-5)

%9 Ibid., 13-14

370 |bid., 13-15. The contemporary ultra-conservative Calvinist theologian Doug Wilson paraphrases
Rushdoony’s nascent No Alternatives Argument as “not whether, but which” in his call for a political
restoration of “mere Christendom”. See (Wilson 2023, 142): “It is not whether we will impose morality, but
rather which morality we will impose”. The argument, citing Rushdoony, is repeated three times in
Wilson’s short book (also at 76, 98).

371 (Lowery 1998). ‘Neoconservative’, a label originally embraced by thinkers who identified their
conservatism with the impulse to conserve something modern, is an apt label for conservative Catholics
who wished to conserve the combination of social traditionalism and political liberalism affirmed at Vatican
Il. See (Kupfer 2022) on neoconservatism in general.
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magazine’s founder Richard John Neuhaus, as well as the political analysts George Weigel and
Michael Novak.3"2

The Catholic neoconservatives sought, in the American context, to develop a traditionalist public
philosophy for a religiously plural and broadly liberal regime. This public philosophy, articulated
in Neuhaus’s 1987 The Catholic Moment, would take particular inspiration from Catholic
thought, but would also draw on conservative Protestantism and Judaism to offer an account of
political morality grounded in the purportedly universally knowable truths of natural law but
prescinding from specific moral and theological claims derived from revelation.*”® The
neoconservative public philosophy would be socially conservative, calling for the public but
largely non-coercive upholding of traditionalist Christian and Jewish views of family and
sexuality, but friendly towards a broadly liberal political regime. These thinkers, bemoaning
American jurisprudential decisions that had advanced progressivism by secularising public
schools and purporting to discover new Constitutional rights to abortion or public provision of
contraceptives, viewed this turn away from traditionalist-perfectionism as an aberration in the
Anglo-American liberal tradition, when rightly understood as continuous with the classical
natural law tradition.®"*

The proto-postliberals challenged this neoconservative interpretation of liberalism, and, in doing
so, engaged the neoconservatives in a debate about the nature of liberalism that foreshadowed,
and influenced, today’s postliberal debate about liberalism’s attitude to the rights of
traditionalists. In the 1980s and ‘90s, David L. Schindler (the father of the D. C. Schindler,
discussed in part l.i.a of this chapter) developed a sophisticated critique of liberalism that
purported, in the style of postliberalism as opposed to the ‘classical’ traditionalist right, to
unmask liberalism’s pretension to theological neutrality and broader neutrality between
comprehensive doctrines.

Schindler took issue with Weigel’s claim that American liberalism was hospitable to and
encouraging of authentic religiosity,*”> and claimed that the religious liberty afforded by liberal
constitutionalism and prized by the ‘neoconservatives’ was a sham, based on a godless
anthropology unmoored from grace and forming citizens incapable of true communion even if
they performed the outward rights of worship. Schindler also claimed that the ‘neoconservative’
defence of a conservative version of liberalism grounded in natural law rested on a faulty
metaphysics: because, in Schindler’s view, grace and nature could not be analytically
separated, a natural law-based liberalism was an impossibility.>”® Schindler thus anticipated
today’s No Alternatives Argument in that he claimed to unmask the purportedly neutral liberties
protected by liberalism as covertly in alliance with progressive conceptions of flourishing.

372 (Russell 2021). “Whig Thomists” alludes to the Catholic liberal Lord Acton’s claim that Thomas Aquinas
was “the first Whig”. See (Novak 1990) for a defence of this claim by a leading Catholic neoconservative.
373 (Neuhaus 1987). Neuhaus was formally still a Lutheran at the time of publication, and was received
into the Catholic Church in 1990.

374 (Novak 1998, 774)

375 (Weigel 1988)

376 (Schindler 1996, 43-88)
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Schindler did not, however, claim that liberalism was committed to undermining the basic
agency and free speech rights of traditionalists and therefore did not call for its replacement by
a fully anti-liberal regime. Thus, | call Schindler’s position proto-postliberalism because it
represents the first sophisticated attempt to ‘unmask’ purportedly neutral liberalism as covertly
progressive.

The 2010s saw social and religious conservatives suffer a series of defeats, both legal and
(apparently) cultural, over same-sex marriage and gender identity. The decade also witnessed
the rise to prominence in left-of-centre circles of an ideology Kaufmann describes as
“progressive extremism” (or “woke”), which appeared to combine radical progressivism on
family, sexuality, and gender issues with a new intolerance of dissenting views.*”” Rising levels
of social and cultural censorship of traditionalist views began to alarm these same religious and
social conservatives.>’®

In this radically changing cultural environment, the Catholic neoconservative claim that the
structure of the liberal regime (American or otherwise) was fundamentally friendly to
traditionalist religion began to seem increasingly implausible to religious and social
conservatives, appearing to vindicate Schindler’s warnings. As America’s cultural mainstream
seemed to move ever further from the mores demanded by Catholic conceptions of natural law,
many religious conservatives hitherto in the ‘Whig Thomist’ camp began to move in a radical
direction, increasingly seeing the project of Neuhaus, Weigel, and Novak as a catastrophic
failure. Indeed, the magnitude of the shift on America’s religious conservative right is
represented by the gulf between Neuhaus, the founding editor of First Things, and the current
editor R. R. Reno, who has defended anti-liberal varieties of postliberalism and even a kind of
(extremely loosely defined) ‘integralism’.>"®

By the mid-2010s, then, with the rise of apparent cultural intolerance of traditionalist views, the
Liberal Decay Thesis began to appear plausible to many traditionalists, and this is why we see
the No Alternatives Argument appear in its fully developed form in the second half of this
decade in the work of thinkers like Deneen, Vermeule, and Hazony.

In sum, the social and cultural conditions in which the No Alternatives Argument appeared
appealing to traditionalists were not in place until the 1970s, and the Liberal Decay Thesis
began to widely appear plausible to traditionalists only in the 2010s.

Conclusion

This chapter has surveyed the universe of arguments described by their own supporters or by
others as ‘postliberal’. From this universe, which contains both positive arguments for distinct
accounts of political morality and critiques of liberalism, it has identified the distinct, novel

377 (Kaufmann 2024a)
378 See e.g. (Lukianoff and Schlott 2023)
39 (Reno 2019, 2018)
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postliberal critique of liberalism, which purports to justify a genuinely anti-liberal alternative, as
the No Alternatives Argument, which claims that liberalism inevitably decays into
progressive-authoritarianism and must therefore, if traditionalism contains the truth about
human flourishing, be replaced with traditionalist-authoritarianism. Finally, | have, by providing a
brief genealogy of the origins of the No Alternatives Argument, explained why it is genuinely
novel and was not articulated by traditionalist anti-liberals prior to the mid-2010s. Chapter 3 will
now review existing attempts by liberals to refute the No Alternatives Argument and explain why
they fail.
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Chapter 3: Why the Postliberal Critique of Liberal
Regimes Has Not Been Refuted

This thesis’s Introduction noted the widespread popular perception of postliberalism as a radical,
new, and dangerous threat to liberty.® My preceding chapters have substantiated this claim by
developing (Chapter 1) a precise conception of the content of liberalism, and showing (Chapter
2) how the novel and distinct postliberal critique of liberalism—the claim that, because the basic
liberties of both progressives and traditionalists cannot be stably protected by any regime,
liberalism should be replaced by a form of traditionalist-authoritarianism that imposes
traditionalist values and removes basic liberties from progressives®'—obviously contradicts this
conception of liberalism.

The aim of this chapter is not to assess whether postliberal claims about liberalism are
all-things-considered true but to assess whether existing critiques of these postliberal claims by
liberals succeed in showing these claims to be untrue (I will evaluate the first-order merits of
these postliberal claims in Part 2 (Chapters 4 and 5)). | will do this by examining the two most
prominent academic responses to postliberal critiques of liberalism to have been published by
liberals at the time of writing, namely Andrew Koppelman'’s response to Patrick Deneen®®? and
Cass Sunstein’s response to Yoram Hazony.*® Although Sleat, Borg, and Kelly all attempt to
evaluate postliberal arguments, their focus on constructive postliberal arguments means they
are able to pay little sustained attention to the No Alternatives Argument and the Liberal Decay
Thesis—the claim that liberalism inevitably decays into progressive-authoritarianism—on which
the argument rests.®* By contrast, Koppelman and Sunstein focus principally on the critical
claims about liberalism of Deneen and Hazony respectively, and a great deal of what these
liberal theorists say therefore constitutes a critique of the No Alternatives Argument.

My central claim in this chapter, which | will demonstrate inductively by detailed engagement
with Koppelman and Sunstein’s arguments, is that these scholars have failed to refute
postliberal claims about liberalism because they have misunderstood the object of the
postliberal critique offered by Deneen and Hazony. Specifically, they have largely misinterpreted
Deneen’s and Hazony’s claims about liberal regimes as claims about liberal theory. Where they
do recognise that Deneen and Hazony are making claims about liberal regimes, Koppelman and
Sunstein offer only weak responses to these claims. | conclude that the extant critiques of the
No Alternatives Argument from liberal academics fail to refute the argument, and this sets the
stage for my first-order evaluation of this novel postliberal critique of liberalism in Chapters 4
and 5.

380 E g. (Wright 2023; Ward 2024; Nelson 2024)

31 See Introduction, Part Il.iv, on traditionalism and progressivism
382 (Koppelman 2022)

383 (Sunstein 2020)

384 (Sleat 2025; Kelly 2025a; Borg 2025)
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Koppelman’s attempt to rebut postliberal claims about liberalism takes the form of a detailed
response to arguments for the Liberal Decay Thesis advanced by Deneen,*® so Part (1.i) of this
chapter will first provide an exegesis of the claims Deneen makes about liberalism. Part (1.ii) will
further elucidate Deneen’s claims through an analysis of his reliance on specific methodological
ideas from Strauss.

Part (11) will examine Koppelman’s response to Deneen in detail, and conclude that Koppelman
either (in most cases) misconstrues Deneen as making claims about liberal theory rather than
about the liberal regime, or (in other cases) provides only weak and suggestive responses to
Deneen’s claims about the liberal regime. | conclude that Koppelman has failed to provide a
refutation of the arguments by which Deneen supports the Liberal Decay Thesis (and thereby
the No Alternatives Argument).

Part (1) will examine Sunstein’s response to Hazony’s critique of liberalism. Since Sunstein (like
Koppelman on Deneen) focuses on those claims of Hazony’s that Hazony presents as directly
supporting the Liberal Decay Thesis, and thus the No Alternatives Argument, | first analyse
Hazony’s argument for the Liberal Decay Thesis to show how it is concerned with liberal
regimes and not with liberal theory, and then show how Sunstein has misconstrued Hazony as
making claims about liberal theory and therefore failed to refute Hazony’s argument for the
Liberal Decay Thesis.

I: Deneen’s Critique of Liberalism

As is well known, Deneen’s Why Liberalism Failed blames something that the author calls
“liberalism” for a long list of crises and pathologies he claims to identify in modern societies,
including the decay of intermediary institutions in the face of a false dialectic between statism
and individualism,¢ the loss of cultural traditions,*®’ the decline of the liberal arts,® the growth
of inequality and collapse of social mobility,*®° and the erosion of citizenship and civic virtue.%°
Deneen claims that liberalism has an unfolding, almost teleological dynamic that explains the
progressive worsening of these various crises as liberalism “becomes more fully itself’.>*" The
main commitment of liberalism that causes these pathologies as it becomes fully manifest is
something Deneen calls “voluntarism”, which valorizes “the unfettered and autonomous choice
of individuals”.**2 The claim that liberal societies exhibit an underlying structural dynamic that
tends to advance and radicalise liberalism is not, of course, unique to Deneen, but is

385 (Koppelman 2022). Koppelman also engages with Vermeule, but discusses Deneen in much greater
depth.

38 (Deneen 2019, 43-63)

%7 |bid., 65-90

38 |bid., 110-130

%9 |bid., 131-153

39 |bid., 154-178

391 Ibid., 179

%92 |bid., 31
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widespread in both academic and popular writing by postliberals. For instance, we might
compare it to Nick Timothy’s idea of the “ultra-liberal ratchet”, whereby both left and right parties
come to advance a mutually reinforcing vision of radical individualism in (respectively) social
and economic domains.>*® Pabst and Milbank (who, as | argued in Chapter 2, do not defend
postliberalism proper but a kind of communitarian liberalism) identify a similar “secretly collusive
harmony” in the “metacrisis” of social and economic “ultra-liberalism”.3* (These thinkers,
however, affirm the claim that extant liberal regimes have a structural tendency to radicalize
their commitment to ideals like autonomy without affirming the further claim, made by Deneen
as well as Vermeule and Hazony, that this tendency necessarily leads to the denial of
traditionalists’ basic rights).**® Deneen’s argument is also the most systematic defence of these
claims from a postliberal thinker (as well as being the subject of Koppelman’s response).

As | will show shortly, by “voluntarism”, Deneen appears to mean something like the ‘expressive
individualism’ that | identified as the paradigmatic form of progressivism, a feature of certain
conceptions of the good discussed in this thesis’s Introduction. Conceptions of the good are
progressive inasmuch as they are characterised by a rejection both of what Charles Taylor calls
“strong evaluation” (the belief that human desires can be evaluated by standards that are
altogether outside of human desire)** and of what | term epistemic deference, the belief that
one should sometimes defer to other people’s or institutions’ judgement of the good (for
instance, the conservative Catholic belief that one should sometimes defer to Magisterial
teaching). Expressive individualism holds the human good to consist in the ‘expression’ of each
individual’'s deepest personal intimations, making it a radically and unqualifiedly progressive
conception of the good.**”

l.i: Two Theses of Liberalism

In what follows, | will focus on interpreting the two claims | take to be central to the novel,
postliberal critique of liberalism, which centres around the No Alternatives Argument that |
discussed in Chapter 2. These claims are (1) that liberal regimes have a structural ‘logic’
characterized by the radicalization of “voluntarist” beliefs in the citizenry and among political
elites, and (2) that part of this logic involves a tendency to increasingly restrict the liberty of
traditionalists. It will shortly become apparent that Deneen intends these two claims to support
the Liberal Decay Thesis and thereby the No Alternatives Argument.

Let us label these two claims adduced by Deneen to support the Liberal Decay Thesis (1) the
Structural Radicalization Thesis and (2) the Coercive Liberalism Thesis.**® The claims are not

393 (Timothy 2021, 39-47)

3%4 (Milbank and Pabst 2016, 13)

3% Milbank and Pabst, as well as Timothy, argue that (what | view as a) modified version of liberalism
would be immune to this radicalising dynamic.

3% (Taylor 1992, 14-16)

397 See Introduction, Part Il.iv, on progressivism (and traditionalism). See (Bellah 1985, 333) on
expressive individualism.

3% | borrow ‘coercive liberalism’ from (Oakes 2011b)

83


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/tra1u
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/yBBjd/?locator=333
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/cF9uS/?locator=14-16
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/OBzK6/?locator=13
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/zsUch/?locator=39-47

unique to Deneen. | will discuss the way they appear in Hazony’s work later in this chapter, and
Vermeule also makes both of these claims.?*

l.i.a: Structural Radicalization

Most of Why Liberalism Failed involves a defense of the Structural Radicalization Thesis, the
claim that liberalism involves the extension and radicalization of “voluntarism” (i.e. radical
progressivism), and an exploration of the alleged effects of this process in different domains.
Deneen considers this voluntarism to rest on a “false anthropology” that is fundamental to
liberalism.*° Basic, background anthropological assumptions changed, he claims, in three ways
with the genesis of the tradition that became liberalism: this tradition (1) posited an “ineradicable
human selfishness” rather than seeking to cultivate human virtue, (2) reconceived liberty as the
ability to gratify this selfishness rather than “the cultivation of self-limitation and self-rule”, and
(3) sought to “overcome” the “limits of nature” through manipulation of the natural environment.
Deneen associates these three pivots in thought, respectively, with Machiavelli, Hobbes, and
Bacon.*"!

Deneen sums up the new worldview ushered in by proto-liberalism as involving two elements:
“anthropological individualism and the voluntarist conception of choice, and... human separation
from and opposition to nature”.** Citing Hobbes and Locke, Deneen identifies an individualist
and “voluntarist logic” whereby the “legitimacy of all relationships” depends on choice.**®
Liberalism’s “war against nature”,*** for Deneen, is less about the ecological crisis of late
capitalism (though this is acknowledged),**® and more about the abandonment of natural law
and a teleological vision of human nature. Thus, “separation from... nature” implies an

anti-teleological metaphysics of the human being.

From the above, we can define the “voluntarism”, the belief that Deneen thinks the liberal
regime has a structural tendency to deepen and extend its commitment to over time, as:

The belief that the human good is wholly a function of the exercise of the power of arbitrary
choice, and in no way a function of the specific choices made (thus, the extent to which P
makes free and authentic choices is the only thing that determines the goodness of P’s life).

We can interpret Deneen as claiming that the extension and radicalisation of the voluntarism he
identifies as being bound up with the structure of liberal regimes takes place along the various
dimensions of the regime | identified in this thesis’s Introduction. Voluntarism, or political ideas
linked to it, comes to play a more ‘horizontally’ extensive role in the rationales that ground the
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regime’s various practices, and the regime also comes to give more ‘vertically’ intensive weight
to voluntarist ideas.*%®

It will be obvious that this voluntarism is a more radical doctrine than the conceptions of
autonomy typically defended by liberals. Rawls’s political liberalism, for instance, purports to
abstain from judgment regarding first-order questions about the value of autonomy in a human
life;*°” Dworkin’s comprehensive liberalism allows that a person who doesn’t endorse the
limitless autonomy implied by voluntarism can live a good life, as long as she genuinely
endorses her more traditional values and doesn’t accept them blindly or under coercion.*® Raz,
who defends autonomy-based perfectionist liberalism, argues that valuable autonomy requires
P to choose from independently valuable choices, and thus rejects the claim that P’s authentic
choice is the only thing that makes her life good.**® We may sensibly wonder how Deneen can
justify the claim that liberalism is committed to voluntarism to the point of tending to radicalize
this commitment over time, if most liberal theorists seem to reject voluntarism altogether. This
will be clarified shortly in the discussion of Deneen’s methodology in Part (L.ii).

l.i.b: Coercive Liberalism

Regarding the Coercive Liberalism Thesis, Deneen speculates at the end of Why Liberalism
Failed that, as liberalism’s crises worsen and its voluntarism radicalizes, liberals will “resort to
imposing the liberal order by fiat”.*"® Since Why Liberalism Failed, he has developed and
defended the Coercive Liberalism Thesis further, arguing that liberalism is increasingly
persecutory towards religious believers and other traditionalists who reject voluntarism as a
conception of human flourishing.*'" The plausibility of the Structural Radicalization Thesis, it is
important to note, appears to be a necessary condition of the Coercive Liberalism Thesis'’s
being plausible, since in order for the liberal regime to have a structural tendency to coerce
people who dissent from voluntarism, it is presumably necessary for it to have a structural
tendency to radicalize (deepen and extend) its commitment to voluntarism, on the basis of
which it would then judge non-voluntarists as in need of coercive containment. Establishing the
Structural Radicalization Thesis and the Coercive Liberalism Thesis as true would already go a
long way to grounding the central postliberal argument for traditionalist-authoritarianism, as | will
shortly explain in more detail.

The Coercive Liberalism Thesis must apply to the universe of all possible liberal regimes, not
just to actually-existing ones, in order to support the claim that there is no alternative to
authoritarianism of some kind. Modally, the Thesis need not assert the absolutely inevitable
decay of liberal regimes into progressive-authoritarianism, but it must assert the overwhelming
probability of this decay. If the decay were merely more probable than not, the Thesis would

496 See Introduction, Part ILiii, on this framework.
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(again) struggle to justify the claim that there is no alternative to authoritarianism of some kind. If
postliberals merely claimed the decay was probable, then, if it were feasible to avoid the
occurrence of this probable decay, the No Alternatives Argument would not succeed. Even if it
were not feasible to avoid the occurrence of this probable decay, a probability of decay above
0.5 does not necessarily warrant traditionalists in preferring traditionalist-authoritarianism, at
least for traditionalists who ascribe some value to liberalism. The precise probability at which it
becomes warranted for traditionalists who would otherwise prefer liberalism to
traditionalist-authoritarian to become supporters traditionalist-authoritarianism, and which
therefore is needed for the Thesis to do its job of supporting the No Alternatives Argument,
cannot be specified in advance, but we can be fairly confident it is well above 0.5. (I will say
more about these issues in the Introduction to Part 3 of this thesis).

The criticisms of Deneen’s arguments for these two theses are, of course, nearly as well known
as the theses themselves. Deneen appears to rely on interpretations of early modern liberal or
proto-liberal thinkers like Hobbes,*'? Locke,*'* Bacon,*'* and Machiavelli*'® to support his theses
about liberalism’s relationship to voluntarism. lllustratively, noting Deneen’s apparent reliance on
early modern thinkers, Stefan Borg claims that the postliberal movement “revolves around a
particular understanding of social contract theory™'® and “hinges on a reading of Hobbes and
Locke”.*' If this were correct, the plausibility of Deneen’s theses would be weakened by the fact
that many of Deneen’s interpretations of these thinkers are controversial.*'®

Critics of Why Liberalism Failed tended to argue that liberalism is not a single, unified system of
thought that unequivocally commits its adherents to voluntarism or to the practices producing
the crises Deneen identifies; and that liberalism, because of its diversity, complexity, and
fragmentation, is not a causal agent in a teleological historical process. Moyn, representatively,
asserts that Deneen is in error to think “that there is something called liberalism that is a
take-it-or-leave-it system”.*" Field, whose five-part critical review of Why Liberalism Failed is
among the most thorough to have been published, claims that “radical individual autonomy is
not the essence of liberal democracy”,**° and supports this claim by disputing Deneen'’s
interpretation of proto-liberal thinkers.*?" The core argument of these critics is that voluntarism
does not dominate either the early modern thinkers Deneen cites or contemporary liberal theory,
and that therefore the Structural Radicalization Thesis cannot be true. | will show this critical
argument to be mistaken in Part (ll) of this Chapter. Before doing so, | will first further explain
how | believe we should interpret Deneen’s claims, by illustrating his reliance upon Strauss’s
idea of the regime.
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l.ii: Straussian Undercurrents

Even if Deneen’s critics were right that voluntarism is not as central to either early or
contemporary liberal theory as Deneen claims, this fact would not undermine the Structural
Radicalization Thesis, or, by extension, the Coercive Liberalism Thesis. To prepare us to see
why the claims of Deneen’s critics about his misrepresentation of liberal theory do not refute the
theses he defends, we need to turn to Deneen’s reliance on certain Straussian ideas.

In what follows, | will offer a Straussian reading of Deneen’s claims about liberalism, according
to which Deneen is primarily critiquing the ‘structural’ logic of real-world liberal regimes rather
than liberal theory. | argue that this Straussian reading is supported by the textual evidence,
taken as a whole, including both explicit statements Deneen makes about his methods and the
various (sometimes tacit) ways in which he relies on Strauss’s view of the role of ideas in
real-world politics. It is therefore the best exegetical account of Deneen’s claims and arguments.

A conservative reviewer of Deneen’s later Regime Change argued that Strauss “looms like a
colossus”, unacknowledged but ever present, behind Deneen’s work.*?2 This observation is the
key to understanding what Why Liberalism Failed is trying to do. Deneen was taught (briefly) by
Allan Bloom,*?® a student of Strauss whose (in)famous The Closing of the American Mind
argued that “from the earliest beginnings of liberal thought”, a self-undermining tendency
emerged, eventually culminating in a relativism in which “the argument justifying freedom
disappears”.*?* Bloom’s position draws on a particular interpretation of Strauss’s identification of
an early modern turn away from philosophical realism and political perfectionism.*?

Against this position, which became known as ‘East Coast’ Straussianism, the ‘West Coast’
position discussed in Chapter 2 held that the early liberalism of (for instance) Locke and the
American founders, which acknowledged a kind of natural law, was relatively continuous with
classical thought, and that the real ‘rupture’ with the past occurred with 20th-century
left-liberalism.*?® The West Coast position became associated with relatively mainstream strands
of American conservatism.*?” In an essay on Strauss, Deneen has endorsed something close to
the East Coast position,*? citing Strauss’s essay The Three Waves of Modemnity to argue that
the political philosopher had (contra the West Coast view) identified the ‘rupture’ with
modernity’s first, ‘classical’ liberal wave.**® Why Liberalism Failed, | submit, should be read as a
work of East Coast Straussianism, expanding on Bloom’s abbreviated comments about
liberalism’s self-undermining character. This is true in a substantive sense, in that Deneen tries
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to justify the rejection of liberalism and modernity that the East Coast position can seem to
imply. It is also, crucially, true in a methodological sense.**°

As | discussed in the Introduction,**' Strauss suggests that “the guiding theme of political
philosophy is the regime rather than the laws”.**? A regime, as | interpret Strauss, embodies
certain (sometimes implicit) assumptions about politics and human nature, which issue in a
‘structural’ tendency to produce certain political outcomes. In the preface to Why Liberalism
Failed, Deneen claims to have “written in imitation of the classical explorations of the ‘logic of a
regime’”,**? suggesting agreement with Strauss’s claim that “the cause of the laws is the

regime”.*3*

This interpretation of Deneen’s book is also supported by the author’s frequent allusions to
Strauss’s other ideas.** At times, Deneen even uses quotation marks when borrowing
Straussian terminology, such as when he describes a Machiavellian turn that based politics
“upon reliability of ‘the low’ rather than aspiration to ‘the high.””**® The source of this distinctive
turn of phrase is, it appears, Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli, which refers to “the low and the
high” when contrasting a political attitude that seeks to harness citizens’ self-interest (the ‘low’)
and one that aims to promote citizens’ virtues (the ‘high’).**” This observation supports the
thesis that Why Liberalism Failed should be read as making claims primarily about the structural
logic of the liberal regimes found in the contemporary West, rather than claims about intellectual
genealogy or the logical implications of the ideas of liberal theory.

More recently, Deneen has been very explicit about his methodological debt to Strauss. In his
February 2025 Neuhaus Lecture for First Things magazine, Deneen explains his reliance, when
defending the Structural Radicalization Thesis, on Strauss’s image (outlined in Three Waves of
Modernity) of modern thought comprising three overlapping and mutually constitutive waves. In
this lecture, Deneen argues that these three waves of modern though—comprising classical
liberalism, left-liberalism, and the cluster of often Nietzsche-inspired ideas associated with
postmodernism and radical antinomianism—share a common underlying telos, namely the
liberation of the human will from perceived constraints.*®

The precise content of the three waves, however, is less important than the structure of the
argument. The claim Deneen is making is not that the ideas characterising any of the waves

430 (Field 2025, 81-88) also notes the congruence between Deneen’s critique of liberalism and Bloom’s
earlier claims, but she does not use this congruence to provide an interpretation of the No Alternatives
Argument.
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logically imply the others, but that each wave builds on the preceding waves by incorporating
(“drawing. .. substance from”)**® some of the preceding waves’ ideas and assumptions—most
saliently the idea of liberating the human will from constraints. How does this “drawing” of
“substance” take place? Since Deneen is not saying that accepting the premises of classical
liberalism logically commit one to contemporary left-liberal views on (say) transgender rights, we
should interpret him as saying that there is something about the way the ideas of the three
waves are instantiated in real-world regimes that makes the progressive radicalisation of the
underlying idea of liberating the human will highly probable.

Thus, when Deneen claims to have written “in imitation of the classical explorations of the ‘the
logic of the regime™,**° | think we should take him at his word. Where Deneen makes
statements that appear to be generalizations about liberal theory, | suggest the charitable
practice of reading them, where possible, as claims about the ideas of liberalism as instantiated
in the liberal regime instead. Once we make this crucial hermeneutic shift, we will see why Why
Liberalism Failed’s critics missed their target.

The Straussian concept of the regime is a synchronic one, identifying a regime’s commitments
at a point in time. The anthropological assumptions embodied by a regime are likely to be crude,
vulgarised analogues of the ideas of theorists, even where those theorists directly inspired the
regime, because most of the actors who comprise the regime—politicians, civil servants, judges,
etc.—do not have the nuanced and sophisticated grasp of political philosophy found in the
pages of academic journals or the works of seminal theorists. There is still a sense in which the
ideas of a liberal regime must be related to liberal theory: something must make both of these
things liberal. As | explain in the Introduction to this thesis, a version of liberal theory constitutes
an interpretation of the core concepts of liberal ideology; a political practice, comprising part of a
liberal regime, is grounded in an interpretation of these concepts.*' It is therefore entirely
possible that a regime could be liberal in a way quite distantly related to the ideas of the majority
of liberal theorists, by being grounded in a quite different—often inchoate and
implicit—interpretations of the core liberal concepts from the interpretations preferred by most
liberal theorists. Such an outcome might make the regime no longer liberal, in which case
actually-existing liberalism would turn out to be self-undermining.

Indeed, it is even possible that political philosophy might be largely epiphenomenal, reflecting
on, but not causing, changes in the assumptions of the regime in which it takes place. This was
not Strauss’s position. It is also presumably not Deneen’s given his frequent reference to the
purported effects of various early modern thinkers’ ideas. Yet because the Straussian concept of
a regime is synchronic and involves vulgarised anthropological assumptions, even if political
philosophy were entirely epiphenomenal and Deneen’s claims about Early Modern thinkers
were entirely irrelevant, this would not make Deneen’s descriptive claims about the regime false:
a structural dynamic of voluntarist radicalisation could have set in for reasons wholly unrelated
to the activities of these early modern thinkers.
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Less radically, if it were true that at least some ideas do indeed have consequences, and
political philosophy were not wholly epiphenomenal*>—but also that Deneen had
misunderstood Locke, Hobbes, Bacon, and Machiavelli, and/or that these thinkers had
negligible direct or indirect influence on the formation of liberal regimes (perhaps other thinkers
had much more of an impact)—this would also fail to show that the Structural Radicalization
Thesis is false. This means, of course, that Borg’s claim about the dependence of postliberalism
on a reading of early modern social contract theorists is also mistaken.**

Thus, even if critics like Moyn and Field were correct to claim that liberalism is internally highly
diverse, that many versions of liberalism do not support “radical individual autonomy”,
voluntarism, or expressive individualism, and that Deneen has wrongly attributed the ideas
implicitly guiding contemporary liberal regimes to the theories of certain early modern thinkers,
this would weaken Deneen’s case for the truth of the Structural Radicalization Thesis—perhaps
show that his case for the Thesis does not succeed—but would not make the Thesis false.
Indeed, depending on our prior assumptions about the Thesis’s plausibility, we might still judge it
to be highly plausible even if the appeal to early modern thinkers does not add much to this
plausibility. Indeed, the fact that Why Liberalism Failed was successful at persuading
conservatives and Straussians of the truth of the two theses were are discussing, while liberals
tended to find it unpersuasive, may show that one’s background prior judgements about the
plausibility of the thesis play a major role in how convincing one finds the claims and arguments
of the book.

| have shown that the Structural Radicalization Theses should be interpreted as a claim about
the universe of possibly realisable liberal regimes, not the formal implications of liberal theory.
The same is true of the Coercive Liberalism Thesis. Deneen’s explicit defense of this Thesis is
found in works published after Why Liberalism Failed, and he supplies a more detailed
mechanism for this Thesis than he does for the Structural Radicalization Thesis. This
mechanism builds on, and presupposes, the Structural Radicalization Thesis. Deneen does not
clearly assert anything like the Coercive Liberalism Thesis in Why Liberalism Failed.*** As |
noted in the previous chapter, however, in his later (2023) Regime Change, Deneen claims to
witness a “tyrannical liberalism... that is not a contradiction of liberalism but its fulfillment”,*°
which targets “religious believers™® with a “white-hot fervor” to ensure “individual preference
must always prevail”, i.e. that political decisions are based on voluntarism.**’ Elsewhere, he has
claimed that the liberal state is “forcing churches, religious organizations, and other traditional
communities to conform to progressivist ideology”.**® In other words, Deneen is claiming that
when individuals or communities reject voluntarism as a guiding principle for their own lives and
the internal regulation of their communities, they are increasingly subject to coercive correction
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by real-world liberal states—for instance, banned from hiring religious ministers in line with their
theological convictions or from expressing traditionalist views about LGBT relationships even in
‘casual conversations’.

Deneen’s mechanism for the operation of the Coercive Liberalism Thesis is, facially, fairly
plausible, if we are already convinced by the Structural Radicalization Thesis. Deneen argues
that liberal principles that are supposed to protect negative liberties, including the basic agency
and free speech rights of traditionalists—he gives the example of Mill's harm principle—rely on
theory-laden concepts that are hard to define independently of contestable judgments about
human flourishing. Since “harm” is such a normatively-laden and contestable concept, for
instance, there is nothing intrinsic to the concept of harm that prevents the mere failure to
“openly and actively approve” of an action from being construed as harming the person who
undertakes the action.*

To illustrate, if P, the owner of a small bakery in a town with many other bakeries, places a polite
notice in her window saying that her bakery does not cater same-sex weddings and directing
customers to another baker on the same street, and Q reads this notice after intending to hire P
to cater her same-sex wedding, our judgement as to whether P has inflicted a (‘dignitary’) harm
on Q is inseparable from our wider set of convictions about the human good as they pertain to
same-sex relationships, sexual/romantic expression, religious conscience, and other related
domains of human life. Extrapolating, it is plausible to think that the mere concept of ‘harm’,
without being interpreted in light of some conception of the good or other, does not contain
anything to prevent us from judging that even (say) P telling the congregation of her own
church, when Q is elsewhere, that she does not believe same-sex relationships should be called
‘marriage’ inflicts a ‘dignitary’ harm on Q—or perhaps even that P’'s merely declining to affirm
(“openly and actively approve”),**°in this church, while Q is still elsewhere, that same-sex
relationships are a positive good and ought to be celebrated, also inflicts this kind of harm.

(Of course, affirming that P inflicts harm on Q in these ways does not automatically lead to the
conclusion that P’s right to act in these should, all-things-considered, be restricted. An additional
premise, about the relative weight of P’s interest in free speech or agency vis-a-vis Q’s interest
in avoiding the kinds of harm under consideration, would also be required. Nevertheless,
affirming that P harms Q in these ways seems to obviate any principled commitment to
protecting P’s basic agency and free speech rights, since it implies these rights can be qualified
or limited on the basis of a conception of harm inseparable from a wider, progressive conception
of human flourishing. P’s basic agency and free speech rights are clearly restricted—as
opposed to merely limited to ensure the compossible protection of others’ basic rights—if the
state limits P’s rights on the basis of this conception of harm. This judgement is in no way
dependent on one’s own conception of flourishing or of harm, for (per chapter 1) basic agency
and free speech rights in minimal liberalism are defined in a non-moralised way. Someone who
thinks that restricting P’s basic rights to protect Q from this kind of harm is all-things-considered
justified must concede that she supports denying P her basic agency rights, and that she is
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therefore advocating a progressive-authoritarian view of political morality incompatible with
minimal liberalism.)

Deneen’s claim, which | find highly plausible, is that not just ‘harm’ but other concepts that play
a normative role in liberal ideology— such as ‘freedom’, ‘equality’, etc.**'—are so contestable,
and their detailed conceptualisation so much influenced by our background convictions about
the good, that there is nothing in the mere concepts alone to prevent them from being deployed
in rationales for the total removal of traditionalists’ basic agency and free speech rights to follow
and to express their conceptions of human flourishing, even in conventionally ‘private’ spaces
like homes and houses of worship. Of course, If Deneen is right about this—I think he is—it
would also seem to follow that these concepts could potentially be interpreted so as to justify the
inverse, i.e. the total removal of progressives’ basic negative liberties. To explain why the
background anthropological assumptions predictably and systematically change in a voluntarist
direction that is harmful to the liberties of traditionalists, Deneen must, therefore, appeal to the
Structural Radicalization Thesis. This means that the overall strength of the case for the
Coercive Liberalism Thesis cannot be stronger than the case for the Structural Radicalization
Thesis.

Despite the fact that, as | noted earlier, the persuasiveness of Deneen’s arguments for the
Structural Radicalization Thesis depend in part on his readers’ prior inclination to feel that they
live under a pervasively voluntarist-inclined regime, it is worth ending this section by noting that
one does not have to be a Straussian or a conservative to find the Structural Radicalization
Thesis plausible (though it surely helps!).

The left-liberal political theorist Alexandre Lefebvre’s recent analysis of liberalism “as a way of
life” corroborates many of Deneen’s claims about the structural radicalization of the liberal
regime’s anthropological assumptions.**? For Lefebvre, the liberal idea of neutrality between
conceptions of the human good has become a “ghost story”.*5® Citing Deneen and other
postliberals, Lefebvre argues that the theoretical literature on political liberalism has exhibited
“an inability or unwillingness to acknowledge the takeover by liberalism over the past thirty years
of the background culture of contemporary liberal democracies”.*** One of the features of a
background culture dominated by liberalism is that media, popular culture, and quotidian social
practices explicitly or implicitly assume that not only are all social relationships legitimized by
free choice, but also that individuals’ lives are good solely in virtue of reflecting their authentic
choices—in other words, it is a background culture dominated by Deneen’s voluntarism, or
expressive individualism.**® ‘Live your best life’, ‘you do you’: these, for Lefebvre, are the
slogans of the liberal regime. Insofar as all this feels at least somewhat plausible, or at least not
obviously false, as it clearly does to some progressive liberals as well as to many conservatives,

481 We could reconstruct the preceding case about same-sex marriage to be one in which P is alleged to
violate the (positive) freedom of Q, or to treat Q unequally.
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we may find ourselves warming to Deneen’s claims about liberalism’s radicalising structural
logic. For now, however, the important point is to note that, while Deneen’s arguments for his
core theses have flaws, these flaws do not necessarily make the theses false or even
implausible.

lI: Koppelman’s Flawed Response to Deneen

Koppelman has published an important paper responding to Deneen’s—and, to a lesser extent,
Vermeule's—critique of liberalism.**° His paper, at the time of writing, is the most detailed and
thorough attempt to refute Deneen’s claims about liberalism by any academic. Koppelman
engages with many of Deneen’s particular claims about liberalism’s effects in significant depth,
but | will focus here on Koppelman’s criticism of the Structural Radicalization Thesis and the
Coercive Liberalism Thesis. | will evaluate three of Koppelman’s arguments: his one argument
against the Structural Radicalization Thesis and two against the Coercive Liberalism Thesis.
Koppelman’s argument against the Structural Radicalization Thesis, and the first of his two
arguments against the Coercive Liberalism Thesis, misunderstand Deneen’s claims by
conflating claims about liberal regimes with claims about liberal theory. Koppelman’s second
argument against the Coercive Liberalism Thesis avoids this error, but is nevertheless an
unconvincing response to Deneen’s claims about liberal regimes, leaving many critical empirical
questions about these regimes open.

By reviewing these arguments, we will not only see how Koppelman’s failure to recognise
Deneen’s Straussian methodology undermines his ability to respond effectively to Deneen’s
central claims, but we will also begin to gain an idea of how postliberals might express their
empirical claims about liberal regimes more precisely. This will be explored further in Chapter 5.

Koppelman’s argument against the Structural Radicalization Thesis asserts that Deneen’s
claims about the structural logic of liberalism rely on a characterization of liberalism that
“misunderstand[s] liberalism at a fundamental level”.**” Koppelman then charges Deneen with a
failure to explain a mechanism for the Structural Radicalization Thesis. He also claims that
insofar as Deneen has made gestures towards supplying a mechanism, this mechanism
depends on a definition of liberalism—i.e., of liberalism as a moral commitment to
voluntarism—*“that would astonish most liberals”.**® Interestingly, Koppelman does not recognise
the Straussian allusions in Deneen’s work. When Deneen (in Koppelman'’s reading) attributes
“‘inner necessity” to the progressive unfolding of liberalism, Koppelman claims that “all this talk...
of historical inevitability is reminiscent of Marx”.**°

This argument of Koppelman’s fails because Deneen is not really attributing “inner necessity” to
the logic of the ideas of liberal theory, but rather attributing a powerful structural tendency, which
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may fall short of strict necessity, to the logic of real-world liberal regimes. It is true Deneen
sometimes uses language that seems to imply necessity and inevitability, but | think that a
charitable reading, attentive to methodological claims | have made above, should treat such
language as mere hyperbole, and acknowledge that Deneen is in the first instance making the
more modest claim that liberal regimes have a structural logic that tends to make certain
outcomes more probably—not always inevitable—over time.*®° Disputing Deneen’s
“idiosyncratic*®' definition of liberalism as resting on voluntarism is orthogonal to the main issue
of the liberal regime’s commitments, for we have already noted that a regime’s implicit
anthropological commitments should be expected to be crude and vulgar. While it is surely
correct that liberal theory does not rest on voluntarism, this does not mean that the liberal
regime is not—perhaps implicitly—committed to voluntarism. Koppelman has failed to engage
this claim about the liberal regime because he has failed to recognise that Deneen is making it,
and instead attributed to Deneen a claim about the logic of liberal theory that (as | have argued
above) we should not interpret Deneen as intending to make at all.

Koppelman makes two main arguments against the Coercive Liberalism Thesis. Here, he has
more common ground with Deneen because he accepts Deneen’s central empirical claim that
progressive-authoritarianism has been gaining ground in recent years. Koppelman’s first
argument against this Thesis starts by agreeing with Deneen that the last decade has seen a
trend towards the restriction of traditionalists’ basic agency and free speech rights in the United
States and other liberal polities. Koppelman identifies this trend as beginning in the
mid-2010s,%*? and believes that it is a “historical blip” unrelated to liberalism’s deep logic.*®® To
support this ‘blip’ interpretation of progressive-authoritarianism, Koppelman first argues that the
supporters of this coercion “aren’t liberals™®* but rather “leftists™®° and “radical tendencies” who
endorse “wokeness”.*® What Koppelman is asserting here is that, on the correct understanding
of liberal theory, the commitments of the persons who support restricting the basic agency and
free speech rights of traditionalists make them progressive-authoritarians and not liberals.

This claim, if true, would not refute the Coercive Liberalism Thesis. Recall that the Coercive
Liberalism Thesis holds that real-world progressive-authoritarianism is driven by the logic of the
regime’s crude, vulgarised voluntarist anthropological assumptions, not by the logic of the ideas
of academic liberal theory. Thus, it is possible that an increasing number of important actors
within the regime hold views that are more progressive-authoritarian than liberal. It is also
possible that liberalism, correctly understood, actually forbids the restrictions of traditionalists’
basic rights that Deneen and Koppelman both deplore. Neither of these claims is inconsistent
with the Coercive Liberalism Thesis.
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If liberal theory forbids restricting traditionalists’ agency and free speech rights, the Coercive
Liberalism Thesis holds that real-world liberal regimes are self-undermining. The Thesis claims
that the structural dynamics of a regime committed, on the whole, to vulgarised versions of the
assumptions of liberalism make it more likely that agents with progressive-authoritarian views
will over time become influential within the regime. Koppelman has not addressed this claim. He
has mistakenly interpreted Deneen as claiming that the rationales for
progressive-authoritarianism depend on the explicit commitments of liberal theory. Deneen is
not, as | have demonstrated above, committed to this claim. Koppelman has therefore entirely
failed to engage with the claim that the Coercive Liberalism Thesis actually depends upon, i.e.
the claim that attempting to instantiate liberal theory in real-world regimes predictably leads to
the (often implicit) commitments of those regimes drifting in a progressive-authoritarian
direction.

Koppelman'’s second argument against the Coercive Liberalism Thesis is the right kind of
argument because it avoids conflating claims about liberal theory with claims about liberal
regimes. However, it remains inconclusive, and at most draws attention to the kind of empirical
questions on which the truth of the Coercive Liberalism Thesis depends without providing strong
reasons to believe Koppelman’s answers to these questions instead of Deneen’s.

Koppelman argues that the recency and apparent contingency of the trend towards
progressive-authoritarianism indicate that the coercion of traditionalists does not have a deep
structural cause. Koppelman notes that this progressive-authoritarianism “became widespread
only around 2015”,%7 and is consistently supported only by “about twelve percent of Democratic
voters”,*® albeit a group who are “overrepresented” in “the media, advocacy groups,
nonprofits”.*¢° “If this is the inevitable deep logic of liberalism”, he concludes, “it took its time
getting here”.#°

Koppelman’s argument is not remotely sufficient to refute Deneen’s claim that
progressive-authoritarianism has a deep structural cause in the logic of liberal regimes. The
recency and minority character of any ideological movement can either show it to be a blip, or,
depending on its causes, to be a coming wave. Many ideological movements in history have
begun with small numbers of educated elites and spread to whole societies through the diffusion
mechanisms (like “media, advocacy groups, nonprofits”) that these elites control. The question
of whether progressive-authoritarianism is a blip or a coming wave is therefore entirely open,
despite Koppelman’s observations about recency and its minority support. In Chapter 5, | will
engage with the available empirical evidence about the mechanisms behind the rise of
progressive-authoritarianism, and explain why | think the ‘coming wave’ interpretation is more
likely to be correct.*”* For now, it is sufficient to note that Koppelman has entirely failed to prove
that the ‘blip’ interpretation is correct, and that the question remains fully open.
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In summary, Koppelman has not refuted the Structural Radicalisation Thesis or the Coercive
Liberalism Thesis. He has mischaracterized many of Deneen’s arguments as depending on
claims about liberal theory rather than claims about the liberal regime. This does not bode
particularly well for the academic response to postliberal claims. The only other extant attempt
by a liberal academic to refute either of these two postliberal theses is Sunstein’s reply to
Hazony’s critique of liberalism. | will now show that Sunstein also fails to refute either thesis,
mainly because, like Koppelman, he conflates postliberal claims about liberal regimes with
claims about liberal theory.

lll: Sunstein’s Flawed Response to Hazony
lll.i: Hazony’s Initial Claims

In this section, | will first reconstruct Hazony’s argument for the Structural Radicalization and
Coercive Liberalism Theses, and then show how Sunstein’s response to Hazony fails to refute
these theses.

| noted in Chapter 2 that the most detailed presentation of Hazony’s argument for the two theses
is found in his 2020 Quillette article ‘The Challenge of Marxism’,*”? which was reincluded in his
2022 book Conservatism: A Rediscovery.*”® However, Sunstein’s article engages only with
Hazony’s 2019 Herbert W. Vaughan Lecture, so | will initially reconstruct Hazony’s views on the
mechanism of liberal collapse based solely on this lecture. When discussing Sunstein’s
response, however, | will use Hazony’s Quillette article to clarify ambiguities in the argument as
presented in the Vaughan Lecture, and on this basis show how Sunstein misunderstands the
argument for the two theses and fails to refute them.

Hazony describes the ideology into which liberalism is collapsing as a form of “Marxism” or
“neo-Marxism”.*"* | have used the term ‘progressive authoritarianism’ to capture what | think is
the lowest common denominator between Hazony, Deneen, and Vermeule in their interpretation
of liberalism’s successor ideology. Despite the fact that Hazony, unlike Deneen and Vermeule,
uses the term “neo-Marxism” to describe this success ideology, | think all three would agree that
one of the most important characteristics of the successor ideology is its commitment to the
authoritarian imposition of progressive views of human flourishing, so | will not discuss the
merits or otherwise of identifying this successor ideology with Marxism in this chapter.

Hazony’s Herbert W. Vaughan Lecture was later published in two parts in The American Mind.*"®
Hazony’s primary objective in the lecture is to demonstrate that ‘rationalist’ versions of
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conservatism, which purport to derive knowledge of political morality from self-evident first
principles, cannot supply a sufficient rationale for conserving inherited traditions.

In the course of making this argument, however, Hazony also defends the Structural
Radicalization and Coercive Liberalism Theses. Hazony argues that liberalism, which he
identifies as a rationalist political ideology stemming from the Enlightenment, is “unwilling or
unable to successfully defend almost any inherited political ideals or norms”.#’® This includes the
inherited norms of liberalism itself: liberalism is also unwilling or unable to defend itself against
progressive authoritarianism. In making this claim about liberalism, Hazony is claiming that
liberalism has an overwhelming tendency to decay into progressive-authoritarianism; he is thus
defending the Coercive Liberalism Thesis.

Hazony defends this thesis by appealing, via the 17th-century jurist and scholar of Jewish law
John Selden, to the radical dissensus on almost all values that he thinks is produced by
rationalism. Without relying on a set of concepts inherited from traditional discourses such as
religious thought or English common law, “reason alone is capable of coming to virtually any
conclusion”.*’” For this reason, when assaulted by progressive authoritarians who deploy
concepts that resonate with liberalism—such as freedom or equality—liberalism, as a rationalist
ideology, cannot defend its inherited understanding of these concepts against the radically
different interpretations offered by the progressive-authoritarians. This appeal to inevitable
dissensus combined with the vulnerability of liberal interpretations of liberalism’s concepts to
challenge from progressive-authoritarian interpretations constitutes Hazony’s argument for the
Structural Radicalization Thesis.

As in the case of Deneen’s arguments for the two Theses, Hazony’s argument for the Coercive
Liberalism Theses depends and presupposes the Structural Radicalization Thesis. It is clear,
however, that Hazony’s mechanism for the Structural Radicalization Thesis is somewhat
different to Deneen’s. Rather than appealing to the purported tendency of real-world regimes to
instantiate crude, vulgar versions of the ideas of these ideas liberal theory which are vulnerable
to radicalizing arguments, Hazony instead appeals to purported the tendency of these regimes
to instantiate conceptually vague and indeterminate versions of these ideas, which are also
vulnerable to radicalising arguments.

The latter part of the Vaughan Lecture defends two other claims about the rationalism that
Hazony takes to be a commitment of both liberalism and some versions of conservatism. First,
Hazony argues that, because the liberal commitment to rationalism rejects reliance on inherited
norms and values, it is also unable to justify the “constraint” and “self-discipline” that are
necessary to secure both the mutual respect of citizens for one another’s freedom and the
maintenance of virtuous practices such as marriage, religious worship, and military service. The
norms and values that underpin this kind of self-discipline cannot be arrived at through
rationalist means but depend on inherited understandings of personal and political morality.*’®
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Hazony then argues that liberal rationalism is also incapable of justifying “the idea of honor” that
induces people to exercise self-discipline willingly. This is not just because of the moral
dissensus that rationalism produces, but also because liberalism is committed to an “insatiable
egalitarianism of choices” in which all individual choices must be “regarded as equal”’, whether
they reflect healthy self-discipline or not.*’”® Thus, for Hazony, liberalism, due to its commitment
to rationalism, systematically undermines inherited norms and values, acceptance of
self-discipline, and norms of honour that encourage people to embrace self-sacrifice for the
good of the community.

Although Hazony does not explicitly relate these two purported characteristics of liberalism to
the ideology’s tendency to decay into progressive-authoritarianism—the Vaughan Lectures
instead rest the explicit case for this tendency only on liberalism’s purported inability to defend
inherited norms—it is plausible to think that these two features tend to make liberalism unstable.
A society that cannot maintain the self-discipline and norms of honor needed for its proper
functioning is likely to see a breakdown in social stability and the discrediting of the
hitherto-prevailing interpretations of its ruling ideology. This does not, in itself, mean that
progressive-authoritarianism is likely to be the relevant successor ideology. However, in
conjunction with the appeal to the vulnerability of the vague concepts of liberal ideology to
progressive-authoritarian appeals to more demanding interpretations of the same concepts,
these two additional destabilizing features of liberalism may make the decay into
progressive-authoritarianism still more likely.

However, because Hazony’s Vaughan Lectures are primarily a critique of rationalist
conservatism rather than of liberalism, the mechanism Hazony supplies for the two Theses are
not complete. Hazony has explained here why, if liberalism is unable to defend the inherited
values and traditions of liberalism itself, it is likely that liberalism will not be stable and will be
replaced by something else, and he has explained why liberalism is vulnerable to challenges
from progressive-authoritarian interpretations of liberalism’s own core concepts. But he has not
explained why liberalism is not also, perhaps equally, vulnerable to challenges from other
interpretations of its own core concepts, such as conservative or populist interpretations.
Therefore, we we still need a mechanism to explain why the successor ideology is likely to be
progressive-authoritarianism and not conservatism or something entirely different, and thus to
turn a claim about the generic instability of liberal regimes into a claim about their proneness to
structural radicalization and eventual decay into progressive-autoritarianism.

Why, in other words, is it that the ideology successfully offering competing interpretations of
liberal concepts to undermine the inherited values of liberalism is progressive-authoritarianism
and not something else? | will return to this question, and to the gaps in the argument of
Hazony’ Vaughan Lectures, after addressing the flaws in Sunstein’s response to Hazony.
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lll.ii: Sunstein’s Response

Sunstein takes issue with Hazony’s three claims about liberalism in the Vaughan Lectures and,
addressing each in turn, argues that liberalism is not in fact committed to the positions that
Hazony claims it is. First, addressing Hazony’s claim that the liberal commitment to rationalism
makes liberalism unable to defend inherited norms and values, Sunstein argues that liberalism
is sometimes “fully able” to protect these. “Liberalism is a constellation of ideas”, and some
versions of liberal theory “agree that if an ideal has longevity on its side, there might be a lot to
say in its favor”. Sunstein points out that some versions of liberalism embrace Burke or Hayek’s
arguments in favour of treating traditional and long-established values as at least presumptively
valid.*®° Second, Sunstein addresses Hazony’s claim that liberalism undermines self-discipline
and constraint. Here, Sunstein claims that liberalism can support a wide variety of kinds of
constraint. Most obviously, liberals support constraining actions that cause “harm to others”; but
Sunstein also identifies “pre-commitment strategies”, “solutions to collective action problems”,
and “constraints on freedom” that promote “autonomy and welfare”. Therefore, argues Sunstein,
liberalism cannot easily be linked in a “causal chain” to practices like “divorce, abortion, [and]
promiscuity” that for Hazony evince a lack of self-discipline and constraint.®' Thirdly and finally,
Sunstein responds to Hazony’s claim that liberalism undermines norms of honour by arguing
that liberals sometimes actively seek to bestow honour on figures like the American Founding
Fathers, civil rights leaders, and “all those who fought for our nation at war”.*®

Summing up, Sunstein asserts that “liberalism is not an agent in history”, and that we cannot
attribute real-world phenomena to liberalism without “paying attention to the need to identify

microfoundations and mechanisms”.*®® Is Sunstein right, and how far does this go to refuting
Hazony’s claims? | will argue that Sunstein is correct to say that ‘liberalism’, as such, is not a
historical agent; but perhaps the term picks out a set of ideas with predictable consequences
when applied in real-world regimes.

| earlier noted that Koppelman conflated Deneen’s claims about the consequences of applying
liberal ideas in real-world regimes with claims about the logical implications of liberal theory.
Sunstein makes the same error about Hazony’s claims about liberalism. Clearly assuming that
Hazony is making claims about the implications of liberal theory, Sunstein complains that it is
difficult to “get traction” on Hazony’s claims because of the enormous “diversity of views that can
be found within the liberal tent”. Since thinkers like Bentham, Mill, Hayek, and Rawls differ so
much among themselves, Sunstein argues, it is “reckless to speak of the ‘logic of liberalism™.*%
In other words, Sunstein thinks that ‘liberalism’ simpliciter is not an idea with determinate
implications, because there are so many different versions of liberalism with different
implications. Underlying all three of Sunstein’s objections to Hazony’s three specific claims
(about inherited values, constraint, and honour), and Sunstein’s overall judgement that
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“liberalism is not an agent in history”, is the complaint that Hazony has elided the differences
between the logical implications of different versions of liberalism.*

This is a convincing response to Hazony if we interpret Hazony’s claims as claims about the
implications of liberal theory, and only if we thus interpret Hazony’s claims.

Sunstein is correct to point out that some versions of liberal theory do not logically imply a
rejection of (or indifference to) inherited values, constraint, or honour. If, however, Hazony is,
like Deneen, really making claims about the predictable consequences of applying crude,
vulgarised analogues of the ideas of liberal theory as the grounds of the practices of real-world
regimes, then Sunstein’s reply would barely engage with the essential claims. On this
regime-based interpretation, it does not matter that some versions of liberal theory do not
logically imply the things Hazony says liberalism leads to. What matters is whether the
interpretations of liberal values assumed (often implicitly) by actors within the liberal regime tend
to predictably lead the regime to decisions, laws, and policies that evince a disregard for
inherited traditions, constraint, and honour; and which undermine belief in these ideas among
citizens. Sunstein does not attempt to refute this claim.

l1L.iii: Understanding Hazony’s Claims and Sunstein’s Mistake

Which interpretation of Hazony’s critique, then, is correct? | noted earlier that the mechanism for
liberal collapse that Hazony supplies in the Vaughan Lecture is incomplete. Attending to the
later work in which Hazony completes the mechanism will allow us to determine whether we
should adopt a theory-based or a regime-based interpretation of his claims about liberalism.

In Hazony’s 2020 article ‘The Challenge of Marxism’, which later became a chapter in his 2022
book Conservatism: A Rediscovery, he explains the mechanism for the collapse of liberalism
into progressive-authoritarianism in a way that clearly shows the regime-based interpretation to
be correct. | noted earlier that the first key to Hazony’s mechanism for this collapse (and thereby
his argument for the two postiberal theses) is the claim that core liberal concepts like ‘freedom’
and ‘equality’ are “highly abstract terms” that “cannot be given stable content” except through
empirically-grounded and inherited traditions like religion and English common law.*®® The
genuinely liberal interpretations of these core liberal concepts (i.e., interpretations consistent
with minimal liberalism), therefore, far from being established through pure reason, are in fact
accepted largely because they are “inherited norms” in liberal societies.*®” As | noted earlier, if
the crude liberal ideas accepted by actors in liberal regimes cannot provide a strong rationale
for accepting inherited norms, then Hazony’s claim that liberal interpretations of the ideology’s
core concepts are accepted because they are inherited norms suffices to demonstrate the
instability of liberalism. By itself, however, it does not explain why liberalism tends to collapse
into progressive-authoritarianism and not into something else.
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Hazony’s Quillette article contains two further keys to his mechanism for this liberal collapse that
explain why liberalism’s successor ideology is overwhelmingly likely to be
progressive-authoritarianism. The second key to Hazony’s mechanism is the claim that the core
concepts of progressive-authoritarianism are also the core concepts of liberalism, but with
particular, highly demanding interpretations that, if accepted, transform liberalism into a
non-liberal form of progressivism. Progressive-authoritarianism, like liberalism, relies on
interpretations of concepts like ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’; but unlike liberalism, it interprets them
as requiring the elimination of all group-based power relations and inequalities.*®® It therefore
also interprets these concepts as requiring the infringement of the basic agency and free
speech rights of traditionalists when they seem to reinforce these group-based power relations
and inequalities. The second key, then, is the claim that the conceptual core of
progressive-authoritarianism consists of a more demanding interpretation of the conceptual core
of liberalism.

The third and final key to the mechanism is the claim that progressive-authoritarianism is better
able to give stable content to the core values it shares with liberalism than liberalism is.
Progressive-authoritarianism is based on an implicit, axiomatic assumption that all group-based
power relations and inequalities are the result of oppression. It interprets concepts like ‘freedom’
and ‘equality’ consistently with this assumption.*® In contrast, liberalism has no stable means of
determining which group-based inequalities are the result of oppression, except by relying on
inherited understandings of liberal concepts (which, as we saw, Hazony thinks liberalism can
provide no strong reason for doing).

Based on these three claims—(1) liberalism has no sufficiently strong rationale for its own
interpretation of its core concepts, (2) core progressive-authoritarian concepts are more
demanding interpretations of liberal ones, and (3) progressive-authoritarianism can give these
concepts more stable content than liberalism can—Hazony concludes that (a) liberalism can
provide no strong reason to uphold its own values when challenged by
progressive-authoritarianism and that such a challenge is therefore likely to succeed, (b) that
progressive-authoritarianism is highly likely to challenge liberalism because it relies upon
interpretations of the values that liberalism propagates, and (c) progressive-authoritarianism
lacks the destabilising internal dynamic of liberalism so is, after a successful challenge, likely to
be a stable successor ideology to liberalism. Conclusions (a-c) constitute Hazony’s complete
mechanism for the Structural Radicalization Thesis (liberalism is overwhelmingly likely to decay
into a successor ideology, progressive-authoritarianism that interprets liberalism’s core concepts
in a radicalized way) and thence the Coercive Liberalism Theses (this successor ideology is
overwhelmingly likely to restrict the agency and free speech rights of traditionalists).

Hazony describes the mechanism outlined above as an “endless dance of liberalism and
Marxism” that “moves only in one direction.”** The mechanism only operates, of course, if
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Hazony’s claim that liberalism cannot provide strong reasons to uphold inherited traditions is
correct; otherwise, liberals could have strong reasons to uphold their inherited interpretations of
liberal concepts against progressive authoritarian challenges. As we saw earlier, Sunstein
challenges claim (1) of Hazony’s objecting to this claim by pointing to the existence of versions
of liberal theory, such as Hayek’s, which arguably can provide strong reasons to uphold at least
some inherited norms.**!

Whether this challenge succeeds depends on whether Hazony’s critique is theory-based or
regime-based. If Hazony is claiming that no version of liberal theory can provide strong reasons
to uphold inherited traditions, Sunstein’s appeal to the existence of Burkean or Hayekian
liberalism could defeat Hazony’s claim or at least require it to be qualified. If, however, Hazony
is claiming that the crude, vulgarised assumptions made by actors in liberal regimes cannot
provide strong reasons to uphold inherited traditions, Sunstein’s objection is irrelevant.

The regime-based interpretation of Hazony’s mechanism is the correct one. In his Quillette
essay, Hazony makes a crucial concession which demonstrates that he intends his mechanism
to be understood as regime-based. He acknowledges that “not all liberals give in to the Marxists’
demands—and certainly not on every occasion.”® Although he does not expand on why not all
liberals give in, | think it is most plausible to interpret him as accepting that some versions of
liberal theory supply rationales for upholding inherited interpretations of liberal values, and that
these rationales are subjectively convincing to at least some liberals.**® Sunstein is obviously
correct that some versions of liberal theory, like Hayekian liberalism, supply such rationales.
Hazony can accept this, and accept that these versions of liberal theory are internally coherent.
Moreover, he can only accept this obvious truth without weakening his mechanism if the
mechanism is interpreted in the regime-based way. Overall, then, the regime-based
interpretation of Hazony’s mechanism is demanded by both a close reading of his work and by a
charitable desire to avoid interpreting him as making obviously false universal claims about
liberal theory.

Therefore, since the regime-based interpretation is the best interpretation of Hazony’s
mechanism, Sunstein’s critique of Hazony fails to object to the correct claims and therefore fails
to refute, or even undermine confidence in, Hazony’s argument for the two postliberal theses
that this chapter has discussed. It is still an entirely open question whether the versions of
liberal assumptions instantiated in liberal regimes are unable to supply sufficient rationales for
defending liberal interpretations of the ideology’s core concepts. Nevertheless, there is still one
respect in which Sunstein might help us recognise limitations in the mechanisms for liberal
decay into progressive-authoritarianism that Hazony, and other postliberals, have posited. This
is the need to provide “microfoundations” for the relationships between the development and
propagation of versions of liberal theory and the particular political practices, that are grounded

411 will not assess the correctness of Sunstein’s interpretation of Hayekian liberalism here.
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in vulgarised liberal assumptions, of liberal regimes.*** That Koppelman and Sunstein have
failed to refute the postliberal Theses as defended by Deneen and Hazony does not prove the
Theses to be true. Chapter 5, therefore, will assess the all-things-considered truth of these
Theses by conducting a systematic assessment of the existing empirical evidence for and
against the existence of the necessary microfoundations.

Conclusion: An Enduring Burden

This chapter has demonstrated that the most developed scholarly responses to the novel
postliberal critique of liberalism (i.e., the No Alternatives Argument)—namely those of
Koppelman and Sunstein—have failed to refute the argument. For the most part, the liberal
responses of Koppelman and Sunstein have failed to seriously engage with these postliberal
claims because they conflate claims about real-world liberal regimes with claims about liberal
theory. Whether liberal coexistence is possible, or conversely whether authoritarianism is
inevitable, remains an open question.

| have deliberately avoided direct evaluation of the postliberal theses—the Liberal Decay Thesis
that is the crucial premise in the No Alternatives Argument and the Structural Radicalization and
Coercive Liberalism theses on which the Liberal Decay Thesis depends—in order to avoid
complicating the issue, but it is clear that a great many people find the theses intuitively
plausible. Some of these people are conservative Straussians, but others are left-liberals like
Alexandre Lefebvre. If true, the postliberal theses have the extremely important implication that
co-existence between progressives and traditionalists on liberal terms is impossible.

The failure of liberal responses to this postliberal critique does not necessarily mean the critique
is correct. An important means of assessing this postliberal critique will be the investigation of
the microfoundations connecting the development and spread of versions of liberal theory with
the practices of liberal regimes. Chapter 5 will investigate these microfoundations by evaluating
relevant empirical research.

| turn, then, in the following Part 2 of this thesis to evaluate the novel postliberal critique of
liberalism on its own first-order merits. Chapter 4 will examine conceptual versions of the No
Alternatives Argument, which claim that some conceptual feature of politics, law, or the common
good makes the impossibility of realising the protection of both progressives’ and traditionalists’
minimal agency and free speech rights analytically true. Chapter 5 will then examine empirical
versions of the No Alternatives Argument, which attempt to support the Liberal Decay Thesis
through appeals to historical and social-scientific evidence. | will argue in chapter 4 that the
conceptual No Alternatives Argument fails entirely, and in chapter 5 that although the Coercive
Liberalism Thesis is probably true of extant liberal regimes, we are not warranted in judging the
Liberal Decay Thesis to be true of all possible liberal regimes.

494 (Sunstein 2020, 182)
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Part 2: Evaluating The Postliberal
Critique of Liberalism
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Introduction to Part 2

The previous Part of this thesis has outlined the postliberal critique of liberalism and shown that
it has not yet been refuted. | have identified in Chapter 1 the necessary conditions of an
ideology’s being ‘minimally’ liberal as respect for minimal agency and free speech rights,
minimal formal equality under the law, minimal welfare rights, and minimal accountable
government. Chapter 2 then identified the full range of views that have been labelled
‘postliberal’ and analysed their relationship to his minimal liberalism. This chapter then identified
the distinctive, novel postliberal critique of liberalism as the No Alternatives Argument, which
rests on the Liberal Decay Thesis, i.e., the claim that liberalism is overwhelmingly likely to decay
into progressive-authoritarianism.

The No Alternatives Argument is supposed to persuade traditionalists that, since they have no
alternative and are forced to choose, they must support traditionalist-authoritarianism. Chapter 3
then showed that existing liberal responses to this No Alternatives Argument from Koppelman
and Sunstein have failed to refute it, largely because they conflate claims about liberal theory
with claims about liberal regimes.

Part 2 of this thesis will now directly evaluate the postliberal critique of liberalism itself. Chapter

4 will evaluate conceptual versions of the No Alternatives Argument, and Chapter 5 will evaluate
empirical versions.
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Chapter 4: The Conceptual No Alternatives
Argument

Part 1 of this Thesis has identified the distinct and novel postliberal critique of liberalism as the
No Alternatives Argument. Part 1 also showed that the No Alternatives Argument has not yet
been refuted by the existing responses that liberal academics have made to the argument.
Readers who wish to review the generic form of the No Alternatives Argument may revisit
chapter 2, section Il

| noted in Chapter 2 that there are two distinct ways that the argument may be understood. The
conceptual No Alternatives Argument holds that liberalism, specifically the protection of minimal
agency and free speech rights for both progressives and traditionalists, is an incoherent ideal,
and that any coherent and determinate account of political morality must either be
progressive-authoritarian or traditionalist-authoritarian. According to the conceptual No
Alternatives Argument, attempting to implement liberalism will result in the realisation of
progressive-authoritarianism because of some kind of congruence, or affinity, between the
incoherent ideal of liberalism and the coherent ideal of progressive-authoritarianism. By
contrast, the empirical No Alternatives Argument accepts that liberalism is a coherent ideal but
holds that, as a matter of predictable empirical regularity, it is unrealisable in actual regimes. It is
this empirical version of the argument that | understood Deneen and Hazony to be making in the
previous chapter. Some postliberals, however—most prominently Adrian Vermeule—place more
emphasis on the conceptual No Alternatives Argument.

This chapter focuses on the conceptual No Alternatives Argument. | will first (Part |) reconstruct
this argument from the writings of postliberal thinkers. | will focus my explicit discussion on
Vermeule’s writings, since, among postliberals, his discussion of the conceptual argument is by
far the most explicit and extensive. Indeed, to my knowledge, no other prominent postliberal
thinker explicitly makes the conceptual argument. | will then (Part 1) evaluate the argument, and
I will argue that it is unsound because liberalism is not an incoherent ideal. Vermeule, as | will
demonstrate, presents arguments that may give some limited, suggestive support for the claim
that versions of liberalism that reject all progressive or traditionalist perfectionism are incoherent
(though, all things considered, | do not think these versions of liberalism are incoherent). His
arguments do not, however, show that liberalism itself—specifically the protection of both
traditionalists’ and progressives’ basic agency and free speech rights—is an entirely incoherent
ideal.

Vermeule’s arguments rely implicitly on his analysis of the “common good”, specifically his belief
that the coercive imposition of some kind of comprehensive conception of the common good
that is itself dependent on a particular conception of human flourishing with determinate
implications for the issues that divide progressives and traditionalists is conceptually necessary.
| will therefore (Part 1ll) demonstrate that this claim should not be accepted without qualification
by retrieving from the work of recent ‘new natural law’ theorists a determinate and
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precisely-specified conception of the common good, a conception which nevertheless avoids
entailing the coercive imposition of either progressivism or traditionalism.*%

While | believe that many versions of liberalism are coherent, not just the new natural law
version or versions that centrally rely upon a conception of the common good, the new natural
law version is particularly useful to examine because of the possibilities for a sophisticated and
liberalism-compatible use of a traditionalism-grounded conception of the common good that it
reveals. The new natural law conception of the common good provides a rationale for regarding
the protection of negative liberties, including agency and free speech rights, as itself constitutive
of the common good in some, but not all, domains; but this is not because the new natural law
conception of the common good abstains from judgment about human flourishing in those
domains. Rather, it is because negative liberty sometimes contributes directly to the common
good by contributing to the realisation of basic goods constitutive of flourishing in individuals’
lives. Restricting basic negative liberties can undermine the common good by destroying
individual goods that require negative liberty for their realisation.**® | will show that the new
natural law account of the common good is a traditionalist-perfectionist one, but prominent and
plausible interpretations of it are compatible with minimal liberalism. We can confidently affirm
that liberalism, as such, is not an incoherent ideal. The conceptual No Alternatives Argument
should therefore be rejected.

I: The Conceptual No Alternatives Argument

In a series of journalistic articles and blog posts published from 2018 onwards, Vermeule has
asserted that liberalism cannot, as a matter of conceptual necessity, be true to its
self-presentation as avoiding the coercive imposition of any specific conception of human
flourishing.*” In some of these posts, Vermeule directs readers to some of his academic works,
notably The Constitution of Risk**®® and Common Good Constitutionalism,**® which he thinks
provides a theoretical justification for this claim about liberal incoherence. | will begin by
reconstructing Vermeule’s argument for liberal incoherence from these academic works as read
in conjunction with the references Vermeule makes to them in his other writings, and presenting
the argument in its strongest possible form.

The most explicit and direct statement of the conceptual No Alternatives Argument’s key
premise appears in a 2022 blog post by Vermeule entitled Who Decides? Vermeule writes: “The
liberal ideal of law... of social order without the ‘coercion’ of some by others, is not merely

4% Such as (Moschella 2025; Finnis 2011)

4% See e.g. (George 2022)

47 (Vermeule 2018a, 2019, 2020, 2022a, 2022c, 2023a, 2024)
4% (Vermeule 2014, 25-88)

499 (Vermeule 2022b, 76-87; 159-91)
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fantastic; it is a conceptual and logical impossibility”.> Vermeule explains further that the
“illusion” of liberals is their belief “that they can ‘believe X'... but need not ‘enforce X™.%°' Before
reconstructing Vermeule’s arguments for this claim about conceptual impossibility, | will first
analytically unpack the claim and construct a formalised version of the conceptual No
Alternatives Argument that relies upon it.

Vermeule thinks that the conceptual impossibility of liberalism, i.e., of avoiding coercion that is
based upon some comprehensive conception of flourishing or other, shows that attempts to
implement liberalism will in fact yield progressive-authoritarianism. Thus, Vermeule claims in a
separate blog post entitled Why | Lost Interest in the Liberalism Debate that “there can be no
such thing as liberal pluralism even in principle, because liberal pluralism is... just another
monism — the special case of monism that relentlessly drives non-liberal comprehensive views
from the public sphere, by coercion and the force of law if necessary”.®* Here, Vermeule is
asserting that, if reinterpreted to be conceptually coherent, liberalism is in fact a covert form of
progressive-authoritarianism. In other words, interpretations of liberalism that involve the
protection of basic rights for both traditionalists and progressives are incoherent, but liberalism
can be made coherent through interpretations that transform it into progressive-authoritarianism
and deny basic rights to traditionalists. Such interpretations, of course, are, in my terminology,
not liberal at all but progressive-authoritarian.

Vermeule here clearly seems to be asserting that the liberal claim to endorse the protection of
basic agency and free speech rights for both progressives and traditionalists is conceptually
incoherent. | call this claim the Liberal Incoherence Thesis. This thesis holds that the only
coherent interpretations of “liberalism” are substantively progressive-authoritarian.

| will later explain in more detail how Vermeule argues for the Liberal Incoherence Thesis.
Before engaging in more detailed exegesis, however, | will first present the formalised
conceptual No Alternatives Argument, in which the Liberal Incoherence Thesis is the first
premise, replacing the Liberal Decay Thesis of the generic version:

(P1 (Liberal Incoherence Thesis)): The only coherent, determinate interpretations of
“liberalism” are substantively progressive-authoritarian. Interpretations that claim to protect the
agency and free speech rights of both traditionalists and progressives are conceptually
incoherent, so they cannot be supported by political theorists. Supporting a determinate and
coherent conception of “liberalism” as a theory of political morality, therefore, entails supporting
progressive-authoritarianism.

500 (Vermeule 2022c). Emphasis added. | assume that Vermeule does not mean to claim that liberalism
purports to avoid all coercion (it presumably endorses coercion of would-be violators of individuals’
minimal agency rights, for instance), only the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of human
flourishing.

%0 |bid. | assume X refers to substantive beliefs about human flourishing.

%02 (Vermeule 2024). Emphasis added.
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(P2): Therefore, “liberal” theories of political morality that support protecting the free speech and
agency rights of both progressives and traditionalists simultaneously are either incoherent or in
fact progressive-authoritarian rather than liberal.

(P3): If political theorists must (per P2) support restricting the basic agency and free speech
rights of either traditionalists or progressives, they should make sure that they adopt the true
conception of the good as the basis of this restriction of basic liberties, because the alternative
would involve a risk of supporting removing the basic liberty to follow and express the truth,
which is far worse than supporting removing the equivalent liberty to follow and express
falsehood;

(P4): Traditionalist conceptions of the good (or some specific traditionalist conceptions of the
good, e.g., conservative Catholicism, Orthodox Judaism, etc.) are true (or more true than
progressive ones), so, if forced to choose, we should support a traditionalist-authoritarian theory
of political morality over a progressive-authoritarian one.

(C): Since theorists are (per P1 and P2) forced to choose between traditionalist- and
progressive-authoritarianism, theorists should support traditionalist-authoritarianism.

The conceptual No Alternatives Argument is structurally parallel to the generic version of the
argument. Like the generic version, the conceptual No Alternatives Argument is valid. It differs
from the generic version in that it directly addresses the ideals that political theorists should
support rather than features of the regimes that we should seek to bring about. The conceptual
argument aims to show political theorists who are traditionalists that, if they wish to have a
coherent view of political morality, they must support a traditionalist-authoritarian theory over
‘liberal’ theory because coherent versions of liberal theory turn out to be
progressive-authoritarian.

The final two premises of the Conceptual No Alternatives Argument need not be contested for
the same reasons that the final two premises of the generic version need not be contested. (P3)
is trivially true, and (P4) is outside the scope of this thesis and of most liberal theory. (P1)
provides a distinctive, conceptual reason for thinking (P2) is true. | will therefore focus on
evaluating (P1) in this chapter.

[I: The Liberal Incoherence Thesis

A reason for thinking (P1) might be true, and which appears congruent with the kind of
comments postliberals often make, is the thought that any coherent theory of political morality
cannot endorse protecting basic rights for both progressives and traditionalists because doing
so would conflict with the theory’s (necessarily thick and substantive) conception of the common
good. This thought, which seems to me to be implicit in the background of Vermeule’s
discussion of the conceptual No Alternatives Argument, may be sketched as follows:
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(i) A coherent theory of political morality must rest on a substantive conception of the political
community’s common good;

(i) such a conception of the common good must, in turn, rest on a substantive conception of
human flourishing;

(iii) a theory of political morality based on a substantive conception of flourishing will not be
liberal, i.e., will not support the protection of basic agency and free speech rights of both
progressives and traditionalists.

I will call this loosely sketched thought the Common Good Thesis. | am not aware of any
postliberal explicitly defending the Common Good Thesis, but, as we will shortly see, Vermeule
makes two arguments for the Liberal Incoherence Thesis that appear congruent with the
Common Good Thesis. These two arguments also plausibly depend on a tacit acceptance of
something like the Common Good Thesis for their appeal. In Part Il of this chapter, | will show
that, even if parts (i) and (ii) of the Common Good Thesis are true, part (iii) of the Thesis is not.
Before this, however, | will focus on rebutting the explicit arguments for the Liberal Incoherence
Thesis offered by Vermeule. | will begin by reconstructing Vermeule’s defences of the Liberal
Incoherence Thesis’s (P1) from his academic works, and presenting the defence in its strongest
possible form.

Vermeule makes two main arguments in his academic works that appear to be intended to
support the Liberal Incoherence Thesis. The first argument is made in the course of his critique
of jurisprudential ‘originalism’ in Common Good Constitutionalism,**® and the second is made in
the course of his discussion of constitutional mechanisms to manage the risk of abuse of power
in The Constitution of Risk.**

Both Vermeule’s arguments are, insofar as they can be reconstructed from Vermeule’s explicit
remarks, at least somewhat incomplete. However, Vermeule’s first argument (drawing on the
critique of originalism) is significantly more explicitly developed than his second (drawing on his
discussion of the abuse of power in constitutional design).

I will not discuss Vermeule’s second argument in detail here because it appears to be a very
rough sketch of an argument, such that it would be unfair, and of limited value, to critique it.
Immediately after asserting, in Who Decides?, that a non-coercive political order is a
“conceptual and logical impossibility”, Vermeule claims that “power and coercion may be shifted
around, but not eliminated; power is conserved.” The words “power is conserved” in Who
Decides? link readers to Vermeule’s academic book The Constitution of Risk. | therefore
interpret Vermeule as claiming that his arguments in this book demonstrate the truth of his
assertion that the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of flourishing can only be
transferred between agents, not eliminated.

503 (Vermeule 2022b, 159-91)

%04 (Vermeule 2014, 25-88)

%05 (Vermeule 2022c). | assume Vermeule does not mean to claim that coercion of all kinds can only be
shifted around but not eliminated; he means that the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of
flourishing can be shifted around but not eliminated.
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However, The Constitution of Risk does not explicitly defend, in detail, a claim in the close
vicinity of the claim that the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of flourishing can only
be transferred between agents, not eliminated. The book does defend the claim that the idea of
minimising the risk of the abuse of power in constitutional design is incoherent, on the grounds
that the kind of power that can potentially be abused can be shifted around but not reduced or
eliminated.®® But it is hard to see, at least without further clarification from Vermeule, how we
get from this claim to the claim that the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of
flourishing can also only be shifted around but not reduced or eliminated. If it is true that the ex
ante risk of the abuse of power is invariant across constitutional systems, it does not follow that
the degree to which these systems involve the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of
flourishing is also invariant. There are many other ways in which power can be abused; and in
any case, Vermeule does not regard the coercive imposition of particular conceptions of
flourishing as always an abuse of power.

Because Vermeule’s second argument seems to me to be a rough sketch, | will focus my
discussion on his first argument, which builds on his critique of originalism. This argument, as
we will see below, also seems to be somewhat incomplete; but Vermeule’s implicit thoughts
about the connection between the claims he makes about originalism and the Liberal
Incoherence Thesis seem to me to be much more developed.

Il.i: Originalism and Incoherence

In the previously-mentioned blog posts in which Vermeule most clearly asserts the Liberal
Incoherence Thesis (Who Decides? and Why | Lost Interest In The Liberalism Debate), but
especially in the former post, Vermeule makes several comments that strongly suggest that his
academic critique of jurisprudential originalism is supposed to justify his assertions about the
incoherence of any theory of political morality that does not involve the coercive imposition of a
substantive conception of the common good, a conception which in turn essentially involves the
coercive imposition of a substantive conception of human flourishing with determinate views on
the issues dividing traditionalists and progressives.

In Who Decides?, Vermeule criticises “right-liberals”—his term for mainstream conservatives or
libertarians—for a “power-skeptical” attitude, grounded in a “horror of living human authority”.
Vermeule claims the belief of these “right-liberals” that “it is possible to refrain from coercion” is
a “persistent conceptual illusion”.%%” In this post, Vermeule refers to a review of a work of
originalist legal theory as an exemplar of the kind of “right-liberal” conservatism he believes falls
victim to this conceptual illusion.**® Vermeule’s critique of originalism in Common Good
Constitutionalism also contains the most detailed engagement, of all his writings, with the

506 (Vermeule 2014, 52—-88)

07 Per footnote 8, supra., | assume Vermeule is imputing to “right-liberals” the belief that it is possible to
refrain from coercively imposing a substantive conception of human flourishing, not the belief that it is
possible to refrain from all and any coercion.

%%8 (Vermeule 2022c). The review in question is (Grove 2021)
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conceptual coherence of theories of political morality that purport to abstain from some kinds of
coercion and/or of first-order moral judgment. For both these reasons, | will treat the argument
that | will recover from Vermeule’s chapter on originalism in Common Good Constitutionalism as
intended by Vermeule to justify the abbreviated arguments about the incoherence of liberalism
found in Who Decides? and Why I Lost Interest In The Liberalism Debate.

Vermeule’s critique of originalism forms one chapter of his 2022 work of jurisprudential theory,
Common Good Constitutionalism. The primary purpose of this work is not to critique liberalism
but to develop and defend a substantive theory of constitutional interpretation grounded in a
traditionalist, natural-law-based conception of the common good. In the course of defending his
preferred theory of constitutional interpretation, Vermeule criticises the two dominant American
approaches to constitutional jurisprudence, namely the substantively progressive “living
constitutionalism” associated with the political left®®® and the purportedly neutral “originalism”
associated with the right.>" In the course of his critique of originalism, Vermeule makes a
number of claims that are relevant to the Liberal Incoherence Thesis.

Originalism comes in many variants, but its core idea is that the judiciary should interpret both
constitutions and ordinary law in line with their “original” meaning at the time of promulgation or
enactment. Originalists intend this interpretive method to allow the judge or legal scholar to
avoid interpreting law in line with her substantive normative beliefs about what the law should
be, and instead to defer to the substantive beliefs of the constitutional framers or the
legislature.®" The variants of originalism differ principally in how they propose to conceptualise
and identify the “original” meanings of constitutions and statutes.®'2

Vermeule begins his critique of originalism by identifying two areas of ambiguity in originalist
theory, which give rise to indeterminacy in the possible results of originalist reasoning. The first
area of ambiguity is the “level of generality” at which the “original” meaning of a constitutional
provision or statute is to be interpreted. A highly specific reading of a provision or law would
identify its “meaning” with the “specific applications” or “expectations” of the framers or enactors,
while more abstract readings identify meaning with general normative principles contained in or
implied by the “abstract semantic content” of the provision or law.*"® The second area of
ambiguity arises from the distinction, adopted by originalists, between the “interpretation” and
the “construction” of law. “Interpretation” is supposed to determine the law’s actual semantic
meaning, a process which includes the identification of any areas of ambiguity in this meaning.
“Construction” is then supposed to determine what the statute implies in these ambiguous
areas. For originalists, construction may include references to substantive political morality,
precisely because the strict meaning of the law ‘runs out’, so to speak, in these areas of
ambiguity; but interpretation should be a purely formal exercise based on deference to the

509 (Vermeule 2022b, 200-220). There is no conceptual necessity for ‘living constitutionalism’ to be
progressive, but in practice the term refers to a progressive-inflected method of legal interpretation.
510 |bid., 159-91

51 (Cornell Law School 2022)

%12 (Solum 2011, 28-30)

513 (Vermeule 2022b, 162)
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intentions of the framers or lawmakers.*'* The core of Vermeule’s critique consists of the
argument that both the choice of levels of generality,>'® and the interpretation (not just
construction) of the meaning of law, necessarily rely on substantive principles of political
morality, and that originalism has no resources by which to choose which such principles to rely
upon.5®

This critique is supposed, though Vermeule does not spell this out with full explicitness, to
support his claim that liberalism, which purports to at least sometimes abstain from relying on
fully substantive principles of political morality, at least if and insofar as those principles refer to
comprehensive conceptions of flourishing, is also incoherent for the same reasons that
originalism is. Thus, Vermeule’s critique of originalism is supposed to contain or imply an
argument for the Liberal Incoherence Thesis. | will first construct Vermeule’s argument for the
Liberal Incoherence Thesis in its strongest possible form before explaining why | believe it does
not succeed in the form in which Vermeule has thus far presented it.

Building on the two sources of indeterminacy in originalist theory mentioned above—in the level
of generality at which to ascertain the original meaning of law, and in the interpretation of law’s
original meaning itself—Vermeule argues that it is conceptually impossible to determine the
“original” meaning of a law without referring (explicitly or implicitly) to substantive principles of
political morality. To demonstrate this point, Vermeule cites Dworkin’s critique of originalism, with
which he agrees, despite his profound disagreement with Dworkin about which substantive
principles of political morality judges and legal scholars should refer to.>"’

Vermeule, relying on Dworkin, argues that originalism is ambivalent as to whether “original”
meaning should be ascertained by appeal to the specific “expected applications” that a law’s
makers intended or to “the principles embodied” in the law’s “semantic content”.®'® Vermeule,
still citing Dworkin, then claims that any choice between these two interpretive strategies (either
in a particular case or as a general interpretive principle) can be made only on the basis of

substantive “normative principles of political morality”.>"®

Vermeule does not just argue that choosing between these interpretive strategies requires
reference to substantive principles of political morality. He also claims that the strategies
themselves are either indefensible (in the case of appeal to “specific expectations”) or collapse
into direct reliance on substantive principles of political morality (in the case of appeal to
principles embodied in semantic content). Appealing to the lawmaker’s “specific expectations”
provides no basis for extrapolating the law to “new cases” that the makers did not envisage, a

result which Vermeule (reasonably enough) finds unacceptable. This extrapolation is only

514 1bid., 162-3

51% |bid., 168

518 |bid., 165

517 (Vermeule 2022b, 164-7). The relevant texts by Dworkin are (Dworkin 1990) and (Dworkin 2020
[1996])

518 (Vermeule 2022b, 163). As | will explain shortly, | think that Vermeule has neglected an important third
possibility.

519 |bid., 165
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possible on the basis of “a theory about the point” of the law.°?° Yet Vermeule argues (still relying
on Dworkin) that if the originalist theorist accepts that such a theory about the law’s point must
be appealed to, originalism collapses into a theory that relies upon substantive principles of
political morality for its interpretive work, making it “originalist... only in the most nominal
sense”.%?' And this result will hold true a fortiori for the other interpretive strategy, appealing
directly and openly to “principles” in the law’s “semantic content”, because this strategy explicitly
adverts to substantive “principles” of political morality in order to interpret law. Moreover, the
reliance on the semantic content of the written legal text will not constrain the role of these
substantive principles significantly. Even if we accept, argues Vermeule, that “words possess
fixed and durable meanings over time”, the indeterminacy of the appropriate level of generality
at which to interpret the words of a law (do the words refer to specific applications or more
general principles? If they refer to principles, how general are the principles?) means that these
fixed and durable meanings do not constrain the interpretive process sufficiently to avoid
reliance on substantive theories of political morality.??

As | noted above, Vermeule appears to think, based upon the blog posts in which he asserts the
Liberal Incoherence Thesis, that the argumentation contains in, or derivable from, his critique of
originalism demonstrates, or at least strongly suggests, the Thesis’s truth. | will therefore now
attempt to reconstruct the implicit stages of the argument in the strongest possible way.

The chain of reasoning on which Vermeule implicitly relies appears to proceed roughly as
follows:

i) The originalist claim to abstain from judgement about substantive principles of political
morality is incoherent (at least if originalism is a theory capable of yielding actual legal
judgements);

ii) This originalist claim to abstention is analogous to the kind of claim to abstention that liberals
sometimes make about judgements about human flourishing;

iii) Therefore, by analogy, any liberal claims to abstention from judgement of first-order
questions about human flourishing is also incoherent.

iv) Liberalism’s endorsement of basic rights for both progressives and traditionalists can only be
coherently understood with reference to a claim to abstention from judgement of at least some
first-order questions about human flourishing;

v) Liberalism’s endorsement of basic rights for both progressives and traditionalists is incoherent
(thus, the Liberal Incoherence Thesis is true).

I noted when discussing Vermeule’s blog posts on the issue that he appears to treat originalism
as a stand-in for theories of political morality that purport to abstain from judgment about at least
some first-order moral questions. The purpose of the Dworkinian argument against originalism
discussed above, then, seems to be to show that originalism, and by analogy other such
abstemious theories, are incoherent insofar as they actually abstain from substantive, first-order

520 |bid. Emphasis original.
%21 |bid., 166
%22 |bid., 168
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moral judgment, and coherent, but no longer abstemious, insofar as they only rhetorically
purport to abstain from such judgements but in fact implicitly rely upon them. Vermeule claims
not only that actual abstinence in the case of originalism commits the legal theorist to an
incoherent set of claims, but also that the theorist who abstains in this way is therefore unable to
derive any verdicts. By analogy, | think Vermeule would also claim—and we should accept this
claim—that if actual abstinence in the case of liberalism commits the political theorist to an
incoherent set of claims, the political theorist is unable to derive any determinate judgements
about political morality.®*

Vermeule thinks, in other words, that he can infer from the fact that originalism must rely upon
substantive judgments about first-order moral questions to be made coherent that liberalism
must also rely upon such judgments to be made coherent. He thinks that relying upon such
judgements is inconsistent with the liberal endorsement of basic rights for both progressives and
traditionalists. Vermeule therefore concludes that the aspiration to a “social order without the
‘coercion’ of some by others” (meaning the coercive imposition of either progressivism or
traditionalism) “is a conceptual and logical impossibility”.52*

| believe that Vermeule’s argument, at least in the form in which | have reconstructed it, does not
succeed for several distinct reasons. First, the argument is, at most, only as strong as
Vermeule’s argument (which relies upon Dworkin) for the incoherence of the originalist claim to
abstain from judgment about first-order questions of political morality. Yet this argument is not
entirely persuasive.

While Vermeule is surely correct to identify the dilemma in originalist interpretation between
specific expectations and extrapolation via purposive reading of the law’s “principles”, this does
not vitiate the coherence of originalist claims to abstention. Relying upon the specific
expectations of lawmakers and relying upon the law’s purposes as interpreted through the
lawyer or legal theorist's own preferred substantive principles of political morality do not exhaust
the methodological possibilities. A third option, which Vermeule does not consider, is that the
lawyer or legal theorist rely upon substantive principles of political morality, but not upon her
own principles; instead, she could attempt to identify the substantive principles of political
morality that the lawmakers believed to justify the law in question, while abstaining from
judgment about the soundness of these principles. The lawyer or legal theorist would still need
to decide at what level of generality to interpret these principles, but there is no reason (certainly
none that Vermeule has provided) to think that she could not do so by attempting to identify the
level of generality at which the thinking of the lawmakers themselves operated.

Itis possible, of course, that Dworkin’s critique of originalism is sound despite the limitations of
the critique in Common Good Constitutionalism, which relies upon Dworkin. Perhaps Dworkin
makes additional, stronger arguments that Vermeule does not mention. | take no position here
on the soundness of Dworkin’s critique of originalism. Yet even if it is true that Dworkin’s critique

523 An instance of ex falso quodlibet. From an incoherent set of claims, anything can follow; thus, nothing
determinate follows.
524 (Vermeule 2022c).
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succeeds, and that originalism is therefore incoherent, there are further reasons why Vermeule’s
argument for the Liberal Incoherence Thesis does not, in its current form, succeed.

The respects in which originalism and liberalism purport to abstain from moral judgement are
very disanalogous, so the argument by analogy from originalist incoherence to liberal
incoherence will not succeed. The second problem with Vermeule’s argument for the Liberal
Incoherence Thesis is precisely that Vermeule does not appear to take sufficient account of this
disanalogy. Step (ii) in the chain of reasoning from originalist incoherence to liberal incoherence
is therefore unjustified.

Originalists claim that lawyers and legal theorists should abstain from judgement about the
principles of political morality bearing on the inherent merits of a law when interpreting the law’s
meaning. Liberals make different claims. Some versions of liberal theory, such as Rawlsian
liberalism, involve significant forms of abstention: Rawlsian lawmakers are supposed to abstain
from judgment about overall comprehensive conceptions of human flourishing, and to make
laws and political decisions (in at least some domains) solely on the basis of their contribution to
the “primary goods” valued by all citizens irrespective of the conception of flourishing they
affirm.52° Of course, Rawlsian lawmakers are not supposed to abstain from judgement about all
substantive ideals of political morality; the ideals that justify the Rawlsian requirement to abstain
from judgement about comprehensive conceptions of flourishing are themselves substantive
principles of political morality. Thus, even forms of liberalism that involve significant forms of
abstention are disanalogous to originalism in that they do not involve abstention (in any context)
from judgement about all principles of political morality.

Other versions of liberal theory require far less abstention and permit perfectionist lawmaking.
Perfectionism is compatible with minimal liberalism, provided perfectionist policies are pursued
in non-coercive and non-discriminatory ways that respect citizens’ minimal agency and free
speech rights, as well as minimal egalitarianism. One might, with some at least prima facie
plausibility, interpret the minimally liberal idea of respecting the free speech and agency rights of
citizens irrespective of their conceptions of flourishing as involving a weak and limited form of
abstention from judgment about those conceptions of flourishing (this is step (iv) of Vermeule’s
implicit reasoning). However, it is not obvious that this idea involves such abstention, and | take
no position here as to whether this is the case and whether the premise contained in step (iv) is
true.

Vermeule does not pitch his critique at Rawlsian liberalism, anti-perfectionist liberalism more
generally, or some other specific version of liberal theory. Vermeule thinks that he can show the
incoherence of a “social order without the 'coercion' of some by others”.*® Thus, he aims his
critique directly at the minimally liberal idea of agency rights. Even if the idea of agency rights
does involve a weak kind of abstention from judgement about first-order moral questions, there

525 See (Rawls 2005, 39-40). Rawls clearly thinks that this abstention requirement applies to laws
pertaining to “constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice” and is ambivalent as to whether this
applies to other laws.

52 (Vermeule 2022c)
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is no clear analogy between the abstention involved in originalism and the abstention involved in
respecting agency rights. Originalist abstention concerns all substantive principles of political
morality and is localised to the role-specific duties of judges; the liberal abstention involved in
respecting agency rights involves (if it exists at all) some kind of abstention from judgement
about human flourishing, but not about all substantive principles of political morality, and liberal
abstention applies to lawmakers as well as judges (and for some liberals, also to ordinary
citizens, activists, etc).

Thus, even if Vermeule’s argument had successfully shown that originalist abstention from
judgement—about the morality of the laws being interpreted—is incoherent, he not shown that
Rawlsian or anti-perfectionist liberal abstention from judgement—about comprehensive
conceptions of flourishing—is also incoherent. A fortiori, he has not shown that the abstention
from judgement that may be involved in or implied by the minimally liberal idea of respecting
everyone’s agency and free speech rights regardless of the conception of flourishing they affirm
is incoherent. Thus, even if the claim in step (iv) is true, the falsity of the claim in step (ii) (the
analogy between originalist and liberal abstention from judgement) vitiates the reasoning.

For these reasons, | conclude that Vermeule’s argument for the Liberal Incoherence Thesis by
way of the critique of originalism, in its current form, does not succeed.

As | noted earlier, no other postliberal thinker, aside from Vermeule, appeals to detailed
arguments that purport to justify the Liberal Incoherence Thesis. Nevertheless, the fact that no
postliberal has demonstrated the thesis does not mean that the thesis is false. | noted above
that a prima facie somewhat plausible reason for suspecting the thesis might be true is the
worry that a coherent, determinate view of political morality might (i) necessarily rest on a
conception of the common good that (ii) in turn rests on a particular conception of flourishing,
which (iii) implies that this conception should be coercively imposed (I called this the Common
Good Thesis).

Something like this thought seems to operate in the background of Vermeule’s discussion of the
Liberal Incoherence Thesis. Vermeule, and other postliberals, certainly think that the concept of
the common good is and ought to be central to a defensible theory of political morality.>*
Vermeule’s belief in the necessity of relying on the concept of the common good seems to play
an implicit role in motivating his rejection of originalism, since this rejection is intended by
Vermeule persuade conservatives to embrace his alternative theory of ‘common good
constitutionalism’ as a superior master framework for legal reasoning.®?® Similarly, Vermeule’s
frequent references to The Constitution of Risk when discussing the Liberal Incoherence Thesis
suggest that Vermeule thinks optimising constitutionalism is a part of, or at least congruent with,
common good constitutionalism.

In the final part of this chapter, | will now aim to defeat this generic worry about the common
good, and show that the Liberal Incoherence Thesis is false.

%27 On the centrality of the common good to postliberalism, see (Borg 2025, 138-59)
528 See (Vermeule 2020)
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[1l: The Common Good, Revisited

To show that the Liberal Incoherence Thesis is false, we must show that at least one coherent
version of liberal theory, which is genuinely liberal and not covertly progressive-authoritarian,
exists. It would, | think, be possible to show that most versions of liberal theory, including
progressive-perfectionist, neutralist, and traditionalist-perfectionist varieties, are coherent (even
if they still fall prey to the empirical No Alternatives Argument, and thus cannot be implemented
in real-world regimes without decaying into progressive-authoritarianism—I will discuss this
empirical version of the argument in the next chapter. For now, | bracket this worry about the
practical realisability of a coherent version of liberal theory).

However, it would be particularly interesting if there existed a prominent
traditionalist-perfectionist account of political morality, compatible with minimal liberalism (or at
least plausibly interpretable as compatible with it), giving a central role to a conception of the
common good, but on which postliberals do not focus in detail. The account in question is that of
the theory of “new natural law” (NNL). This section shows that the NNL theory of political
morality (i) rests on a substantive conception of the common good that (ii) in turn rests on a
substantive (and traditionalist) conception of human flourishing, but that it (contra (iii)) can be
plausibly interpreted as compatible with the minimal liberal ideal of avoiding the coercive
imposition of this substantive conception of flourishing. Thus, | will show that the postliberal
appeal to the purported necessity of political morality’s reliance on the common good, and
thence on particular conceptions of flourishing, does not show that liberalism is an incoherent
ideal. Indeed, | aim to hoist these postliberals by their own petard: | will show that relying on the
concept of the common good, and in turn on a substantive conception of flourishing, can in fact
be a means of justifying liberalism in a robust and coherent fashion. Thus, even if steps (i) and
(i) of the Common Good Thesis are justified, step (iii) is not.

The NNL theory is the most prominent and sophisticated academic theory of political morality
developed by traditionalists in recent decades.®* NNL differs from ‘classical’ natural law
theories, which purport to derive moral and political norms from a teleological conception of
‘nature’, in that it abstains (or purports to abstain) from reliance upon controversial metaphysical
claims.>® Rather, NNL theorists believe that the reality of several incommensurable, ultimate,
and intrinsically valuable ‘basic goods’ can be demonstrated dialectically: denying the value of
these basic goods entails performative contradiction since it is impossible for human agents to
act consistently with this denial over time.5*' NNL theorists then derive determinate norms of
personal and political morality from these basic goods. The foundational moral principle of NNL
is that we should act always consistently with a will towards realising all basic goods for all

2 For a brief, accessible summary of the theory see (Moschella 2025). For a far longer, comprehensive,
and theologically-inflected summary see (Grisez 1983-1997). For a mid-length, sophisticated discussion
of some of the theory’s key elements, see (Finnis 2011).

530 New natural law theorists typically claim that this approach is in fact faithful to medieval natural law
theorists like Aquinas (see e.g. Moschella 2025, 37-43). | am not interested in whether this claim is true;
readers who are may consult (Finnis 1998) and compare it with Aquinas’s works.

%31 For instance, a person who claims knowledge has no value must decide whether she claims to ‘know’
this, and whether it matters that she does. See (Finnis 2011, 73—78)
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people; from this, other norms, like the rule against destroying basic goods, the Golden Rule, or
(more derivatively) rules directing the political authority to protect certain civil liberties, are
derived.>*? The theory is traditionalist because the basic goods are taken to include “marriage”,
conceived of as sexual union conducive to the rearing of children, and “religion”, conceived of
as the pursuit of harmony with any higher power(s) that may exist.>*®* The moral principles that
govern responses to the basic goods therefore involve at least some role for the ‘strong
evaluation’ of human desires.>**

The common good is the central normative concept in both Vermeule’s substantive theory of
political morality and the NNL theory of political morality. Vermeule describes the view that “law
should be... a reasoned ordering to the common good” as “the centerpiece of the classical legal
tradition”, i.e., the tradition he defends.**® Similarly, Melissa Moschella’s recent defence of NNL
theory asserts that “natural law directs us to form political communities”, and that “communities
are defined by the common good for which they exist”.>*

A coherent and fully determinate conception of the common good needs to address several
conceptual issues—issues that, | will argue, Vermeule’s conception of the common good, in its
current form, does not fully address, but which are far more clearly addressed by the NNL
conception.

To date, few scholars have attempted to provide a detailed conceptual analysis of the ways in
which conceptions of the common good can vary. One of the few such analyses to have been
published, that of Mark Murphy, distinguishes between “instrumentalist”, “distinctive good”, and
“aggregative” conceptions. Instrumentalist conceptions identify the common good with
communally-provided means to individual flourishing. Distinctive good conceptions identify it
with a good not reducible to either the individual flourishing of the community’s members or the
means to this flourishing. Aggregative conceptions identify it with the aggregate flourishing of

the community’s individual members.5%"

Murphy’s framework leaves several important ways in which conceptions of the common good
vary unaddressed. The framework leaves unanalysed several variables that, in any given
conception of the common good, need to be specified in order to yield a fully determinate
conception. In a previously published paper analysing postliberal ideology, | provided a
framework for analysing conceptions of the common good along four dimensions.>*® | believe
these dimensions are exhaustive of the variables that need to be specified to yield a fully

%32 (Moschella 2025, 51-64; Finnis 2011, 108-141)

533 (Moschella 2025, 20-21)

%341 do not think NNL theory necessarily endorses or relies upon epistemic deference. Thus, NNL theory
as such is not paradigmatically traditionalist. Still, the theory does necessarily endorse strong evaluation,
so it is traditionalist to some extent.

535 (Vermeule 2022b, 11). Emphasis added.

53 (Moschella 2025, 120)

537 (Murphy 2006, 61-3)

538 See (Williams 2025a, 107—-8). Some passages in the following four paragraphs are reproduced or
adapted from my earlier work here.
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determinate conception of the common good. Since, to my knowledge, no other academic
literature has attempted such a properly exhaustive analysis, | will rely on my framework in the
following demonstration of the greater determinacy and coherence of the NNL conception of the
common good vis-a-vis Vermeule’s conception.

I approach the analysis of conceptions of the common good by noting, initially, the scalar
distinction between holistic and individualistic conceptions. A maximally holistic conception
would identify the common good with entirely free-floating collective values that do not
supervene on individual goods in any way, and which override individual goods in importance
whenever there is a conflict. For instance, we might identify the common good with a value like
‘civilisational greatness’, and identify this value with a set of rituals in whose value individuals
are not viewed as participating,®®® and that are not conceived of as improving individuals’ lives.
At the opposite end of the spectrum, a radically individualistic view would conceive of the
common good as a simple summation of all the individual goods of the community’s members.
For instance, one interpretation of classical utilitarianism could claim that all individuals have a
relational duty to collectively promote the overall welfare of all members of the community,
deriving from everyone’s “interest” in the overall welfare of everyone else.

Since most theorists will probably find both extreme views of the holistic-individualistic
question—the common good as consisting of overwhelming, free-floating collective goods, and
the common good as mere summation of all individual goods—implausible, most interesting
questions about how to conceptualise the common good arise from the dimensions along which
intermediate conceptions can vary.

There are four such dimensions. The first dimension concerns the scope of the common
good—whether it incorporates all the goods of the individuals in the community, or only some of
them, leaving some goods with a purely individual locus. Do all members of the community have
a relational duty to collectively promote all the interests of all individual members of the
community, or are some interests left out of this duty? For instance, is all of an individual’s
economic welfare, including their ability to afford creature comforts, a part of the common good,
or are some aspects of individual welfare purely ‘private’ goods that members of the community
lack a relational duty to collectively promote?

The second dimension concerns the kind of operation by which those individual goods that do
comprise the common good are related. Does the common good simply aggregate certain
individual goods or use some more complex distributive function like the difference principle?°*
We can phrase this question as asking how collective duties entailed by distributive or

%3 Rituals cannot occur without individuals participating in them, of course. But the value of the rituals
could be thought of as floating entirely free of the interests of the individuals participating.

540 Admittedly, the difference principle only concerns the common good in a fairly weak sense. It will be
fairly easy (some may think too easy) to show that many theories of political morality rely upon a
conception of the common good in this weak sense. But this result will not affect any substantive
conclusion of this chapter, since | am prepared to concede step (i) of the Common Good Thesis for the
sake of argument; if step (i) is false, all my claims about the Liberal Incoherence Thesis remain true a
fortiori.
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communal conceptions of the common good, which are duties deriving ultimately from individual
interests that members of the community have relational duties to promote, are to be derived
from those interests: do we have duties to maximise the fulfilment of those interests, or to
prioritise some over others for reasons of justice? If both distributive functions and aggregation
factor into the specification of the duties, we can further ask how we should weight the sum of
individual goods against distributive relationships (e.g., are distributive constraints lexically prior
to aggregative considerations, as in the difference principle, or merely weightier in a
non-absolute sense)?

Third, we need to consider the role that duties derived from interests in irreducibly relational
goods play within the common good. For instance, what is the role in the common good of
goods like flourishing relationships between friends, colleagues, or family members, that
plausibly cannot be reduced to the individual goods of specific friends, colleagues, etc.? Does
our conception of the common good imply that relational duties to collectively promote interests
held by all members of the community relate to interests in relational goods in a different
manner to interests in individual goods? And does fulfilling our relational duty to promote the
common good through providing the relevant facilities itself constitute an intrinsically valuable
relational good of a distinct type and value, or is it merely instrumentally valuable?

Finally, we should ask: how, if at all, does the common good reflexively impinge on the goods of
individuals? If the common good in some sense supervenes on other, individual or relational,
goods, is an individual’s good, in turn, reflexively enhanced to some extent simply by virtue of
belonging to a community whose common good is flourishing? In other words, if relational duties
to promote interests held by all members of the community are being fulfilled effectively, does
this automatically, by virtue of conceptual necessity, make the lives of individuals within the
community better; and if so, to what degree does it make them better?

A fully coherent and determinate conception of the common good must imply a determinate
position on each of these four dimensions. | will now show that, in contrast to Vermeule, NNL
theory possesses such a coherent and determinate conception of the common good. | will also
show that this conception of the common good depends on a particular, substantive conception
of flourishing, but that NNL theory is nonetheless plausibly interpretable as compatible with
minimal liberalism.

Vermeule emphasises that the common good is not the mere “sum of separate private utilities”,
but this does not tell us a great deal.>*' This is a clear rejection of an extreme, reductive
individualism and a crude summative approach to the dimension of operation; but it does not
fully address the four dimensions on which the relationship between individual and common
goods can be assessed. Vermeule also makes a strong claim about reflexivity: he asserts that
individual flourishing is “essentially... dependent upon” the common good of the political
community and that this communal flourishing is the individual’s “highest good”.>*? Vermeule’s
conception of the common good is mostly indeterminate with respect to the first three

%1 (Vermeule 2022b, 56)
%42 |pid., 59
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dimensions along which conceptions of the common good vary (scope, operation, and role of
relational goods). His conception’s precise implications for reflexivity are also far from fully clear.
We know that Vermeule rejects a summative view of operation and that he endorses a strong
reflexivity claim (that the common good is also the highest good of individuals, in some sense).
Aside from these two points about which Vermeule is explicit, the rest of his conception of the
common good has not been fully worked out in an explicit and determinate way.

By contrast, Moschella’s recent exposition of NNL theory provides a conception of the common
good with very determinate and explicit implications along all four dimensions (scope, operation,
role of relational goods, and reflexivity).

First, the scope of the common good in NNL theory is limited. | noted above that NNL theory
begins with the incommensurable basic goods that contribute to the good of individuals, then
derives moral and political norms from these. Various forms of community, Moschella argues,
are necessary to secure the basic goods for individuals. Among these communities is the
coercive community of the state. The state’s role, however, is not to promote the “all-inclusive
common good” but only the “specifically political common good”, which is that part of the
common good which the state is competent to promote.>*® This part of the common good
consists of “the conditions that enable the community’s members to pursue their own
flourishing”, where this flourishing is defined as individual participation in the various basic
goods.%*

Second, though space does not permit a full exposition here, NNL provides a framework for
working out the operation by which duties deriving from interests in individual goods are
factored into the common good. Because the various basic goods are incommensurable, the
goodness of an individual’s life cannot be quantified, so there is no sense in speaking of
aggregating individual goods. However, the only intrinsic goods in NNL theory are basic goods
that can necessarily be enjoyed only by individuals,®® and this is why the common good
consists merely of “the conditions that enable” individuals to “pursue their own” basic goods.>*
Provisionally, then, even without a full exposition of the operation that links individual goods and
the common good in NNL theory, we can say that the common good stands in a subsidiary
relationship to individual goods, consisting of the political community’s collective fulfiiment of a
duty to realise a set of conditions that permit individuals to pursue their own goods.

Third, NNL theory offers a precise and well-developed account of relational goods and their role
in the common good. Of the seven basic goods usually recognised by NNL theorists, two of
them (“friendship” and “marriage”) are relational goods between persons.>*” Although, as | noted
above, the political community in NNL theory is for the most part subsidiary and instrumental to

543 (Moschella 2025, 20-21)

544 bid., 134. Emphasis original.

5% Though some of these goods, like “marriage”, cannot be enjoyed by individuals alone.

54 |bid.

%7 bid., 19-20. Finnis does not include “marriage” but includes “play”. See (Finnis 2011, 95-6). The
reasons for this are tangential to our discussion here.
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individual goods, it can also intrinsically realise the basic and intrinsic relational good of
friendship in a limited way.>*®

Finally, NNL theory has clear implications for the question of reflexivity. Since, for the most part,
the political common good is subsidiary and instrumental to individual goods, the realisation of
the political common good contributes to the goodness of individuals’ lives only instrumentally
and not intrinsically. The exception to this is the intrinsic goodness of the “friendship” that the
political community can, in a limited way, realise; here, the flourishing of the political community
is also an intrinsic, but very limited, part of the good of individuals, so individuals’ goods are
reflexively dependent on the common good to this limited extent.

The above, | think, suffices to show that the NNL theory has a coherent and determinate
conception of the common good. | already noted that the NNL theory of political morality gives a
central role to its substantive conception of the common good. This is consistent with part (i) of
the Common Good Thesis, which holds that all coherent theories of political morality rely on a
substantive conception of the common good. Because the common good is subsidiary to
individual goods, which are defined by NNL as the basic goods that practical reason must
purportedly recognise on pain of self-inconsistency, the NNL conception of the common good is
dependent on a substantive conception of human flourishing. This is consistent with part (ii) of
the Common Good Thesis, which holds that all coherent and determinate conceptions of the
common good must depend on particular conceptions of human flourishing. In what follows, |
will show that the NNL theory is nevertheless plausibly interpretable as consistent with the
minimal liberal requirement to respect basic agency and free speech rights for both
progressives and traditionalists, thereby showing that it is a counterexample to part (iii) of the
Common Good Thesis, which holds that any conception of political morality ultimately
dependent on a substantive conception of human flourishing must be illiberal in virtue of
endorsing the coercive imposition of that conception. Thus, the plausible compatibility of the
perfectionist, common good-centric NNL theory with minimal liberalism vitiates the Common
Good Thesis and shows that the Liberal Incoherence Thesis is false even if we grant parts (i)
and (ii) of the Common Good Thesis.

Most NNL theorists who have addressed the topic think that the theory provides compelling
rationales for protecting the basic agency and free speech rights of both traditionalists and
progressives; and all such theorists believe that it provides a compelling rationale for protecting
most of the civil and political liberties familiar from liberal regimes.**® Disagreement among these
theorists exists over whether the theory permits paternalistic restrictions on basic agency rights
when restricting these rights is a prudent means of bringing about cultural conditions in which it
is easier for individuals to choose to respond to the basic goods, rather than to fail to respond to
them.%%°

548 (Moschella 2025, 155-6). Cf. the idea of “civic friendship” in (Leland 2019)

54 (Moschella 2025, 142-54; Finnis 2001, 6; Tollefsen 2013; George 1995, 189-229)

%50 On the anti-paternalist side, see (Tollefsen 2013; Finnis 2001, 6). On the pro-paternalist side, see
(George 2000, 31)
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The NNL rationale for protecting basic agency rights arises from the subsidiary nature of the
limited political common good that the state exists to secure. As | explained above, the
specifically political common good has a “restricted scope” because of the normative primacy
that NNL theory gives to individual goods.>*" Only individual goods are of ultimate and intrinsic
value. Individuals need various types of community to secure these goods, and the authority of
these communities arises from these needs. The need for a specifically political community, i.e.,
the state, arises from the need for families and voluntary associations to coordinate their
actions, resolve disputes, provide for public goods including security, and ensure the vulnerable
are cared for when families and voluntary associations cannot provide this care.**? Public goods,
on this schema, are not limited to material public goods like infrastructure but can also include
“public morality”, defined as the community’s material and cultural environment insofar as it
influences individuals’ choices to respond appropriately to, or not to respond appropriately to,
the basic goods.**

Because all the basic goods are, intrinsically, individual goods (though in the case of marriage
and friendship, they are relational goods), and not collective goods, and the existence of
communities, including political communities, is justified only by their contribution to these
individual goods, the state has no legitimate authority to act beyond its subsidiary role in
promoting those aspects of the common good (coordination, dispute resolution, public goods,
social welfare) that families and voluntary associations cannot effectively promote without its
help.5%* This subsidiary nature of state authority means that the state has no legitimate authority
to interfere with individuals’ choices except when doing so is a much more effective and efficient
means of protecting one or more of the aspects of the political common good outlined above
than relying on the action of individuals, families, or voluntary associations. The details are
beyond the scope of this chapter; but, from this restriction on government authority, NNL
theorists derive rationales for most of the civil liberties familiar from liberal regimes.

Disagreement among NNL theorists about paternalistic restrictions on basic agency rights arises
from disagreement about the scope of the “public morality” aspect of the state’s public
goods-provision function. For John Finnis, the subsidiary nature of the political community
means that its legitimate concern for public morality can extend only to the regulation of public
behaviour, and not to punishing “secret and truly consensual adult acts of vice”.>*® Finnis’s view
would permit the government, by virtue of its legitimate role in upholding public morality, to
restrict “advertising or marketing” of services deemed to involve the undermining of basic goods,
but not to directly prohibit behaviour deemed to do so, if it is carried out in private and therefore
does not affect the community’s public morality.>*®

%1 (Moschella 2025, 142)

%2 |pid., 136-7

%3 |bid., 134; (George 2000). For instance, pornography affects a community’s moral ecology if and
insofar as its availability influences individuals’ choices to pursue, or not pursue, the good of marriage.
See (George 1999)

%54 (Moschella 2025, 144-50)

%55 (Finnis 2001, 8). By “vice”, Finnis here simply means the kind of act that undermines the realisation of
basic goods; the argument does not depend on any wider virtue-ethical claims.

%% |bid., 9
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Robert P. George challenges this view and argues that no “strict principle of justice excludes the
criminal prohibition" of such private or secret acts that undermine the realisation of basic
goods,*’ since “secret’ vices have a way of not staying secret”; they therefore, for George,
have a way of impinging on the community’s public morality even if performed only in private
between consenting adults. In other words, just because a vicious action is performed in private
and seen by nobody but the consenting adult participants, it does not follow that it will have no
impact on the norms and expectations of the community as a whole. When such vices are
unpunished, George argues, they are likely to become at least tacit public knowledge even if
practiced in secret, and therefore also likely to become accepted as morally permissible and
thereby to transform a community’s public morality.>*®

Finnis’s perfectionist but anti-paternalist position would render the implications of NNL theory
consistent with minimal liberalism, because the prohibition on criminalising private vice would
protect the basic agency rights of progressives to engage in actions that traditionalists deem
vicious (because undermining of basic goods, or for other reasons). George’s paternalist
position is inconsistent with minimal liberalism.**° In this chapter, | take no position as to whether
George or Finnis has more correctly ascertained the implications of NNL theory for the moral
legitimacy of paternalism.°®°

Even if Finnis’s position is incorrect, however, it is not internally incoherent, and it does not
render NNL as understood by Finnis internally incoherent. It would merely add to the theory a
superfluous prohibition on criminalising private vice for which the theory can supply no adequate
rationale. This would, of course, make NNL-based liberalism dependent on some kind of
rational mistake, but this would not be a problem for my purposes. Here, as throughout this
thesis, | take no position on the overall soundness of liberalism as a view of political morality. |
have no need to defend the soundness of any argument for minimal liberalism, NNL-based or
otherwise. | have aimed here only to demonstrate that NNL can plausibly be interpreted as
providing a coherent and determinate, common-good centric, traditionalist-perfectionist account
of political morality that is nevertheless compatible with minimal liberalism. | think the above
argumentation has met this burden fully. Thus, | conclude that NNL theory provides a
counterexample to the Liberal Incoherence Thesis and a refutation of the Common Good Thesis
that appears to be the most prima facie plausible background reason for supporting the Liberal
Incoherence Thesis.

%57 (George 2000, 26). Emphasis original.

%% |bid., 31

%9 George’s view of political morality is, in my terminology, a traditionalist-authoritarian one. But because
George thinks there are usually strong prudential reasons not to criminalise private acts of vice; because
he defends the other components (minimal egalitarianism, minimal accountable government, minimal
welfare rights) of minimal liberalism; and because he defends most of the civil liberties that protect
minimal agency and free speech rights (see George 1995, 189-229), his in-principle endorsement of a
paternalist qualification of certain minimal agency rights makes his view a fairly mild kind of
traditionalist-authoritarianism.

%60 Moschella (2025, 144) sides with Finnis in this debate. Personally, | am persuaded by George’s
argument, but think there are other good, principled reasons to avoid criminalising at least certain kinds of
private vice.
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Therefore, as | argued above, even if Vermeule is correct that every coherent view of political
morality must be based on some thick conception of the common good that itself depends on a
particular conception of human flourishing, it does not follow that every coherent view of political
morality must be anti-liberal. | have provided a counterexample to this universal claim about
liberal theory; therefore, | conclude that the Thesis is false.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that the Liberal Incoherence Thesis is false and the conceptual No
Alternatives Argument is therefore unsound. Coherent liberal accounts of political morality exist.
The conceptual No Alternatives Argument should be rejected. Perhaps a better version of the
argument could be developed that would respond to my argument against the Common Good
Thesis; until that time, we are warranted in assuming that liberalism as a theory is not
incoherent.

Having rejected the conceptual No Alternatives Argument as resting on a false premise, | will
now turn, in the next chapter, to the empirical version of the argument. Just because the claim
that there is no alternative to progressive or traditionalist authoritarianism is not conceptually
true, it does not follow that it is false; it might be empirically true, in virtue of facts about the
predictable consequences of trying to apply the (coherent) ideal of liberalism in real-world
regimes. | now turn to address this possibility directly.

Chapter 5: The Empirical No Alternatives Argument

This chapter will evaluate the empirical arguments advanced by postliberals for the Liberal
Decay Thesis and thereby for the soundness of the No Alternatives Argument. As we will recall
from Chapter 2, the Liberal Decay Thesis holds that no regime can stably and durably protect
the basic negative liberties—specifically the agency and free speech rights necessary to order
one’s life by, and to act on, one’s conception of human flourishing—of both progressives and
traditionalists, because liberal regimes will necessarily decay into progressive-authoritarian
ones.*®" If the Liberal Decay Thesis is true, the No Alternatives Argument for postliberalism is
sound, because, forced to choose between progressive-authoritarianism and some version of

%1 See Introduction, Part ILiii on ‘regimes’ and Part Il.iv on progressivism and traditionalism).
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traditionalist-authoritarianism, traditionalists should opt for a version of the latter,*®? so that
political authoritarianism does not remove the basic liberties of citizens to profess and act on the
true conception of flourishing.*%

Postliberals advance two main types of argument for the Liberal Decay Thesis. The previous
chapter has evaluated conceptual arguments aiming to show that no theoretically coherent
account of political morality avoids both progressive-authoritarianism and
traditionalist-authoritarianism, and | found that these arguments fail entirely. This chapter will,
assuming that there is such a theoretically coherent account of political morality, evaluate
empirical arguments that it is nevertheless true, as a matter of fact, that no regime can stably
and durably avoid both progressive-authoritarianism and traditionalist-authoritarianism with
respect to personal ethics, religion, and sexuality. These arguments, advanced by some
postliberals, appeal to claims about the causes of particular characteristics of political regimes.
These arguments claim that any realisable liberal regime has an overwhelming likelihood of
decaying into progressive-authoritarianism with respect to these issues, and that therefore only
traditionalist-authoritarian regimes can avert the threat of progressive-authoritarianism.

Any empirical argument for the Liberal Decay Thesis must be inductive in character. It must
infer, from evidence about the causes of the relevant features of current or past political
regimes, that there exist causal regularities that make it near-impossible to durably realise the
protection of basic liberties of both progressives and traditionalists, with respect to the
abovementioned issues that divide them, in any regime. It would impose an unreasonably high
epistemic burden to insist that a successful inductive argument for the Liberal Decay Thesis
must demonstrate the strict inevitability of the decay of liberalism into
progressive-authoritarianism, but it must do more than show that this decay is probable in order
to automatically justify traditionalists, by their own standards, in being
traditionalist-authoritarians. To render the No Alternatives Argument fully persuasive to its
intended audience, i.e. traditionalists who find liberalism attractive, the empirical arguments
must show that the Liberal Decay Thesis is overwhelmingly probable.

This chapter will not engage in first-order, original argumentation about the causes of various
trends in liberal states. However, it will review the best available evidence, adduced by
postliberals and others, that bears on the Liberal Decay Thesis and determine the extent to
which this evidence makes the thesis probable. | will argue that the evidence does not suggest
that the decay of liberal regimes into progressive-authoritarianism is overwhelmingly probable,
as postliberals claim. Nevertheless, there is sufficient evidence to judge that it will, probably,
prove difficult but not impossible to counteract the tendency of liberal regimes to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism. The No Alternatives Argument fails on its own terms, but
nevertheless shows that there are good pro tanto reasons to be concerned about a possible
decay of liberal regimes into progressive-authoritarianism.

%62 The precise version of traditionalist-authoritarian they opt for will depend on the specific version of
traditionalism they affirm.
%3 See Chapter 2, Part Il for a discussion of the No Alternatives Argument
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Indeed, some traditionalists may regard the mere risk of liberal decay into
progressive-authoritarianism as sufficient to warrant rejecting liberalism, and decide that
traditionalist-authoritarianism is a better regime type overall because it avoids the risk of this
plausible and extremely bad outcome. | will discuss how traditionalists should respond to the
risk of decay into progressive-authoritarianism and the assurance problem it creates in the
introduction to Part 3 of this thesis.

This chapter will evaluate a series of claims that serve as premises in the argument for the
Liberal Decay Thesis. This Thesis applies, as | have previously noted, to the universe of
realisable liberal regimes. This universe contains both existing liberal regimes and (if any have
existed) historic liberal regimes, as well as hypothetical liberal regimes that have never existed.
Nothing can be known, directly and empirically, about hypothetical regimes that have never
existed. We could only know about such regimes empirically by inference from empirical
evidence about existing or historic liberal regimes that do or did exist. | will therefore focus on
three issues: (1) the tendency of actually-existing liberal regimes to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism (discussed in Part 1), (2) the tendency of historic liberal regimes to
do so, if any have existed (discussed in Part Il), and (3) the correct inductive inferences to draw
from our best assessment of (1) and (ll) (discussed in the Conclusion).

Therefore, Part | of this chapter evaluates the claim made by postliberals that existing liberal
regimes contain powerful structural forces tending to make progressive-authoritarianism likely to
emerge. | call this claim, interpreted in this chapter as specifically referring to existing liberal
regimes and not the universe of possible liberal regimes, the Coercive Liberalism Thesis. Part Il
then evaluates the claim, also made by postliberals, that no historic regime has ever been stably
liberal and not decayed into progressive-authoritarianism (here, | will argue that it is probable
that no premodern regime has ever been liberal at all). The conclusion will then evaluate the
claim that we can inductively infer from the claims about existing and historic regimes that the
decay of any realisable liberal regime into progressive-authoritarianism is overwhelmingly
probable.

I will argue in this chapter the Coercive Liberalism Thesis (discussed in Part |) is probably true,
and that the claim that no historic regime has ever been liberal (discussed in Part Il) is also
probably true. | will argue in the conclusion, however, that it is unwarranted to inductively infer
from these probably true descriptive claims that the Liberal Decay Thesis is overwhelmingly
likely to be true, i.e., that it is overwhelmingly likely that the structural forces tending to make
progressive-authoritarianism more probable will necessarily eventually produce a decay of any
existing or realisable liberal regime into full-fledged progressive-authoritarianism. Rather, the
most warranted inference from the probable truth of the Coercive Liberalism Thesis about extant
liberal regimes and the probable truth of the claim that no historic regime was stably liberal is
the conclusion that it will be possible, but difficult to counteract the tendency of extant liberal
regimes to decay into progressive-authoritarianism. This is the most warranted inference
because the most probable mechanism underpinning the decay of liberal regimes into
progressive-authoritarian ones is a mechanism that could, in principle, be mitigated by relatively
feasible policy changes (some of which | will discuss in Part 3 of this thesis).
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For the most part, the postliberal defenders of the empirical No Alternatives Argument do not
appeal to social scientific evidence in a systematic way. In part, this reflects the difficulty in
scientifically evaluating the kind of sweeping claims about present and past societies on which
the empirical No Alternatives Argument rests. Nevertheless, where possible, | will evaluate the
social scientific evidence adduced by postliberal and postliberal-adjacent thinkers,*** as well as
other evidence that seems to be relevant. As we will see shortly, the various types of evidence
adduced by postliberals and adjacent thinkers for the Coercive Liberalism Thesis and the
Liberal Decay Thesis fall into the domains of several different academic fields, including
sociology, history, political science, and anthropology. Since my aim is not to pass judgement on
specialised debates in these fields but rather to evaluate the plausibility of a few broad
generalisations deployed by postliberals and adjacent writers, and specifically to determine
whether the claims are sufficiently plausible to support the Coercive Liberalism Thesis, i.e. the
claim that existing liberal regimes have a deep, overwhelmingly probable structural tendency to
decay into progressive-authoritarianism unavoidable, | will not require any highly specialised
methodological tools to make these judgements. | will simply review the results of relevant
specialist research in various fields and interpret their relevance to the Theses in question.

|: Coercive Liberalism in Existing Liberal Regimes

In order for the empirical case for the Liberal Decay Thesis (which applies to the universe of
possible liberal regimes) to get off the ground, postliberals need to prove what | have called the
Coercive Liberalism Thesis: that extant liberal regimes, because of their liberalism, contain
powerful structural tendencies towards the decay into progressive-authoritarianism. If the
Coercive Liberalism Thesis is false, the Liberal Decay Thesis automatically fails because the
unavoidability of authoritarianism would simply be refuted by the reality of stable liberalism in
contemporary liberal regimes with respect to the issues dividing progressives and traditionalists.

The Coercive Liberalism Thesis may be decomposed into two component claims: (i) that
support for, and occurrence of, progressive-authoritarianism in contemporary liberal regimes is
rising; and (ii) that this support is strongly driven by deep structural features of these liberal
regimes that are connected to their liberalism.>® If both (i) and (ii) are true, it follows that
progressive-authoritarianism will continue to gain ground, and eventually replace liberalism, if
liberal regimes preserve any form of liberalism (the truth of (i) and (ii) would thus make
liberalism self-undermining over a long enough time horizon). We saw in Chapter 4 that
Koppelman—at the time of writing, the liberal theorist who has engaged most systematically
with the Coercive Liberalism Thesis—concedes the truth of (i) but denies the truth of (ii), arguing
that observed trends towards progressive-authoritarian are more a historical “blip” than a

%64 By adjacent thinkers, | mean thinkers who share many concerns with postliberals, but who may not
consistently identify themselves as postliberals.

%65 At least to the kind of liberalism presently instantiated in these regimes. | do not claim these deep
structural causes will persist if any kind of liberalism is instantiated in these regimes.
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reflection of the liberal regime’s deep structural dynamics.*® Other liberals deny the truth of
(1).57 1 will argue that the existing empirical evidence suggests that (i) is almost certainly true
and that (ii) is less certain but still probably true. The Coercive Liberalism Thesis about extant
liberal regimes is therefore, overall, probably true.

l.i: Trends in Progressive-Authoritarianism

Recall that progressive-authoritarianism refers specifically to the denial of basic agency and free
speech rights to traditionalists with respect to traditionalists’ distinctive conceptions of
flourishing. Traditionalism, as explained in the this thesis’s introduction, is a scalar concept
identifying the degree to which a conception of the good supports, on the one hand, the strong
evaluation of desires and preferences (i.e., evaluation using criteria that entirely transcend
desire or preference), and, on the other hand, epistemic deference to particular persons or
institutions when making judgements about the good (for instance, the conservative Catholic
belief that one should defer to Magisterial teaching) on the other hand.

Both academic and popular arguments about progressive-authoritarianism tend to cause
confusion by conflating traditionalism with right-of-centre beliefs about political justice, often
especially the cluster of beliefs that this thesis’s introduction labelled ‘nationalism’. Typically,
discussions about the ‘woke’ movement or the ‘illiberal left’ describe the people whose basic
liberties are purportedly under threat very vaguely, using loose terms like ‘religious believers’ or
‘social conservatives’.%®® Authors unsympathetic to progressive-authoritarianism’s purported
victims often use pejorative terms (X-ist, Y-phobic).5%°

Thus, much of the evidence appealed to in popular discussion of progressive-authoritarianism
consists of evidence of persons or institutions appearing to be censored or
sanctioned—whether legally or socially—for expressing or acting on two categories of views,
namely socially conservative views of personal ethics and right-of-centre views of national
identity. Traditionalism, however, refers only to the first category of beliefs, about personal
ethics. Views of human flourishing—such as conservative interpretations of the Abrahamic
religions—that ascribe value to moral constraints in these areas, whose function is not reducible
to protecting the compossible expression of individuals’ desires, are necessarily traditionalist.>™

%68 (Koppelman 2022, 1549)

%7 | am not aware of scholarly arguments that argue for the falsity of (i), but the claim is widespread in
popular commentary. See e.g. (Mirza 2021)

%68 E.g. (McArdle 2019; Milbank 2023)

%69 E.g. (Salmon 2019)

570 This implies that ‘objective list' theories of the good are traditionalist unless the ‘objective’ list is
somehow indexed to what people desire. Such lists obviously need not imply traditionalist views on
family, sexuality, etc such as those affirmed by conservative interpretations of the Abrahamic religions.
The fact that political issues around family, sexuality, and religion are the salient ones impinging on the
progressive/traditionalist divide in contemporary liberal regimes is to a large extent a historical and
cultural contingency. We could imagine a different set of ‘culture wars’ around, say, intoxicants and artistic
excellence rather than family, sexuality, and religion.
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As | showed in the Introduction, there is no necessary link between traditionalism and
right-of-centre views of national identity. There is a degree of congruence between these two
sets of views insofar as traditionalism is congruent with communitarianism, but traditionalists do
not have to identify the nation-state as the normative locus of community. The purported
censorship of right-of-centre views of national identity is an important issue, but it is not the topic
of this chapter.>”' The Coercive Liberalism Thesis is about traditionalism, not right-of-centre
views of national identity. Of course, it is possible that progressive-authoritarians might be
motivated by the same ideological beliefs that also motivate restricting free speech rights
regarding right-of-centre views of national identity. Nevertheless, there is no need to rely on
indirect evidence like restrictions on the free speech of nationalists in order to identify
progressive-authoritarianism that targets traditionalists. We can focus on the direct evidence
concerning this possibility.

The focus of my discussion of the empirical evidence for progressive-authoritarianism, then, will
be evidence of the denial, or burdening, of basic agency and free speech rights with respect to
traditionalist beliefs about bioethics, sexual ethics, gender, and family structures. To sharpen the
issue further, | distinguish between three forms of burden purportedly placed on traditionalists
that are conflated by much of the popular literature. The first form of burden is direct legal
restriction. Instances of legal restriction of the relevant views are, necessarily, instances of
progressive-authoritarianism. For instance, a law declaring that assertion of the intrinsically
heterosexual nature of marriage automatically constitutes legally prohibited hate speech would
legally restrict the expression of traditionalist views about marriage and thus qualify as a denial
of traditionalists’ basic free expression rights. Similarly, a law that forces religious institutions to
affirm non-conventional gender identities by using individuals’ preferred pronouns in their
internal affairs would legally restrict persons from ordering their lives in accordance with
traditionalist beliefs about gender and thus constitute a denial of traditionalists’ basic agency
rights.>? Direct legal restrictions on traditionalists’ basic agency and free speech rights are
obviously instances of progressive-authoritarianism.

However, there are two ways in which the liberal regime might unequally burden traditionalists
over progressives that do not obviously and automatically constitute
progressive-authoritarianism. These are (a) preferential weighting and (b) social sanctioning.
Preferential weighting involves systematically giving more weight to interests in expressing and
living in accordance with progressive doctrines than traditionalist ones, when these interests
conflict. Where two values, whose pro tanto force both traditionalists and progressives can,
consistently with their respective conceptions of flourishing, acknowledge, come into
conflict—for instance, in the potential conflict between protection from anti-LGBT discrimination
and religious freedom for traditionalists®”*—preferential weighting systematically gives more
weight to the value that demands the burdening of the free speech and agency rights of

571 See Introduction, Part Il.iv

572 A law requiring use of preferred pronouns in externally-facing communications would probably be
construable as a regulation of the ‘time, manner, and/or place’ of speech and thus as compatible with
minimal free speech rights.

573 As in legal disputes like (“Lee (Respondent) v Ashers Baking Company Ltd and Others (Appellants)
(Northern Ireland)” 2024, 303 Creative LLC v. Elenis 2023)
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traditionalists than that which demands the burdening of progressives. Social sanctioning occurs
when individuals and institutions attempt to punish the expression or following of traditionalist
views without using legal coercion.®™ Social sanctioning thus includes the patterns of
denunciation, disinvitation, disruptive protest, dismissal from employment, and other
phenomena often aggregated under the label ‘cancel culture’, when these are directed against
traditionalists in virtue of their holding socially conservative views on personal ethics, etc.*”

l.i.a: Social Sanctioning and Preferential Weighting

Whether either preferential weighting or social sanctioning constitute
progressive-authoritarianism is reasonably contestable. Plausible arguments could be given,
consistent with minimal liberalism, on both sides of this question. Some readers may judge that
social sanctions and preferential weighting can burden traditionalists’ agency and free speech
sufficiently to constitute a denial of those rights, while others may judge that these phenomena
can only reduce the ‘value’ of these rights for traditionalists, in a manner consistent with the
protections required by minimal liberalism. In Rawlsian terms, some reasonable political
conceptions of justice will include in their schemes of basic liberties protections and immunities
against some forms of preferential weighting and social sanctioning. These conceptions of
justice will hold that some instances of these phenomena therefore constitute violations of basic
liberties. Other reasonable conceptions of justice will hold that, because the degree and kind of
coercion these phenomena impose is different to that imposed by legal restriction, citizens’
interests in avoiding unfavourable preferential weighting and social sanctioning are part of what
Rawils calls the “general good” but not part of citizens’ basic rights.?”® These conceptions of
justice will therefore hold that the state may legitimately practice preferential weighting and
encourage social sanctioning if it judges that doing so will advance overall social welfare or
increase the ‘value’ of some people’s basic rights.>””

| will take no position as to whether preferential weighting and social sanctioning ever constitute
violations of basic liberties, and therefore no position on whether the purported increase in the
degree to which traditionalists are subjected to these phenomena constitutes direct evidence for
an increase in progressive-authoritarianism. | do not wish to make this chapter’s argument
contingent on a contested view of the legitimacy of preferential weighting or social sanctioning.
However, even if preferential weighting and social sanctioning never constitute
progressive-authoritarianism, they may still provide indirect evidence of
progressive-authoritarianism. If the increasing prevalence of preferential weighting and social
sanctioning is caused by mechanisms that are also likely to produce increasing legal restriction

574 For a discussion of “social coercion” in general, see (Elford 2021)

57% On ‘cancel culture’, see (Dershowitz 2020; Lukianoff and Schiott 2023)

578 (Rawls 1997, 774)

577 On the requirements of a reasonable political conception of justice, see (Rawls 1997, 774). For a
discussion of the normative wrongs involved in social sanctioning see (Elford 2021). For a defence of the
view that social sanctioning should be the subject of serious normative analysis see (Radzik 2020)
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on traditionalists in the near future, then the prevalence of these first two phenomena is
evidence of a mechanism likely to cause the increasing prevalence of the third.

| will therefore place more weight in this discussion on direct evidence of growing legal
restriction. However, | will also argue that preferential weighting and social sanctioning are
increasing, and that the trends in prevalence of all three of these phenomena have a common,
structural cause that is plausibly likely to increase the prevalence of
progressive-authoritarianism in the future. Readers who think preferential weighting and social
sanctioning can constitute progressive-authoritarianism will find nothing to disagree with, and
may consider my conclusions overdetermined, while readers who think preferential weighting
and social sanctioning cannot constitute progressive-authoritarianism will still be able to accept
my argumentation.

Some of the more prominent arguments purporting to show the structural growth of
progressive-authoritarianism appeal only to evidence of growing social sanctioning and
preferential weighting. The occasion for the original coining of the term “coercive liberalism” by
Edward Oakes was in fact a perception of growing preferential weighting.*’® In a more
systematic attempt to demonstrate the existence of growing progressive-authoritarianism, the
postliberal-adjacent political scientist Darel Paul®’® argues that debates over balancing LGBT
rights protections and religious freedom are increasingly regarded by progressives as a “zero
sum game”, and that this shows they have embraced progressive-authoritarianism. However,
Paul addresses only questions about this balance that pertain to weighting the competing rights
in the management of public accommodations.%° For Paul's argument to show the increasing
prevalence of legal restriction and thence progressive-authoritarianism, as opposed to merely
the increasing preferential weighting of anti-LGBT discrimination above religious freedom for
traditionalists in public accommodations, he would have to show that progressives also seek to
control what traditionalists may do or say within their own private families or religious
organisations. Paul does not attempt to do this

Similarly, Steven D. Smith’s Pagans and Christians in the City, a work often cited by
postliberal-adjacent writers to defend the claim that progressive-authoritarianism is increasing,
does not address legal restriction directly.®®' Smith argues that prevailing progressive rationales
for according religious freedom to traditionalists can justify tolerating traditionalism only “in a
shrinking domain outside the city walls”, beyond “an ever-expanding public sphere”; but he
concedes progressives still have strong rationales for refraining from seeking to altogether
“extinguish...” traditionalism.®®? Smith seems to think progressives are thus still committed to
preserving enough of a ‘private’ sphere to protect at least basic rights for traditionalists. Smith’s
arguments, like Paul’s, therefore do not provide direct evidence for the increasing prevalence of
progressive-authoritarianism. | will return to the question of whether they provide indirect

578 (Oakes 2011b)

57° paul writes for Postliberal Order, run by leading postliberal thinkers. See (Paul 2023)
%80 (Paul 2018, 178-197)

%81 E.g. (Perry 2023)

582 (Smith 2021, 365)
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evidence for this trend later, when assessing prevailing rationales for
progressive-authoritarianism and for preferential weighting and social sanctioning. Whether Paul
or Smith succeed in demonstrating structural mechanisms for the trend towards
progressive-authoritarianism will depend on what rationales motivate and justify the phenomena
they identify.

First, | will address the question: are the social sanctioning of traditionalist views and
unfavourable preferential weighting of traditionalists’ interests in living by and expressing those
views increasing in prevalence?

The evidence that social sanctioning is increasing is fairly clear. Attempts to measure so-called
‘cancel culture’ have found that instances of attempted sanctioning of traditionalist opinions in
academia, journalism, and other professions have increased sharply over the last fifteen
years.®® Similarly, a longitudinal study of attitudes towards the social sanctioning of
traditionalists in these professions—for instance, support for disciplining or dismissing
employees, or ‘no platforming’ speakers at universities, for expressing traditionalist beliefs about
homosexuality—showed sharp rises in support over the same time period.>®

While there has been a decline in instances of (attempted) sanctioning of traditionalist opinions
in these professions since 2020, the most recent data suggests the decline is very small relative
to the increase that occurred during the 2010s, leaving the current (2025) frequency many
multiples higher than the 2010 baseline.>® Social sanctioning, then, is clearly increasing.

Assessing preferential weighting requires analysis of developments in legal doctrine and case
law, since legislative change bearing on the relevant weightings is infrequent, and legislation
itself tends to be vague and capable of significantly divergent interpretations. Though it is
plausible that preferential weighting increased during the notable legal victories won by the
LGBT rights movement,® in recent years the trend appears to have reversed in the UK and the
US. Julian Rivers has carried out what is plausibly the most systematic study of relevant legal
doctrines in the UK. In 2020, he worried that legal doctrine could conceivably evolve towards
progressive-authoritarianism, through the erection of a “confessional state... based on the
implausible religion of self-worship”, but nevertheless concluded that this did not appear to be
the interpretive path chosen by the courts.®®” Since Rivers’s study, more recent developments in
British law clearly show a move towards the explicit protection of liberties for traditionalists, even
when they appear to be in tension with some conceptions of LGBT rights.*®® The case law in the
US shows an even clearer trend towards the protection of the liberties of traditionalists, with the

%83 (Lukianoff and Schlott 2023, 22, 59)

%84 (Voorhes and Lendler 2018, 4). To my knowledge, this is the only extant longitudinal study addressing
this question.

%85 (Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression 2023, 9)

%88 This was the occasion for the alarm of scholars like Paul and Smith.

%87 (Rivers 2020, 193). The “religion of self worship” clearly captures my concept of progressivism,
describing a conception of flourishing that rejects strong evaluation (thus, one’s desires are the ultimate
criterion of ultimate value, or ‘worship’).

%8 E.g. ((Forstater v. CGD Europe) 2021, (Higgs v. Farmor’s School) 2025)
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Supreme Court prioritising the right of traditionalists to decline to provide services where doing
so would involve expressing affirmative beliefs about LGBT relationships that these
traditionalists reject.%®® These legal developments seem to have cut off any slide towards greater
preferential weighting for the time being.

Overall, the major English-speaking liberal regimes are witnessing medium-term increases in
social sanctioning (despite moderate short-term declines) but stabilisation in preferential
weighting. The present stabilisation of preferential weighing does not strongly speak against the
plausibility of the claim that progressive-authoritarianism is rising. This is because preferential
weighting, due to its close links to judicial doctrine, is a poor indicator of long-term structural
trends in public attitudes. Whereas social sanctioning is largely an organic, bottom-up
phenomenon,®® preferential weighting can only be implemented by judicial and political
decisions—usually, given the infrequency of new legislation on these issues, judicial ones.
Because the ideological composition of the judiciary in contemporary liberal regimes tends to
change only slowly over time, and these changes are often not directly responsive to changes in
public opinion, changes in preferential weighting should not be used as a test for changes in
underlying background attitudes towards traditionalists’ basic agency and free speech rights
over short and medium-term horizons. It is, of course, true that, over long enough time periods,
the views of the judiciary will be influenced by larger social forces that are often connected to
changes in public opinion,®®! but in the medium-term we can not infer from stabilisation in
preferential weighting that progressive-authoritarianism, or support for
progressive-authoritarianism, has also stabilised or is not increasing.

l.i.b: Legal Restriction

If medium-term trends are towards increasing social sanctioning and stable preferential
weighting, what about legal restriction?

| noted above that the most prominent arguments cited by postliberals—specifically, those of
Paul and Smith—purporting to show an increase in progressive-authoritarianism are of limited
force because they treat preferential weighting and social sanctioning as direct evidence of
progressive-authoritarianism. Readers who do not consider these phenomena ever to constitute
denials of basic liberties will not be convinced by these arguments. We need to assess evidence

%89 E.g. (303 Creative LLC v. Elenis 2023). Although in this case, the relevant actions of the traditionalist
service providers were construed as speech; it is less clear what the Court would conclude in cases
where this construal is not possible.

590 See (Kaufmann 2024a, 30, 77). Progressive-authoritarianism is a major component of the “woke”
“progressive extremism” that Kaufmann'’s book analyses. Of course, the bottom-up nature of social
sanctioning does not necessarily mean it is driven by trends in majority opinion, as opposed to trends in
the attitudes of vocal minorities or in the relative vocality and power of different groups.

%' There is obviously some link between public opinion and judicial doctrine, especially where judges are
elected or appointed by elected officials and where judges’ judicial philosophies are a salient factor in
such election and appointment processes (e.g. the US Supreme Court), but the link is an indirect one,
mediated by many other factors.
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for increasing legal restriction to settle the question of the direct evidence for trends in
progressive-authoritarianism without appealing to controversial claims about the injustice of
preferential weighting and social sanctioning, even if these two phenomena can sometimes be
indirect evidence of progressive-authoritarian attitudes.

In at least one area of law, we have clear and direct evidence for the increasing prevalence of
legal restriction. This evidence concerns campaigns to ban so-called anti-LGBT ‘conversion
therapy’, campaigns in which many activists and politicians have expressed clear support for
outright legal restriction of certain traditionalist views of sexuality.>

In the UK, the ‘Ban Conversion Therapy Coalition’ explicitly calls for the criminalisation of
“casual conversations” and “private prayer”, when these conversations or prayers have the
“predetermined purpose” of changing a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity.>*® The
Coalition’s chair, Jayne Ozanne, described an existing ban in Victoria, Australia, as a legislative
“gold standard”.®** Official legal guidance in Victoria identifies advising an LGBT person to
pursue “...celibacy, or abstinence” as a crime.>*® The campaign thus explicitly aims to criminalise
non-coercively advising LGBT people to follow the view, held by some traditionalists, that
celibacy is morally preferable to actively engaging in non-heterosexual sexual relationships.>%

This campaign, in the form it has taken in the UK and parts of Australia, therefore clearly aims at
instantiating a form of progressive-authoritarianism with respect to views on LGBT sexual
conduct. The express intent to ban “casual conversations” and “private prayer” is qualitatively
distinct from Smith’s worries about a “shrinking domain” of negative liberty: when casual and
private conversations and activities are illegal, the domain no longer exists at all. Nor does this
campaign merely evince preferential weighting against traditionalists, for it expressly aims at
criminalising a specific form of advice or counsel even if given in paradigmatically private
settings, such as a meeting between a religious leader and a parishioner seeking spiritual
counsel.

I am not aware of any other widely-supported progressive campaigns that clearly and
unequivocally constitute progressive-authoritarianism. A possible objection against drawing
inferences about wider trends from the campaigns to ban ‘conversion therapy’ is that these
campaigns evince an highly unusual form of overreach for reasons that are contingent and
specific to the issue of ‘conversion therapy’. | will respond to this argument shortly when
discussing the causes of the trends towards progressive-authoritarianism.

Another hypothetical form of progressive-authoritarianism that is the subject of significant (in this
case, academic) debate is the proposal to abolish the ‘ministerial exception’ from
anti-discrimination laws, and thereby force religious institutions that do not wish to hire women

%92 Nothing in what | say here implies that criminalising more paradigmatic forms of anti-LGBT “conversion
therapy”, like abusive and un-evidenced medical treatments, constitutes progressive-authoritarianism.

593 (Coalition 2024)

%94 (Christian Institute 2024, 4)

%% (Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 2022)

5% (Williams 2024b)
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or sexual minorities as ministers to do so against their will. Abolishing this exception would be a
form of progressive-authoritarianism because it would make it legally impossible for many
traditionalist religious communities to organise themselves in line with particular traditionalist
beliefs about the metaphysical and theological significance of sex, gender, and sexuality. Some
liberal theorists, such as Clare Chambers, have supported the abolition of the ‘ministerial
exception’;**” some others, such as Lori Watson and Christie Hartley, have endorsed preserving
it only when the religion in question does not have a level of influence over society that the
theorists deem likely to excessively affect wider social norms and attitudes to women and sexual
minorities.>® However, unlike the case of ‘conversion therapy’ bans, abolishing the ministerial
exception does not appear to be the object of any significant and influential real-world political
campaign in the major English-speaking liberal democracies. It appears, then, that the
contemporary broad and sweeping campaigns against ‘conversion therapy’ constitute the only
major campaigns currently aiming at unambiguous forms of progressive-authoritarianism via
legal restriction in the major English-speaking democracies.

To sum up the empirical situation as appraised thus far: social sanctioning is undergoing a
medium-term (c. 15-year) increase, but a modest short-term (c. 5-year) decline; and preferential
weighting is currently fairly stable (for the last c. 5 years), albeit after a previous period of
increase. Regarding legal restriction, a small number of contemporary and novel (since c. 2020)
campaigns in several liberal polities evince, on the issue of ‘conversion therapy’ bans, direct and
unequivocal support for this legal restriction and thus for progressive-authoritarianism. The
recent growth of these campaigns and the unpopularity of other forms of legal restriction like
abolishing the ministerial exception suggests that there is a trend to increasing support for
progressive-authoritarianism from important actors in liberal regimes, but from a very low
baseline.

Having appraised the empirical facts about trends in these areas, we should now assess what
we can infer from these trends about the (1) rationales on the basis of which people come to
support social sanctioning, preferential weighting, and outright progressive-authoritarianism; and
(2) the causes of acceptance of these rationales.

If we understand what people who support social sanctioning, preferential weighting, and/or
outright progressive-authoritarianism believe justifies their support, and why they find these
justifications compelling, we will be in the best position possible to answer the question of the
following section (ii). This question asks whether the various trends towards the greater
burdening of traditionalists discussed above are connected to deep structural features of
contemporary liberal regimes, connected to these regimes’ liberalism, that tend to produce
greater progressive-authoritarianism over time; or, conversely, whether these trends constitute a
mere “blip” driven by highly contingent features of these regimes that are largely unrelated to
their ways in which their structures manifest liberalism. In other words, does the empirical
evidence described above support the Coercive Liberalism Thesis, and if so, to what degree?

%7 (Chambers 2018, 138-45)
%% (Watson and Hartley 2018, 123—4)
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l.ii: Are the Trends Structural?

l.ii.a: Rationales

Whether the evidence above supports the claim that there is a deep structural cause, connected
to the liberalism of liberal regimes, responsible for the trends | have identified, depends on the
rationales that motivate, or are used to justify, legal restriction, preferential weighting, and social
sanctioning of traditionalists by power-holders in the regime or by ordinary citizens.

If those rationales, when analysed carefully, imply that more radical legal restrictions on
traditionalists than currently exist should be introduced, and if belief in those rationales is
plausibly linked to a deep structural feature of liberal regimes connected to their liberalism, then
it will be plausible that there is a structural tendency for liberal regimes to increasingly decay
into progressive-authoritarianism. This will vindicate the Coercive Liberalism Thesis about extant
liberal regimes.

Some postliberal-adjacent thinkers, who have distinguished preferential weighting and social
sanctioning from incontestable progressive-authoritarianismism, have attempted to argue that
these two phenomena have structural causes that will lead to greater
progressive-authoritarianism via legal restriction in the future, because they are caused by
ideological commitments to rationales that imply that this legal restriction is all-things-considered
desirable, i.e., rationales that imply reasons to support legal restriction while not implying
sufficiently strong countervailing reasons. Rod Dreher, for instance, describes these two
phenomena as “soft totalitarianism”, and argues they are driven by an ideology that contains
within it rationales for ‘hard’ coercion of traditionalists.*®® While Dreher’s argument is crude and
imprecise, | think its core claim is highly plausible, as | will attempt to show below.

To assess whether prevailing rationales for preferential weighting or social sanctioning also
contain or imply a rationale for uncontestable progressive-authoritarianism via legal restriction,
we may present a rationale as an argument and analyse its premises. If those premises imply
that greater uncontestable progressive-authoritarianism than presently exists is desirable,
then—regardless of whether the individuals affirming the rationale recognise this
implication—we have identified the kind of structural cause of progressive-authoritarianism that
postliberals believe exists. If people’s affirming this rationale is plausibly caused by the liberal
regime’s liberalism, we have confirmed the plausibility of the Coercive Liberalism Thesis about
extant liberal regimes. | will argue that it is plausible but not overwhelmingly probable that
rationales with the relevant characteristics exist and that belief in them is caused by the liberal
regime’s liberalism.

As with the rationales for any complex social and political phenomenon, people are inclined to
affirm multiple overlapping rationales for supporting social sanctioning, preferential weighting,
and legal restriction of traditionalists, and these rationales often stand in tension with each other.

%% (Dreher 2020, 55-76)
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To show that the trend toward support for progressive-authoritarianism is structural and caused
by liberal regime’s liberalism, we need to identify the most salient rationales that have the
relevant features. The rationales should be believed by persons who support social sanctioning,
preferential weighting, and/or legal restriction, and should be radicalising, i.e., should imply that
significantly more progressive-authoritarianism than currently exists is desirable.

Since, as we saw with the ‘conversion therapy’ issue, it is in cases where LGBT rights stand in
tension with the free speech and agency rights of traditionalists that we see the greatest explicit
support for progressive-authoritarianism, | will start by examining rationales for
progressive-authoritarianism affirmed by left-of-centre participants—i.e., those who prioritise
LGBT rights above the rights of traditionalists when tension exists—in debates about this
topic.®® The most systematic scholarly attempt to assess whether the rationales for this
prioritisation are radicalising is found in a 2011 paper by legal scholar Douglas Laycock.®"!

Laycock cites the testimony of the LGBT rights activist and legal scholar Chai Feldblum.5%
Feldblum argues that laws against anti-LGBT discrimination—both in public accommodations
and elsewhere—impose a morally significant burden on service providers with traditionalist
views of gender and sexuality, and that imposing this burden must be carefully justified in each
case. She nevertheless holds that it is all-things-considered right to impose the burden in the
vast majority of cases.®® | will not comment here on the substantive merit of Feldblum’s view.
Her view does not appear to rely upon a radicalising rationale. What is notable, however, is that
her view is—by her own admission—rejected by the “vast majority” of LGBT rights activists in
favour of views that rely on far more radicalising rationales.®*

This “vast majority” of LGBT rights activists, according to both Feldblum and Laycock, reject the
view that laws against anti-LGBT discrimination impose any morally significant burden on
traditionalist service providers.®® Rather, this majority believes—according to both
scholars—that the free speech and agency rights of these traditionalist service providers does
not have any moral weight in evaluating the merits of laws against anti-LGBT discrimination. For
this “vast majority” of LGBT rights activists, the interests of these traditionalists in negative
liberty do not constitute even a pro tanto reason—defeatable by other, more weighty reasons,
as in Feldblum’s view—to protect those liberties. These interests simply do not matter at all.

In other words, this “vast majority” believes that, if, for instance, a bakery run by conservative
Evangelicals or Muslims, who believe it is inconsistent with their deepest religious values to
make a cake celebrating a same-sex marriage, is required by law to produce the cake anyway, it
is not the case that the bakery owner’s interest in free speech and agency liberties is defeated
by a more weighty interest against discrimination held by the same-sex couple. Rather, in the

600 | yse “left-of-centre” stipulatively, to mean people who prioritise LGBT rights over the rights of
traditionalists where they are in tension.

801 (Laycock 2011)

802 (|bid., 416-417)

603 (Feldblum 2006, 103—4, 120)

604 Remarks by Feldblum at Becket Fund Conference, 2005 (cited in Laycock 2011, 417).

695 (Ibid.)
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opinion of the “vast majority” of LGBT rights activists, the owner simply has no relevant, valid
interest in these free speech and agency rights at all.?®® The negative liberty not to be forced to
either bake cakes celebrating same-sex marriages or to cease to be a baker is simply of no
value whatsoever in the opinion of these activists. This fairly drastically anti-traditionalist view
looks like a good candidate for one which might have a radicalising rationale. | will now
investigate whether we are right to suspect the presence of such a rationale.

Koppelman’s 2020 book on LGBT rights and religious freedom contains the most systematic
scholarly attempt to identify the rationales behind this anti-traditionalist view. Koppelman
explains that there is a “ubiquitous” belief among LGBT rights activists, and the political left
more broadly, that “heterosexist” views—such as the belief that sex outside opposite-sex
marriage is morally disvaluable—are morally equivalent to the views of “religious racists” (such
as the belief that social mingling between ‘races’ is displeasing to God). Koppelman, citing a
wide-ranging set of comments by politicians, campaigners, and journalists, thus identifies a
“growing consensus on the left that heterosexism is as evil as racism, and that it should be
treated with comparable disdain”.%®” We should note that Koppelman himself believes that
‘heterosexist’ views are “obviously wrong” and “the cause of enormous harm”,%%® but he
nevertheless explains that they “are not about gay people” but “focused on the value of a certain
kind of heterosexual union”, or—in the case of the belief that homosexual sex is always
wrong—they purport to provide reasons why celibacy “is in the deepest interest of gay people
themselves”.®® In other words, Koppelman does not claim that these traditionalist ‘heterosexist’
beliefs are reducible to mere animus or bigotry, or that these views assert or imply that gay
people are less intrinsically valuable than heterosexual people. Koppelman is right to make this
concession—a concession which in no way stands in tension with his belief that the
‘heterosexist’ views are obviously wrong and harmful—because it is repeatedly confirmed by
many traditionalist scholars who defend the ‘heterosexist’ view that homosexual sex is in some
ways less morally valuable than heterosexual sex.®'

I am not aware of any academic study that has attempted to test Koppelman’s claim that the
belief in the equivalence of ‘heterosexist’ and ‘racist’ views is “ubiquitous” on the political left, but
it seems extremely plausible.®'" Granting that Koppelman is right about this claim, or at least

6% This does not imply these activists think that liberties such as freedom of speech and religion, in
general, do not create valid interests, just that they do not do so with respect to practices/beliefs the
activists deem sufficiently abhorrent. Cf. the argument in (Laborde 2017, 209) that integrity-protecting
commitments lack any pro tanto value where the relevant act is morally abhorrent (though Laborde does
not say that the cases discussed here, involving same-sex wedding cakes, involve any morally abhorrent
acts on the part of the traditionalist bakers.)

697 (Koppelman 2020, 109)

608 (Ibid., 110-111)

609 (Ibid., 111)

610 For instance, see (George and Bradley 1995). No part of their argument for the wrongness of sexual
acts outside of heterosexual marriage implies that gay, i.e. consistently and exclusively
same-sex-attracted, people are intrinsically less valuable than other people.

&1 Liberal theorists, who typically identify with the ‘left’ in some broad way, are divided on the issue of the
analogy’s soundness (compare (Gilreath and Ward 2016, 7—12) and (Wilson 2008, 101)); but the balance
of opinion of liberal theorists cannot be taken as indicative of the balance of opinion in the non-academic
political left.
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nearly right—maybe the view is not quite “ubiquitous” but still pretty widespread and influential
on the left—we are now in a position to identify and reconstruct a rationale for a particular kind
of progressive-authoritarian attitude that appears to be widely held and influential among LGBT
rights activists as well as left-of-centre politicians, journalists, and perhaps academics.

To identify this rationale, we need to understand why these activists and political actors view
‘heterosexist’ beliefs as profoundly morally repugnant and unworthy of respect. The obvious
reason, consistent with the rhetoric of these activists and political actors, is that they think these
beliefs contradict a conviction that appears to be widely and deeply held by nearly all persons in
contemporary liberal regimes across nearly all parts of the political spectrum: namely, the belief
in equal citizenship, which | called in Chapter 1 “minimal egalitarianism”; in other words, the
conviction that all citizens should have formally equal rights and liabilities under the law.

Broadly speaking, most left-of-centre political actors believe that ‘heterosexism’ contradicts
equal citizenship, and most right-of-centre actors disagree. In what follows, | will argue that, in
fact, ‘heterosexism’ does not contradict equal citizenship. Arguments from equal citizenship to
the wrongness of ‘heterosexism’ rely upon an additional, suppressed premise. | will identify the
suppressed premise in arguments for the wrongness of ‘heterosexism’ as sexual expressivism,
the belief that a particular kind of strong evaluation of a person’s sexual behaviour is
inconsistent with recognizing their equal citizenship. | will then argue that the usually implicit
belief in sexual expressivism that is widespread (if not “ubiquitous”) on the left is the crucial,
usually suppressed, premise in arguments against the pro tanto value of traditionalists’ agency
and free speech rights in cases where these are in tension with LGBT rights. It is therefore the
crucial premise in a widely-believed, salient, and radicalising rationale for
progressive-authoritarianism. | will then (in the sub-section on “Causation”) argue that it is highly
plausible, but not overwhelmingly probable, that belief in sexual expressivism among political
actors and ordinary citizens is driven by some of the core structural features of liberal regimes
that render them liberal.

Equal citizenship is a claim about the normative legal status that citizens of a state should have.
Its precise formulation and contents are controversial, but serious discussions of the principle
agree that it implies that all humans share some property that makes some ways of treating any
human being always and equally wrong.5'? For instance, any plausible formulation of equal
citizenship implies that murder is always wrong, and that it is equally wrong regardless of who is
murdering whom. Equal citizenship is, of course, entailed by the idea of minimal formal equality
that is a part of minimal liberalism, and affirming equal citizenship therefore is itself a part of
minimal liberalism.

However, no plausible formulation of equal citizenship automatically implies the wrongness—Iet
alone the obvious wrongness, harmfulness, or abhorrence—of ‘heterosexist’ views.
‘Heterosexism’ does not, in itself, have any political content; and it certainly does not, in itself,
imply that gay sexual acts should be coercively prevented. It is even possible to affirm
‘heterosexism’ as a moral principle while also supporting the legal recognition of same-sex

612 E.g. (Waldron 2004, 1-20); (Darwall 2009, 14)
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marriage. ‘Heterosexism’ comes in different variations and degrees, but its essential principle is
the ascription of less value to homo- than heterosexual acts and/or relationships. A particularly
strong form of ‘heterosexism’, which few traditionalists have found appealing, would hold that
gay sexual acts are always a grave moral wrong and consensual heterosexual acts are never a
moral wrong. A maximally weak and qualified form of ‘heterosexism’, would hold that, ceteris
paribus, homosexual acts and relationships are less morally valuable than heterosexual ones,
but that this relative disvalue is fairly unimportant when evaluating the overall value of a
person’s character and/or choices.®"®

Even maximally strong ‘heterosexism’ does not imply that gay people have less of the property
that makes some ways of treating any human being always and equally wrong. Maximally
strong ‘heterosexism’ does not imply that, for instance, murdering a sexually active or celibate
gay person is less wrong than murdering a heterosexual person. Some ‘heterosexists’ at
particular times and places have, of course, supported punishing some homosexual acts with
death (and sometimes also supported punishing some non-marital heterosexual acts with
death), but this view in no way follows from even maximally strong ‘heterosexism’ without the
addition of other premises. ‘Heterosexism’, in itself, has no political implications at all, let alone
anti-liberal ones, since it is entirely possible to believe ‘heterosexism’ to be true as part of one’s
conception of flourishing while also endorsing an anti-perfectionist political conception of justice.

‘Heterosexism’, then, is compatible with equal citizenship because it does not entail that gay
people should be treated in a way that contradicts this status as equal citizens. Only with
additional, hidden premises can we infer from ‘heterosexism’ any belief that does contradict
equal citizenship. Yet, as we inferred from Koppelman’s analysis, many, perhaps nearly all,
political actors that Koppelman identifies with the broadly-defined political left believe there is an
inherent conflict between the two beliefs. Why?

As | have argued above, to answer this question, we must search for a hidden premise in the
reasoning of these political actors. | will do this by analysing the left-liberal legal theorist Corey
Brettschneider’s discussion of the US Supreme Court case Christian Legal Society v.
Martinez.®' In this discussion, Brettschneider attempts to balance the state’s interest in
promoting LGBT equality against the agency and free speech rights of a ‘heterosexist’ student
group. Brettschneider concludes that public universities should have the right to refuse to
“subsidize a discriminatory student group”.®'® Careful attention to Brettschneider’s reasoning will
allow us to identify a hidden premise on which he plausibly relies. Below, | will identify this
premise, which | will call sexual expressivism, and show how Brettschneider’s argument is
sound if this premise is relied on but unsound otherwise. | do not claim sexual expressivism is
the only hidden premise that could render Brettschneider’s argument sound. Whether
Brettschneider in fact relies upon this hidden premise, or some other hidden premise, is a fact

613 A more commonly held view among traditionalists would hold that homosexual acts have the same
(impermissible) moral status as all sexual acts outside of marriage, which itself is inherently heterosexual.
See e.g. (Lee and George 1997) for a defense of this view.

614 (Christian Legal Society v. Martinez 2010). See (Brettschneider 2012, 118-23)

®15 (Brettschneider 2012, 118).
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about his psychology that | am unqualified to determine. Nevertheless, | claim that sexual
expressivism, if assumed to be the hidden premise underlying arguments like Brettschneider’s
made by other left-of-centre scholars and LGBT rights activists who agree with the conclusion of
Brettschneider’s argument, provides a powerful explanation for the assumption of these
scholars and activists that belief in ‘heterosexism’ contradicts recognition of equal citizenship.5'®

| have selected Brettschneider’s work because he engages in a very careful and detailed
discussion of possible objections to the left-of-centre view that ‘heterosexism’ contradicts equal
citizenship. He therefore explicitly acknowledges the distinction that opponents of this
left-of-centre view draw between sexual ‘orientation’ and sexual ‘conduct’; the manner in which
he attempts to rebut objections that draw on this distinction reveals the hidden premises on
which he relies. The background to Brettschneider’s discussion is his attempt, in the 2012 book
in which the discussion appears, to articulate what he calls “value democracy”, which is an
account of how a liberal-democratic state should engage in non-coercive “democratic
persuasion” to promote “the democratic values of freedom and equality for all citizens”.5"

In Christian Legal Society, a student group (the ‘Christian Legal Society’) claimed that its free
speech and free association rights were violated by the decision of the University of California’s
Hastings College of the Law to refuse to officially recognise the group. The rationale for the
university’s decision was the Christian Legal Society’s requirement that members abstain from
what the Society called “unrepentant homosexual conduct”.®'® Brettschneider argues that the
Supreme Court’s decision to uphold the right of the College to deny the Society official
recognition was correct, on the grounds that the College “should be allowed” and “has an
obligation... to respect the ideal of free and equal citizenship”.5'® For Brettschneider, the
Society’s rule against "unrepentant homosexual conduct” shows that “discrimination... is
fundamental to its expressive purpose”.®® Brettschneider therefore considers that the Society’s
“viewpoint” lacked “respect for free and equal citizenship”.¢?" He concludes that public
universities’ “duties to criticize... discriminatory views, and promote the ideal of free and equal
citizenship”, which is part of his ideal of value democracy, justifies their right to refuse
recognition to “discriminatory” groups like the Christian Legal Society that fail to respect this free
and equal citizenship.6%

Brettschneider then responds to a possible objection to this argument. According to this
objection, requiring members to avoid "unrepentant homosexual conduct” does not contradict
the equal citizenship of gay people because this policy does not discriminate based on gay
people’s sexual ‘orientation’, only on the basis of ‘conduct’ that a person could, in principle,
engage in, or not engage in, regardless of their sexual ‘orientation’ (a heterosexual man could,

618 A belief clearly evinced by the activists described by Feldblum and Laycock above and by the
anti-conversion therapy campaign in the UK (also see above).

817 (Brettschneider 2012, 14-15)

618 (Christian Legal Society v. Martinez 2010, 661)

619 (Brettschneider 2012, 120)

20 |bid., 118

621 |bid., 119

622 |bid., 118
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in principle, have sex with another man, just as a gay man could abstain from having sex with
other men.) Thus, according to this objection, the Society “was not engaged in.. an attempt to
diminish the entitlements and rights of... gays as a group”.®® This objection therefore argues
that the Christian Legal Society’s requirements did not in any way contradict respect for the
equal citizenship of gay people

Brettschneider responds to the objection by arguing that “such an attempted distinction between
status and choice of behavior” contradicts “the ideal of free and equal citizenship”. Because ‘it is
not a choice to be gay”, he argues, “discrimination against gay citizens, based... on their
actions... amounts to status discrimination”.®** To see where Brettschneider relies on a hidden
premise here, let us assume it is true (I think it is true) that it is not a choice to be gay. It does
not follow that a rule against "unrepentant homosexual conduct” discriminates “against gay
citizens, either “based... on their actions” or in any other way. Homosexual conduct, i.e., gay
sex, is not an action in which all, or only, homosexual people engage. Some homosexual people
are celibate or have only heterosexual sex. Some heterosexual people have gay sex, for a
variety of reasons.®®

Of course, there is an important link between homosexual identity and homosexual conduct. A
person who is stably and exclusively sexually attracted to people of the same sex cannot derive
sexual satisfaction from non-homosexual sex. Therefore, such people (who overlap, but not
perfectly, with people who identify as homosexual) cannot derive sexual satisfaction from any
kind of sex if they follow the Christian Legal Society’s rule against "unrepentant homosexual
conduct”.®® Nevertheless, if we wish, as we should wish, to be conceptually precise about the
matter, we should not say, as Brettschneider says, that the rule discriminates against gay
citizens based on their actions. We should say that the rule discriminates against all citizens,
gay or otherwise, who engage in a certain type of action, where that type of action is one that a
large number of gay people cannot abstain from permanently without giving up on deriving
sexual satisfaction from any kind of sex.

Brettschneider seems to infer, then, from the fact that the Society’s rule, if followed, has the
effect of preventing most homosexual people from deriving sexual satisfaction from any kind of
sex, that the rule denies the free and equal citizenship of these homosexual people. Why would
we draw such an inference? We can certainly think that the ability to derive sexual satisfaction
from sex is an important human interest without thinking that protecting this ability is the same
as protecting a person’s interest in being treated as a free and equal citizen. The hidden
premise appears to be something like this:

62 |bid., 120

624 |bid.

625 (Lok 2021)

626 They might engage in homosexual conduct anyway but repent afterwards and comply with the rule.
However, they still cannot plan to derive sexual satisfaction from any kind of sex regularly. It is implausible
that one can genuinely repent from an action while planning to do it again.
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Asking someone to abstain from deriving sexual satisfaction from any kind of sex is inconsistent
with respecting their basic needs or dignity, and therefore inconsistent with treating them as a
free and equal citizen.

This belief is what | call sexual expressivism: the belief that respect for a person’s equal
citizenship requires respecting their expression of their sexual desires, i.e., their attempts to
achieve sexual satisfaction from sex.

Sexual expressivism is the rationale for the key hidden premise in Brettschneider’s argument for
the inconsistency of rules against unrepentant homosexual conduct with respect for gay
people’s free and equal citizenship. His view makes sense if we assume sexual expressivism is
true, but is obviously false if we do not.

| take no position here as to whether sexual expressivism is true. It is clear, however, that many
traditionalists think it is false without thinking that they thereby deny the equal citizenship of gay
people. Believing sexual expressivism to be true furnishes a powerful rationale for various kinds
of social sanctioning, preferential weighting, and progressive-authoritarianism. If sexual
expressivism is true, many traditionalist beliefs and practices, not just ‘heterosexist’ ones, will
turn out to be incompatible with respecting people’s equal citizenship. Plausibly, for instance, the
belief held by some traditionalists that people should abstain from pre-marital sex will be
incompatible, or at least tension, with respecting people’s equal citizenship if sexual
expressivism is true.®?’

Brettschneider, as we have seen, relies upon sexual expressivism as a hidden premise in his
argument for a certain kind of preferential weighting of LGBT rights above the expressive liberty
of a traditionalist student group. Brettschneider is not unique among liberal theorists, or among
left-liberal political actors. | believe that a similar analysis of hidden premises in their arguments
and assertions would uncover the same reliance on sexual expressivism; | have chosen
Brettschneider’s work only because of the unusual directness with which it engages with the
objection from the distinction between sexual orientation and sexual conduct.

Sexual expressivism also plausibly implies that ‘conversion therapy’, even forms comprising
“casual conversations” and “private prayer”, should be banned (and, as such, positing that many
LGBT rights activists believe in sexual expressivism explains their holding this belief about
banning such conversations and prayers). If sexual expressivism is true, it is plausible that
asking people, through such casual conversations or private prayer, to abstain from ever
pursuing sexual satisfaction, is inconsistent with respecting their basic interests or dignity and
therefore inconsistent with respecting their equal citizenship. An analogous argument for the
inconsistency with respecting equal citizenship of, say, a religious organisation merely teaching
in general terms that gay sex is morally wrong would also appear to be plausible if sexual
expressivism is true. Sexual expressivism therefore seems to be capable of yielding the

%27 This will depend on whether sexual expressivism asserts that asking someone to temporarily abstain
from deriving sexual satisfaction from any kind of sex is incompatible with respecting their equal
citizenship, or only that asking someone to do so permanently is inconsistent with this respect.
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conclusion that a great deal more progressive-authoritarianism than currently exists is needed
to secure the value of equal citizenship for all.

Sexual expressivism, then, appears to be the rationale | have been looking for: a
widely-believed, salient, and radicalising rationale for preferential weighting and social
sanctioning that would supply a rationale for progressive-authoritarianism, i.e., would imply that
much more progressive-authoritarianism should exist than currently exists.

l.ii.b: Causation

We have shown, then, that belief in sexual expressivism is the widely-believed, salient, and
radicalising rationale for progressive-authoritarianism. The widespread acceptance and salience
of this belief, underpinning existing campaigns for legal restriction as well as for social
sanctioning and preferential weighting, allows us to infer from trends towards rising incidence of
and/or support for social sanctioning and preferential weighting that structural
dynamics—arising from people’s realisation of the implications of sexual expressivism—exist
that create pressure towards greater support for unambiguous progressive-authoritarianism,
irrespective of the correct view on whether social sanctioning and/or preferential weighting can
themselves constitute progressive-authoritarianism. To show that the Coercive Liberalism
Thesis (i.e., the claim that extant liberal regimes contain powerful structural tendencies,
connected to their liberalism, towards the decay into progressive-authoritarianism) is true,
however, we still need to identify a reason to think it is plausible that such a structural feature
exists, connected to these regimes’ liberalism, that causes more people to embrace this
widely-believed, salient, and radicalising rationale over time.

Is there a plausible reason for believing in such a mechanism? We can start by considering why
sexual expressivism appears plausible to many progressives and liberals in contemporary
liberal regimes. | suggest that belief in the inappropriateness of strong evaluation of sexuality
does much of the work of explaining the appeal of sexual expressivism to many progressives
and liberals. This purported inappropriateness, it should be apparent, is one of the issues at
stake in disagreements between progressives and (many) traditionalists. If we find strong
evaluation of human sexuality intuitively absurd and hard to comprehend, we will find the
overwhelming obviousness of the falsity of the relevant strong evaluations affirmed by
‘heterosexist’ and other traditionalists plausible. However, if we find strong evaluation of human
sexuality to be at least sometimes reasonable, we will find it much easier to imagine why the
moral insignificance of particular forms of sexuality, and the truth of sexual expressivism, is not
obvious to some people, even if we do not ourselves affirm the specific strong evaluations at
issue, or if we think that sexual expressivism is true.

In this section, | will argue that it is plausible to think that there are causal, structural
mechanisms by which the liberal commitments of contemporary liberal regimes tend to make
the strong evaluation of sexuality appear overwhelmingly obviously morally wrong and
mistaken, and to make sexual expressivism appear obviously true, to an increasing number of
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citizens over time. | do not claim that these causal, structural mechanisms definitely exist, but |
do claim that, on the balance of existing evidence, they probably exist, and that the Coercive
Liberalism Thesis about extant liberal regimes is therefore also probably true.

One of the most long-standing and ubiquitous claims about liberalism made by anti-liberals—not
just by postliberals—is that liberal societies (or regimes)®?® somehow tend to promote an ethos
of radical autonomy and individualism among their citizens.®?® Something about living under a
liberal regime, anti-liberals have long claimed, tends to make the idea of ‘expressive
individualism’—that the good, for each individual, ultimately consists in the ‘expression’ of one’s
deeply felt intuitions and intimations—seem intuitively plausible.®*® As | explained in Chapter 3,
this claim must not be conflated with the quite different claim that liberal theorists endorse
expressive individualism. For the most part, they do not.

| will argue that it is plausible that this anti-liberal claim about expressive individualism is true
and applies with particular force to the perceived overwhelming obviousness of the falseness of
strong evaluations of sexuality and thus to support for sexual expressivism. It is plausible that
there exists a mechanism whereby the liberal regime’s commitment to liberalism induces
citizens to embrace sexual expressivism. Crucially, if this mechanism exists, it does not
influence citizens to embrace sexual expressivism on the basis of any explicit argument
somehow addressed by the regime to its citizens, but rather on the basis of a particular kind of
socio-cultural formation of the regime’s citizens. This is why the rightness of the rejection of
strong evaluation of sexuality and the truth of sexual expressivism tends so easily, once
accepted by citizens, to be hard for citizens to question through reasoned argument: citizens are
induced to embrace sexual expressivism not by arguments but by powerful forces of
socio-cultural formation.®"

Thus, the various ways in which the ‘burdens of judgement’ apply to arguments about the
human good are often rendered opaque to citizens with respect to views on these strong
evaluations of human sexuality.*? To paraphrase an apocryphal quotation from Jonathan Swift:
citizens cannot easily be reasoned out of positions—or even reasoned into seeing the fallibility
of positions—that they were not reasoned into in the first place.®*

How, then, might liberal regimes, in virtue of their commitment to liberalism, sub-rationally
promote belief in sexual expressivism among their citizens; and why should we believe it is
plausible that they do so? To assess the evidence, we first need to note the often-overlooked

628 Again, on regimes, see this thesis’s Introduction, Part IL.iii

629 (Holmes 1996) traces this claim from nineteenth-century Continental reactionaries like Maistre to
contemporaneous thinkers like Alasdair Macintyre and Christopher Lasch. Today’s postliberals pick up
the torch and often cite these earlier anti-liberals (see e.g. (Barron 2024)).

630 See (Bellah 1985, 333)

811 only claim that things one comes to believe through socio-cultural formation are usually harder to
critically distance oneself from than things one comes to believe through explicit rational reflection, not
that it is impossible to critically distance oneself from beliefs arrived at through such formation.

832 On the burdens of judgement, see (Rawls 2005, 54-5)

633 (Ratcliffe 2011, 270)
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recency of the emergence of liberal regimes. The conventional historical story, usually accepted
by both liberals and their critics, holds that liberalism had come to dominate at least some
Western regimes by the early nineteenth century. This conventional story, as Koppelman rightly
observes, makes it hard to justify any claim about the long-term structural dynamics of liberal
regimes that, like the claim in question about promotion of sexual expressivism, purports to
explain phenomena largely observed only in the last few decades. “If this is the inevitable deep
logic of liberalism”, writes Koppelman, “it took its time getting here.”%

Yet if we distinguish more carefully—as Hazony, unusually among postliberals,
does®*—between constitutional democracy, religious tolerance, and liberalism proper,® the
case becomes very strong that full-fledged liberal regimes in fact emerged only in the /ast third
of the twentieth century. Until the late 1960s, almost all of today’s liberal regimes, including all of
the English-speaking democracies, practiced significant forms of legal coercion on the basis of
traditionalist conceptions of flourishing. Contraception and divorce were heavily legally
restricted; media were systematically censored for ‘obscenity’ and (often) blasphemy; private
homosexual acts, and in some jurisdictions also non-marital heterosexual acts, were
criminalised.®®” Even if we ignore the massive presence of racialist legal coercion in the United
States—coercion which was not necessarily traditionalist—many clearly traditionalist features of
these regimes were incompatible with ‘minimal liberalism’ because they violated citizens’
minimal agency rights. This is most obviously true of the widespread criminalisation of private
homosexual acts.®®

Nor was this legal coercion a mere vestigial hangover from the preliberal past. Social historians
have shown that this coercion was based on a vigorous and widespread ideology. Hugh McLeod
has shown that an ideology of “Christian civilisation”, thought by its adherents to imply an
extensive role for the state in “regulating morality” on the basis of “Christian ethics”, was
hegemonic in the public life of the English-speaking democracies in the 1950s.5*° Callum Brown
has, in the case of 1950s Britain, documented the vigorous “moral vigilantism” which sat “astride
the dominant public religious culture of the nation”.%*° From a different perspective, Samuel
Moyn also notes that prevailing conceptions of human dignity in this period were bound up with
traditionalist beliefs about the family.%*' The coercive traditionalist laws of this period, then, were
not vestigial but part of a vigorous, hegemonic ideology that was only displaced with the
progressive cultural upheaval of the 1960s. We should think of today’s liberal regimes as being,

834 (Koppelman 2022, 1549).

6% (Hazony 2022, 288-97)

6% ‘Minimal’ liberalism includes certain agency rights, saliently rights against coercion in private sexual
conduct. See this thesis’s Chapter 1, Part Il

87 (Brown 2019, 3-6)

838 perhaps a regime of at-fault divorce, restrictions on at least the publicly-funded provision of
contraceptives, and/or some forms of media censorship of obscenity/blasphemy, are compatible with
minimal liberalism (see Chapter 1, Part 1), but criminalising private sexual acts can never be compatible
with minimal liberalism.

639 (McLeod 2007, 215)

840 (Brown 2019, 9—11)

641 (Moyn 2015, 42—46)
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as recently as sixty-five years ago, not liberal but hybrid regimes with elements of liberalism in
their political practices alongside strong and vigorous elements of traditionalist-authoritarianism.

In some parts of some of these regimes, traditionalist-authoritarianism persisted even longer. If
the decriminalisation of private homosexual acts—as | mentioned above, the most unambiguous
traditionalist violation of minimal liberalism in the recent past—is a useful index,
traditionalist-authoritarianism persisted into the 1980s in New Zealand,®*? the 1990s in parts of
Australia,®*® and until 2003 in fourteen states of the US.5* If traditionalist-authoritarianism was
wholly displaced by liberalism only by the end of the twentieth century, the recency of the rise of
progressive-authoritarianism is far less incongruous with longstanding historical trends under
liberal regimes, and explaining it poses far less of a challenge for postliberals than Koppelman
suggests.

No academic studies of which | am aware have attempted to test the claim that the
displacement of traditionalist-authoritarianism by liberalism has caused a growth of expressive
individualism in general, or sexual expressivism specifically, among liberal regimes’ citizens.
Nevertheless, the claim is supported by two pieces of evidence that render it plausible: first, that
the growth of expressive individualism in general, and belief in sexual expressivism in particular,
has coincided with the collapse of traditionalist-authoritarianism; second, that there is a
plausible mechanism linking these two occurrences. This does not prove that the link is certainly
causal, but it means that the existence of this causal link is plausible and worth taking seriously.

The temporal coincidence of the beginning of the rise of expressive individualism with the
collapse of traditionalist-authoritarianism is uncontroversial. It is extremely widely observed that
traditionalist beliefs about family and sexuality among the populations of the English-speaking
democracies began a steady long-term decline, or entered a substantial acceleration in
long-term decline, in the nineteen-sixties, coinciding with the beginning of the collapse of
traditionalist-authoritarianism. Conversely, belief in sexual expressivism began a long-term rise
at the same time, which is shown by consistently rising numbers of citizens who appear to reject
strong evaluation of sexuality and to adopt thick interpretations of the requirements of equal
citizenship with respect to attitudes to sexuality. 4

What, then, is the plausibly operative mechanism for a casual connection between this
long-term rise in belief in sexual expressivism and the collapse of traditionalist-authoritarianism,
and establishment of fully liberal regimes, from the nineteen-sixties onwards?

The postliberal and integralist philosopher Thomas Pink has recently proposed such a plausible
mechanism. This mechanism arises from the way in which the law, and changes in the law, are
frequently experienced by citizens as enacting moral instruction about the good. Pink describes
state coercion (“coercitio”) as the state’s use of “legal direction to provide witness” of important

642 (New Zealand History 2006)

643 (ABC News 2015)

644 (Alliance of Sodomy Supporters 1998)

645 E.g. (Pennington 2003; Saad 2019; Gallup, Inc 2007)
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purported truths and of the harm caused to the social order by their denial.®*® Pink’s discussion
of coercion is part of a metaphysical argument for the capacity and permissibility of public
authorities to coercively punish the expression of false beliefs without thereby bypassing—but
rather, educating—the faculty by which people freely judge the truth of the beliefs in question.®’
This larger question about the legitimacy of coercing belief is tangential to our discussion, for
what | wish to argue here is simply that the changes in patterns of legal coercion that constituted
the collapse of traditionalist-authoritarian were, on the whole, plausibly intended by the political
actors responsible to constitute, and plausibly experienced by large numbers of citizens as
constituting, a witnessing of important purported truths, namely progressive beliefs about human
sexuality in general and sexual expressivism in particular.

Pink’s claim, that the law and changes in the law are often experienced as enacting moral
instruction about the good, is plausible in part because of its congruence with “expressive”
theories of law. Expressive theories of law claim, among other claims, that the law often
expresses the political community’s collective attitude to a particular first-order moral issue.%®
There is some controversy among legal theorists over the extent to which it is appropriate to
attribute attitudes to such issues to collective entities like states.®*® However, even if it is not
appropriate to attribute such attitudes to states, it is still plausible that citizens often subjectively
experience the law, or legal changes, as providing moral instruction.

Pink does not provide a systematic method for identifying the beliefs that a particular act of
coercion is experienced by citizens as witnessing to. In some cases, as when public expression
of moral belief P is simply illegal,®*® this is quite obvious; in other cases, it is less obvious. As
McLeod’s historical analysis of the moral culture of the 1950s has shown, the coercive laws
regulating human sexuality that existed in today’s liberal democracies until the late twentieth
century were viewed by citizens as providing witness of the purported truth of particular
traditionalist beliefs about human sexuality.®*' McLeod also argues convincingly that the
abolition of these laws was, for the most part, experienced by citizens as the state’s witnessing
to the purported truth of opposing, progressive beliefs to the traditionalist ones that were
previously witnessed to. For example, McLeod’s analysis of the British Parliamentary debates
on the 1960s “legislative revolution”, which largely ended legal practices of
traditionalist-authoritarianism with respect to human sexuality, shows how, although some
legislators and campaigners distinguished between their views of personal morality and views of
political justice, most of these legislators and campaigners viewed the legislative change they
were enacting as intending to express a new, at least somewhat more progressive message
about the intrinsic moral status of (for instance) divorce or homosexual acts, and this intent was

648 (Pink 2024c)

%7 1t is also part of a defence of Catholic integralism and the legitimacy of coercively restricting heresy
and apostasy (on integralism, see Chapter 2, Part l.i.c), but this is tangential to the purpose for which | am
using Pink’s insight.

648 See (Anderson and Pildes 2000)

54 |bid., 1506-27

850 (Pink 2024) mentions laws against Holocaust denial.

651 (McLeod 2007, 31-59)

150


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/NUQSf/?locator=31-59
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/pPh7w
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/l51Sa

also understood by citizens as witnessing to this kind of message.®*? Similarly, the US Supreme
Court’s 1972 Eisenstadt v. Baird, which found a Constitutional right for unmarried persons to
access contraceptives, contains reasoning that could very plausibly be understood by citizens
as explicit affirmation of progressive beliefs about human sexuality, asserting that there is no
rational reason to treat non-marital and martial use of contraceptives differently.®>

Callum Brown'’s social history provides further corroborating evidence that these legal reforms
were experienced by citizens as witnessing to the truth of progressive beliefs about sexuality.
Brown argues that, a few decades after the beginning of these legal reforms, the new sexual
liberties were interpreted by younger generations as “inalienable rights”.®** The cognitive act,
demanded by neutralist liberalism, of separating a belief that the legal right to ¢ is of immense
and obvious import from a belief that the moral permissibility of @ing is of similar immense and
obvious import, is moderately intellectually taxing. Clearly, it is not beyond the intellectual ken of
most citizens. Nevertheless, where a legal position is not accompanied by a clear and
unambiguous rationale that demands this separation, it is safe to assume that most citizens do
not make the effort. McLeod’s aforementioned analysis of the British
anti-traditionalist-authoritarian “legislative revolution” in the 1960s shows that no such clear and
unambiguous rationale was provided; rather, a multiplicity of competing and often unclear
rationales, most of them at least somewhat perfectionist, were articulated by different political
actors. It is therefore very plausible that many of the citizens Brown describes as viewing sexual
liberties as inalienable rights understood these as moral rights, not just legal ones.

It is, of course, conceptually possible to believe a person has a moral right (specifically, a moral
claim-right against certain types of interference) to do something that is morally wrong, but
making this subtle distinction (like the distinction between moral and legal rights) is moderately
intellectually demanding. Since such a distinction was not (as we saw above) communicated by
the agents of legal change in any consistent or clear way, we should also assume citizens
conflate the moral right to sexual autonomy with the moral goodness of exercising first-order
sexual autonomy. And affirming the moral goodness of exercising first-order sexual autonomy is
inconsistent with the strong evaluation of sexuality. We may therefore assume that the
expressive effect of the 1960s cessation of traditionalist legal coercion with respect to sex was
to communicate to citizens that affirming the strong evaluation of sexuality is inconsistent with
affirming a moral right, and also a legal right, to sexual autonomy. Thus, if citizens also believed
(plausibly) that denying a legal right to sexual autonomy is inconsistent with legal citizenship,
the overall effect of the cessation of this legal coercion was to communicate to citizens that the
strong evaluation of sexuality is inconsistent with equal citizenship: in other words, to witness to
the purported truth of sexual expressivism.

82 |bid., 219-31. For instance, many campaigners and legislators argued that divorce is always morally
bad, but not so morally bad that the moral cost of permitting it outweighs the potential harm to the
happiness of couples in dysfunctional marriages of not permitting it (in at least some cases). This is not a
fully progressive belief, but it is clearly a ‘comprehensive’ belief about the good, and clearly more
progressive than the view that divorce is so morally bad that the moral cost of permitting it always
outweighs any benefit of doing so.

653 (Eisenstadt v. Baird 1972, 450-55)

654 (Brown 2019, 295)
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Moreover, the argument that the abolition of traditionalist-authoritarian laws on sexuality in
liberal regimes tended (whatever the lawmakers’ intentions) to be experienced by citizens as
witnessing to the purported truth of progressive beliefs about sexuality is also supported by
much of the theoretical literature on liberalism, civic education, and moral psychology. While the
effect of civic education lies outside the mechanism | am defending, some of the ways in which
certain liberal theorists have argued that liberal civic education tends to shift citizens’ beliefs
about sexuality in a progressive direction through largely sub-rational means can serve to make
the operation of the less-explored mechanism that | am defending more familiar and plausible.

Though not specifically about comprehensive views of sexuality, Stephen Macedo’s (in)famous
claim that “liberalism holds out the promise, or the threat, of making the whole world like
California™®® suggests a conviction that the implementation of neutralist liberalism will have
major, pervasive spillover effects on citizens’ conceptions of the good, in part via the influence of
liberal civic education.®®® Paul Weithman, while arguing that civic education can teach students
to reason autonomously about the good without undermining their commitment to particular
religious and cultural traditions, also holds that this is a “task of extraordinary complexity”.5*
This is because, as Weithman shows through careful appeal to sociological evidence, the
practical effect of teaching students to subject beliefs about the good to the critical scrutiny
required by autonomy is very often that these students assume that they cannot be warranted in
retaining beliefs about the good that are controversial among their peers and that cannot be
justified through a rough kind of Scanlonian contractualism.®*® This would presumably (though
Weithman does not indicate explicitly) apply to controversial traditionalist beliefs about human
sexuality. If it is difficult for even carefully designed civic education programmes to teach
students to act on autonomous critical reflection (which, of course, requires legal rights to act on
the results of one’s reflection) without also communicating anything about the moral truth about
traditionalist/progressive beliefs about sexuality, it is surely even more plausible to think that
large, society-wide legal changes supported by often-confused or inarticulate rationales, and
which (as McLeod showed) were intended by many of the political actors responsible to
implement (even if they did not necessarily intend to witness) at least moderately progressive
views about human sexuality, might also have a powerful effect in shifting citizens’ views on this
topic in a progressive direction.

From all the foregoing analysis, it seems plausible that citizens experienced the introduction of
the permissive liberal legal regime on sexuality as an implicit endorsement of moral
permissiveness, and thus of a progressive view of human sexuality. This progressive view is,
roughly, sexual expressivism, the view that respect for people’s equal citizenship requires
respect for their expression of their sexual desires.

855 (Macedo 1992, 224)
6% See (Macedo 1995)
657 (Weithman 2014, 256)
58 |bid., 244-250
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The introduction of this permissive legal regime, then, was plausibly experienced by many
citizens as implicitly witnessing to the truth of sexual expressivism, because the states in
question did not explicitly teach anything particularly clear (although, as mentioned above, many
significant actors responsible for the permissive liberal regime did justify the reforms on the
basis of moderately progressive conceptions of flourishing), and because cognitively separating
moral and legal permissibility from one another, and moral permissibility from the
impermissibility of all strong evaluation, are efforts that, plausibly, most citizens are unlikely to
spontaneously undertake. Obviously, the state’s witnessing is not the only mechanism
influencing citizens’ belief formation in the relevant domains, but in the absence of strong
countervailing influences—such as different teachings from family or religious communities—the
state’s witnessing is, plausibly, likely to be highly influential.

Corroborating these general claims, the postliberal-aligned political scientist Darel Paul has
provided a detailed empirical analysis of the state’s witnessing to the purported truth of
progressive truths about the good in the case of the legal implementation of same-sex marriage.
Paul argues that the educated elites who led the move in the US towards support for the
implementation of same-sex marriage overwhelmingly supported the policy with the express
purpose of using the state to witness to the positive goodness of same-sex relationships, and
not out of a neutralist liberal belief that legal equality should be extended to same-sex
relationships for anti-perfectionist reasons.®®° In analysis of public opinion surveys, Paul finds
the proportion of the most educated sections of the US population who personally disapprove of
same-sex relationships but support the legal implementation of same-sex marriage is almost
negligible (less than 5%).5%° Paul also engages in extensive qualitative analysis of the discourse
of advocates for same-sex marriage and finds that neutralist reasons for supporting same-sex
marriage are very rarely articulated.®®' Given that, as Paul also shows, this express intent of
using the state to witness to the positive goodness of same-sex relationships was widely
publicised by supporters of same-sex marriage, it is highly likely that the introduction of
same-sex marriage was also experienced by citizens as affirming this truth.

If Paul is correct (and | find the argument highly persuasive), the witnessing process in the case
of same-sex marriage differs somewhat from what | have earlier argued (citing McLeod and
others) occurred in the case of the removal of traditionalist-authoritarian laws with respect to
sexuality in the late twentieth century, because it involves greater deliberatenes. It is hardly
surprising, or a problem for postliberals, if withessing operates in different ways with respect to
different legal reforms. Paul’s careful study of the state’s witnessing to the purported truth of
progressive beliefs about sexuality in a different context is important corroborating evidence for
the more general argument that the state implementation of neutral laws—as in the case of the
late-twentieth-century abolition of traditionalist-authoritarian laws—tends to be experienced by
citizens as witnessing to the purported truth of sexual expressivism.

%9 (Paul 2018, 91-114)
660 |bid., 96
%7 1bid., 101-5

153


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/X91zm/?locator=91-114

As a brief caveat, the above claims are purely sociological. They imply nothing about the correct
justification, if any, for the late-twentieth-century abolition of traditionalist-authoritarian laws:
liberals who are committed to state neutrality of intent (but not of effect) with respect to the
human good may still think the abolition was justified for anti-perfectionist reasons despite the
effect the abolition plausibly had in witnessing to the purported truth of sexual expressivism. |
am also not claiming that these coercive laws could not have been abolished in a different way
that might have avoided witnessing to the purported truth of sexual expressivism.®%?
Nevertheless, while many neutralist liberals attach little or no intrinsic weight to the neutrality of
effect of political action, if it is true that certain particular ways of abolishing laws that are not
neutral in intent has the predictable effect of significantly increasing the risk of
progressive-authoritarianism (or any other kind of illiberalism) in the future, this gives neutralist
liberals strong instrumental reasons to care about the effect of abolishing laws that are not
neutral in intent in these particular ways, and gives these liberals at least pro tanto reasons to
care about mitigating these effects.®® If the abolition of traditionalist-authoritarian laws on
sexuality has had the effect that | have claimed it plausibly had, therefore, neutralist liberals may
have pro tanto reasons to care about mitigating these effects.

To return to the central point that this discussion of causation has sought to demonstrate: it is
plausible that citizens of the major liberal regimes since the 1960s have been raised and formed
in an environment in which the state powerfully withesses to the purported truth of sexual
expressivism, but never explicitly presents reasons for the truth of this view; and that there have
been few comparatively strong countervailing influences on their beliefs.®* It is therefore also
plausible that an increasing proportion of citizens, over time, have come to find the truth of
sexual expressivism evident while struggling to articulate why they find it to be evident. This
belief has simply become part of the horizon of their background moral culture, or way of life.¢

The causal mechanism that | have claimed plausibly operates in extant liberal regime may be
represented as follows:

%2 This possibility will be discussed in Chapter 7. If it is true that neutralist laws could be enacted in a way
that avoids (some of) the witnessing under discussion, this undermines the inference from the causal link,
which holds between the abolition of traditionalist-authoritarian in actual liberal regimes and rising support
for progressive-authoritarian in these regimes, to the Liberal Decay Thesis.

863 Although cf. (Tomasi 2021, 73—-4), who offers a neutralist liberal argument for attaching (some) intrinsic
weight to “spillover” effects of neutrally-intended policies on traditionalists’ ability to live in accordance with
their conceptions of flourishing. (Tahzib 2018) also argues for ascribing at least some weight to neutrality
of effect.

%4 There may be strong countervailing influences from traditionalist citizens and institutions they control.
But suppose at T1 (say, 1960), citizens’ views on traditionalist/progressive views of sexuality are stable
because the various influences are in balance. If the state then abolishes traditionalist-authoritarian laws,
and nothing else changes, then the balance is broken, and at each subsequent T more citizens will adopt
progressive views, and the countervailing influences from traditionalist citizens and their institutions will
(ceteris paribus) weaken.

665 Cf. the discussion of Lefebvre (2024) in Chapter 3, Part L.ii
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(Figure 3: mechanism by which the liberal
regime’s liberalism increases support for progressive-authoritarian)

The foregoing discussion has shown that this mechanism probably operates in extant liberal
regimes; and that, thereby, a core aspect of the liberalism of the liberal regime—specifically, its
commitment to rejecting traditionalist-authoritarianism in the domain of sexuality—causes more
citizens to saliently embrace a radicalising rationale for preferential weighting, social
sanctioning, and legal restriction of traditionalist views of sexuality, family, etc., over time. This
shows that the Coercive Liberal Thesis about extant liberal regimes is probably true. However, it
does not show that the Liberal Decay Thesis, about all possible liberal regimes, is also probably
true. The Liberal Decay Thesis will turn out to be probably true if two further conditions are met:
(1) no historical liberal regimes existed prior to the nineteen-sixties creation of modern liberal
regimes that | have been discussing; and (2) it is warranted to inductively infer from the
Coercive Liberalism Thesis’s probable truth and the truth of this claim about historical liberal
regimes that the Liberal Decay Thesis is also true. Part (1) of this chapter will show that the first
condition is met; finally, my conclusion will show that the second, however, is not met.

lI: Historic Regimes: Social Order as Sacred Order?
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Whereas the Coercive Liberalism Thesis about extant liberal regimes is highly controversial but
(I have argued) plausible, the case for the claim that no historic regime has ever been liberal is
less controversial.

Of course, it is still crucial that postliberals take care here, for a single significant example of a
stably liberal and non-authoritarian society prior to emergence of modern liberal regimes in the
late-twentieth-century would mean we cannot infer from the truth of the Coercive Liberalism
Thesis about extant liberal regimes that the Liberal Decay Thesis about the universe of possible
liberal regimes is also true.®®

To support the claim that no pre-modern liberal societies ever existed, postliberals often make
fairly casual use of anthropological evidence. The postliberal theologian Chad Pecknold,®®’ for
instance, appeals to Fustel de Coulanges’s nineteenth-century study The Ancient City, which
illustrated the ways in which ancient, pre-Christian polities were deeply enmeshed in coercively
enforcing traditionalist conceptions of the sacred linked to family and clan-based religious
cults.®®® Philip Rieff's Sacred Order/Social Order, a work also often cited by postliberal-adjacent
writers,®®® asserts that every society until the emergence of liberal regimes in the
late-twentieth-century coercively upheld a particular vision of the “sacred”, connected to a
system of (primarily sexual) “interdicts”.®”® All premodern societies, according to Rieff, thus
coercively upheld some kind of “sacred order”®’' comprising a particular traditionalist conception
of flourishing, saliently (but not exclusively) concerning sexuality.®”?

While these postliberal uses of sociology and anthropology do not constitute a systematic
empirical survey, it would be easy enough to enumerate all the major premodern civilisations
and describe the ways in which they instantiated versions of traditionalist-authoritarianism. | will
assume it is not controversial that all these civilisations—the various major Christian, Islamic,
Confucian, Buddhist, Hindu, and Native American civilisations—upheld some kind of
traditionalist-authoritarianism. For instance, the medieval Church claimed and sometimes
exercised the right to violently suppress heresy, while premodern European states would
coercively enforce their preferred views of sexual conduct. Premodern Islamicate states would
typically appoint a public official, the muhtasib, to oversee personal morality, including by
enforcing sexual interdicts and interdicts against intoxicants.5”® It should be uncontroversial that
all the major premodern, state-based civilisations practiced traditionalist-authoritarianism of
some kind.

665 “Significant” because the existence of a very small, highly localised, or exceptional non-authoritarian
society prior to modern liberalism might be compatible with judging authoritarianism to be not-quite
inevitable but still overwhelmingly probable, which would allow the Liberal Decay Thesis to go through
87 Pecknold is an editor of Postliberal Order and also a self-identified Catholic integralist (see (Patterson
2022)

%68 (Pecknold 2022b)

669 E g. (Dreher 2019)

670 (Rieff 2006, 161)

71 |bid., front matter. Cf. (Berger 2011) on the “sacred canopy”.

672 |bid., 13.

673 (Al-Mawardi 2000, 60-71)
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Perhaps there are examples of premodern liberal regimes among more isolated and
smaller-scale cultures, outside the influence of the major civilisations? The available
anthropological evidence suggests it is extremely unlikely such regimes existed on any
significant scale. | am not aware of any anthropological studies attempting to use concepts like
liberalism, neutrality, and other concepts associated with liberal political theory to analyse the
structure of premodern, small-scale, non-state societies. However, strongly suggestive evidence
arises from (i) the consensus among anthropologists that ‘religion’ of some kind,*”* and an
associated identification of some features of the world as representing sacred values that at
least in part transcend the compossible fulfilment of human desires and intimations (i.e.,
traditionalist values), is as close to a human universal as any aspect of culture;*”® and (ii) from
the extremely plausible assumption that in small-scale, non-state societies, prevailing ‘religious’
traditionalist beliefs about sacred values were to some degree instantiated in collective social
institutions which did not attempt to abstain from relying on these beliefs when exercising
coercion over their members.

If, as is surely overwhelmingly plausible and supported by the available anthropological
evidence, these smaller-scale non-state societies—to various degrees and in various
ways—coercively enforced beliefs (for instance about purity, corruption, spirits, ‘high gods’,
reverence for ancestors, sacred lands, and so forth) that made demands on their members not
reducible to the compossible fulfilment of their members’ deepest desires and intimations (i.e.,
they coercively enforced traditionalist beliefs), then these societies were, to that degree, like the
major premodern state-based civilisations, also traditionalist-authoritarian regimes. Thus, Vallier,
a critic of postliberalism, nevertheless observes that “societies that separate faith and politics
are the [modern, liberal] outliers”.57

| take it that the above has established that the claim that no premodern liberal regimes existed,
prior to the emergence of modern liberal regimes in the late-twentieth-century is almost certainly
true. Thus far, then, | have shown that the Coercive Liberalism Thesis about extant liberal
regimes is probably true and the claim that no premodern liberal regimes existed is also
probably true. Can we infer from these claims that the Liberal Decay Thesis about the universe
of possible liberal regimes is probably true? This chapter’s conclusion will address this question.

Conclusion

It is probably true that extant liberal regimes have a tendency, inextricably linked to their
liberalism, to increase support for progressive-authoritarianism among their citizens and thereby

674 Anthropological controversies about the meaning and validity of the concept of “religion” can be set
aside here. See e.g. (Geertz 2017 [1973], 87—125); (Asad 1983)

67 Summarising this consensus, (Dunbar 2023, xi) notes that “There is no known culture for which we
have an ethnographic or an archeological record that does not have some religion”.

676 (Vallier 2023c, 2)
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to decay into progressive-authoritarian regimes. It is also probably true that no liberal regimes
existed prior to the emergence of modern liberal regimes, which, as | showed above, occurred
from the nineteen-sixties onwards.

From this, does it follow that we warranted to infer that the Liberal Decay Thesis is true (or
overwhelmingly likely to be true), i.e., that all possible liberal regimes from the universe of such
regimes will exhibit a structural tendency to decay into progressive-authoritarian regimes?

The feature of extant liberal regimes in virtue of which they have a tendency to decay into
progressive-authoritarian regimes—namely, their rejection of traditionalist-authoritarian
restrictions on basic agency rights with respect to sexuality—is essential to liberalism.
Nevertheless, it might be possible for liberal regimes to instantiate this rejection of
traditionalist-authoritarianism without activating the mechanism from figure (3) for the tendency
to decay into progressive-authoritarianism—i.e., the tendency of the instantiation of this
rejection to be experienced by citizens as witnessing to the purported truth of sexual
expressivism and thereby to increase support for progressive-authoritarianism over time. It
might therefore be possible for liberal regimes to instantiate this rejection of
traditionalist-authoritarianism without exhibiting the tendency to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism that the Liberal Decay Thesis claims is found in all possible liberal
regimes in the universe of such regimes.

Therefore, we cannot justifiably inductively infer from the probable truth of the Coercive
Liberalism Thesis that the Liberal Decay Thesis is equally or similarly likely to be true.
Nevertheless, it remains plausible that the Liberal Decay Thesis is in fact true. The foregoing
discussion has identified one mechanism that plausibly operates to cause liberal regimes to
decay into progressive-authoritarian regimes over time, and | have observed that this
mechanism need not exist in every possible liberal regime. But nothing in this chapter has
asserted or implies that there are not other such mechanisms. There may well be. It may well,
therefore, be true that there are other features of liberal regimes, essential to their liberalism,
that tend to cause their decay into progressive-authoritarian regimes, that this chapter has not
identified; and it may be true that the effects of some of these features, individually or jointly, are
very difficult or impossible to mitigate, even if it is possible to mitigate the effect of the
mechanism | have discussed in this chapter.

| conclude from this that the Liberal Decay Thesis about the universe of possible liberal regimes
is plausible. We do not know how likely it is to be true, and we are not warranted in inferring that
it is more likely to be true than not, but the likelihood is far from negligible. There is a significant
chance that all liberal regimes from the universe of possible liberal regimes will necessarily
decay into progressive-authoritarian regimes. Postliberals are wrong to claim that we know that
the Liberal Decay Thesis is true; we do not. Strictly speaking, the empirical No Alternatives
Argument fails on its own terms. Nevertheless, it is highly plausible that extant liberal regimes
have a strong tendency, inseparable from their liberalism, to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism; and it is also plausible that all liberal regimes necessarily have
such a tendency.
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In other words: postliberals are wrong to say that we can know that liberalism’s decay into
progressive-authoritarianism is near-unavoidable. It may be avoidable. But the discussion of the
empirical dynamics to which postliberals draw our attention has shown that their claims are not
fanciful. There is a real, plausible possibility that they are right. We must contend with this
uncertainty. The final part of my thesis, therefore, explores how we might thus contend, in
particular by exploring how traditionalists, by their own standards, should respond to the
possibility that the postliberals are right about liberalism’s unavoidable decay into
progressive-authoritarianism across the universe of possible liberal regimes.

How should traditionalists navigate the liberal regime in the light of this possibility? | will argue
that traditionalists have a plausible chance of achieving more of their distinctive constructive
vision of political morality, and of mitigating the tendency of extant liberal regimes to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism, by working within the liberal regime than postliberals or their critics
have thus far assumed. Since there is a plausible chance the decay is unavoidable, the
mitigation may not prove possible. | therefore make no claims about the all-things-considered
right course of action for traditionalists. However, | do claim that they ought to be more
favourably disposed to the liberal regime than postliberals claim they ought to be. Part 3 of this
thesis (Chapters 6 and 7) will now explain why.
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Part 3: Responding to the Postliberal
Critique of Liberalism
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Introduction to Part 3

Part 2 of this thesis has now completed my analysis of the conceptual and empirical No
Alternatives Arguments. The conceptual argument is wholly unsound. The empirical argument
shows that the Liberal Decay Thesis, the claim that any liberal regime from the universe of
possible liberal regimes has an unavoidable tendency to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism, is plausibly true; but we are nevertheless not warranted in
inferring that it is overwhelmingly likely to be true. We therefore cannot be warranted in having
the confidence in the Liberal Decay Thesis that would be required for the empirical No
Alternatives Argument to succeed; but we are warranted in taking seriously the possibility that
the Liberal Decay Thesis is true. We are also warranted in taking seriously the possibility that
the Coercive Liberalism Thesis, about extant liberal regimes having a structural tendency to
decay into progressive-authoritarian ones, is true, but that the Liberal Decay Thesis, about the
universe of possible liberal regimes unavoidably undergoing this decay, is not true. In this case,
we should consider strategies to mitigate the tendency of extant liberal regimes to decay into
progressive-authoritarian ones.

If the Coercive Liberalism Thesis is true, and the Liberal Decay Thesis might be true but might
not be, traditionalists face a problem in committing to supporting liberalism, because in doing so
they expose themselves to a plausible chance that their basic agency rights to order their lives
by their traditionalist convictions, and their free speech rights to express these convictions,
could be removed. This chance, as judged from the epistemic standpoint of real agents (who do
not know if the Liberal Decay Thesis is true, for the reasons explained in Chapter 5), will be
reduced, but not eliminated, if strategies to mitigate the tendency of extant liberal regimes to
decay in this way are successfully implemented. (The chance will not be eliminated because
some unknowable portion of this chance stems from the possibility that some mechanism for
this decay other than the one discussed in Chapter 5 will exist in all possible liberal regimes).

This decay would, of course, be a catastrophically bad outcome for traditionalists because they
would lose the ability to, legally, act on and express their most fundamental beliefs about human
flourishing. Some traditionalists see acting on and expressing some of these beliefs as a
religious obligation, and some believe that failing to satisfy this obligation has eternal
consequences.

Progressives who are also liberals, and who therefore think the risk of traditionalists losing these
basic rights is, intrinsically, at least pro tanto disvaluable, should care about the problem that the
plausible risk of liberal decay into progressive-authoritarianism poses for traditionalists for
intrinsic reasons. Both progressives who are also liberals and those who are not also liberals
should care about this risk for instrumental reasons. In a liberal regime with a significant and/or
influential population of traditionalist citizens, the loyalty of those citizens to the regime matters
for the regime’s stability. If traditionalists attempt, out of fear of the regime’s possible decay into
progressive-authoritarianism, to institute some form of traditionalist-authoritarianism, the
outcome, whether they succeed or fail, is quite likely to be worse than liberalism even for
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anti-liberal progressives. Traditionalist-authoritarianism would obviously be worse than
liberalism for anti-liberal progressives because it would deny these progressives basic agency
and free speech rights. A failed attempt to institute traditionalist-authoritarianism could plausibly
lead to political chaos and disorder, perhaps even large-scale violent disruption of the political
order, which is also likely to be worse even for anti-liberal progressives than a stable and
peaceful liberal regime.

Progressives, both liberal and anti-liberal, should therefore care about what their traditionalist
fellow-citizens think about the liberal regime. They should be motivated to reason from
“conjecture” on behalf of these traditionalists to work out how these traditionalists should, by
their own standards, regard a liberal regime that has a plausible chance of decaying into
progressive-authoritarianism.®”’

Part 3 of this thesis addresses this question from the perspective of traditionalists. There are
several approaches one could take to the question, and addressing all of them would be far
beyond the possible scope of one thesis. The dilemma for traditionalists consists in evaluating
the relative goodness of three regime types across two modalities: an actually-existing liberalism
with a plausible but uncertain risk of decaying into progressive-authoritarianism, and an
actually-existing traditionalist-authoritarianism.®’® There are, therefore, two broad ways in which
this dilemma can be evaluated from the perspective of traditionalists: (1) evaluating the relative
value of liberalism and traditionalist-authoritarianism, or of various kinds of these two broad
regime-types; and (2) evaluating the magnitude of the plausible risk of liberalism’s decay into
progressive-authoritarianism, including ways of reducing this risk. A promising research agenda
addressing issue (2) would attempt to assess which types of possible liberal regime have a
smaller chance of witnessing this decay than others.

However, | will choose to focus on a particular aspect of issue (1). Many factors affect the
relative value of liberalism and traditionalist-authoritarianism for traditionalists. One of these
factors is the extent to which traditionalists can achieve policy goals that they often care a great
deal about within liberal regimes. There are many such policy goals, and space does not permit
me to assess the prospects of traditionalists achieving all of them within liberal regimes.

| will focus on policy goals that are highly important to postliberals in particular, because by
doing so, Part 3 of this thesis will make an important contribution to the debate on
postliberalism: it will demonstrate that, contrary to the usually-unexamined assumptions of both
liberals and postliberals, the postliberals’ two most important and distinctive policy goals can,
with reasonable chance of success, be pursued within the liberal regime.

These two policy goals are (i) the introduction of effective public support and encouragement for
the married family and (ii) the introduction of effective public support and encouragement of
various organised religion(s). One strategy for demonstrating that these goals can plausibly be

577 On “reasoning from conjecture”, see (Rawls 1997, 783)
678 Many traditionalist-authoritarian regimes exist in the world, but no uncontestably
progressive-authoritarian ones exist at time of writing.
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achieved within the liberal regime would be to show that there are plausible perfectionist
arguments for these policies that are consistent with minimal liberalism. | do not think this would
be much of a challenge: a perfectionist policy for encouraging marriage, for example, would be
consistent with minimal liberalism if it used means that respected the minimal agency rights of
people who prefer not to get married. While there may be many plausible perfectionist
arguments for these two policy goals that are consistent with minimal liberalism, relying on
plausible anti-perfectionist arguments is likely to be a more effective strategy for traditionalists,
because it permits them to make arguments that may seem plausible to non-traditionalists. The
persuasive force of perfectionist arguments that rely on premises about the intrinsic value of
marriage or religion will be limited to other citizens who share these views of intrinsic value (and
thus, often, to other traditionalists), which will severely limit the chances of these arguments
prevailing in the decision-making of actually existing liberal regimes.

Another potential benefit for postliberals of implementing the policies | discuss in Chapters 6
and 7 is that doing so may plausibly also help with issue (2), by reducing the risk of the liberal
regime decaying into traditionalist-authoritarianism. If, as | showed in Chapter 5, a mechanism
underpinning extant liberal regimes’ structural tendency to undergo this decay operates via the
mechanism of changing citizens’ views on sexual ethics in a progressive direction, the effective
public promotion of marriage and of religion (which often has traditionalist views on sexual
ethics) is plausibly likely to interfere with this mechanism to some degree. This, if it occurs, will
be an additional benefit for postliberals of achieving (what are for postliberals) the
independently-desirable goals of promoting marriage and public religion.

Therefore, Chapters 6 and 7 will investigate whether there are plausible anti-perfectionist
arguments for the postliberal policy goals of encouraging marriage and religion. | will argue that,
in both cases, highly plausible arguments exist. The argument for encouraging marriage
appeals to the well-documented empirical evidence of the economic, social, and psychological
benefits for children of being raised by married parents.®” All of these benefits can be
conceptualised in terms of children’s present and future access to “primary goods” valued by all
persons regardless of their conceptions of flourishing; appealing to them is therefore
anti-perfectionist.®® The argument for encouraging religion appeals to religion’s utility as a
functional competitor with progressive-authoritarianism and therefore as a means of “containing’
a powerful anti-liberal (progressive-authoritairan) doctrines that threaten the stability of the
liberal regime.®®"

In the following two chapters, | will show that there exist anti-perfectionist arguments for
encouraging marriage of religion, which are (by virtue of their anti-perfectionism, as well as their
compatibility with affirming minimal liberalism) legitimate by the standards of a wide range of
versions of liberal theory (most saliently, Rawlsian liberalism). These versions of liberal theory
also, | think, capture the rough and inchoate liberal intuitions about legitimacy held by most
mainstream political actors in contemporary liberal regimes. | acknowledge that many liberal

679 E.g. (Kearney 2023)
80 On “primary goods”, see (Rawls 2001, 169)
1 On “containment” of anti-liberal doctrines, see (Badano and Nuti 2024)
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theorists, while conceding the legitimacy of encouraging marriage and religion by the means
that | propose, will nevertheless think that doing so is unjust.

However, | think that showing the policies are legitimate by the standards of a theory that
captures the rough and inchoate liberal intuitions about legitimacy held by most mainstream
political actors in contemporary liberal regimes nevertheless suggests that many mainstream
political actors in the real-world might also be persuaded of the policies’ justice. This is because
academic political theorists—even if we count only those who are liberals, as opposed to
self-proclaimed progressive-authoritarians of various kinds—tend to hold far more left-of-centre
views of political justice than real-world political actors.®®? The compatibility of the policies in
question with liberal theory shows mainstream actors can be expected to regard them as
legitimate. The fact that many (most?) liberal theorists will probably, nevertheless regard the
policies as unjust does not show that mainstream political actors will regard them as unjust
because academic political theorists are, on the whole, much more ‘left-wing’ (less positively
disposed to political encouragement of marriage or religion) than real-world political actors.

I will now turn to discuss, first, the argument for promoting marriage.

%82 Data broken down by academic discipline is hard to come by. However, surveys typically find upwards
of 80% (in some cases 90 to 95%) of academics express a preference for left-of-centre parties. See e.g.
(Simpson and Kaufmann 2019, 46). There is no reason to think political theorists are an exception to this
pattern.
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Chapter 6: ‘Orderly Reproduction’: Can a Liberal
State Support Marriage?

Rawls’s The Idea of Public Reason Revisited mentions in passing that the “orderly production
and reproduction of society” is among the legitimate concerns of a liberal state.®®® This chapter
demonstrates that a Rawlsian liberal state may indeed legitimately take non-coercive steps to
encourage the orderly reproduction of society through the married family, by subsidising
marriage in the manner recommended (despite what | will demonstrate to be its compatibility
with liberalism) by anti-liberal postliberals like Deneen, Pappin, and Pecknold, and recently
practiced by Victor Orban’s government in Hungary.

As the previous section has indicated, this chapter will thus demonstrate that one of the most
important postliberal policy goals, namely that of subsidising marriage, can be supported by
plausible arguments that are consistent with Rawlsian political liberalism, and thus that are also
anti-perfectionist arguments. As | noted in Chapter 1, Rawlsian political liberalism is the most
appropriate version of liberalism with which to assess the compatibility of postliberal policies.
While it would be quite easy to demonstrate that marriage subsidies are compatible with minimal
liberalism, this conclusion would be less significant than the conclusion that | will defend in this
chapter.

In the introduction to Part 3 of this thesis, | indicated that | would aim to demonstrate that there
are plausible anti-perfectionist arguments for the two most important and distinctive policy goals
affirmed by anti-liberal postliberals. | will do so—in this chapter, on marriage, and in the final
chapter, on public religion—by demonstrating that there are plausible Rawl/sian arguments for
these policy goals, i.e., arguments that meet the conditions required by Rawlsian public reason.
Demonstrating the existence of plausible anti-perfectionist arguments will show that the
anti-liberal postliberals’ preferred policy goals can plausibly be achieved within the liberal
regime, because they could plausibly be supported by a wide constituency, spanning beyond
traditionalist-perfectionists, conservatives, and postliberals.

The dialectical function of this argument is to show anti-liberal postliberals that they should be
more supportive of the liberal regime than they currently are, because they are more able to
achieve their most important goals within it than they assume. By demonstrating the existence
specifically of plausible Rawlsian arguments (arguments which are also, by virtue of being
Rawlsian, anti-perfectionist) for these policy goals, | will also show the compatibility of the most
important and distinctive policy goals of anti-liberal postliberals with what is arguably the most
central and widely affirmed version of liberal theory among academics, and certainly among the
most central and widely affirmed versions.

683 (Rawls 1997, 793)
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The argument that | will develop in this chapter will serve different purposes for each of several
ideological constituencies. | address (1) postliberals and other anti-liberal traditionalists, who
reject minimal liberalism in favour of traditionalist-authoritarianism, and who likely already
support marriage subsidies for perfectionist reasons, since—as | will shortly demonstrate—the
policy has become a totemic symbol of postliberalism. For this group, | intend the argument of
this chapter to be useful as a means of persuading others of the justice of marriage subsidies.
By showing that other constituencies can support marriage subsidies, | hope to show
postliberals and other anti-liberal traditionalists that they can more easily achieve their most
prized goals within the liberal regime than they assume.

The same holds for (2) liberal traditionalist-perfectionists, who are committed to minimal
liberalism in conjunction with non-coercive perfectionist policies based on traditionalist
conceptions of flourishing.%®* It should be evident that marriage subsidies are compatible with
minimal liberalism. However, many traditionalist-perfectionists seem to believe that dominant
strands of liberal theory are inherently and necessarily hostile to pro-family public policies. Scott
Yenor, a conservative scholar of the family, is representative of non-postliberal
traditionalist-perfectionists when he claims that even modest pro-marriage policies inevitably
meet with liberalism’s unremitting hostility.%®° | aim to show that traditionalist-perfectionists like
Yenor are mistaken, whether we treat his claim as addressing liberal theory or the real-world
liberal regime: not only are there plausible anti-perfectionist liberal arguments for subsidising
marriage, but these arguments are sufficiently plausible to a wide range of constituencies for
these policies to have a reasonable chance of success in the liberal regime.

The third group to which | address this argument is (3) anti-perfectionist liberals.®® Such liberals
may hold traditionalist or progressive conceptions of the good but are committed to
anti-perfectionism in politics. | aim to convince this group that there is a plausible
anti-perfectionist case for marriage subsidies with significant pro tanto weight. | do not claim that
the argument will be seen as all-things-considered compelling by every good-willed reader,
because this will depend on the weighting of many different values and on predictions of the
consequences of policies about which we cannot make any certain judgement. | do claim that
anti-perfectionist liberals should take the case for marriage subsidies seriously. The argument
will be plausible enough that a significant number of anti-perfectionist liberals—whether
progressives or traditionalists—should find it to be all-things-considered compelling.

Finally, | hope that the argument will also be persuasive to (4) a non-negligible number of
progressive-perfectionists.®®” Progressives who think that the state should promote the overall
human good as conceptualised by a progressive view of flourishing should nevertheless be able

84 This group includes natural law theorists like (Finnis 2001; Moschella 2025) and some fusionist
conservatives.

%85 (Yenor 2021, 58-84)

%8¢ This includes Rawilsian liberals and other anti-perfectionist liberals like followers of Dworkin.
Anti-perfectionist liberalism can be ‘political’ or ‘comprehensive’ (see (Quong 2011, 16)).

%87 Most perfectionist liberals fall into this category, but they are rarely explicit about the progressivism
contained within their perfectionism. Anti-liberal progressive-perfectionists are also included; this
encompasses many Marxists, radical feminists, and critical theorists.
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to recognise the significant respects in which marriage subsidies can contribute to conditions for
human flourishing that are recognised by both progressives and traditionalists. These
progressives will find that there is a trade-off between the values to which this chapter appeals
and the progressive-perfectionist values—like a thick conception of human autonomy, sexual
liberty, or gender equality—that marriage subsidies may undermine. | hope, however, to show at
least that the positive values to which marriage subsidies contribute have significant weight
even for many progressive-perfectionists.

By showing groups (2-4) that the anti-perfectionist case for marriage subsidies is plausible, |
hope to show group (1), who probably already believe that marriage subsidies are just for
perfectionist reasons, that they have a plausible chance of successfully achieving this policy
goal within the confines of the liberal regime by appealing to other ideological constituencies
with anti-perfectionist arguments. This result will therefore increase the positive value of the
liberal regime for all traditionalist-perfectionists. It will therefore increase the value of the liberal
regime vis-a-vis a traditionalist-authoritarian one for traditionalists who worry about the plausible
risk of the liberal regime decaying into progressive-authoritarianism, i.e., traditionalists who are
tempted by postliberalism and by the No Alternatives Argument. This will, in turn, increase the
presumed stability of the liberal regime, which matters to everyone who prefers the liberal
regime to traditionalist-authoritarianism. In this way, this chapter, along with chapter 7,
contributes to telling us how to respond to postliberal arguments that demonstrate the liberal
regime’s plausible decay into progressive-authoritarianism, and to the central argument of this
thesis’s third part, namely that traditionalists who are worried about progressive-authoritarianism
and tempted by postliberal arguments for traditionalist-authoritarianism should be more
significantly more positively disposed to the liberal regime than postliberals currently are.

This chapter proceeds as follows. | first (I) demonstrate that marriage subsidies are a central
and distinctive policy goal of anti-liberal postliberals. | then (Il) outline the conditions for an
argument’s compatibility with Rawlsian public reason. In Part (lll), | review the existing literature
by Rawilsian liberals that is relevant to the issue and then identify, from among the arguments for
marriage subsidies recovered from this literature that are prima facie compatible with Rawlsian
public reason, the most promising argument as the child-welfare argument. | also respond to
Clare Chambers’s argument that state recognition of marriage (and a fortiori subsidising
marriage) is incompatible with Rawlsian liberalism. | then develop and formalise the
child-welfare argument and defend the claim that the argument is plausible against possible
objections.

I: Postliberalism and Marriage Subsidies

| define “marriage subsidies” as any form of public provision of transfer payments, subsidised
loans, or tax relief for persons who choose to marry or stay married. Marriage subsidies are
often promoted, by postliberals and adjacent thinkers, as part of a wider package of pro-family
policies. These policies often include redesigning the welfare state to incentivise family

167



formation and stability, as well as subsidising childbirth.?®® They sometimes also include policies
that aim to improve the “moral ecology” or “public morality” of society, i.e. the environment in
which individuals make moral choices, through means that exhibit varying degrees of
coerciveness.®® For instance, prominent among postliberals is the argument that legal
restrictions on pornography will change social norms such that individuals’ preferences and
desires will shift in a pro-marriage and pro-natal direction.®®

| choose to focus on marriage subsidies specifically for two reasons. First, they raise more new
and important theoretical questions than those raised by other kinds of pro-family policy.
Substantial literatures already exist that are relevant to the justice of pronatalism®" and of
moral-ecological paternalism.®®> The case of marriage subsidies is different. While a significant
empirical literature exists on the effect of taxation and welfare programmes on marriage rates,*
I am aware of no political theory literature directly exploring the justice of paying persons to
marry or stay married.

Second, marriage subsidies have acquired a totemic status as a symbol of postliberalism. This
is in large part because of their association with Victor Orban’s Fidesz government in Hungary,
which is frequently lauded by anti-liberal postliberal public intellectuals as a model for the
English-speaking democracies to follow. The second Orban government, elected in 2010 and in
office at the time of writing, introduced a series of pro-family policies from 2011 onwards. These
included tax breaks and housing subsidies, as well as direct marriage subsidies.*** From 2019,
however, direct subsidies took on a particular central and symbolic role in the Orban
government’s domestic and foreign reputation. In that year, the Hungarian government
introduced a subsidised loan of around €30,000 for newly married couples, available if the bride
is forty years old or younger and marrying for the first time.®® The government publicised this
policy, and its apparent success, widely in English-language media.?®® This success appears to
have been real, with family scholars agreeing with the Hungarian government that the loan was
the main cause of a 2019 jump in the Hungarian marriage rate of over 20%. Family scholars
have also argued that the wider package of pro-family policies introduced since 2010 is largely
responsible for a near-doubling of Hungary’s marriage rate, which is now the highest in Europe,
between 2010 and 2021.%°" The Fidesz government, which has close ties to English-speaking
postliberal thinkers, has publicised this success as a symbol of Hungary’s domestic policy
agenda, which purportedly represents an example of successful ‘actually-existing
postliberalism’.%%

68 See e.g. (Sherman 2025)

889 On “public morality” see (George 2000)

9% E.g. (Schiffiano 2023)

91 E.g. (Morland and Pilkington 2023; McTernan 2015)

692 See (George 1995; Wall 2023)

693 E.g. (Halla et al. 2013; Bitler et al. 2004; Rector 2025)

6% (F(irész 2024)

8% (Than 2019). Hungary does not recognise same-sex marriages. A third of the loan is forgiven for
couples who have two children, and all of it is forgiven for those who have three or more children.
6% (DeRose 2023)

97 (Benson 2022)

6% See e.g. (Scheffer 2025a; Brader 2025)
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This has also made marriage subsidies central to postliberal family policy proposals in the
English-speaking liberal democracies. Many prominent Anglophone postliberal public
intellectuals are closely linked to research institutes and think tanks funded by the Hungarian
government. At the time of writing, Gladden Pappin is President of the Hungarian Institute of
International Affairs, a pro-Fidesz think tank and research institute,®®® which also employs the
postliberal economist Philip Pilkington.” Patrick Deneen and Chad Pecknold have spoken at
public events organised by the Mathias Corvinus Collegium, an important Fidesz-aligned
educational institute,”®' and have been prominently featured in the pro-Fidesz magazine The
Hungarian Conservative.”® Deneen also held a private audience with Orban to discuss Why
Liberalism Failed,”® and Orban himself was prominently interviewed by Yoram Hazony at the
2024 National Conservatism conference in Brussels.”®

Encouraged by these close ties to the Fidesz government, and the symbolic importance of
marriage subsidies to its ideological legitimation, postliberal public intellectuals have made
marriage subsidies a central plank of their policy proposals. Pappin has called for the US to
learn “from Hungary’s example” by introducing a similar system of subsidised loans.”® Deneen’s
Regime Change calls for the US to introduce “policies rewarding marriage”, which would learn
from “comparable efforts... undertaken by Hungary’s Ministry of Family Affairs.””® Marriage
subsidies also seem to be important to National Conservatives. Hazony has not produced
specific policy proposals in this area, but has praised the Hungarian government’s approach to
family policy in more general terms,’®” and the National Conservative Statement of Principles
calls for “greater support from public policy” for “the traditional family”.”%®

Seemingly mirroring the symbolic importance of marriage subsidies to postliberals, liberal and
progressive thinkers who have discussed Hungarian marriage subsidies typically assume that
the policy is inherently anti-liberal, and their analysis often elides the policy with other—perhaps
more evidently anti-liberal—measures introduced by the Fidesz government. For instance, Eva
Fodor’s 2022 The Gender Regime of Anti-Liberal Hungary presents Fidesz’s purportedly
“anti-liberal authoritarian rule” as inseparable from the “logic of social citizenship” created by the
“subsidies” provided to married families.”®®

69 (Dobrai 2023)

700 (MKI 2023)

701 (Scheffer 2025¢)

702 (Scheffer 2025b) (Lukacs 2025)

703 (Hungary 2019)

704 (National Conservatism 2024)

705 (Pappin 2021b, 2021a). Together with the economist Maria Molla, Pappin has also developed detailed
proposals for a “FamilyPay” scheme to subsidise childcare which would provide cash transfers of up to
nearly $40,000 per household depending on the number of children present. See (Pappin and Molla
2019)

%% (Deneen 2023b, 202)

07 (Hazony 2021)

708 (National Conservatism 2022)

%9 (Fodor 2021, 1, 36, 39-41). For another example of this elision, see (Linnamaki 2022)
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In addition to addressing the various ideological constituencies in the ways | described in the
introduction, therefore, the argument of this chapter will also directly challenge an
often-unexamined assumption of both liberal and/or progressive thinkers on the one hand and
postliberal thinkers on the other: namely, the assumption that marriage subsidies are inherently
anti-liberal. | will demonstrate that not only are the kind of marriage subsidies introduced by
Fidesz and advocated by postliberal public intellectuals compatible with liberalism, but that
introducing them is in fact supported by plausible, Rawlsian, anti-perfectionist liberal arguments.
One can be a Rawilsian liberal, committed to prescinding from judgment about comprehensive
doctrines, and also an advocate of marriage subsidies and an enthusiast for central planks of
Orban’s family policy.

lI: Rawlsian Legitimacy

My starting point for outlining the conditions that an argument must meet to be admissible under
Rawilsian public reason is the mature view of public reason outlined in Rawls’s later writings.
This mature view, as outlined in The Idea of Public Reason Revisited, allows for the existence of
“a family of reasonable political conceptions of justice,””'® which are also (by virtue of being
‘reasonable’) liberal conceptions of justice. The structure of Rawls’s position creates a clear
distinction between justice and legitimacy. Policies affirmed by at least one of these reasonable
conceptions of justice are legitimate, in that a state that implements them does not cease
thereby to be a liberal state. Such policies may nevertheless be unjust if they are not affirmed by
the particular reasonable conception of justice that is in fact the best such conception. Rawls
expects liberals to disagree about which such conception is best, indefinitely. This section will
outline the detailed conditions for a policy’s being legitimate under Rawlsian liberalism, while
making no comments about justice. It will then argue that marriage subsidies do not violate any
of the conditions of legitimacy.

For my argument to fail, it must be shown that there is no plausible interpretation of the detailed
conditions of a policy’s consistency with Rawlsian liberalism that is inconsistent state subsidising
of marriage. | need not show that every plausible interpretation, or the best interpretation, of the
six conditions will permit marriage subsidies.

Rawls identifies two sets of conditions that a conception of justice must satisfy to qualify as a
reasonable conception of justice. First, it must meet three structural conditions which make a
conception of justice ‘political’:

(S1) the direct subject of the conception of justice must be the “basic structure” of society, not
the various associations within it;""

710 (Rawls 1997, 767)
™ |bid., 776
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(S2) the conception must not depend on specific “comprehensive doctrines of any kind” (i.e. any
particular accounts of the overall human good);”'2

(S3) the conception must express “ideas... implicit in the public political culture of a
constitutional regime”.”"®

Marriage subsidies can easily satisfy (S1) and (S3). The policy of subsidising marriage concerns
how economic resources should be allocated and how the state should regard a particular legal
structure, i.e., the legal institution of marriage. Supporting marriage subsidies does not imply
any view of how any individual family should manage their affairs, or whether any individual
citizen should marry or not, only that, across the whole of society, some good is achieved if the
number of citizens who choose to marry increases. Advocating marriage subsidies is therefore
compatible with (S1) and its requirement that a conception of justice apply directly only to
society’s basic structure (like the general family law regime or welfare system), and not directly
to specific institutions within society (like individual families). (S3) is rarely discussed in the
literature. Most theorists seem to assume that it is automatically satisfied if the other conditions
for a conception of justice’s reasonableness are satisfied. If a policy is otherwise legitimate, it
will also thereby express “ideas... implicit in the public political culture of a [liberal] constitutional
regime”.”™ | will adopt this assumption and, therefore, not discuss (S3) further.

Second, a reasonable conception of justice must meet three content-related conditions that
make it ‘liberal’:

(C1) the conception must specify basic “rights, liberties, and opportunities... familiar from
democratic regimes”;"®

(C2) the conception must (C2) prioritise these rights and opportunities above “the general good
and... perfectionist values”;""®

(C3) the conception must provide “adequate all-purpose means” for all citizens to “make
effective use” of these rights and opportunities.”’

(C1) requires the protection of formal individual negative rights such as rights to freedom of
speech, worship, and privacy, as well as a right to formal equality of economic opportunity.”®
These requirements roughly correspond to the minimal agency and free speech rights and
minimal egalitarianism that are part of minimal liberalism.

2 | pid.

3 |bid.

4 |bid.

"5 (Rawls 1997, 774)

18 |bid.

7 |bid.

718 Rawls gives examples such as “liberty of conscience” (ibid., 783)
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Marriage subsidies are evidently compatible with (C1). If the state coerced Betty into marrying
(or not marrying), it would obviously violate a basic negative right. But when the state taxes Alf
in order to subsidise Betty’s marriage, it only coerces Alf into paying taxes, and the coercive
imposition of taxes does not violate any basic right. Of course, we might think it problematic that
it coerces Alf for the particular reason of subsidising Betty’s marriage, but this concern will affect
(C2), not (C1). Betty is also the object of what Robert Audi calls “second-order” coercion with
respect to marriage, because her being incentivised to marry is inseparable from someone
else’s being first-order coerced (i.e., Alf's being first-order coerced into paying taxes).”'® But
second-order coercion does not violate any basic negative right.

(C3) roughly corresponds to the minimal welfare rights that are part of minimal liberalism. Rawls
intends (C3) to ensure that the formal rights protected by (C1) are valuable even for the poorest
in society.

\Marriage subsidies can easily satisfy (C3). The state can easily direct a small percentage of
GDP towards subsidising marriage and still provide the necessary socio-economic minimum.

The potential challenges to the compatibility of marriage subsidies with the conditions of
Rawilsian legitimacy, therefore, will centre wholly around (C2) and (S2).

(C2) requires that formal negative rights are not limited on the basis of “perfectionist values”,
i.e., values derived from a view of the overall good or flourishing of human life. (C2) also
requires formal rights to be prioritised above the “general good”. There are two possible
interpretations of the anti-perfectionism expressed by (C2). Weak anti-perfectionism holds that
perfectionist policies are illegitimate only if they limit the exercise of basic rights and liberties;
strong anti-perfectionism holds that perfectionist policies are always illegitimate, even when they
do not limit the exercise of basic rights and liberties. Some theorists of political liberalism have
defended weak anti-perfectionism.’? If weak anti-perfectionism were correct, then a policy of
marriage subsidies, based explicitly on perfectionist reasons, would be legitimate if it did not
limit the exercise of basic rights and liberties. In that case, marriage subsidies could quite easily
satisfy (C2).

However, even if weak anti-perfectionism is the correct interpretation of (C2), combining (C2)
with (S2) (the freestandingness requirement) would generate a position close to strong
anti-perfectionism. If, per (S2), a reasonable conception of justice must be freestanding of any
particular conception of the good or set of such conceptions, perfectionism is never legitimate if
it relies on views of human flourishing that are rejected by at least some conceptions of the
good. Any plausible perfectionist consideration relevant to marriage subsidies, such as the
purported intrinsic value of monogamy or commitment, is unlikely to be converged on in this
way. Effectively, then, strong anti-perfectionism is required by Rawlsian liberalism except in
cases (like, perhaps, preventing drug addiction) where citizens converge on the same
perfectionist values for independent reasons, even if weak anti-perfectionism is the correct

719 (Audi 2014, 11)
720 E g, (Chan 2000, 14-5).
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interpretation of (C2). Since, clearly, many citizens do not value marriage, marriage subsidies
can only be legitimate if based on an anti-perfectionist rationale.”'

Thus, the conjunction of (C2) and (S2) generates the following requirement: for marriage
subsidies to be legitimate, there must be at least one plausible anti-perfectionist rationale for
marriage subsidies that is freestanding, i.e., independent of any specific comprehensive
doctrine or set of doctrines. We may call this the neutrality requirement. The rationale cannot
appeal to a conception of rights that is inseparable from a specific comprehensive doctrine;
rather, it must appeal to primary goods (which include the rights protected by C1) potentially
valued by all citizens regardless of their various conceptions of the good. Marriage subsidies
can easily, as we have seen, satisfy (C1), (C3), and (S1). Their legitimacy will therefore turn on
whether a plausible rationale can be provided that satisfies the neutrality requirement expressed
by the conjunction of (C2) and (S2).

llI: Liberal Arguments for Marriage Subsidies

I will now examine the various arguments offered by political liberals that are plausibly relevant
to the justice of marriage subsidies, and assess which of these arguments satisfy the neutrality
requirement. Where necessary, | will revise these arguments to make them maximally plausible,
but without engaging in an all-things-considered evaluation of the arguments. | will also respond
to Clare Chambers’s argument that Rawlsian liberalism forbids the state recognition of marriage
(and thence, a fortiori, that it forbids marriage subsidies). | will argue that the most plausible
argument that satisfies the neutrality requirement is what | will call the child-welfare argument,
so | will develop and formalise this argument (Part 111.i) and defend it against possible objections
(Part IILii).

| noted earlier that there has been little explicit discussion by political liberals of the legitimacy,
or desirability, of marriage subsidies,”?? but that there has been much discussion of the
legitimacy of state recognition of marriage. Liberal political theorists have taken a wide range of
positions on this question. Clare Chambers argues that liberalism forbids the recognition of
marriage and requires a “marriage-free state”.”?®* Alison Toop, Stephen Macedo, and Ralph
Wedgwood defend, on different grounds, the continued recognition of marriage in roughly its
current form.”* Lorrie Watson and Christie Hartley suggest that recognition is permissible only
in some social conditions,”®® while Elizabeth Brake and Tamara Metz, separately, defend

21| assume either that marriage subsidies involve a constitutional essential or matter of basic justice, or
that the anti-perfectionist requirements of public reason apply to all political decisions (for a defence of the
latter view, see (Quong 2011, 256-89)

722 A partial exception is (Galston 1996), but he does not deploy a specifically Rawlsian version of
liberalism.

2 (Chambers 2017, 47-76)

724 (Toop 2019; Wedgwood 2015; Macedo 2015, 79-142)

25 (Watson and Hartley 2018, 212-47)
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revisionary proposals in which an institution quite different from marriage in its current form is
recognised by the state.”®

I will engage with most of this literature indirectly. If it is legitimate for the Rawlsian liberal state
to subsidise marriage, then, a fortiori, it may also recognise marriage, for the state could not
subsidise marriage without recognising it. However, if it is not legitimate for the Rawlsian state to
do so, my argument will, by a parallel a fortiori logic, be defeated.

Most of the existing Rawlsian (or ‘political’) liberal rationales for recognising marriage are
versions of one of two main arguments. First, Wedgwood’?” and Macedo’® appeal to the
communicative function of state-recognised marriage: legal recognition of relationships as
marriage facilitates individuals in easily communicating information about their relationships to
society. Second, Toop’s defence of state-recognised marriage, as well as Metz and Brake’s
defences of recognising alternative marriage-like institutions, appeal to a state interest in
requlating caregiving relationships deriving from both the vulnerability and the goods that these
relationships create.’®

I will not evaluate these two arguments here, because neither the communicative argument nor
the caregiving argument can justify subsidising marriage. A rationale for recognising marriage
that also justifies subsidising it must claim that marriage is a social good, i.e., that it is valuable
and desirable that more citizens choose to marry. Neither the communicative argument nor most
versions of the caregiving argument claim or imply that marriage is a social good. The
communicative argument merely asserts that some citizens desire to communicate information
about their relationships to society, and that state-recognition of marriage can help satisfy this
desire. It is agnostic about whether it is good that citizens satisfy this desire (except insofar as
satisfying any non-repugnant desire is, plausibly, good). Most versions of the caregiving
argument merely claim that the quality of citizens’ caregiving relationships is a social good, but
do not claim that caregiving is best provided in married families, only that recognising the
caregiving relationships that exist (under the label “marriage” for Toop”° and Brake;”" under a
different label for Metz"*?) is an appropriate means of regulating the social good of caregiving.

Toop makes two versions of the caregiving argument. The first implies that marriage is a social
good, but this first version is a perfectionist argument. Toop suggests that dyadic, romantic
caregiving relationships might be valuable in certain distinctive ways, which involve “intimacy”
and “fidelity”.”® This is a perfectionist argument because some citizens’ conceptions of the good
do not accept that intimacy and fidelity are intrinsically valuable. To appeal to the purported

28 (Brake 2011; Metz 2010). Brake would retain the name “marriage” for this institution but Metz would
not.

27 (Wedgwood 2015, 36-8)

728 (Macedo 2015, 88-97)

2 (Toop 2019, 322-5; Brake 2011, 173-8; Metz 2010, 119-26)
730 (Toop 2019)

731 (Brake 2011, 185-8)

732 (Metz 2010, 113-4)

33 (Toop 2019, 324)
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intrinsic value of these characteristics of a relationship is necessarily to make a perfectionist
argument, and this version of the caregiving argument is therefore outside the scope of this
chapter.

The second version of the argument from this interest that Toop makes is anti-perfectionist, but
does not hold that marriage is a social good. Toop claims that dyadic, romantic caregiving
relationships are uniquely “risky” compared to other forms of caregiving relationship. She then
claims that the need to regulate the risks of these relationships provides a pro tanto
anti-perfectionist reason to recognise only dyadic, romantic relationships as ‘marriage’.”*
However, this anti-perfectionist argument does not imply that it is valuable for more people to
marry or enter this “risky” kind of relationship, only that, if people enter this kind of relationship,
the state has an interest in protecting them by recognising the relationship as ‘marriage’.

In addition to his support for the communicative argument, however, Macedo provides two
additional arguments based on human welfare that do imply that marriage is a social good. The
argument from adult welfare appeals to the claim that marriage contributes to adults’ subjective
well-being, mental and physical health, and financial security.”** Macedo also makes a child
welfare argument, which appeals to the claim that children raised by married couples benefit
from greater financial and non-financial parental investment, producing better health,
educational, and economic outcomes later in life.”*® Macedo’s arguments, unlike the
communicative argument or most versions of the caregiving argument, clearly claim that
marriage is a social good. However, the adult welfare argument is perfectionist because it
appeals to marriage’s purported effect on subjective well-being. Appeals to the subjective
well-being of adults are necessarily perfectionist, because they make sense only as relying on
judgments about the overall goodness or flourishing of citizens’ lives; it is impossible to define
‘happiness’ or ‘well-being’ in a way that does not depend on some particular conception of the
good.

The adult welfare argument could be repaired to appeal only to the effect of marriage on health,
education, and financial security, which are primary goods, since all citizens have reason to
value them, whatever their overall conception of the good.”™’ Yet the plausibility of this version of
the argument would face another problem arising from its paternalistic character. Although
Macedo claims that marriage is a social good, he readily concedes that marriage is not in the
interests of every adult.”*® Therefore, even if Macedo is correct that marriage causes most
adults to enjoy better access to primary goods, this does not necessarily imply that marriage is a
social good, because it does not necessarily imply that increasing the proportion of adults who
marry would increase overall access to these primary goods in society. Instead, it may be that
those adults whose health, financial security, etc., is improved by marriage recognise this and
choose to marry, and those adults for whom this is not the case choose not to marry. Liberals

34 |bid.

35 (Macedo 2015, 109)

36 |bid., 110-112

37 On “primary goods”, see (Rawls 2001, 169)
38 |bid., 109
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rightly make at least the defeasible presumption that adults of sound mind are the best judges of
their own interests. Since this presumption is defeasible, perhaps the adult welfare argument
could be further repaired. However, | think the child welfare argument can most easily be shown
to be plausible because it does not face the additional challenge of overcoming a presumption
against paternalism.

Before developing and formalising the child welfare argument, | will first explain why
Chambers’s view, that the Rawlsian state cannot legitimately recognise marriage, is mistaken (if
Chambers were correct, the case for marriage subsidies would be unable to get off the ground:
the state must recognise marriage in order to subsidise it).

Chambers makes two arguments against the legitimacy of state-recognised marriage. First, she
claims that state recognition of marriage reinforces gender inequality by strengthening social
norms and patterns of material dependency that make women vulnerable to abuse and reduce
their socio-economic status.”®

Second, she claims that any benefits to child welfare arising from the positive effect marriage on
family stability (these are the benefits to which the child welfare argument will appeal below) can
only be known to exist in societies where state recognised marriage exists, because “no
evidence is available””*® to compare the outcomes of children raised in ‘married’ households
vis-a-vis those of children in unmarried households, “in a society where marriage does not exist
as a state-recognised institution.”™’

For the sake of argument, | will accept Chambers’s claim about gender inequality. Her argument
still fails. Granting Chambers’s claim about gender inequality, she has established that there is
one weighty pro tanto reason to abolish state-recognised marriage. However, she has not
provided a convincing reason to think there may not be similarly weighty reasons on the other
wise. Chambers’s claim that we cannot know how informal ‘marriage’ will affect family stability in
a society without state-recognised marriage is plausible only on the basis of some kind of
epistemic claim according to which it is very difficult to make accurate predictions about people’s
behaviour in societies very different to our own.

This epistemic claim, on which Chambers implicitly relies, also implies that it is very difficult to
make accurate predictions about how people would respond to the abolition of state-recognised
marriage. Chambers claims that “there is no reason to think” that parents would “lose their
commitment to values such as stability and enduring relationships” if state-recognised marriage
were abolished, because the state could signal its support for such values through other
means.”?

9 Ibid., 19-20

0 |bid., 104

™1 |bid. Emphasis original. Private ceremonies or contracts called ‘marriage’ could still exist in a society
without state-recognised marriage.

742 |bid., 109
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But there are in fact two reasons to think these values would be threatened. First, as Chambers
acknowledges, marriage has a distinct and distinctly thick set of social meanings, and one of
these meanings is a commitment to care for children produced by the marital relationship.”*
Abolishing state-recognised marriage will have a meaning-disrupting effect on these meanings.
A state policy of signalling concern for family stability and enduring parental relationships in
other ways would very plausibly be significantly less effective at encouraging such values than
the status quo of state-recognised marriage, precisely because it would not engage the thick
nexus of long-established social meanings that state-recognised marriage engages.

Second, the abolition of state-recognised marriage itself is very likely to have a harmful
signalling effect. Suppose the state ceases to recognise marriage, and announces it is doing so
on the grounds that Chambers thinks justify this abolition—that marriage is an oppressive,
patriarchal institution that undermines gender equality and autonomy.’”** This will very plausibly
be interpreted by parents or potential parents as a symbolic endorsement of the values of
expressive liberty, sexual autonomy, and a thick conception of gender equality above what are
(in this case) the competing values of family stability, commitment, and child welfare. It is
probable that the state will thereby induce more people to prioritise these values over pursuing
stable marriages that are conducive to child welfare.

I do not claim to be able to predict the magnitude of the meaning-disrupting and signalling
effects. The same epistemic principle that justifies Chambers’s claim that we cannot know the
effect of informal ‘marriage’ on family stability in a society without state-recognised marriage
also implies that we cannot know the magnitude of these two effects. We therefore cannot know
if their magnitude exceeds the harmful effect of state-recognised marriage on gender equality
that | conceded for the sake of argument.

It is therefore possible that countervailing reasons for retaining state-recognised marriage exist,
of equal or greater magnitude to the reason Chambers adduces in favour of abolition. The
magnitude of the effects | have discussed is difficult to foresee in part because of the same
reasons (the applicability of the burdens of judgement to such complex appraisals of the effects
of policies in different social worlds) that justify the deep version of Rawlsian liberalism, with
multiple legitimate reasonable conceptions of justice, in the first place. Therefore, Chambers
has failed to refute the legitimacy of state-recognised marriage and provided no reason to think
subsidising marriage is illegitimate. | will now move on to discuss the substantive argument for
subsidising marriage.

73 |bid., 58.
74 (Chambers 2017, 11-46).
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lll.i: Thinking of the Children: The Child Welfare Argument

The most promising argument for subsidising marriage will therefore rely on an appeal to the
interests of children, where the concerns about paternalism will largely not apply.’** Macedo
mentions evidence that being raised in married families benefits children, but does not develop
a fully worked-out argument based on this evidence.”® In the remainder of this chapter, | will
defend an argument that appeals to this evidence. | will not defend the overall soundness of this
argument, but | will defend its compatibility with the conditions of legitimacy in Rawlsian
liberalism and its plausibility. Plausibility, here, is a rough epistemic notion: the argument should
not rely on arbitrary conjecture or inferential errors; should seem, to good-willed readers, to
have, prima facie, at least some force; and should stand up against obvious objections.

Rawls lists among the legitimate state interests in the family the “orderly production and
reproduction of society from one generation to the next”.”*” This gives us at least prima facie
reason to think that a liberal state has a non-perfectionist interest in the means by which a
society reproduces itself across generations. As we will see, the child welfare argument relies
on claims that capture part of this interest.

The child welfare argument proceeds as follows.

P1: Subsidies, implemented appropriately, can have a non-trivial impact on the number of adults
who marry or stay married,;

P2: If more adults are induced to marry or stay married, more children will be raised in stable,
reasonably happy married families vis-a-vis the likely alternatives, provided this inducement is
done in the way least likely to cause the additional marriages to be dysfunctional,

P3: If more children are raised in stable, reasonably happy married families vis-a-vis the likely
alternatives, children’s average levels of physical and mental health, educational attainment,
and future income and wealth will be significantly higher;

P4: The state may justly act (provided it does not violate any basic rights in doing so) to
increase its citizens’ levels of physical and mental health, educational attainment, and income
and wealth, since all of these are primary goods;

C: Therefore, the state may justly introduce marriage subsidies iff such subsidies induce more
adults to marry or stay married, provided this inducement is done in the way least likely to cause
the additional marriages to be dysfunctional.

™% There is, of course, a literature debating the nature and significance of children’s interest in autonomy
and the legitimacy of moulding children’s values and preferences (e.g. (Fowler 2014; Clayton 2012)).
However, the argument | will defend does not rely on this moulding.

746 (Macedo 2015, 110-12)

47 (Rawls 1997, 793)
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The child welfare argument is valid: if (P1-P4) are true, (C) is true. (P4) is true according to
political liberalism, which is the version of liberal theory this chapter uses. The issue therefore
turns on (P1-3). | will now show that (P1-3) are, on the balance of probabilities, more likely than
not to be true.

lll.ii: The Plausibility of the Child Welfare Argument

(P1) claims that marriage subsidies can have a significant impact on a society’s marriage rate.
The evidence from Hungary, which | have already referred to, supports this claim. After the
introduction of a large, subsidised loan for newlyweds in 2019, which is partly or wholly forgiven
depending on the number of children the couple goes on to have, the number of marriages in
Hungary jumped by over 20%.7*® Scholars generally agree that the subsidies played an
important role in inducing this change, despite disagreeing over the likely long-term magnitude
and durability of the trend towards a higher marriage rate.’®

Broader empirical analyses of the impact of financial subsidies and penalties on marriage rates
corroborate the claim that subsidies can have a significant impact. Studies in the United States,
deploying both statistical analyses and randomised trials, have found that the net fiscal impact
of tax and welfare policy on married vs. single status has a significant impact on people’s
likelihood of marrying.”®® The evidence strongly suggests, therefore, that policies that affect
people’s financial circumstances, like marriage subsidies, can have a significant impact on a
society’s marriage rate. (P1) is therefore probably true.

The obvious objection to (P2) is what | will call the ‘perversity claim’.”*' This is the claim that, if
more people are induced to marry or stay married by subsidies, the people marrying or staying
married who would not otherwise have done so will be the ‘wrong’ people. According to the
perversity claim, people marrying or staying married for financial reasons will generally be those
who do not have a relationship that is otherwise happy or stable enough to justify marriage or
staying married. These people will therefore generally not have stable, reasonably happy
marriages, and the net effect of marriage subsidies will therefore not be, as their advocates
intend, to increase the proportion of children raised in stable, reasonably happy marriages
vis-a-vis the likely alternatives, but to increase the proportion of children raised in unstable and
unhappy marriages vis-a-vis the likely alternatives, thus having a presumably negative impact
on overall child welfare, or at least undermining confidence in any positive impact.”? If the

48 (DeRose 2023)

9 See (Woods 2021; Szakacs and Fenyo 2023; Flirész and Molnar 2021)

750 (Eriksen 2010; Fisher 2013)

81 Following (Hirschman 1991), a perversity argument holds that a policy will in fact undermine the very
value it purports to promote.

52 \Whether the net effect on child welfare will be negative in this scenario depends on the relative impact
on children of being raised in unstable, unhappy married families vis-a-vis being raised in one-parent
households. To my knowledge, no empirical evidence exists permitting us to assess this. Nevertheless,
the perversity claim, if true, would undermine confidence in the positive impact of marriage subsidies on
child welfare.
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perversity claim is true, (P2) is false, and the child welfare argument fails. If, however, the
perversity claim is false, and people who are induced to marry by subsidies are as likely, or
nearly as likely, as other people who choose to marry to have reasonably happy and stable
marriages, then (P2) is true, and the net effect of subsidies will be to increase the proportion of
children raised in reasonably happy and stable marriages vis-a-vis the likely alternatives.

The perversity claim is probably false because it has implausible implications for the causes of
recent trends in marriage patterns. Most Western liberal democracies have seen substantial,
and in some cases dramatic, falls in marriage rates since 1990. For instance, the United States
saw its marriage rate fall by 37% between 1990 and 2022,7%® and this decline in marriage rates
has been steepest among non-college-educated people.”* The decline has not been
accompanied by a comparable decline in the divorce rate, which has declined modestly since
1990 but not at a comparable pace to the marriage rate.”®® This means that, compared to the
situation in 1990, a substantially smaller section of the population is choosing to marry and stay
married at any given time, and this trend is particularly concentrated among less educated
people.

If the perversity claim were true, how would we explain this trend? The perversity claim holds
that subsidies cannot induce more people to both marry or stay married and form or sustain
reasonably happy and stable marriages; it holds, in other words, that people induced by
subsidies to marry or stay married will have unhappy and/or unstable marriages. Thus, the
perversity claim implies that, at any time, there are not a significant number of unmarried people
who, were they induced to marry and stay married, would enjoy reasonably happy and stable
marriages. Yet the proportion of unmarried people has risen substantially since 1990. How can
we explain this, consistently with the perversity thesis?

There are two possible ways of explaining the decline in marriage since 1990 consistently with
the perversity thesis: either (a) the decline in marriage since 1990 has involved a decline in the
proportion of people who, if they married, would be able to enjoy reasonably happy and stable
marriages; or (b) the decline does not involve a decline in this proportion, but it is nevertheless
true that, at the margins, financial incentives will mainly induce people to marry or stay married
who would, if they did so, not enjoy reasonably happy and stable marriages.

Both (a) and (b) are extremely implausible and inconsistent with the best available evidence.
For (a) to be true, it must be the case that, since 1990, large swathes of the population,
especially poorer and less educated segments of the population, have become less capable of
sustaining reasonably happy and stable (not perfect) marriages. This is prima facie highly
implausible. For (b) to be true, it must be the case that only, or overwhelmingly, people who are
not capable of sustaining reasonably happy and stable marriages respond to financial
considerations when deciding whether to marry, which is also prima facie extremely implausible;
or that there is something unique about the mechanism by which subsidies specifically affect the

53 Compare (Clarke 1995, 1) and (Tsai 2024)
54 (Taylor et al. 2010, 1)
%5 (Loo 2024)
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relevant financial considerations influencing choices about marriage that somehow causes
subsidies to influence the decisions only of people who would be unable to sustain reasonably
happy and stable marriages, which is also prima facie implausible.

Not only is (a) prima facie implausible, it is contradicted by widespread evidence that, since
1990, more people have begun to delay or avoid marriage because of changes in cultural
values. While survey evidence typically shows near-stability in the share of unmarried people
claiming that they would like to get married at some point, there is good reason to believe that
people are increasingly ascribing lower priority to marriage when it appears to conflict with other
desires or values. For instance, between 2006 and 2020, the percentage of Americans claiming
to believe it is “very important” for a couple to marry if they “plan to spend the rest of their lives
together” fell by sixteen points. During the same time period, the percentage of Americans
claiming to believe it is “morally acceptable” to have children outside marriage rose by the same
margin, while belief in the acceptability of divorce rose by eight points and belief in the
acceptability of non-marital sex rose by nine points.”®

Taken together, this declining belief in the importance of marriage, combined with increasing
belief in the acceptability of non-marital relationships and divorce, clearly indicates a trend
towards cultural values that ascribe less importance to marriage when there appear to be
trade-offs between marriage and other values or goals. It would be surprising if this trend did not
play a significant part in causing the decline in the prevalence of marriage during this time
period. Much more plausible is Brad Wilcox’s supposition that Americans (and presumably
people in other Western liberal democracies) increasingly ascribe less importance to marriage
when it appears to conflict with the self-expression or satisfaction purportedly afforded by other
lifestyle choices, such as sexual and romantic experimentation;”®’ or with the ideal of entering a
presumptively permanent relationship, or remaining in such a relationship, only with one’s “soul
mate”.”® This supposition is, of course, consistent with the observation noted earlier that the
proportion of unmarried people saying they would, in principle, like to get married has remained
relatively stable.

If, in face of this clear evidence for declining belief in the importance of marriage, we were to
hold on to explanation (a) for the perversity claim—namely that the decline in the prevalence of
marriage is caused by a decline in the proportion of people who, if they married, would
experience reasonably happy and stable marriages—we would have to make a further highly
implausible supposition. We would have to suppose that, for the people increasingly choosing to
prioritise other goals and values above marriage, this change in priorities is either cause or
consequence of an increasing inability to sustain relatively happy and stable marriages, an
inability that would persist even if such people were to choose to marry. It is plausible enough
that some people who ascribe relatively little priority to marriage might be unable to sustain such
a relatively happy and stable marriage if they were to choose to marry, but it is not plausible to
think that all, or nearly all, of these people would be unable to sustain such a relationship. Very

756 (Gallup, Inc 2025)
57 (Wilcox 2024, 23—-4; 68-70)
8 |bid., 121-4
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plausibly, many of the people prioritising other values and goals above marriage have only
relatively shallow, fleeting, and (perhaps) adaptive preferences for these other values and goals
vis-a-vis marriage,” so that they would not necessarily be deeply unhappy or conflicted if they
were to choose to marry. Even in the case of people for whom anti-marriage preferences are
deeply rooted and intense, if these people were to choose to marry, it would presumably be
because they had already changed or moderated these preferences. It is therefore
overwhelmingly plausible to suppose that a significant proportion of the people currently
prioritising other goals over marriage would have reasonably happy and stable marriages if they
changed their priorities and chose to marry or stay married, so explanation (a) must be rejected
as false. Quite simply, more people who could have reasonably happy and stable marriages are
choosing to do other things. They could choose otherwise.

What about explanation (b)? Could it be the case that many people who could have reasonably
happy and stable marriages are choosing other things, but that financial subsidies will only
affect the choices of the group of people who are currently choosing other things and could not
have such marriages? If this were true, we would expect that, empirically, in cases where
subsidies induce more people to marry, these marriages tend to be less stable, so the increase
in the marriage rate would be accompanied by an increase in the divorce rate.”® (Of course, this
may not hold true if the subsidies were lost, or required to be repaid, in the event of divorce.
Typically, however, this is not the case. In Hungary, for instance, subsidies continue as family
allowances in the event of divorce).”' This increase in the divorce rate is not what we observe.
The doubling of Hungary’s marriage rate between 2010 and 2021 was, in fact, accompanied by
a significant fall in the divorce rate.”®> American studies corroborate the claim that marriage
subsidies usually increase the marriage rate without increasing the divorce rate.”®®* We should
therefore reject explanation (b) as false.

Neither explanation for the perversity claim is consistent with the available evidence, so we
must conclude that the perversity claim is probably false and (P2) is probably true. There is no
reason to think that people induced to marry or stay married through subsidies are likely to have
less happy or stable marriages than anyone else who marries or stays married. Inducing people
to marry or stay married through subsidies, therefore, probably does, at least if done in the most
appropriate ways, lead to more children being raised in reasonably happy and stable married
families vis-a-vis the likely alternatives, rather than to more children being raised in unhappy
and/or unstable married families.

The case for (P3) is very strong, indeed overwhelmingly strong. Note that, per the probable truth
of (P2), the “likely alternative” to children being raised in reasonably happy, stable married
families is not children being raised in unhappy and/or unstable married families. Nor is it
children being raised in polygamous families, polyamorous polycules, multigenerational families,

%0 Just as is plausibly the case with respect to any lifestyle choice.

780 This does not measure the happiness of marriages, but data on this is hard to come by, for obvious
reasons.

61 (DeRose 2023)

762 (Hungarian Central Statistical Office 2024)

763 (Dickert-Conlin 1999, 230-2)
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kibbutzim, feminist collectives, or state-run orphanages, for the statistical frequency of such
childcare arrangements is vanishingly small in all the Western liberal democracies. The likely
alternative is, overwhelmingly, children being raised by one-parent families or unmarried
two-parent families. As | will shortly explain, the empirical evidence for the superiority of
reasonably happy and stable married families over one-parent families for children’s future
access to primary goods is overwhelming, while unmarried two-parent families are considerably
less stable than married ones, and therefore more likely to end up collapsing into one-parent
families.

The economist Melissa Kearney has recently summarised much of this evidence. Drawing on
several studies conducted over the last decade, Kearney shows that, on average, children
raised in two-parent households enjoy substantially better outcomes, in terms of all the primary
goods under discussion (health, wealth, educational outcomes, likelihood of criminality or drug
addiction, etc.) than children raised in one-parent households, even when controlling for other
socio-economic variables presumably relevant to child development.”®* She notes that the
two-parent effect is mediated but nof fully explained by the level of economic resources to which
households have access, which strongly implies that the two-parent effect is an independent
causal influence, not a result of the fact that two-parent households are likely to be of higher
socio-economic status than one-parent households.”®®

This suggests that two-parent households tend to produce better outcomes for children in terms
of primary goods because the presence of two parents contributes not only to children’s material
resources (due to having two incomes in the household), but also, crucially, to cultural and
social resources of other kinds, such as parental attention. In other words, children raised in
two-parent (as opposed to one-parent) households tend to benefit emotionally and
psychologically from greater parental attention, leading to better outcomes later in life as
measured in terms of a range of primary goods.

Importantly, Kearney also cites evidence showing that the stability of two-parent households is
strongly correlated whether the parents are married.”® In other words, children living with two
married parents are more likely to still live with two parents X years in the future than children
living with two unmarried parents, even when other factors plausibly influencing the likelihood of
parental separation are controlled for.”®” Now, it is plausible that, even when all other factors
known to affect the likelihood of this separation are controlled for, some other, unidentified factor
nevertheless contributes to both the likelihood that a couple will stay together and the likelihood
that they will marry. Nevertheless, it is extremely probable that the act of marrying itself causes
part of the correlation between marital status and household stability, because an extremely
plausible mechanism exists to explain this causal process. Marrying, i.e. publicly pledging to at
least attempt to live together permanently, extremely plausibly influences couple’s future
decisions in the direction of valuing relationship stability to a higher degree, thereby partially

84 (Kearney 2023, 48-57)

5 |bid., 57-64. This is partly because two-parent households usually have two incomes.
768 |bid., 66

87 See also (Marriage Foundation 2022)
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causing the higher relationship stability seen among married couples, and thereby also partially
causing the lower risk that children raised by two married parents will end up experiencing their
parents’ separation than children raised by two unmarried parents.”®®

It appears, then, that marriage plays an important part in producing the child-welfare benefits of
two-parent households. Kearney’s evidence therefore validates the overwhelming likelihood that
(P3) is true: if more children are raised in stable, reasonably happy married families vis-a-vis the
likely alternatives, their average levels of physical and mental health, educational attainment,
future income and wealth, and access to other primary goods will be significantly higher. It
appears, therefore, that all of the premises (P1-P3) of the child welfare argument are true. (P1)
and (P3) are almost certainly true, and (P2) is probably true. Since (P4) is (per the assumptions
of this chapter) true, the argument appears to be sound. Despite the uncertainty introduced by
the merely probabilistic judgement that (P2) is true, the argument is certainly plausible even if it
is not certainly sound.

I will now briefly respond to some hypothetical objections, before discussing the theoretical
challenge to (P4) posed by Chambers. First, a critic might argue that the child welfare argument
is in some sense covertly perfectionist. While it does not appeal explicitly to any perfectionist
values, but only to children’s future access to primary goods, part of the mechanism for the
beneficial effects of child subsidies appears to involve changes in citizens’ overall conceptions
of human flourishing. This is because, to induce people currently prioritising other lifestyle
choices above marriage to marry, it is extremely plausible to think that marriage subsidies do not
work (when they work) simply by adding an additional financial consideration to the ‘scales’ on
which a person weighs the choice to marry or not marry, but also by moulding citizens’ beliefs
about the intrinsic importance of marriage vis-a-vis other lifestyle choices. It is not as if Bettina
thinks to herself, “Well, I'd prefer to be a single, childless cat lady, but pursuing this lifestyle is
only worth €20,000 to me, and | can get a €30,000 subsidy for marrying Alfréd. So on balance,
my expected utility is higher if | become a tradwife instead.” Rather, any plausible mechanism
for the effect of marriage subsidies on choices will rely in part on the way in which the state, by
offering these subsidies, moulds citizens’ values and priorities. By offering subsidies, the state
appears to ‘honour’ marriage above other lifestyle choices.”® The state, in inducing citizens to
choose marriage in part because of the honour it gives to marriage, or because of the indirect
effects this honour has on social norms, moulds citizens to give more value to marriage and
commitment vis-a-vis experimentation or finding a ‘soul mate’, and thereby changes their
comprehensive conceptions of flourishing. Marriage subsidies are therefore a covertly
perfectionist policy.

My response to this objection is that this kind of covert perfectionism simply does not matter to
Rawlsian liberalism. Political liberals widely recognise that the state cannot coherently aim that

88 A possible objection here is that this mechanism may only operate in societies with state-recognised
marriage. | will respond to this objection in Part 4 of this chapter.
769 Compare (Hazony 2022, 145-2) on “honor”.
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its policies are neutral in effect, as opposed to merely anti-perfectionist in intention.”’® Many
kinds of policy that political liberals widely accept will turn out, on close inspection, to be covertly
perfectionist in an analogous way. For instance, suppose the state decides to subsidise fresh
fruit and vegetables and tax ultra-processed ‘junk’ food on the impeccably anti-perfectionist
grounds that health is a primary good that the state has a strong interest in promoting.””" If this
policy is effective in changing citizens’ food choices, it will not only be because it changes the
financial incentives citizens face when making such choices. It will, extremely plausibly, also be
because citizens come to ascribe more intrinsic weight, in their value systems, to long-term
health vis-a-vis fleeting gastronomic pleasure. Perhaps some citizens even come to regard junk
food as morally ‘impure’.”’2 It would be absurd, and have absurd consequences, to think that
this covert perfectionism is a reason, let alone a compelling reason, for the state not to try to
encourage healthy eating among its citizens.

Another objection would be that alternative policies could achieve the same end—promoting
child welfare—more effectively. One obvious alternative policy suggested by Kearney’s
evidence of the superiority of married families, compared to one-parent families, for child welfare
is to try to compensate children raised in one-parent families for this disadvantage. However,
this policy, while certainly justified, is a complement to the policy of subsidising marriage, not a
substitute for this policy. As Kearney’s evidence shows, a large part of the reason that
two-parent families are better for child welfare than one-parent families is that they provide
children with more non-material resources such as parental attention. It is likely to be difficult, if
not almost impossible, for the state to fully compensate children for the disadvantages attendant
on being raised in one-parent households, because it is plausibly difficult (if not impossible) to
provide children adequate substitute goods for parental attention, assuming (as is extremely
plausible) that the attention of paid professionals is at best an imperfect substitute for parental
attention.”” Even if it were possible for the state to fully compensate children raised in
one-parent households, this might, in some plausible circumstances, be substantially less
cost-effective than combining this policy with a policy to reduce the number of children raised in
one-parent families.””* An appropriate policy mix would therefore be for the state to both assist
children raised in one-parent households and to encourage more parents or prospective parents
to marry so that fewer children are raised in one-parent households in the first place.

Another alternative policy is that of subsidising childbirth specifically for couples who are already
married, instead of subsidising marriage directly. This is likely to be of very limited effectiveness
in increasing the proportion of children raised in married families for two reasons. The first

70 (Kramer 2017, 13—14). A stronger version of this objection could be recovered from Kramer’s (ibid.,
17-24) discussion of “neutrality of means and ends”. | will respond to this objection, which applies to my
discussion of both marriage subsidies and public religion, in the next chapter.

M Some liberals might object to such a policy on the grounds of its paternalism, but nothing in Rawlsian
liberalism commits us to rejecting all paternalistic policies.

72 Cf. (Haidt 2012, 150) on the “impurity-avoidance function in New Age grocery stores”.

73 See the literature on the negative effects of professional daycare vs parental care for young children.
E.g. (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 2003)

74 1t might be that a great quantity of material resources is needed to make up for the effect of having only
one income and one parent in the household, and a relatively small quantity needed to reduce the
number of one-parent households.
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reason is that the fairly comprehensive existing empirical literature on pronatalism suggests
childbirth subsidies have only a very modest impact on the birth rate at very high financial
cost,’”® whereas marriage subsidies can be much more cost-effective (as we saw in the case of
the doubling of Hungary’s marriage rate from 2010 to 2021). The second reason is that, even if
subsidies for childbirth to already-married couples could raise the birthrate to such couples by
as much as 0.5—which is probably the outer limit of feasibility, per the evidence cited
above—this would have only a modest impact on the proportion of children being raised within
married households (and thence on the proportion being raised in stable two-parent
households, which conduce to child welfare) in societies like the contemporary Western liberal
democracies where upwards of 40% of children are currently born out of wedlock.””® This 40%
or more of children would be largely untouched by a policy of childbirth subsidies for the
already-married. Although it is possible that childbirth subsidies for the already-married might
induce more couples to marry before having children, this effect is likely to be considerably more
modest than the effect of directly subsidising marriage on such couples. On the balance of
probabilities, given the evidence we have, subsidising marriage directly, either alongside or
instead of subsidising childbirth to already-married couples, is likely to be a considerably more
effective means of improving child welfare than merely subsidising childbirth for the
already-married.

Finally, a possible objection might be that the appeal to parental attention as the mechanism for
the benefits of married families implies a rationale for encouraging polygamy and/or polyamory,
since in polygamous/amorous households, there is more potential ‘parental’ attention for
children. If we find this conclusion unappealing (I take no position on whether we should), it
might constitute a modus tollens argument against the child welfare argument, with at least
some pro tanto force.

However, when we consider the mechanism for the child welfare benefits of married families
more carefully, it becomes clear that there is no reason to think that polygamous/amorous
families would realise this mechanism more than two-parent families. The conduciveness of a
household structure to child-welfare does not increase monotonically with the number of
‘parents’, or rather—since children conceived naturally in polygamous/amorous households still
have only two biological parents—with the number of adults in the household. The
evolutionary-psychological literature on polygamy strongly suggests that, in general,
polygamous/amorous households with three or more adults—but of course only two biological
parents of each individual child—exhibit a distinctive set of dysfunctions which negate any
benefits in adult attention supplied by the additional adults in the household.””” Moreover,
evolutionary-psychological literature also suggests that the amount of ‘parental’ investment,
both financial and in terms of attention, from adults in a polygamous/amorous household who

75 (Stone 2020)

76 (OEC Family Database 2022)

77 E.g. (Henrich 2023). These dysfunctions include a substantially higher risk of child abuse and neglect,
and of conflict between adults in the household. This research pertains directly to the traditional
polygynous families found in some traditional, purportedly patriarchal, societies. But evolutionary
psychology would also strongly suggest that any mass uptake of polygamy/amoury would primarily take
the form of polygny.
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are not biologically related to a child is likely to be considerably less than the investment from
the child’s biological parents.””® Thus, the benefits to any given child of having additional,
biologically unrelated adults present in the household are likely to be small, and the expected
costs, in the form of the characteristic dysfunctions of polygamous/amorous households, are
likely to be large. None of this is intended as an argument against encouraging or recognising
polygamy/amory: that would take us far beyond this chapter’s focus. It is merely intended as a
rebuttal to the possible objection that the mechanism by which married families produce
superior child welfare outcomes implies that the state should encourage polygamy/amory. When
it comes to child welfare, two parents good, three (or more) ‘parents’ better is a misleading
slogan that rests on a fallacious inference.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that there is no tension, let alone contradiction, between being a
Rawlsian liberal and being an enthusiast for Orban-style marriage subsidies. Plausibly,
reasonable conceptions of justice actually demand support for such policies. | have
demonstrated that some such conceptions certainly permit support for such policies.

Rawilsian liberals should take this as a warning not to read off substantively left-of-centre or
anti-conservative conclusions too directly and automatically from the framework of Rawls’s
mature view of political liberalism. Some reasonable conceptions of justice have substantively
left-of-centre and anti-conservative implications across a range of contested issues; others have
the opposite implications. Just as Rawls warned against making political liberalism “political in
the wrong way” by aiming for a mere “balance of forces”’® that do not reflect moral conviction,
we must also guard against making political liberalism ‘liberal in the wrong way’ by turning it into
a device for rationalising the exclusive legitimacy of substantively left-liberal conclusions.

We should not inadvertently vindicate Yenor’s judgement that “neutrality is a fiction”, applied
always against traditionalist beliefs but never against progressive ones.”®® Thomas Nagel
worried that conservatives and traditionalists might see political liberalism as a bad-faith device
for justifying the preferred policies of progressive-perfectionists, while bypassing substantive
argument about human flourishing.”®' Nearly forty years later, Robert P. George concluded that
Nagel's worry was right: many left-liberal theorists, he argued, had themselves viewed political
liberalism as a “parlor game” in which the substantive policy conclusions were never really open
to question.” By showing that political liberalism does not invariably lead to the policy
conclusions favoured by progressive-perfectionists for independent reasons—that, looked at
carefully, the content of some, but only some, reasonable conceptions of justice converges with
progressive-perfectionism—I hope to have shown that Rawlsian liberalism is not a mere parlour

78 E.g (Jex and Burgess 2021)

™ |bid., 39

80 (Yenor 2021, 186)

781 (Nagel 1987, 216)

782 (American Enterprise Institute 2023, 01:14:49)
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game but a viable way of ordering a society containing deep disagreements between
progressives and traditionalists and between diverse conceptions of justice.

The wider implication of my conclusion is that some versions of liberalism can accept the
legitimacy of many of the postliberals’ preferred and indeed flagship policies. | have
demonstrated that there exists a plausible anti-perfectionist argument for marriage subsidies.
This argument has a significant prima facie chance of persuading neutralist liberals and even
some progressive-perfectionists of the justice of marriage subsidies. Postliberals, and other
traditionalist anti-liberals, should therefore recognise that they have a realistic prospect of
achieving this important policy goal within the liberal regime. It is also highly plausible that
making progress towards this goal will also have a mitigating impact on some aspects of the
liberal regime’s structural tendency to decay into progressive-authoritarianism, since, although
the goal makes no explicit reference to traditionalist beliefs about marriage, working towards it
will inevitably bring liberals into sympathetic contact with persons holding such beliefs. This
should have a mitigating effect on the mechanism for liberal decay into
progressive-authoritarianism discussed in chapter 5 by reducing the experienced overwhelming
obviousness of progressive beliefs about marriage and family, specifically of sexual
expressivism. Postliberals, therefore, should be encouraged by both of these observations—that
they have a greater ability to achieve their policy goals within the liberal regime than they
assume, and doing so will plausibly also reduce the risk of its decay into
progressive-authoritarianism than they assume—to see the liberal regime in a less negative
light than they currently tend to.

For the same reasons, liberal traditionalist-perfectionists, who are committed to minimal
liberalism in conjunction with non-coercive perfectionist policies based on traditionalist
conceptions of flourishing, should also mitigate the belief, often expressed by mainstream
conservatives, that either or both real-world liberal regimes and liberal theory are inherently
hostile to pro-family policies.

Progressive-perfectionists like Chambers,’® who think that the state should promote the overall
human good as conceptualised by a progressive view of flourishing, should be persuaded by my
argument in this chapter to admit that there are at least some important pro tanto considerations
on the other side of the argument. Sometimes, not all values can be fully realised at once;
recognising this is, | believe, one of the marks of a mature theory of political morality.”®* The
value (for progressive-perfectionists) of a thick conception of gender equality or sexual
autonomy will sometimes exist in a trade-off relationship with the value of child welfare, which is
often best promoted by constraints on the implementation of such thick conceptions of equality
and autonomy. Depending on the relative weight progressive-perfectionists give these
sometimes-competing values, it is possible that the correct balancing will sometimes come out
on the side of marriage subsidies even if this policy is bad for equality and autonomy.

83 Chambers argues that state-recognised marriage is incompatible with Rawlsian liberalism because of
Rawilsian liberalism’s prominence among liberal theorists, but her actual theoretical views are
progressive-perfectionist. See (Chambers 2017, 47).

784 Cf. (Berlin 2017 [1958])
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Progressive-perfectionists, then, should learn not to make the unachievable best the enemy of
the achievable good.
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Chapter 7: Establishment Without Perfection: The
Liberal Case for Promoting Religion

The previous chapter demonstrated that the core postliberal policy goal in the area of family
policy—namely, the goal of subsidizing marriage—can be supported by plausible Rawlsian,
anti-perfectionist liberal arguments, and therefore can be plausibly achieved within the liberal
regime. This chapter will do the same for the core postliberal policy goal in religious policy,
namely the promotion of religious belief, practice, and/or affiliation through ‘public religion’, i.e., a
more than symbolic political establishment of, and thereby promotion of, one or more
religions.”®

This chapter will outline the main types of argument that have been advanced for promoting
religion that do not appeal to theological claims about the purported truth or intrinsic value of
one or more religions. From among these arguments, | will identify a specific argument in the
work of Nigel Biggar, which claims that promoting religion can be an effective and prudent
means of ‘containing’ certain forms of anti-liberalism popularly known as “woke”, as the most
likely to be both compatible with Rawlsian liberalism and appealing to postliberals.”® Biggar’s
Anti-Woke Containment Argument for promoting religion holds that state promotion of religion
can limit the prevalence and influence of a particular type of ‘unreasonable’, authoritarian
secularism, which popular authors refer to as “woke” or “progressive extremism”, and which in
fact contains a rationale for the very progressive-authoritarianism that postliberals fear.”®’

If this containment argument is plausible, this will reassure postliberals about the liberal regime
on two counts. First, it will make it easier for them to achieve their preferred policy goals within
the liberal regime than they typically assume, for reasons precisely analogous to how the
previous chapter on family policy showed that it is easier for postliberals to achieve their goals in
this area than they typically assume.”® Second (and similarly to the case of the argument for
marriage subsidies discussed in the previous chapter), if the argument for promoting religion
that | will defend were acted on, and if the argument’s premises are correct, acting on this
argument would have the direct effect of mitigating the liberal regime’s tendency towards
progressive-authoritarianism, since the existence of this mitigating effect is the central
mechanism that, according to the argument, grounds the positive effects of promoting religion.

78 Throughout this chapter, the phrase “promoting religion” refers to efforts intended to increase belief in,
practice of, and/or affiliation with one or more religions in a society. | will refer throughout to establishment
of “religion(s)” because it is possible for a state to establish more than one religion.

786 Specifically (Biggar 2011, 2020; Biggar and Laborde 2018)

87 See (Williams 2024c; Kaufmann 2024a) on this ideology.

88 As the previous chapter argued, if a postliberal policy can be supported by plausible arguments that
are compatible with Rawlsian liberalism, postliberals might plausibly be able to implement it within the
liberal regime. This is because such a policy will be supported by plausible anti-perfectionist arguments,
which can appeal to, and have significant pro tanto force for, groups beyond postliberals and other
traditionalist-perfectionist
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To show that Biggar’s containment argument is plausible and acting on the argument would be
consistent with Rawlsian liberalism, this chapter will defend three claims: (1) that the
containment argument for promoting religion is compatible with Rawlsian public reason; (2) that
the argument’s conclusion—that states should promote religion through non-coercive, but
more-than-symbolic, “moderate” religious establishment—is compatible with Rawlsian
liberalism; and (3) that the containment argument is plausible.

I will begin (part I) by showing that most of the anti-liberal postliberals on which this thesis
focuses support a form of religious establishment that avoids first-order coercion, but which is
more than symbolic, as a means of promoting religion, and that they primarily defend this view
on the basis of non-theological arguments. This justifies and motivates my engagement with
anti-perfectionist (and thus non-theological) arguments for “moderate” forms of religious
establishment. In part Il, | will outline the conditions that an argument for promoting religion must
meet to be compatible with Rawlsian public reason. In this part, | will also contrast these
conditions with those required by other versions of liberalism and rebut arguments from
theorists who think the conditions are more demanding than | do. In doing so, | will demonstrate
claims (1) and (2), by showing that anti-perfectionist arguments for promoting religion as a
means to a neutral end are compatible with public reason, and that moderate establishment is
compatible with Rawlsian liberalism. Part IIl will then briefly survey the various arguments that
have been offered for promoting religion, and then identify the Anti-Woke Containment
Argument in Biggar’s work. | will then formalise this argument and defend it against criticisms
from Cécile Laborde.” Part IV will, finally, demonstrate claim (3) by showing that, based on the
best available empirical evidence regarding the effectiveness of state promotion of religion and
its likely impact on the prevalence of anti-liberal, progressive-authoritarianism in society, the
Anti-Woke Containment Argument is plausible.

|: Postliberalism and Promoting Religion

By “promoting religion”, | mean to refer to the implementation by the state of policies aimed at
increasing the prevalence of belief in, practice of, and/or identification with one or more
religion(s) among the population.”® These policies could include symbolic endorsement,
provision of religious instruction in state educational institutions, funding of religious
organisations, measures aimed at regulating society’s “moral ecology” to make the cultural and
social environment more conducive to religion, or measures coercively enforcing religious

practice or professions of religious belief.”’

Policies aiming to promote religion overlap with policies that constitute religious ‘establishment’,
but are not co-extensive with such policies. Religious ‘establishment’ usually refers to state

8% See (Laborde 2020; Biggar and Laborde 2018)

790 Echoing the standard measurement of religion along the three axes of affiliation, belief, and practice.
See e.g. (Schwadel 2011)

91 On “moral ecology”, see (Hertzke 1998)
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endorsement of, institutional linkage with, and/or material (e.g., financial) support for one or
more religions.”®?

Not all policies constitutive of establishment are necessarily policies that aim to promote religion.
A state could establish one or more religions for reasons that have nothing to do with promoting
religion. Such reasons might include a desire to honour a religion’s contribution to society’s
cultural heritage, or a desire to promote the representation and recognition of the interests of
one or more religious communities.”®* A state could even establish one or more religions in
order to undermine the influence of religion in society. Indeed, David Miller defends religious
establishment on the grounds that it can have a “moderating effect... on religious discourse and
practice”.” It is plausible that this moderating effect, if it exists, will often spill over into reducing
rates of religious belief, practice, and/or affiliation. So-called ‘supply-side’ scholars of religious
change argue that religious establishment tends to produce secularisation because
state-supported religions have little incentive to meet people’s spiritual needs and desires.” If
this is true, a state could establish one or more religions in order to promote secularisation, i.e.,
to achieve the opposite goal of the goal on which this chapter focuses.

Similarly, not all policies aimed at promoting religion are constitutive of establishment. A state
that believed that the supply-side thesis about establishment promoting secularisation to be true
could seek to promote religion by disestablishing it. A state could also aim to promote religion
through influencing society’s “moral ecology” in ways that involve no endorsement of,
institutional linkage with, or material support for any religion. For instance, if a state believed (as
Deneen appears to believe)’®® that social media tends to distract people from spiritual reflection,
it might impose restrictions on social media algorithms to reduce the distracting or addictive
effects of social media, making spiritual reflection easier. Such a policy would not appear to
involve any endorsement of, institutional linkage with, or material support for any specific
religion or religions, as opposed to endorsement of spiritual reflection in general.

Nevertheless, the fairly extensive literature debating the compatibility of establishment with
liberal political theory is relevant to my aims in this chapter. Some theorists, in the course of
discussing the compatibility of establishment with liberalism, claim that there are no plausible
arguments appealing to the purported tendency of a policy to promote religion that are
compatible with Rawlsian public reason;’®” and some theorists claim that some or all of the
practices that comprise establishment and that postliberals defend are incompatible with
Rawlsian liberalism.”? If either of these claims were true, claims (1) and (2) of the three claims

92 (Seglow 2017, 190-191) provides the most systematic list of establishment practices. See also (Biggar
2011, 1-2), who refers to all of the practices | have mentioned except state funding.

793 (Modood 2010, 9-11) defends state promotion of religion as a means of promoting recognition and
representation.

79 (Miller 2021, 75)

% For a defence of the supply-side view, see (Stark and Finke 2002)

7% (Deneen 2023b, 258)

97 See (Seglow 2017, 202) on how most establishment practices “can be given a public reason defence”.
798 (Laborde 2013, 72) claims that only “multi-faith’ establishment” is compatible with political liberalism.
(Laborde and Laegaard 2019, 184) argue that introducing establishment, as opposed to retaining
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this chapter aims to prove would be false, so | will rebut these claims, which are made by
various liberal theorists in the course of debating the compatibility of establishment with
liberalism, in the course of parts II-1V of this chapter.

Most liberal theorists who have addressed the issue of establishment distinguish between
“symbolic religious establishment”, which is not coercive, and establishment practices that
involve coercion. Symbolic establishment practices include official state endorsement of religion
and the public display of religious symbols.”®® Many theorists use terms like “moderate”,
“weak” 2! or “modest™ to refer to these non-coercive forms of establishment. Coercive
establishment practices, by contrast, involve coercing people into professing a belief or affiliation
or practicing a religion.

Some theorists also explicitly draw attention to a type of establishment practice that is more
than symbolic but not directly coercive. Aurélia Bardon distinguishes between a form of
moderate establishment that is not coercive but “gives special rights or privileges to the
adherents of the established religion”, and purely symbolic religious establishment practices.®® |
think we should refine this distinction further. Non-coercive establishment practices that give
“special rights or privileges” to adherents of the established religion, i.e., to individual persons
who identify with the established religion, will not be compatible with minimal liberalism, let
alone Rawilsian liberalism, because these practices will violate the formal legal equality of
citizens. However, it is possible for establishment practices to give special privileges to
established religious institutions without giving special privileges to adherents. Miller explains
that what he calls “liberal establishment” is not only non-coercive but also entails that “every
citizen must have an equal political status” and that citizens who dissent from the established
religion must be “protected by anti-discrimination laws”.8* This egalitarianism—which appears to
go beyond minimal egalitarianism by also requiring protection from private discrimination—is
compatible, Miller argues, with going “beyond merely symbolic recognition” and extending to
“material support”, funded through taxation, for established religious institutions.®%

Miller is correct that we should distinguish between forms of non-coercive establishment that
respect the formal equality of citizens and those that do not. Thus, | will distinguish between
three kinds of establishment practice as follows:

1) Anti-liberal establishment: practices—such as compelled worship or special legal privileges
for individuals affiliated with the established religion(s)—that violate minimal agency rights
and/or minimal formal equality.

historical practices of establishment, is incompatible with liberalism. (Vallier 2017, 108) argues that any
establishment practices involving the use of public funds are incompatible with liberalism.

% (Bardon 2022, 256-7)

800 (Modood 2010, 5; Seglow 2017, 189; Bonotti 2012, 333)

81 (Laborde and Laegaard 2019, 176)

802 (Laborde and Laegaard 2019, 176; Laborde 2013, 69)

803 (Bardon 2022, 256)

804 (Miller 2021, 77)

85 |bid., 77-8
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2) Moderate establishment: practices—such as state funding of religious organisations or
religious instruction in state schools—that involve material support for the established religion(s)
but respect minimal agency rights and minimal formal equality.

3) Symbolic establishment: practices—such as official state endorsement of a religion or placing
religious symbols in public places—that involve no significant material support for the
established religion(s).

The issue of religious establishment, of any kind, should be carefully distinguished from the
issue of religiously-justified laws. It is possible to argue for any kind of establishment practice,
even anti-liberal establishment, from premises that make no reference to purported religious
truth. A law banning public apostasy, for example, could conceivably be supported on the
grounds that it preserved civic peace and social stability. This would not be a religiously-justified
law. Conversely, as Christopher Eberle points out, a law enacting the redistribution of wealth
could be supported on the basis of Liberation Theology’s injunction to enact a ‘preferential
option for the poor’.8% This would be a religiously-justified law. Even a law forbidding religious
establishment practices and/or the state promotion of religion could be religiously-justified, for
instance if it is supported on the basis of an interpretation of the Biblical injunction to separate
the things of God from those of Caesar.t” For reasons | will explain shortly, | will not discuss
religiously-justified laws in this chapter.

In the previous chapter, | used Audi’s distinction between first- and second-order coercion to
analyse the coercion involved in subsidising marriage.®®® The distinction applies to material state
support for religion in an analogous way. Just as forcing a person to marry involves first-order
coercion, forcing a person to pray or attend religious services also involves first-order coercion.
If, on the other hand, the state subsidises a religious organisation and funds this subsidy
through general taxation, it does not use first-order coercion with respect to religious practice or
profession of belief. It does, however, use second-order coercion, because it must use
first-order coercion with respect to tax-collection in order to fund the subsidisation of religion.
Thus, anti-liberal establishment potentially involves first-order coercion with respect to religious
practice or profession, but moderate establishment involves only second-order coercion with
respect to religious practice or profession, relying on first-order coercion with respect to tax
collection. Symbolic establishment involves no coercion of either kind.

What kind of establishment practices, and other policies, do postliberals support as means of
promoting religion?

Among postliberals who are genuinely anti-liberal, only Catholic integralists and Christian
Nationalists explicitly advocate anti-liberal establishment. Integralism would, in principle, permit
the state to ban heresy or apostasy, and would limit the non-Catholic communities’ right to

806 (Eberle 2002, 112-3)
807 Matthew 22:21; Mark 12:17. (Chaplin 2022) argues against establishment on theological grounds.
808 (Audi 2014, 11)
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engage in public worship.2%® Wolfe’s Christian Nationalism permits compulsory church
attendance to be enforced among baptised Christians.®'® These integralist and Christian
Nationalist goals are obviously incompatible with any version of liberalism; there is no
interesting theoretical question about whether liberalism is compatible with compulsory church
attendance or apostasy laws, for instance, for these obviously violate minimal agency rights.

National Conservatives and non-integralist ‘common good conservatives’ like Deneen typically
do not explicitly defend anti-liberal establishment. Instead, they tend to defend moderate
establishment, in conjunction with moral-ecological measures that do not constitute
establishment, as a means of promoting religion.

These measures to promote religion are a central aspect of the substantive National
Conservative and common good conservative postliberal accounts of political morality. Hazony
lists “public religion” as the second principle (out of nine) of “conservative democracy”, asserting
that “Christianity should be the basis for public life and strongly reflected in government and
other institutions.” This involves, for Hazony, abandoning “the liberal doctrine” of “a ‘wall of
separation between church and state™ " Making Christianity “the basis for public life” seems to
indicate religiously-justified laws; “reflected in government” suggests symbolic establishment,
while rejection of the ‘wall of separation’ indicates support for financial or other forms of material
support for religion. “Reflected... in other institutions” seems to indicate support for ‘moral
ecology’ measures aimed at encouraging a Christian ethos in non-state institutions.
Corroborating all this, recently, Hazony has prominently called for the overturning of the US
Supreme Court’s application of the First Amendment’s religion clauses to the states in the 1947
case Everson v. Board of Education, so as to permit the reintroduction of prayer in public (state)
schools.?' This legal reform would also permit the state-level introduction of formal religious
establishments.8'3

At the same time, Hazony emphasises that the “public religion” he supports would not violate
minimal agency rights or formal equality, arguing, in his co-authored paper on Everson, that
although the First Amendment’s ‘establishment clause’ should not constrain state governments,
the ‘free exercise clause’ should still protect “rights that are reserved to private individuals and
groups”.®" Similarly, the National Conservative ‘Statement of Principles’ emphasises that “Jews
and other religious minorities” should have secure rights to conduct their own worship,
education, and “governance... of their communal institutions”. The ‘Statement’ also rejects
“religious or ideological coercion” of “adult individuals... in their private lives and... homes” 8"
Taken together, these qualifications of the government’s role in promoting public religion appear
to permit moral-ecological regulations and religiously-justified laws while carving out a space for
the protection of the rights of dissenters from the favoured religion(s). This would apparently

809 (Crean and Fimister 2020, 168, 170—1; Pink 2024a)
810 (Wolfe 2022, 474)

811 (Hazony 2022, 368)

812 (Hazony et al. 2025)

813 |bid., 9

814 |bid.

815 (National Conservatism 2022)
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include not only minimal agency rights with respect to religious practice or non-practice and
personal lifestyle choices (at least “in... private lives”, i.e., when they do not directly impinge on
moral ecology),®'® but also substantial parental control over education and group rights for
minority communities over the management of “their communal institutions”.

Deneen’s common good conservatism takes a similar view. His Regime Change defends a
“postliberal integration”, a phrase that at first glance, and probably intentionally, can bring to
mind “integralism”.®'” Yet, as other scholars have noted, the substance of Deneen’s explicit
recommendations is much less radical than his rhetoric.®'® Deneen’s discussion of “integrating
religion” does not endorse anything like integralism.8'® Rather, his position involves a
non-coercive (or not explicitly coercive) traditionalist-perfectionism grounded in a conception of
the “common good” that includes spiritual goods such as “the life of prayer” 8 Deneen
endorses moral-ecological measures, targeting the “ambient conditions fostered by the public
and social order”, to ensure that society not only protects a formal right to pray but also that its
culture is not “inimical to the habit of prayer”.8?' Deneen states that these moral-ecological
measures will avert “a social order that is publicly indifferent to religious belief and practice”.8?2
The only specific policy Deneen hints at is support for “blue laws and a day of rest on the
Sabbath” 82 Regulating Sunday commerce does not contradict any aspect of minimal liberalism.
Deneen, then, like Hazony, supports moderate establishment, along with moral-ecological
measures, to promote religion. He differs from Hazony, however, in not explicitly or evidently
supporting religiously-justified laws.

As | argued in Chapter 2, despite Deneen’s reluctance to explicitly endorse first-order coercion,
and National Conservatism’s explicit rejection of it, neither Deneen’s view of political morality
nor the National Conservative view contains a clear rationale for a principled avoidance of
coercion, and both these views imply potential rationales for embracing coercion. This is why |
consider both these views instances of genuinely anti-liberal postliberalism. Both Deneen and
Hazony, as | also showed in Chapter 2, place great emphasis on the No Alternatives Argument
for traditionalist-authoritarianism and make it central to their overall view of political morality.

This chapter, however, will argue that notwithstanding whatever wider anti-liberal wider agenda
of which they may, for Deneen and Hazony, be a part, the moderate religious establishment and
moral-ecological measures that both National Conservatives and non-integralist Catholic
anti-liberals support as means of promoting religion can be justified by a plausible argument that
is compatible with Rawlsian liberalism and therefore potentially appealing to political actors who
are not postliberals or even traditionalist-perfectionists. In doing so, it will, | hope, like the

818 Note the convergence with the liberal, anti-paternalist, but traditionalist-perfectionist interpretation of
new natural law defended in (Finnis 2001)

817 (Deneen 2023b, 207)

818 (Sleat 2025, 47-60)

819 (Deneen 2023b, 250-62)

820 |bid., 253-6. Emphasis original.

821 |bid., 257-8 it will.

822 |bid., 260. Emphasis original.

823 |bid. Emphasis original.
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previous chapter, give these postliberals reasons to value the liberal regime more than they
currently appear to.

Although some anti-liberal postliberals, like Hazony, defend not only moderate establishment,
but also religiously-justified laws, | will not discuss or defend such laws. A significant academic
literature exists debating the legitimacy of such laws; political liberals typically frame the issues
as dividing ‘exclusivists’, who hold that religiously-justified laws can never be legitimate, from
‘inclusivists’, who think they can sometimes be legitimate.®* However, | think that showing the
‘inclusivist’ position were correct would be considerably less valuable for postliberals than
showing that moderate establishment and moral-ecological measures can be compatible with
Rawlsian liberalism (claim 2) and supported by plausible non-religious (because
anti-perfectionist) arguments (claim 3) that are also compatible with Rawlsian public reason
(claim 1).

This is because the aim of this chapter, like the previous one, is to demonstrate that postliberals
may be able to form ideological coalitions outside the group of traditionalist-perfectionists, within
liberal regimes. Showing the legitimacy of religiously-justified laws would only show that
postliberals could appeal to citizens who share the religious convictions that justify the laws in
question, on the basis of those convictions, without violating liberal conditions of legitimacy. |
aim to demonstrate that postliberals could plausibly persuade citizens who do not share the
relevant religious convictions, or indeed any religious convictions, to support the public
promotion of religion through moderate establishment and moral-ecological measures. This is a
larger constituency, so demonstrating that postliberals can plausibly persuade this constituency
will do more to show that they can plausibly achieve their most important policy goals within the
liberal regime. In what follows, therefore, | take no position on the debate between ‘inclusivists’
and ‘exclusivists’ about the legitimacy of religiously-justified laws; everything | say is compatible
with either position being correct.

This approach, of focusing on anti-perfectionist arguments for moderate establishment rather
than the legitimacy of religiously-justified laws, also seems to me to be congruent with how
postliberals themselves justify their preferred religious policies. It is true that Deneen, Hazony,
and other postliberals appeal to perfectionist arguments when defending these policies; but they
usually make arguments that, while perhaps not completely anti-perfectionist, at least do not
depend on specific, controversial theological claims. For instance, Deneen defends Sabbath
‘blue laws’ by citing a study claiming that “the public manifestation of religious indifference” is
“strongly correlated” with “the dramatic rise of ‘deaths of despair’”.8% Whatever we think of the
merit of this argument, it is clearly an attempt to justify moderate establishment on the basis of
reasons that religious non-believers could in principle accept. This chapter will not only vindicate
the claim that this kind of argument can at least sometimes be plausible, but also show that
such arguments could plausibly gain widespread acceptance within the liberal regime.

824 E.g. (Eberle 2002; Vallier 2014)
825 (Deneen 2023b, 260))
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[I: Public Reason and Promoting Religion

This chapter assumes an “orthodox” interpretation of Rawlsian liberalism.??® This is the same
interpretation that | unpacked in the previous chapter. In that chapter, | outlined six conditions
that Rawlsian liberalism imposes on reasonable conceptions of justice. Such conceptions of
justice may not (C1) endorse the violation of basic rights and must (C2) prioritise such rights
above perfectionist considerations and the general welfare. They should also (S2) not be
inextricably linked to specific comprehensive doctrines, such as religious doctrines, though (for
some theorists of political liberalism) citizens may support specific conceptions on the basis of
their distinctive comprehensive doctrines.?” These conceptions should also apply (S1) only to
society’s basic structure, and not directly to other institutions, such as religious organisations,
and should ensure (C3) that citizens have sufficient resources to make adequate use of their
basic rights. Finally, these conceptions should also express ideas derived from the public
political culture of a liberal and democratic society (S3).

Conditions (S1-3) apply to the arguments for promoting religion that are compatible with
Rawlsian liberalism’s idea of public reason: these conditions require that these arguments
address society’s basic structure (S1), are separable from any specific comprehensive doctrine
that might support them (S2), and are consistent with the content of a liberal society’s public
political culture (S3). If these conditions are satisfied by an argument for promoting religion
through moderate establishment and moral-ecological measures, my claim (1) is true.
Conditions (C1-3) apply to the substantive policies that are compatible with Rawlsian liberalism.
Such policies must respect basic rights (C1), prioritise such rights above perfectionism and the
general welfare (C2), and be compatible with citizens having adequate resources (C3). If these
conditions are satisfied by moderate establishment and (at least some) moral-ecological
measures, my claim (2) is true.

As | showed in the previous chapter, (C2) and (S2) together generate a neutrality requirement:
an argument for a particular policy must be justified on the basis of anti-perfectionist reasons
that are not inextricably linked to a specific conception, or family of conceptions, of human
flourishing. The neutrality requirement implies, and partially expresses, ‘exclusivism’ about
religious justifications for laws. If, however, ‘inclusivism’ about such justifications is correct, my
conclusions will not change. If promoting religion through moderate establishment and
moral-ecological measures is compatible with exclusivist Rawlsian liberalism, it will also be
compatible with an inclusivist version, a fortiori. As | mentioned earlier, assuming exclusivism
permits me to make a stronger case on behalf of postliberals’ potential ability to persuade a
broad constituency of citizens to support their preferred policies within the liberal regime.

828 (Laborde 2013, 67) refers to “orthodox” Rawlsianism.
827 See (Billingham 2017)
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It is evident that policies of moderate establishment can satisfy (C1) by protecting basic rights
and liberties.®?® Part of my definition of moderate establishment is that it does not involve
violations of basic agency rights or first-order coercion with respect to religion. Some
moral-ecological measures may violate basic rights, but many do not. For instance, regulating
social media algorithms or traffic to promote an environment conducive to spiritual reflection
does not violate anyone’s basic agency rights.®?° It should also be evident that arguments for
promoting religion via moderate establishment and moral-ecological measures are consistent
with (S1): such arguments make claims about the appropriate state policy towards religion but
not about the appropriate actions of specific religious organisations themselves. There is also
no reason that either moderate establishment or moral-ecological measures should fail to satisfy
(C3) by preventing citizens from accessing sufficient resources to make use of their basic rights,
unless inordinate amounts of money are spent on these policies. | assume, as | did in the
previous chapter, that (S3) is satisfied if the other conditions of compatibility are satisfied.

Therefore, the challenge (as was the case in chapter 6) arises from the conjunction of (S2) and
(C2), namely the neutrality requirement. Arguments for promoting religion via moderate
establishment and moral-ecological measures of the kinds that postliberals support will be
compatible with Rawlsian liberalism if and only if such arguments are anti-perfectionist. My claim
(1) will be true if and only if this is the case. Policies of moderate establishment and
moral-ecological measures to promote religion will be compatible with Rawlsian liberalism if and
only if such policies do not involve prioritising perfectionist considerations above citizens’ rights.
These rights include not just basic rights (i.e., basic agency and free speech rights) but also
rights against second-order coercion. Because moderate establishment involves second-order
coercion, | will need to show that it can be supported for anti-perfectionist reasons. If this
condition is satisfied, my claim (2) will be true.

Laborde’s “minimal secularism” is a highly influential alternative framework to Rawlsian
liberalism for laying out the conditions for the compatibility of state-religion relationships with
liberalism.®* Minimal secularism requires liberalism-compatible state-religion relationships to
meet three conditions. Rawlsian liberalism, as | have interpreted it, affirms one of these three
conditions, understood roughly in the same way as Laborde understands it, interprets one of
them in a similar but more demanding fashion, but rejects the idea that the final condition is a
requirement of compatibility with liberalism at all rather than a mere desideratum that can be
traded off against other values.

The three conditions of Laborde’s minimal secularism hold that establishment practices must be
(i) “justifiable”, (ii) “limited”, and (iii) “inclusive”.?*' “Justifiable” means that laws should be based
on reasons that are “accessible” to all citizens regardless of the conceptions of flourishing and

828 To my knowledge, no liberal theorists have denied this. Even those who think moderate establishment
is usually impermissible for other reasons accept that it is compatible with basic rights and formal equality.
See e.g. (Bardon 2022; Laborde 2013)

82% Though it might violate basic free speech rights, depending on what the regulation involves (see
Chapter 1, Part Il on ‘minimal liberalism’).

830 (Laborde 2017, 113-159)

81 |bid., 118
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wider comprehensive doctrines they affirm.®3 This accessibility requirement seems to me to
largely converge with the Rawlsian neutrality requirement. Laborde thinks arguments are
accessible if they can be “understood and assessed” (even if not endorsed) by all citizens
regardless of their comprehensive doctrines, i.e., on the basis of “common standards”.?** Some
arguments that would not satisfy the Rawlsian neutrality requirement may count as accessible, if
they avoid specific appeal to metaphysical claims; Laborde gives the examples of “New Natural
Law” and “rational criticism... within the Islamic tradition of legal reasoning”.%** So the
accessibility condition captures a similar thought to the Rawlsian neutrality requirement, but
imposes slightly different specific requirements. In some cases, Rawlsian liberalism is
additionally demanding with respect to neutrality/accessibility, as it rules out ‘accessible’
arguments (like those of New Natural Law) that do not rely on specific metaphysical claims. In
these cases, this additional demandingness is a benéefit for this chapter’s project; for if
postliberals can make plausible arguments for their preferred religious policies that pass a
highly stringent neutrality requirement, it is more plausible that they will persuade a wider
constituency to support these policies than if they could only pass a less stringent
neutrality-related requirement like Laborde’s accessibility requirement.

The concept of the (ii) “limited” state embodies the Rawlsian principle of protecting basic rights
and liberties. “Comprehensive ethics”, according to the ideal of the limited state, “should not be
coercively enforced on individuals”.®*® In other words, individuals should not be coerced into
following any particular conception of human flourishing; instead, they should be free to decide
for themselves what ethical norms to follow. This generates a requirement to respect religious
liberties and other agency rights, ultimately aligning with condition (C1) of Rawlsian liberalism,
which is the requirement to protect basic rights. Since coercion other than particular conception
of flourishing is compatible with the limited state, his shows that Laborde’s requirement is less
stringent than the Rawlsian (C1); thus again, by showing that moderate establishment
moral-ecological measures can pass Rawls’s requirement, | necessarily also show they can
pass Laborde’s.

Laborde’s idea of (iii) the “inclusive” state, however, diverges considerably from Rawlsian
liberalism. One aspect of inclusivity is that the state upholds the formally equal legal rights of all
citizens; this requirement is obviously shared with Rawlsian liberalism.®* Laborde’s inclusivity,
however, requires more than formally equal rights for all citizens regardless of religion; it also
requires states to avoid expressing the message “that religious identity is a component of civic
identity”.8%” Laborde thinks that establishment practices will convey such a message. She also
thinks that they will thereby express the message that dissenters from the established religion
belong less fully to the political community than adherents, if, as a matter of empirical
sociological fact, the religious identity in question “is a marker of vulnerability or domination” 8

82 |bid., 119-124
83 bid., 120
84 |bid., 127
85 Ibid., 144
83 Ibid., 132
87 |bid., 135
88 |bid., 137
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We may call this argument the civic standing objection. Martha Nussbaum makes a similar
argument, putting the objection in particularly forceful terms by stating that establishment
practices resemble a “slap in the face” to dissenters, “of the kind a noble might give a vassal”.8*

I deny the claim that expressing a message that religious identity is a component of civic identity
necessarily entails expressing the message that dissenters from the established religion(s)
belong less fully to the political community than adherents, even if the religious identity in
question is a marker of vulnerability.

Sune Leegaard’s analysis of what establishment practices may be interpreted as expressing can
help us see why this claim is false.?*° Laegaard argues that the civic standing objection, as
usually formulated by liberal theorists, is ambivalent between two possible interpretations. The
“alienation account” identifies the wrong-making feature of the message purportedly sent by
establishment as a subjective “relation within the psychological life of individual citizens”, which
(in some versions) is reducible to “psychic harm”.®' By contrast, the “symbolic equality account”
identifies the wrong-making feature with the objective fact that a message of inequality was
(purportedly) sent by one or more establishment practices, regardless of how, or how many,
citizens were subjectively psychologically affected.®*?

Laegaard holds that the alienation account is implausible because it implies that the morality of
establishment practices can depend on “people’s idiosyncratic sensibilities”.#** This is a
compelling objection, because people can sometimes experience alienation as a result of an
unreasonable tendency to take offence at minor perceived slights. The symbolic equality
account, however, faces a theoretical challenge in specifying the “interpretative perspective” by
which a reasonable and objective observer should determine the content of the message that a
particular establishment practice sends.?** Laegaard goes on to observe that theorists who
promote the civic standing objection to establishment have yet to specify precisely what this
perspective should be.®*

Laegaard’s argument shows that whether a particular establishment practice sends a message
of civic inequality to dissenters depends on the specific interpretative perspective adopted, and |
would add that the choice of such a perspective may, plausibly, turn out to be deeply
contestable and value-laden. Thus, it is not self-evident by any means that establishment
practices necessarily express the message that dissenters from the established religion(s) are
less fully members of the political community.

Although this is not self-evident, is it nevertheless true that establishment practices necessarily
express this message? Surely not. Many plausible interpretive perspectives will yield the result

839 (Nussbaum 2008, 227)
840 (Laegaard 2017)

81 Ibid., 121

842 |pid., 124-5

843 |bid., 122

84 1bid., 127-9

845 |bid., 129-30
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that many establishment practices do not send this kind of message. For instance, if the Prime
Minister of a state declares “this is a Christian country that welcomes people of all religions or
none”, does this send the message that dissenters from the established religion(s) are less fully
members of the political community? It certainly sends the message that religious identity is a
component of civic identity at the level of religious communities: it expresses the claim that the
identity of the state is related in some important way to ways in which it, purportedly, corporately
upholds Christianity. But it does not follow, by any kind of strict conceptual necessity, that
individual citizens who are not Christians cannot be formally equal to Christian members of a
community that corporately upholds Christianity. This will depend on what our interpretive
perspective holds that a state’s corporately upholding Christianity implies and entails. Many
plausible interpretive perspectives will hold that such corporate upholding involves only, for
example, an acknowledgement of a purportedly special role played by Christianity in the state’s
history, and not an affirmation of the superior civic status of Christians over non-Christians.

Therefore, | conclude that not all establishment practices express the message that dissenters
from the established religion(s) are less fully members of the political community, even if they
express the message that religious identity is a component of civic identity. Laborde and
Nussbaum’s iterations of the civic standing objection therefore fail.

Does the civic standing objection nevertheless draw attention to real harms to dissenters, even
if establishment practices do not always express the message that dissenters from the
established religion(s) are less fully members of the political community? Plausibly, some
establishment practices that do not express such a message nevertheless make some
dissenters feel less welcome or included in the state’s civic community (Leegaard’s alienation
account would affirm that this happens). But feeling is only a pro tanto harm.

Rawilsian liberalism rejects the idea that avoiding this kind of affective harm is a sine qua non of
being liberal, and holds instead that it is a desideratum of liberalism, often an important one, but
one that can be traded off against other desiderata. To see this, consider the structure of a
reasonable conception of justice in Rawls’s mature theory. Every such conception must specify
“certain basic rights, liberties, and opportunities” and ascribe these “special priority”. Every such
conception must also endorse “measures” to ensure “adequate all-purpose means” for “all
citizens” to “make effective use” of the liberties that the conception specifies.®*¢ | interpret this to
mean that these conceptions must prioritise basic rights and liberties above securing the
all-purpose means for citizens to make use of these rights and liberties. In other words,
principles protecting formal rights and liberties must have some kind of priority above principles
governing the distribution of the “primary goods” that citizens need to make use of these formal
rights and liberties.®*” This interpretation is also congruent with the structure of Rawls’s own
preferred conception of justice, in which the first principle of justice, protecting basic rights, is
lexically prior to the second, which concerns the distribution of primary goods.?*®

86 (Rawls 2005, 450)
847 On “primary goods”, see (Rawls 2001, 169)
848 (Rawls 2005, 5)
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Now, the kind of affective harm that can be brought about by the state’s expression of the
message that “that religious identity is a component of civic identity”,24° even if the formal
equality of dissenters is fully protected and the state does not also express that dissenters are
less fully members of the political community, is clearly not a matter of formal rights and
liberties. What is it, then? Rawils clarifies that the “primary goods” governed by principles of
distributive justice are not merely material; they also include the “social bases of self-respect”.8*°
A message—a speech act—that suggests religious identity is a component of civic identity
cannot, in itself, undermine dissenters’ formal equality under the law, assuming that effective
anti-discrimination laws exist. It could, however, undermine their self-respect. The disvalue of
such messages, then, in Rawlsian liberalism, consists in the fact that they can—at least if, per
Laborde, the relevant religious identity is a “marker of vulnerability”—constitute a denial to
dissenters of some of the “social bases of self-respect”.

But in Rawlsian liberalism, citizens have no absolute right to the maximum possible access to
the “social bases of self-respect”, any more than they have an absolute right to the maximum
possible income or wealth. As we have just seen, a reasonable conception of justice must only
ensure all citizens have adequate “all-purpose means” to make use of their formal rights and
liberties; one of these “all-purpose means” is access to the social bases of self-respect.
Adequacy is clearly a sufficientarian notion. The mere fact that a state expresses the message
that religious identity is a component of civic identity and thereby causes affective harm to
dissenters does not in itself mean that the dissenters’ access to the social bases of self-respect
falls below the threshold of adequacy. Sometimes, as long as their access remains above this
threshold, a reasonable conception of justice will permit trade-offs: some reduction in their
access will be an acceptable means of advancing other important goals, such as improving
access to the social bases of self-respect, or to other primary goods, for other citizens, or
achieving other neutral ends. Even the difference principle, which is a relatively demanding
distributive principle, will permit such trade-offs in some circumstances.

To illustrate, suppose a state with a majority Muslim population and a significant Christian
minority—a more liberal Kazanistan?%'—decides to symbolically establish Islam as the state
religion, while fully protecting the formal legal equality of Christians. Assuming that the
Kazanistani population’s confessional division is a salient marker of vulnerability, this symbolic
establishment will send a message that reduces Christian citizens’ access to the social bases of
self-respect. Suppose, however, that despite this messaging, Christian Kazanistanis remain, on
average, wealthier and better-educated than Muslims, and over-represented in senior
government and private sector positions. In this situation, there would be absolutely no plausible
reason to think that Christians’ access to the social bases of self-respect had fallen below the
level of ‘adequacy’, however conceptualised. The harm done to Christians by the symbolic
establishment of Islam would be a pro tanto harm, but not the kind of wrong that automatically
undermines Kazanistan’s liberal credentials. If Kazanistan had a sufficiently weighty neutral
reason for symbolically establishing Islam, the harm to Christians’ access to the social bases of

84 (Laborde 2017, 135)
850 (Rawls 2005, 76)
81 See (Rawls 1993, 75-8)
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self-respect would, far from undermining Kazanistan’s claim to be liberal, simply be an
acceptable cost of achieving liberal justice.

Therefore, Rawlsian liberalism rejects Laborde’s conception of liberalism’s ‘inclusivity’
requirement as implying that all establishment practices, and/or state-endorsed messages that
suggest a link between religious identity and the state’s civic identity, are incompatible with
liberalism. The correct Rawlsian view is that avoiding such messages is a desideratum that can
be traded off against other goals. Laborde herself accepts, elsewhere, that “orthodox” Rawlsian
liberalism does not forbid all state-endorsed messaging that weakens a group’s civic standing,
arguing that this orthodox Rawlsianism “is indeterminate about the symbolic... place of
religion”.85? Thus, she instead introduces a heterodox “republican interpretation of political
liberalism”, according to which such messaging is incompatible with liberalism.2 My aim in this
chapter is only to show that postliberal policies on public religion are compatible with orthodox
Rawlsianism. Although it is helpful for my argument where orthodox Rawlsianism turns out to be
more demanding than alternative theories, this demandingness is not a central or important
reasons or using orthodox Rawlsianism as the standard, so where orthodox Rawlsianism is less
demanding this is no reason to abandon it.

Moreover, | can make a further concession to Laborde and still maintain the conclusion that
state-endorsed messages that undermine civic standing are only a pro tanto harm. Laborde
states that the “distinctive” feature of republican political liberalism that generates the absolute
requirement to avoid messages that undermine civic standing is the way that republican political
liberalism applies the “constraints of public reasoning... to cover civic status, recognition, and
citizenship”, in addition to the orthodox Rawlsian application of these constraints to
"constitutional essentials and principles of justice”. Suppose Laborde’s interpretation of political
liberalism is correct, and the constraints of public reasoning apply to civic status. It would not
follow that weakening civic standing is an absolute wrong that political liberalism can never
permit. | have demonstrated above that civic standing is best understood, for Rawlsians, as one
of the social foundations of self-respect. It is therefore among the primary goods that are subject
to distributive justice, but as long as an ‘adequacy’ threshold is met, some reasonable
conceptions of justice will permit the state to lower some citizens’ civic status to achieve weighty
neutral ends. Laborde, therefore, would need to introduce an additional modification to orthodox
Rawilsianism, according to which citizens have a right to the maximum civic standing
compossible with the same civic standing for other citizens, at least insofar as civic standing can
be affected by symbolic messaging. | find this principle unappealing and unmotivated. In any
case, its status as a deeply heterodox aspect of Rawlsianism is sufficient to justify my rejecting it
for the theoretical purposes of this chapter.

Having outlined the conditions that must be satisfied for the policies of promoting religion via
moderate establishment and moral-ecological measures to be compatible with Rawlsian
liberalism, | will now examine and rebut two claims by liberal theorists that the conditions should
be more stringent.

82 (Laborde 2013, 67). Emphasis original.
83 |bid., 83. Emphasis original.
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First, Matthew Kramer argues that the Rawlsian neutrality requirement should be strengthened
in a way that would render it impossible for any argument in favour of a policy that aims at
promoting religion to qualify as anti-perfectionist. The standard Rawlsian interpretation of the
neutrality requirement holds that the ends a policy seeks to achieve must be neutral between
reasonable conceptions of human flourishing, i.e., a policy must not aim to promote a particular
such conception (including a religious one) as an end. This standard interpretation, however,
permits a policy to deploy the promotion of a particular such conception (including a religious
one) as a means to achieving an end that does not consist of the promotion of any such
conception, but rather of the advancement of interests all citizens share regardless of the
particular conception of human flourishing they affirm. For instance, Rawls explicitly states that
Patrick Henry’s argument for promoting religion in order to encourage civic virtues desirable for
citizens of a liberal republic qualifies as neutral and is compatible with Rawlsian public
reason.®* Henry’s argument is a particularly clear example of an argument for promoting
religion as a means to achieving a neutral end, namely “preserv|[ing] the peace of society” by
inculcating “Christian knowledge”.®5® Rawls states that Henry’s argument could “be expressed in
terms of the political values of public reason”. Although Rawls does not find the argument to be
very plausible, he clearly thinks that it is compatible with the requirements of public reason.®*®

Kramer argues that Rawls’s view of neutrality is insufficiently demanding, and instead holds that
Rawlsian liberalism’s neutrality requirement should apply not just to the ends a policy is
designed to achieve but also to the means deployed to achieve it.2>" To motivate this view,
Kramer presents a thought experiment in which a state, Convivia, decides to promote Buddhism
on the grounds that the “spread of the Buddhist creed” will "enhance the public-spiritedness and
harmoniousness of their society”.8%® Kramer then asserts that “any adequate conception of
neutrality should generate the verdict” that Convivia’s actions are “illegitimately non-neutral”.* If
Kramer is correct that the neutrality requirement should apply to means as well as ends—that
Rawilsian liberalism should require state policy not just to aim at goals whose value is
independent of any specific conception of human flourishing, but also to avoid intentionally
promoting any specific such conception as a means to such neutral goals—then Henry’s
argument would turn out, contra Rawls, to be incompatible with Rawlsian public reason. Miller’s
argument, that states may promote religion in order to moderate its potentially destabilizing
effects, would also turn out to be incompatible. Significantly, so would Biggar’s containment
argument that | will discuss in the following section; it also relies on promoting religion as a
means to a neutral end.

Fortunately, there is no good reason to think that Kramer’s modification to Rawlsian liberalism is
correct. Kramer’s claim that Convivia’s actions are illegitimate is an assertion for which he
provides no explicit argumentation. As far as | can tell, we are supposed to accept the claim on

854 (Rawls 1997, 794-5)

8% Henry, quoted in Rawls, ibid.
86 |pid., 795

87 (Kramer 2017, 18-24)

88 |bid., 23

89 |bid., 24
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the basis of the force of Kramer’s intuition. | do not share this intuition. How can we resolve the
impasse?

The only way to make progress here would be to try to work out the implications of the
underlying rationale for accepting Rawlsian liberalism in the first place. What, we might ask,
does the correct account of this rationale imply that the theory should say about neutrality of
means? Unfortunately, there is no agreement among Rawilsian liberal theorists as to what the
correct rationale for Rawlsian liberalism actually is.®° Moreover, | am not committed to the view
that Rawlsian liberalism is a good theory of political morality, nor, therefore, to the view that
there exists any good rationale for Rawlsian liberalism. Rather, | deploy the theory in this
chapter only to show that postliberals can make plausible anti-perfectionist arguments for their
preferred religious policies with a plausible chance of persuading neutralist liberals and other
non-traditionalist-perfectionists, within the liberal regime.

Therefore, | think it is appropriate to ignore Kramer’s modification to the Rawlsian neutrality
requirement on the grounds that it yields at best a heterodox version of Rawlsian liberalism. My
aim is to assess the compatibility of arguments for promoting religion through moderate
establishment and moral-ecological measures with Rawlsian public reason, not with a particular
heterodox version thereof. | therefore set aside Kramer’s views on the neutrality requirement.

Second, Kevin Vallier argues that establishment practices are incompatible with liberalism if they
aim to advance purposes that some “reasonable persons” reject. This principle generates
something close to the neutrality requirement, because the purposes that no reasonable
persons reject—such as “promoting economic prosperity” and “controlling violent crime™—are all
anti-perfectionist purposes.®' Vallier thinks this will rule out most religious establishment
practices, including most forms of purely symbolic establishment.2

I do not think, however, that Vallier’'s argument rules out promoting religion as a means to a
neutral end, since his discussion assumes that establishment practices aim to promote religion
as an end in itself rather than as a means to a further, neutral end. The end for which the
version of the containment argument that | will discuss in the next section holds that religion
should be promoted as a means is one that | think Vallier would agree that no reasonable
person will reject: namely, the aim of protecting the stable existence of a liberal society itself.

The foregoing discussion has shown that claim (1) of the claims that | defend in this chapter is
true: promoting religion through moderate establishment and moral-ecological measures is
compatible with Rawlsian liberalism. The next section will show claims (2) and (3) to be true:
that (2) there exist arguments for doing so that are compatible with Rawlsian public reason, and
that (3) at least one such argument is also plausible
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llI: Arguments for Promoting religion

I will now survey some of the arguments for promoting religion through moderate establishment
and moral-ecological measures that liberal theorists have endorsed. | will focus only on those
arguments that have been endorsed as legitimate by at least some liberal theorists—as
opposed to those that have only been endorsed by postliberals, other
traditionalist-perfectionists, or conservatives—because, prima facie, such arguments are more
likely to turn out to be compatible with Rawlsian liberalism. | will first lay out the major categories
of argument for promoting religion through moderate establishment and moral-ecological
measures that liberal theorists have endorsed, and | will then identify Biggar’s Anti-Woke
Containment Argument as the argument that, if both compatible with Rawlsian liberalism and
plausible, would be most useful for postliberals seeking to persuade other citizens to support
their preferred policies on public religion within the liberal regime. | will then formalise Biggar’s
argument and show that it is compatible with Rawlsian liberalism and plausible.

| have already mentioned Miller’s argument for moderate establishment. Miller’s argument,
however, is not an argument for promoting religion, but an argument for using moderate
establishment to produce a “moderating effect” on religion, an effect which could (depending on
precisely what this “moderating effect” involves) plausibly end up weakening religion as such,
rather than promoting it.2%* In any case, Miller is not aiming to promote religion, despite his
endorsement of moderate establishment. | will therefore set this argument aside.

We can group the arguments for promoting religion advanced by liberal theorists into three main
types of argument.

1) Civic virtue arguments

Civic virtue arguments appeal to the purported tendency of religious belief or practice to
promote virtues that, if widespread among citizens of a liberal polity, will tend to make that polity
more able to achieve its legitimate, liberal aims. Such arguments should be carefully
distinguished from perfectionist virtue-based arguments. Civic virtue arguments appeal only to
religion’s purported effect on virtues that citizens of a liberal polity should have qua citizens, not
virtues that it is intrinsically desirable for persons to have on the basis of some conception of
human flourishing or other. Civic virtues might include tolerance of different views (both
comprehensive and purely political), forbearance and goodwill in political debate, and a
willingness to sacrifice personal interests when liberal justice requires it.%%* Civic virtue
arguments therefore claim that religion should be promoted as a means to spread certain
virtues among the citizenry and thereby, ultimately, to aid the liberal state in achieving many, or
perhaps nearly all, of its legitimate aims.

83 (Miller 2021, 75)
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Patrick Henry’s argument for promoting Christianity as a means to “preserv[ing] the peace of
society” is an early example of the civic virtue argument.®® Coleridge’s vision of an established
church as a ‘clerisy’, spreading culture and education among the populace in a manner that
“trains them up to be citizens of the country”,*® is also a civic virtue argument. So is Roger
Scruton’s argument that an established church contributes to a robust sense of national identity
that encourages citizens to identify with, and thus accept, decisions they disagree with.%¢’

Among liberals, the journalist Jonathan Rauch (who is an atheist) has recently claimed that
some religious doctrines—specifically some versions of Christianity—have a superior capacity
to secular comprehensive doctrines for producing deep commitment to some of the civic values
that liberal states rely on.®® Rauch does not endorse state promotion of religion, but he
endorses a key premise of civic virtue arguments, namely that religion can promote virtues
beneficial for the functioning of liberal polities.

2) Social utility arguments

Whereas civic virtue arguments appeal to religion’s purported tendency to promote virtues
beneficial for the functioning of a liberal polity, social utility arguments appeal to religion’s
purported tendency to produce social outcomes that may, consistently with liberalism, be
considered desirable ends for a state to seek to produce. For example, a social utility argument
might claim that religion tends to make citizens wealthier, and that the state should therefore
promote religion as a means to achieving the neutral end of increasing citizens’ access to the
primary good of wealth. Social utility arguments thus appeal directly to religion’s purported
effects on citizens and argue that some of these effects help achieve ends at which the liberal
state can legitimately aim. Conservatives have long appealed to the purported social utility of
religion to argue for its promotion. For instance, Burke and Bonald argued that religion should
be promoted because it strengthens families and organic communities (Burke’s “little
platoon[s]"®° or Bonald’s “natural” social groups).t° Of course, these conservative social utility
arguments are explicitly perfectionist, which makes them incompatible with Rawlsian liberalism.

The clearest discussion of a social utility argument from a recent liberal theorist is found in Tariq
Modood's work. Modood’s social utility argument is straightforward and clear, and it is
exemplary of how a liberal might make such arguments. Modood even describes the argument
as “based on religion as utility”. According to Modood’s argument, a liberal state may judge
many “social outcomes” to be “desirable” for anti-perfectionist reasons. Religious organisations
or individuals might, he suggests, plausibly improve the socio-economic conditions of “the
needy” in a “more economical” way than state provision could. Since improving those conditions
is clearly a legitimate goal for a liberal state, the state could legitimately promote religion so as
to improve the socio-economic conditions of needy people. Modood also gives an example

8% Henry, quoted in (Rawls 1997, 794-5)
86 (Coleridge 2015, 48)

87 (Scruton 2017, 60-63, 2000, 87-112)
88 (Rauch 2025, 27-8)

89 (Burke 2003 [1790], 40)

870 (Bonald 1997 [1801])

208


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/asvUR
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/85Urh/?locator=40
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/6C4wx/?locator=27-8
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/dYiVk+YT31S/?locator=60-63,87-112&noauthor=0,1
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/o4UhB/?locator=48

likely to be congenial to postliberals, stating that “if it were true that religious people are less
likely... to have a marriage breakdown”, this would generate “reasons to encourage the relevant
religion” that a liberal state could legitimately act on by “fund[ing]” the relevant “religious
organisations”. These would be anti-perfectionist reasons that consist of reducing the purported
“social problems” and economic costs of family breakdown.®”" Modood does not explicitly
endorse these social utility arguments as correct, but he clearly thinks it is legitimate for the
state to act on them.

3) “Containment” arguments

The final category of argument for promoting religion that at least some liberal theorists have
endorsed as legitimate consists of arguments from the purported capacity of religion to “contain”
anti-liberal doctrines, limiting their spread and influence. According to these arguments, the
state should promote religion because doing so is a prudent means of reducing the prevalence
and influence of anti-liberal doctrines in society, and thereby promoting the stability of liberalism
itself. For this to be true, it must be the case that the religion(s) being promoted tend to influence
their adherents to support political liberalism. It must also be the case that the religion(s) in
question are functional competitors with at least some of the threatening anti-liberal doctrines in
the society in question. | will expand on what this means in more detail shortly, but for now, a
rough first pass at the notion is that a religion being a functional competitor with one or more
anti-liberal doctrines means that increasing belief in, and/or depth of commitment to, the religion
will tend to undermine belief in, and/or depth of commitment to, particular doctrines (religious or
otherwise) that tend to influence their adherents to oppose political liberalism. The mere fact
that a religion, or version of a religion, influences its adherents to support political liberalism
does not automatically entail that it functions as a competitor with the salient anti-liberal
doctrines in the society in question. For instance, if it were true that Lutheranism tends to
influence its adherents to support political liberalism, and that Wahhabi Islam tends to influence
its adherents to oppose political liberalism, it would not follow that promoting Lutheranism is a
prudent means of containing Wahhabi Islam, if promoting Lutheranism tended to cause
Lutheran churches to grow at the expense of atheism and not at the expense of Wahhabi Islam.
Lutheranism would not be a functional competitor with Wahhabi Islam.

“Containment” is a well-established concept in Rawlsian liberalism, with an extensive theoretical
literature. In a footnote to his discussion of “reasonable pluralism” in Political Liberalism, Rawls
comments that the presence of anti-liberal doctrines is “a permanent fact of life”, and this “gives
us the practical task of containing them—Ilike war or disease—so that they do not overturn
political justice.”’? Rawlsian liberal theorists have extensively debated the means by which this
containment may legitimately and justly be pursued and the circumstances in which it is
prudent, but all agree that preventing the spread of anti-liberal doctrines is a legitimate aim of a
liberal state.®”®

871 (Modood 2010, 9).
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The theoretical question faced by containment arguments for promoting religion, therefore, does
not concern the compatibility of pursuing this aim with Rawlsian liberalism; this is not in dispute.
The interesting theoretical questions concern whether pursuing this aim through the means of
promoting religion involves any policies incompatible with Rawlsian liberalism and whether
specific containment arguments themselves are compatible with Rawlsian public reason. | will
now reconstruct Biggar’s containment argument and show that the argument is compatible with
Rawilsian public reason, and that the policies it advocates are compatible with Rawlsian
liberalism.

lll.I Biggar’s Anti-Woke Containment Argument

Biggar makes his containment argument for promoting religion, through moderate
establishment, as a means of containing anti-liberal doctrines in the course of a wider defence
of the compatibility with Rawlsian liberalism of the establishment of the Church of England.®™
Some of Biggar’s claims are therefore contextually specific to the situation in England, but |
think that we can recover from his writing on the topic a containment argument that transcends
this local context and, if successful, shows that moderate establishment and moral-ecological
measures to promote religion can be a prudent means of containing anti-liberal doctrines.

Most of Biggar’s 2011 book chapter and 2020 paper defending the Anglican
establishment—some of the content of which is repeated in both texts—consists of defences of
the compatibility of moderate establishment with Rawlsian liberalism.®”> | will not discuss this
material here, as | have already, | think, demonstrated its compatibility and shown that the
objections to it are unfounded. Instead, | will focus on the positive arguments for promoting
religion through moderate establishment that Biggar makes, and among these, specifically on
the containment argument.

The containment argument is present in Biggar’s 2011 book chapter, but becomes clearer and
more explicit in 2020. In 2011, Biggar defended the view that neutrality between reasonable
comprehensive doctrines (doctrines that endorse political liberalism) is conceptually impossible,
and that the state must therefore choose one to promote through moderate establishment.®”
This appears to be an analogous argument to the conceptual No Alternatives Argument |
discussed in Chapter 4. Biggar does not think that liberalism is conceptually incoherent, just that
a fully neutralist version of liberalism is conceptually incoherent; he therefore infers not that
liberalism should be replaced by traditionalist-authoritarianism but that the liberal state should
promote one of the particular reasonable comprehensive doctrines found within society.

Biggar’s claim that neutrality between reasonable comprehensive doctrines is conceptually
impossible is, in my view, false and should be rejected, but demonstrating this here would not
be important for this chapter’s goal. Biggar makes a further argument for promoting religion

874 (Biggar 2011, 2020)
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through moderate establishment that is not dependent on his claim about the conceptual
impossibility of neutrality. In his 2011 book chapter, Biggar argues that “if a liberal ethos is to
survive, supportive views have to be fostered by public institutions, and corrosive ones
(somehow) suppressed”.®”” This is because “illiberal” worldviews have “been known to grow to

democratically dominant proportions... within living memory” .87

Biggar also attributes this view to Rawls and to Rawlsian liberalism.®”® Rawlsian liberals take a
range of views on the degree to which “supportive views have to be fostered”, the role of “public
institutions” in doing so, and the legitimate methods for suppressing or otherwise limiting the
spread of “corrosive” views.®? The methods Biggar advocates, however (namely moderate
establishment practices), are not, as the previous part of this chapter has shown, incompatible
with Rawilsian liberalism.

Because “supportive views”, i.e., comprehensive doctrines that support political liberalism, need
to be “fostered” by “public institutions”, Biggar argues that the state should promote, i.e., aim to
spread belief in and commitment to, those supportive doctrines among the population.®®' Biggar
then further argues that, if the state should promote comprehensive doctrines that support
political liberalism, Anglican Christianity has specific characteristics that make promoting it
particularly apt as a means to encourage support for political liberalism. “Anglicanism”, he
writes, “is structurally humanist” and affirms “the special dignity of human being”.2%2 Moreover,
this version of Christianity holds that “the world possesses a given rationality that is there for
rational beings to grasp”.®® Because humans are “rational” but “fallible”, it follows that, in order
to grasp the rationality of the world, “they need to reason together’.2® This need to engage in
collective reasoning grounds a conviction in the importance of “generous, ‘liberal’ virtues” like
“openness to being... corrected”, “respect for others as potential speakers of the truth”, and
“tolerance of strange... views”.%¢° All of these features of Anglican Christianity, for Biggar,
together make it an effective means of promoting support for political liberalism. Anglicanism
endorses, Biggar argues, and provides a deep rationale for, belief in the importance of mutual
respect, democratic deliberation, and tolerance of diverse views; and these values are likely to
lead people who affirm the truth of Anglicanism to support something like political liberalism.

So far, this might look like a civic virtue argument. Biggar appears to suggest that promoting
Anglicanism is a good means of promoting virtues and values that are useful in maintaining the
stability and functioning of a Rawlsian liberal state. However, in his 2020 paper, Biggar shifts the
emphasis of his argument to explicitly address not only the positive virtues and values that
Anglicanism purportedly promotes, but also its purported role as a functional competitor to
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salient anti-liberal comprehensive doctrines. In the course of doing so, he subsumes his civic
virtue argument into a containment argument.

In this paper, Biggar discusses what he takes to be a specific anti-liberal comprehensive
doctrine and argues that promoting Anglicanism is an effective and prudent means of countering
this anti-liberal doctrine’s influence. Biggar refers in this paper to an incident in which he was
“threatened with castration” and subject to an academic boycott on account of his views on
imperialism.®® He argues that this conduct, on the part of several of his “academic
colleagues”,®® illustrates the presence and power of a particular anti-liberal doctrine “in
Oxbridge Senior Common Rooms”.®% In a separate article for the Oxford Magazine about the
specific controversy to which his 2020 paper alludes, Biggar describes this purportedly
anti-liberal doctrine as exhibiting “repressive and dictatorial impulses” and refusing to tolerate
disagreement about social justice insofar as it bears upon the evaluation of imperialism and
other phenomena. %

| take no position here on the specific controversy that Biggar is alluding to, nor on whether the
conduct of any of his “academic colleagues” evinced an anti-liberal attitude. The critical point is
that his discussion of this controversy allows us to gain a rough idea of what Biggar thinks is the
content of the anti-liberal doctrine that motivates these purportedly intolerant academics. Biggar
does not name this doctrine or give any explicit account of its purported content. However, it is
clear that this doctrine, if it exists, has something to do with intolerance of politically
right-of-centre views, particularly on questions relating to what the introduction to this thesis
called ‘nationalism’, i.e. relating to views on race, nationality, ethnicity, migration, historical
memorialisation, or imperialism.

A substantial empirical literature argues that a loose anti-liberal doctrine that exhibits this kind of
intolerance exists; is gaining influence in contemporary liberal democracies, especially in
academic institutions; and also exhibits intolerance of traditionalist views on gender, marriage,
sexuality, and family.?®® Scholars of this loose doctrine disagree as to how to name it, but
popular discourse seems to have settled on the terms “woke” or “wokeism”.8%" The political
scientist Eric Kaufmann defines woke as the “sacralization of historically-marginalized identity
groups”, specifically groups defined in terms of race, gender, and sexuality.?*? ‘Sacralization’
denotes the belief, purportedly evinced by adherents of woke, that even minor perceived
offenses to these historically marginalised groups are almost incommensurably bad.®
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If woke exists (I will argue later that it does, and is influential and threatening in many liberal
societies), it is clearly the anti-liberal doctrine that Biggar has in mind. Woke is not identical or
coextensive with progressive-authoritarianism. Woke also encompasses views on
nationalism-related topics that are not part of progressive-authoritarianism, so in this respect, it
is broader in scope than progressive-authoritarianism. Moreover, we could certainly imagine
versions of progressive-authoritarianism that do not sacralise historically marginalized groups.
Woke is a particular partially comprehensive doctrine that, due to its political intolerance, is
anti-liberal and opposes certain core elements of both political liberalism and minimal liberalism,
and which provides a particular rationale, or set of rationales, for progressive authoritarianism
via legal restriction, deriving from the ‘sacred’ status it accords to certain
historically-marginalised groups.

Biggar claims in his 2020 paper that Anglicanism is a functional competitor with (what we have
now identified as) woke. According to Biggar, this is because Anglicanism tends to promote in
its adherents the specific virtues that woke purportedly rejects. Biggar claims that Anglicanism
affirms “informal, moral duties that discipline the exercise of rights”, whereas woke rejects
“informal norms of civility” and “duties of virtue”.®* Anglicanism, argues Biggar, affirms these
duties because of its belief that humans stand “in a world whose... moral order precedes and
frames and judges her choices”,** while at the same time affirming “the special dignity of human
beings... who flourish in freely understanding, and investing themselves in, the good of the
world”.3% Because of this affirmation of both human dignity and moral duty to seek to
understand an objective moral order, Anglicanism will induce in its adherents a “certain
generosity or liberalitas” that makes “it possible to sustain dialogue” in the face of “fierce
passions”.?¥” Therefore, Biggar argues, promoting Anglicanism will undermine the distinctive
values and character traits associated with woke, because persons sufficiently committed to
Anglicanism are unlikely to form such traits or affirm such values.?® Promoting Anglicanism will
thereby help contain an anti-liberal doctrine and increase the stability of a liberal polity.

A final point of clarification about Biggar’s containment argument concerns the mechanism by
which he thinks moderate establishment can promote religion. Biggar identifies a mix of
symbolic and substantive (but not first-order coercive) establishment practices as important to
promoting religion in the way on which his argument relies. These include the monarch’s
symbolic “affirmation... of the established church”, as well as the established church’s
“privileged position in state education”.?*® Biggar never explicitly states that these practices are
intended to increase belief in and depth of commitment to Anglicanism among the population.
Some of his other arguments (aside from the containment argument) rely on mechanisms other
than such an increase in belief and commitment. However, the containment argument can only
work by positing that at least some of the establishment practices Biggar defends will tend to
increase belief in or commitment to the religion in question among citizens, since it relies on the
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idea that these practices will influence citizens in a way that leads them to affirm Anglican
doctrines and values and therefore reject woke beliefs. Biggar does explicitly say that “the state
can promote a dominant culture that is supportive of liberal norms and laws” by privileging
Anglicanism.*® It is perhaps possible that the Anglican establishment could somehow inculcate
values supportive of liberal norms and laws without inculcating Anglicanism itself, but | think the
most plausible interpretation of Biggar’s argument is that it relies on the claim that establishment
practices will promote belief in and commitment to the established religion(s) among citizens.

Biggar does not discuss moral-ecological measures that do not constitute moderate
establishment. However, if his containment argument is plausible, a parallel argument for using
non-first-order coercive moral-ecological measures to promote religion as a means of containing
anti-liberalism is also plausible. This gets us to the result that postliberals want.

Before assessing Biggar’s containment argument, | will set it out in formal terms. | will also
abstract from the specific discussion of Anglicanism (or of Christianity more broadly) in particular
and interpret Biggar’s claims about these as conditional claims about religion in general. | take
no position on whether Biggar’s interpretation of Anglicanism or Christianity is correct, nor do |
take a position on whether Anglicanism is a functional competitor with woke in the English
context.

The formalised and abstracted version of Biggar’s containment argument is as follows.

(P1) Moderate establishment is, sometimes, an effective and prudent means of inculcating belief
in and commitment to the established religion(s) in liberal societies;

(P2) Woke is an influential and threatening anti-liberal doctrine;

(P3) One or more religion(s) in at least some liberal societies induce adherents to support
political liberalism, and such religions are functional competitors with woke, so promoting them
will weaken the influence of woke;

(P4) The state should pursue effective and prudent means of weakening the influence of
influential and threatening anti-liberal doctrines;

(C) Therefore, when moderate establishment is an effective and prudent means of inculcating
belief in and commitment to the established religion(s), and these religions induce adherents to
support political liberalism and are functional competitors with woke, the state should promote
these religions as a means of weakening the influence of woke.

| refer to this argument (as | noted previously) as the Anti-Woke Containment Argument. The
Anti-Woke Containment Argument is valid: if (P1-P4) are all true, (C) will be true. (P4) is true
according to the Rawilsian liberal doctrine of containment. Premises (P1-P3) are all
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controversial. In the final section of this chapter, | will defend (P1-P3) and show they are all
plausible.

The Anti-Woke Containment Argument is compatible with Rawlsian public reason, and its
conclusion is compatible with Rawlsian liberalism. | have already defended the claims that
moderate establishment is compatible with Rawlsian liberalism and that anti-perfectionist
arguments for moderate establishment are compatible with Rawlsian liberalism. The Anti-Woke
Containment Argument is clearly anti-perfectionist because it does not appeal to the purported
truth or goodness of any particular comprehensive doctrine, religious or otherwise, but only to
the neutral value of stabilising a liberal society.

Laborde raises a specific objection to Biggar’s arguments for establishment, which | believe, if
applied to the formalised Anti-Woke Containment Argument, fails. Laborde argues that Biggar’s
argument is ambiguous as to whether it purports to show that the state should “establish’...
comprehensive, specifically Anglican” theology or just “the humanist anthropology” that Biggar
claims Anglicanism endorses and provides a deep rationale for, and which tends to produce
support for political liberalism among citizens. If Biggar means that the state should establish
Anglican theology, Laborde argues, this is incompatible with Rawlsian liberalism, because
“‘Rawls explicitly denies that liberal states can appeal to even reasonable comprehensive faiths

to justify laws and policies”.%

Laborde’s objection, however, rests on a misunderstanding of Biggar’s claims. Biggar never
claims that the state should appeal to Anglican theology as a justification for laws or policies. He
only claims that the state should promote this theology through various establishment practices.
Some of Biggar’s other arguments for establishment, which | have not discussed here, are
perhaps more ambivalent in this respect and thus vulnerable to Laborde’s critique. But the
Anti-Woke Containment Argument is not ambivalent: it is very clearly an anti-perfectionist
argument for promoting religion as a means to a neutral end. The argument in absolutely no
way asserts or implies that the state should act on the basis of reasons supplied by the theology
of the established religion(s). Laborde’s objection, therefore, is ineffective against the Anti-Woke
Containment Argument.

IV: The Plausibility of the Anti-Woke Containment Argument

The final section of this chapter will defend the plausibility of premises (P1-3) of the Anti-Woke
Containment Argument. All three of these premises are controversial; but all three, | believe, are
also very plausible.

Let us begin with (P1), which claims that moderate establishment is sometimes an effective and
prudent means of inculcating belief in and commitment to the established religion(s) in liberal
societies. Moderate establishment is, | assume, prudent means to this end when it is effective
and comes with no costs that substantially outweigh its benefits.

%1 (Laborde 2020, 219). Emphasis original.
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Can moderate establishment be an effective means of promoting belief in and commitment to
the established religion(s) in liberal societies? This is an empirical question; the answer will
depend on research in the social science of religious change. Sociologists of religion have taken
various views on the effects of religious establishment. | have already mentioned the
‘supply-side’ view that establishment tends to weaken the established religion(s) by reducing the
incentive of religious organisations to meet people’s spiritual needs.*?

The most recent and most thorough empirical work on the dynamics of religious change
supports a qualified and chastened version of the ‘secularisation thesis’, according to which
processes inextricably linked to socio-economic modernisation tend to produce long-term
religious decline. This empirical work suggests that moderate establishment usually makes little
difference to this process of decline. This research is consistent, however, with maintaining that
moderate establishment can sometimes be an at least somewhat effective means of promoting
religion.®%

Specifically, Jorg Stolz and three other sociologists have recently published the first major study
to test models of religious decline that account for longitudinal data on religious belief and
affiliation in Western, traditionally Christian countries, against data from traditionally Muslim,
Hindu, and Buddhist countries. Their results are best explained, mathematically, by a model
positing a three-stage “secular transition” over “roughly 200 years”.*** Participation in religious
services declines first, followed by a decline in the subjective importance people attribute to
religion, and then a decline in religious affiliation.®®® The decline takes place mainly through
cohort replacement, not changes in individual religiosity across lifetimes.?*® Countries enter this
decline process at different times, and most of the cross-country variation in degrees of
age-cohort difference along the three dimensions of religiosity measured is explained by
positing different dates of entry into the decline process.**” Traditionally Hindu and Buddhist
countries show the same pattern of cohort differences in religiosity as traditionally Christian
ones.?® Traditionally Muslim countries show significant cohort differences in religious
participation and subjective importance, but not in affiliation; the authors attribute this to these
countries being at early stages in the secular transition.®® The United States is not an outlier to
the pattern.®™

The fact that this model explains so much of the observed patterns of religiosity worldwide and
across age cohorts strongly suggests that a qualified form of the ‘secularisation thesis’ is

%2 See (Stark and Finke 2002)

93 (Stolz et al. 2025)

%4 Ibid., 1

%5 Ibid., 2

%6 Ibid., 1

%7 Ibid., 3-4

%8 |bid., 4

%9 |pid., 4-5

910 |bid., 5. Contra earlier research, which not only took place when the US was at an earlier stage of the
secular transition, but tended to focus on parochial comparisons to more evidently secularising European
countries.
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roughly correct. Stolz et. al. do not offer any causal explanation for the explanatory validity of
their model. Sociologists have suggested many reasons why one or more aspects of
modernisation might tend to cause secularisation.®"' | take no position on what the correct
causal explanation for the pattern observed by Stolz et. al. might be. The validity and
robustness of their model, however, make it highly likely that there is some causal explanation
that has something to do with modernisation.

If there is a long-term ‘secular trend’, so to speak, across modernising societies, this might
weaken the plausibility of (P1), by suggesting it is difficult for moderate establishment to
promote religion in the face of deep structural causes tending to undermine it. For instance, the
presence of a moderate establishment in countries like England and Denmark does not appear
to have slowed the pace of secularisation at all, compared to countries that lack such an
establishment. Among Western countries, there is no discernible correlation between the
presence or absence of moderate establishment and the size of cohort differences in
religiosity.®'> Moreover, Hungary and Poland, which have recently seen vigorous efforts to
promote religion through moderate establishment of the kind that postliberals support, are not
outliers: Poland actually has among the world’s highest cohort differences in religiosity, while
Hungary’s are close to the European average.®*®

Nevertheless, it is still plausible that moderate establishment is sometimes an effective and
prudent means of promoting belief in and commitment to the established religion(s). Stolz et. al.
note two significant exceptions to the pattern they observe: “eastern post-communist countries”
with “traditionally Orthodox or Muslim majorities”, and Israel. Younger cohorts in these countries
are not less religious than older cohorts; in some cases, they are more religious.®™ It is plausible
that moderate establishment practices play a significant role in promoting religiosity in at least
some of these countries.®'®

However, perhaps a more helpful example of moderate establishment being effective in
promoting religiosity is supplied by the Cold War era United States. Between 1945 and 1990,
rates of reported religious affiliation, belief, and practice in the United States were largely stable
(despite significant movements between dominations, yielding notably the net decline of
‘mainline’ Protestant churches and the net growth of Evangelical churches).’® Many scholars
have argued that a kind of informal and moderate multi-establishment of Protestant, Catholic,
and Jewish religious institutions existed in the United States during this period. For instance,
Robert Bellah identified aspects of this informal establishment with a state-led ‘civil religion’,*"’

1 (Bruce and Voas 2023, 1)

912 (Stolz et al. 2025, 3) Contra ‘supply-side’ theorists, however, there is no positive or negative correlation
between moderate establishment and cohort differences in religiosity.

3 |bid.

94 1bid., 5

%5 |bid., 6. See (Weinreb and Blass 2020; Sokol 2025)

16 (Nadeem 2022)

917 (Bellah 2021 [1967])
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and Will Herberg identified an informal official endorsement of a religiously-inflected “American
way of life” supposed to be shared by Protestants, Catholics, and Jews.%'

Many scholars of the period’s religious history have, in light of the above, argued that this
informal moderate multi-establishment contributed to the robustness and stability of religious
affiliation, belief, and practice in America during the Cold War.*'® While | am not committed to
the claim that this informal establishment certainly contributed to religiosity, the example of the
Cold War United States is nevertheless a plausible example of a fairly recent instance where
moderate establishment was an effective and prudent means of inculcating belief in and
commitment to the established religions. Moreover, it is an example of where this plausible
worked in a society that did not exhibit the high levels of political or geopolitical instability seen
in post-Communist states and Israel.

I conclude that although, across the world as a whole, there is no significant correlation between
moderate establishment practices and the growth or decline of religion, it remains plausible that
there exist mechanisms, operative in some countries, by which moderate establishment
practices can effectively promote religion. These mechanisms appear, often, to rely on (as in the
Cold War United States) moderate establishment practices like state endorsement of a ‘civil
religion’, or on (as in Israel) subsiding religious communities There is not sufficient empirical
evidence to predict with confidence when these mechanisms will be operative. Nevertheless,
they appear to operate in a significant number of countries. In the absence of such evidence
permitting us to judge when they will operate and when they will not, it is plausible to think that
they have a reasonable chance of operating in any given society. It is therefore plausible, in any
particular society, to think that moderate establishment practices will have a non-negligible
probability-adjusted expected impact on religious belief and commitment to the established
religion(s).

If such practices are an effective means of promoting religion, they are, at least sometimes, also
a prudent means of doing so. Such measures could only be effective but not prudent if there is
good reason to think that implementing them will have significant normative costs. There is no
good reason to think that establishment measures that operate through either of the
mechanisms | have discussed—subsidising religious communities with high birth rates and
encouraging citizens to link religion to a national identity that they value—necessarily come with
such costs. Encouraging citizens to link one or more religion(s) to a national identity that they
value could plausibly send a message that undermines the civic standing of dissenters from the
religion(s) in question, but | have already shown that this is only a pro tanto wrong; there is no
reason to think it will be more weighty than the benefit achieved by promoting religion.
Analogous reasoning applies to the financial and other costs of subsidising religious
communities with high birth rates.

918 (Herberg 2012 [1955])
919 £ g. (Bullivant 2022, 94-127)
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| conclude that (P1) is plausible: it is plausible to think that moderate establishment is,
sometimes, an effective and prudent means of inculcating belief in and commitment to the
established religion(s) in liberal societies.

(P2) holds that woke is an influential and threatening anti-liberal doctrine. First, is woke an
anti-liberal doctrine? Woke is not a doctrine with prominent, formal organisational structures or
institutions of the kind that might issue statements of principles. Nor is it a doctrine in which
highly articulate ideological texts play a major role. Rather, it functions primarily as an “emotional
regime”, transmitted through bottom-up mechanisms whereby individuals spread a distinct set of
often-implicit values and commitments.®° What is the content of these often-implicit values and
commitments?

Recall that woke is the “sacralization of historically-marginalized [race, gender, and
sexuality-based] identity groups”. Woke therefore involves treating minor putative harms (such
as ‘micro-aggressions’) to members of these groups (qua their membership) as almost
incommensurably bad.®*' Treating minor putative harms in this way would be anti-liberal
because it entails treating harms that do not involve the violation of basic rights as more weighty
than the protection of basic rights. For example, a woke attitude to racial ‘micro-aggressions’
would hold that expressing a belief in ‘colour-blindness’ reinforces structural anti-black racism
and is therefore almost incommensurably bad. If this attitude to racial ‘micro-aggressions’ is held
consistently, it is anti-liberal, because the almost incommensurable badness of verbally
reinforcing structural anti-black racism implies that basic rights should be violated in order to
eliminate this almost incommensurable harm. But verbally reinforcing structural anti-black
racism—assuming that the speech-acts in question really have this effect—does not violate the
basic rights protected by minimal liberalism because these rights are formal legal protections
against state coercion, not rights against speech-acts that contribute to structural social
dynamics. | take no position here on whether structural anti-black racism is real or whether
verbally expressing a belief in ‘colour-blindness’ contributes to it: if this structural racism s real,
if verbally expressing this belief does contribute to it, and if there is no effective means of
countering this contribution other than legal restriction, then coercively preventing such verbal
expression still constitutes the violation of a basic free speech right.??? (If structural racism is
sufficiently powerful, verbal expressions of belief in colour-blindness contribute significantly
enough to this racism, and there is no effective means of countering such verbal expressions
without legal restriction, these facts might imply a good argument against liberalism, but this
would be far outside the scope of this chapter.)

However, we can only be certain that woke is anti-liberal if we have direct empirical confirmation
that adherents of woke actually support the violation of the basic rights protected by minimal
liberalism in order to prevent harms, like purported contributions to structural anti-black racism,

920 (Kaufmann 2024b)

921 (Kaufmann 2024a, xii)

922 | assume that the expression of support for colour-blindness in question is defined in content-relative
terms, e.g. expressing a support for equal treatment for persons of all races and opposition to pursuing
equal outcomes, and therefore that restricting this expression is a content-based restriction of free
speech.
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that these adherents view as almost incommensurably bad. Merely endorsing social sanctioning
of verbal expressions like the ones discussed above would not unambiguously imply that
adherents of woke endorse violating minimal agency and free speech rights; but endorsing legal
restriction of such expressions would do so.

As | have argued elsewhere, no such direct empirical confirmation exists, but neither does any
direct empirical disconfirmation exist.®?® We cannot, therefore, be certain that woke is
anti-liberal. However, in light of the clear evidence that woke involves an implicit commitment to
treating putative harms to sacralised historically-marginalised groups as almost
incommensurably bad, and the fact that (as | showed above) treating putative harms this way
implies anti-liberalism because it implies that basic rights should be violated to prevent putative
harms that (whatever their weight) involve no such violations of basic rights, it is at least highly
plausible to think that woke is anti-liberal.

If woke is an anti-liberal doctrine, is it influential and threatening to liberalism? The answer is a
clear yes. The sociologist David Rozado and two colleagues have documented powerful
empirical evidence of the rising influence of woke. Between 2010 and 2019, the incidence of
prejudice-denoting terms (like “racism”, “sexism”, “homophobia”, and “patriarchy”) in mainstream
US newspapers increased by between 100 and 3,000 percent. The sharper increases occurred
for terms like “white supremacy” (2,862 percent) and “patriarchy” (520 percent) which plausibly
indicate a woke attitude, while terms that do not have woke connotations, like “gender
discrimination” (171 percent), increased less sharply.®®* Believing that structural racism exists
and is important (indicated by use of the term “white supremacy”, as opposed to “racism”), or
that structural misogyny exists and is important (indicated by use of the term “patriarchy”, as
opposed to “gender discrimination”), does not necessarily make a person an adherent of woke,
because it is possible to believe that these structures exist and are important without believing
that even small contributions to them are almost incommensurably bad.

Nevertheless, we know that a large proportion of people who believe that structural racism and
misogyny exist and are important also believe that even small contributions to them are almost
incommensurably bad, and thus are adherents of woke. It is extremely likely, therefore, that a
significant portion of the dramatic increase in interest in structural discrimination that Rozado et.
al. document indicates the rising prevalence and influence of woke beliefs. Rozado et. al
certainly believe this is the correct interpretation of their findings, and even believe they have
identified a “great awokening”.®*® Not only do woke beliefs appear to be exhibiting a
medium-term increase in prevalence and salience, but they are also increasing in prevalence
generationally, at least in the major English-speaking democracies. Kaufmann has found that
younger generations in these countries are several times more likely to hold beliefs indicative of
woke attitudes. Since, in general, Kaufmann argues, moral and political attitudes are ‘sticky’
once formed in early adulthood, the younger generations are unlikely to abandon woke attitudes

923 (Williams 2024c)
924 (Rozado et al. 2023, 107)
925 (Rozado 2023; al-Gharbi 2023)
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later in life.®® Thus, woke attitudes are likely to gain in influence as the younger generations
become the median voters in these countries, demonstrating that (if woke is anti-liberal), it is
indeed a threat to liberalism.

Woke, then, is clearly an influential doctrine and one that is, in the long run and despite evident
setbacks linked to Trump’s election in 2024, gaining influence in the major English-speaking
democracies. Therefore, if woke is anti-liberal, it is an influential and threatening anti-liberal
doctrine. As we have seen, it is plausible that woke is indeed anti-liberal, so it is plausible that
woke is an influential and threatening anti-liberal doctrine. | conclude that (P2) of the Anti-Woke
Containment Argument, like (P1), is plausible.

Finally, | will assess (P3), which holds that woke and one or more religion(s) are functional
competitors. This is a claim about the causal interaction of woke attitudes with religious belief or
commitment. If belief in and/or commitment to one or more religion(s) is caused by factors that
undermine woke attitudes, or the belief in and/or commitment to the religion(s) in question
themselves undermine woke attitudes, then the religion(s) in question are functional competitors
with woke, and effectively promoting such religion(s) is likely to reduce the prevalence and
influence of woke attitudes.

Scholars of woke have taken a range of views on the degree to which woke is a functional
competitor with religion. The linguist John McWhorter argues that embracing woke satisfies
many of the same psychological needs that religion attempts to satisfy, such as providing a
sense of purpose, meaning, and wholeness.??” He also argues that woke is a religion, on the
grounds that it is (purportedly) based on “creation myths” and “beliefs... beyond the reach of
empirical experience”.®2® McWhorter goes on to claim that woke exhibits certain structural
features shared by religion in general or Christianity in particular: both woke and religion he
claims, require “suspensions of disbelief”,°*° involve sacralised authority figures (“clergy”),*°
affirm a doctrine of “original sin” (for woke, this is inherited “white privilege”),%®' anticipate an
“apocalyptic” transformation of the world,**? and seek the “punishment and elimination” of
“heretics”.%® The political theorist Joshua Mitchell makes similar claims about the structural
affinity between woke and Christianity in a more theologically sophisticated register. Mitchell,
who uses the term “identity politics” to refer to woke, claims that “identity politics is a
deformation of the Christian insight that a scapegoat does indeed take away the sins of the
world”, and that this “deformation” mis-identifies the scapegoat as “mortal... the white
heterosexual male... rather than Divine”.%

926 (Kaufmann 2024a, 231, 2345, 237-8)
%27 (McWhorter 2021, 68—86)

928 pid., 31

929 |pid., 32

%0 |pid., 35-7

%1 |pid., 37-40

%2 |pid., 42

93 |bid., 48-55

%4 (Mitchell 2022, 14)
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Even if McWhorter and Mitchell are correct that woke exhibits a structural affinity with
Christianity and meets the same psychological needs for its adherents that religion meets, this
would not prove that woke is a functional competitor with religion in general or with Christianity
in particular.®® It is possible that woke, various religions, and any number of other doctrines all
meet these psychological needs, and that some people are content to let these needs go
unmet. Successfully promoting one or more religion(s) might therefore lead to these religion(s)
growing at the expense of other religions, or of indifference to comprehensive doctrines that
meet people’s psychological needs, or of other secular comprehensive doctrines, rather than at
the expense of woke.

However, Mitchell also argues that the woke commitment to a kind of “deformation” of “original
sin” illustrates that adherents are “captivated by the idea of irredeemable stain”. This
captivation, Mitchell claims, means that adherents of woke will only find their psychological need
for “a deep account of sin” and “irredeemable stain” met by “Reformed theology”.%*¢ Mitchell is
making a speculative claim here about the psychological motivation for adhering to woke. He
might be correct in this theological-political claim about the structure of woke—that one of its
central concepts is a transformed and secularised analogue to the Christian doctrine of original
sin—while still being incorrect about adherents’ psychological motivation. Adherents of woke
could be motivated by something else, even if an analogue to original sin is structurally central
to woke. Mitchell, therefore, has not established that “Reformed theology”, or any theology, is a
functional competitor to woke, let alone the only such competitor. To determine which doctrines
are actually functional competitors to woke, we need to examine the empirical data on other
beliefs that correlate with woke, not just (as McWhorter and Mitchell do) compare the
morphological structure of woke with that of other doctrines.

Kaufmann has shown that adherence to, and belief in, Christianity is not directly linked to
rejection of woke: Christian religiosity does not directly lead to a rejection of woke, unless it is
mediated by another factor, such as a strong sense of national identity or conservative
ideology.®’ In Europe, where Christian identification has a strong ethno-cultural element, there
is a correlation between Christian affiliation and rejecting woke attitudes, but this correlation
does not hold in America. Rejection of woke attitudes is directly correlated with the
ethno-cultural identity of Europeans who identify with Christianity, but not directly correlated with
their Christian identification as such.®*® The available empirical evidence, then, does not suggest
that woke is a functional competitor with Christianity.**

Nevertheless, there is a very good reason to think that some versions of Christianity, and of
other religions, are functional competitors with woke. This is the conceptual incompatibility
between the progressive beliefs about gender, sexuality, and family baked into woke and the
traditionalist beliefs about these topics affirmed by socially conservative versions of Christianity

935 | take no position on whether McWhorter and Mitchell are correct about structural affinity and
psychological needs. For a different view on structural affinity, see (Vallier 2023b)

936 (Mitchell 2022, 14)

%7 (Kaufmann 2024a, 228)

938 |bid., 226. This paragraph adapts material from (Williams 2024c).

9% Evidence is not available for other religions.
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and of other religions. Vallier provides a plausible list of woke beliefs, among which are “sfrong
egalitarianism”—the belief that “all hierarchies... require deconstruction”—and “radical social
construction”—the belief that “nearly all identities”, including “in many cases, the distinction
between biological males and females... are the product of human beliefs and practices”.®*

Socially conservative versions of Christianity, and of other religions, are conceptually
incompatible with strong egalitarianism and radical social construction. Socially conservative
versions of religions affirm that at least some hierarchies (or partially-hierarchical relationships)
are sometimes benign. They do not, however, necessarily affirm that these hierarchies should
be enforced or upheld by the state. Some such versions of religions affirm this, but some do not,
believing instead that these hierarchies should be maintained only through the voluntary efforts
of individuals and communities. For the latter category of such versions of religions, there is no
tension between social conservatism and political liberalism; for many such versions of religions,
there exist deep, and mutually congruent or at least consistent, rationales for both political
liberalism and social conservatism.®**! These socially conservative but politically liberal versions
of religions will tend to induce adherents to support political liberalism. Rauch has recently
argued that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the contemporary United States is
an example of such a socially conservative religion that tends to induce adherents to support
political liberalism.**? | take no position on whether Rauch is right about the Latter-day Saints,
but his argument at least shows that the idea of such a socially conservative but politically
liberal version of a religion is far from outlandish. Biggar would, | assume, hold that conservative
versions of Anglicanism are also examples of this kind of version of religion.

These socially conservative but politically liberal versions of religions will also, | think, act as
functional competitors with woke, precisely because their social conservatism directly
contradicts woke. For instance, the nuclear family is a partially hierarchical set of relationships
between spouses and between parents and children. Socially conservative versions of religions
usually affirm that the nuclear family, despite (or because of) its hierarchical features, is good
because it is mandated and/or established by transcendent powers as the best, if not the only
permissible, setting for sexual relationships and for the rearing of children. Holding this socially
conservative belief is, of course, perfectly compatible with thinking that the state should not
enforce it. But as Vallier points out, highly plausibly, woke is opposed not just to state-enforced
hierarchies but also to “voluntarily agreed upon hierarchy, and hierarchy in private spaces”.%*?
Thus, the belief, affirmed by many socially conservative versions of various religions, that the
nuclear family is good is conceptually incompatible with a consistent commitment to woke. One
could easily make a similar argument about the incompatibility of the beliefs about gender roles
affirmed by socially conservative versions of religions with the woke belief in radical social
construction.

940 (Vallier 2023b)

%1 For instance, some versions of religions teach both that extra-martial sex is morally impermissible
intemperance and that /egally enforcing the moral requirements of temperance destroys the moral value
of temperate conduct for people coerced into such conduct.

%2 (Rauch 2025)

3 |bid.
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It follows from this observation about conceptual incompatibility that, insofar as adherents of
woke (on the one hand) and socially conservative versions of religions (on the other hand) are
saliently aware of their respective commitments regarding gender, sexuality, and family, woke
and socially conservative versions of religions are likely to be functional competitors. Increasing
belief in and commitment to socially conservative versions of religions will reduce belief in and
commitment to woke, because people cannot consistently affirm the beliefs about gender,
sexuality, and family affirmed both by woke and by socially conservative versions of religions at
the same time. Thus, it appears that any state promotion of socially conservative versions of
one or more religion(s) will serve to undermine belief in and commitment to woke.**

However, we cannot be certain that even socially conservative versions of religion(s) and woke
are functional competitors, because it is possible that successfully promoting these versions of
religion(s) will cause them to grow at the expense of doctrines that affirm progressive views of
gender, sexuality, and family, but that reject woke. For this reason, | conclude that (P3), the
claim that woke and (at least some) religion(s) are functional competitors, is plausible but
cannot be known to be true with certainty.

To sum up, then, | have shown that all of the premises (P1-P3) of the Anti-Woke Containment
Argument are plausible. (P4) is true by stipulation, and the argument is valid. Therefore, (C5) is
also plausible, and the argument is plausibly sound.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that there exists at least one plausible argument for state promotion of
religion of the kind postliberals support, namely, through moderate establishment and/or
moral-ecological measures. The Anti-Woke Containment Argument that | have retrieved from
Biggar’s work is plausibly sound. Although the argument does not directly assert the need for
moral-ecological measures, only moderate establishment, an analogous version could easily be
formulated to include such measures. | have also demonstrated that the argument is compatible
with Rawlsian public reason and that its conclusion, in favour of state promotion of religion
through moderate establishment, as well as its potential analogous extension to the promotion
of religion through moral-ecological measures, is compatible with Rawlsian liberalism.

In addition to showing that postliberals can therefore have a plausible chance of persuading
other constituencies, beyond traditionalist-perfectionists, of their favoured policies on public
religion within the confines of the limited regime, this conclusion has two additional virtues for
the postliberals. First, it shows that there is a plausible liberal case for promoting religion as a
means of containing woke, which contains rationales for progressive-authoritarianism.
Postliberals, concerned about the plausible decay of the liberal regime into
progressive-authoritarianism, must welcome this. Second, it shows that there is a plausible

%4 Obviously, some socially conservative version(s) of religions oppose political liberalism because they
support legal imposition of their social conservatism, but many such versions of religions reject this
imposition and support political liberalism.
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liberal case for promoting socially conservative religions or versions of religions, which are the
kind of religious doctrines postliberals tend to support.

In conjunction with my previous chapter, which showed that postliberals can find a plausible
liberal argument for promoting marriage through marriage subsidies, this chapter has vindicated
the claim that postliberals can not only legitimately argue for most of the distinctive domestic
policies they want within the confines of liberalism, but that they have a plausible chance of
achieving these goals within the liberal regime. While not eliminating the significant risk of the
liberal regime decaying into progressive-authoritarianism that Chapter 5 identified, Part 3 of this
thesis has shown that postliberals should be considerably more optimistic about the liberal
regime than they typically appear to be. While | have not tried to convince postliberals that the
liberal regime is the best regime despite its potential for decaying into
progressive-authoritarianism, | hope | have shown that the liberal regime affords postliberals
considerable latitude for achieving many of their distinctive, preferred policy goals, and that in
building coalitions with other ideological constituencies to achieve these goals they will also be
able to reduce the regime’s risk of decaying into progressive-authoritarianism into the bargain.
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Final Conclusion

Liberalism has not entirely failed. Nor is it about to end its influence over political thought and
human affairs—either with a whimper or with a bang. The postliberal critique of liberalism, while
not entirely successful, draws our attention to features of liberalism that are often convenient to
overlook. As | see it, this thesis has made several important contributions to the emerging
debate on postliberalism and its discontents.

Preliminary to the main body of my thesis, my introduction makes the contribution of sharpening
our understanding of the distinction between traditionalism and progressivism. While
sociological work like James Davison Hunter’s drew on something like this distinction, it was not
philosophically precise.?”® The divide between traditionalism and progressivism, which concerns
the role of epistemic deference and strong evaluation in conceptions of human flourishing, is
central and architectonic in understanding socio-moral divisions in contemporary liberal
societies. Recognising the divide is essential to understanding the background conditions in
which postliberalism has arisen: namely, the rising fear among traditionalists of a progressive
form of authoritarianism that coercively imposes a vision of flourishing based on expressive
individualism. We can thus get beyond the loose talk of ‘coercive liberalism’, the ‘illiberal left’, or
even ‘illiberal liberalism’ (whatever that might be) that circulates in popular discourse.

Chapter 1 has performed the laborious but usually-avoided task®¥® of answering the question:
What do we talk about when we talk about ‘liberalism’? Liberals often seem unsure, or to offer
answers that have little relevance outside the vistas of the academy. Vermeule’s complaint
about liberal theory “worked out to the nth decimal”,*’ but ultimately “science fictional”—bearing
the same relation to the dilemmas real states as “the novels of J.K. Rowling bear to the current
United Kingdom™#*®—has more than a little merit. Of course liberal theory is more grounded in
reality than Harry Potter. But how much more? What purchase do debates about the legitimacy
of introducing religious arguments in legislative deliberation have on a world in which politicians
seek to ban “casual conversations” and “private prayer” for evincing the wrong opinion on the
morality of homosexual sodomy?°* Strauss wrote that the positivist political science of his time
was “excused by two facts: it does not know that it fiddles, and it does not know that Rome
burns”.**® No one could imagine that liberal theorists do not know that Rome (or Washington, or
Brussels) burns. But to the extent—Iimited, but real—that they fiddle, their ignorance of this fact
does not excuse them at all.

Of course, some liberals have ventured out of the academy’s groves and presented their -ism as
a fighting creed. But their efforts still seem to yield a disappointing vagueness about its limits.

%45 (Hunter 1991)

%6 Avoided by (Sleat 2025; Kelly 2025b; Borg 2025)
%7 (Vermeule 2019)

98 (Vermeule 2024)

%9 (Williams 2024a)

950 (Jaffa 1984)
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Fukuyama identifies liberalism with a “right to autonomy”, which entails “choices with regard to
speech, association, belief, and ultimately political life”.°>' Does Fukuyama mean to prioritize
first- or second-order autonomy? Can | autonomously choose to follow the commands of the
Pope, or the Ayatollah, because | believe his infallibility to be a metaphysical truth? Is autonomy
fundamentally about the duty to search for and live in accordance with objective truth, or a right
to arbitrarily invent and posit my own values?? Liberalism cannot ignore these questions.

Sunstein comes closest of recent authors to providing a genuinely minimal baseline for
liberalism, one that brings many political conservatives into the fold and permits widely divergent
interpretations of core values—allowing liberals to disagree on the questions raised above while
still acknowledging one another as liberals.?*® His account of liberalism’s core still, however,
lacks specificity: it is not sufficiently determinate to serve as an acid test to distinguish real-world
ideologies that are liberal from those that are anti-liberal.

Chapter 1 has provided this acid test. My conception of minimal liberalism permits us to filter
ideologies that are consistent with some version or other liberalism from those that are not.
Deploying this filter, | show in Chapter 2 that only some of what passes for postliberalism is
really anti-liberal. Vermeule wrote in 2018 of the “gravity well of liberalism”:%** the sheer
pervasiveness of liberal ideals in the background culture of liberal societies makes it hard for
would-be anti-liberals to achieve ideological escape velocity before falling back into liberal
assumptions so entrenched we hardly recognise them as liberal—a point also well-made in
Alexandre Lefebvre’s Liberalism As A Way of Life, in a rare instance of a liberal acknowledging
that postliberalism’s descriptive claims about liberal regimes are often true. All too often,
liberalism is to us what water is to fish.%*°

Milbank, Pabst, Blond, and other left-wing or centrist postliberals are manifestly trapped in the
gravity well. For all their heartfelt protestations to the contrary, they offer only a more
communitarian version of liberalism. They envisage less regime change than a subtle ethos
change, while viewing any backsliding on liberal rights protections as incorrigibly “illiberal”.
Genuinely anti-liberal postliberalism is found almost entirely on the political right. Within this
right-wing postliberalism, only National Conservatism, Deneen’s common good conservatism,
integralism, and Christian Nationalism evidently lack rationales for a commitment to the rights
protections of minimal liberalism.

Chapter 2 has also identified the genuinely novel postliberal critique of liberalism. Other
scholars—Sleat, Kelly, Borg—have treated postliberalism more-or-less as a package deal and
purported to evaluate the entire project, both constructive and critical, in its totality. Yet as | have
shown in Chapter 2, much of what postliberals say about liberalism is far from original. A great
deal of it was said by thinkers like Maclntyre; some of it goes back to Maistre. What is new, as |

%1 (Fukuyama 2023)

%2 See (Finnis 2008), esp. p. 3-9.
93 (Sunstein 2025, 1-18)

94 (Vermeule 2018b)

95 (Lefebvre 2024, 160-73)
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demonstrate, is what Vallier identifies as the “no alternatives” argument: the argument that
traditionalist authoritarianism must be imposed because protecting the rights of both
progressives and traditionalists is impossible even if it is desirable.**® No other scholarship has
systematically focussed upon this argument, but it is the sole original critique of liberalism
offered by postliberals. It is also a profoundly important argument. Attending to the argument
forces us to distinguish between liberal theory (whether we judge it irredeemably Potteresque or
not) and what Strauss called the regime. My thesis is the first academic study to highlight this
distinction and make it central to our interpretation of postliberal claims. It is also the first to
formalise and systematically evaluate the No Alternatives Argument.

Although scholars have not systematically focused on the No Alternatives Argument, some
liberal academics (notably Sunstein and Koppelman) have attempted to rebut postliberal claims
about both liberal theory and the liberal regime in a manner that evinces robust, good-faith
engagement and at least some awareness of the theory-regime distinction. Chapter 3 is the first
systematic academic response to these efforts. It demonstrates that they fail because, despite
their awareness of the distinction, Koppelman and Sunstein misinterpret important claims of
Deneen and Hazony as being claims about liberal theory when they are really claims about
liberal regimes. Close attention to Deneen’s often-overlooked reliance upon Strauss helps us
interpret these postliberal claims correctly. Thus, Chapter 3 has shown that the novel postliberal
critique of liberalism remains unrefuted.

Part 2 of my thesis engages directly in the first-order merits of the No Alternatives Argument.
The Argument is formally valid. Is it sound? Is it plausibly sound? This depends, in part, on
whether we interpret the argument as making a conceptual claim about liberalism or an
empirical claim about liberal regimes. Chapter 4 examines the conceptual version of the
argument, which claims that liberalism (inasmuch as it means, as it absolutely must mean, the
protection of basic rights for both traditionalists and progressives) is “a conceptual and logical
impossibility”.%%"

The conceptual No Alternatives Argument is not, in its current form, a successful argument. Its
key premise, the claim that anti-authoritarianism is conceptually impossible, is not fully
supported by the evidence Vermeule adduces for it. This key premise is also, | believe, false. |
demonstrate the falsehood of this key premise by providing a single counter-example, i.e., an
anti-authoritarian theory that is conceptually coherent. | show that the new natural law theory of
political morality, at least in Finnis’s interpretation, is conceptually coherent, anti-authoritarian,
and relies centrally upon a coherent and determinate conception of the “common good”. It thus
functions as a counter-example to the claim that, in light of the unavoidable pervasiveness of
appeals to the common good, the only coherent theories of political morality are anti-liberal.

Chapter 5 examines a very different version of the No Alternatives Argument. This is the
empirical version. Abjuring implausible claims about liberalism’s incoherence, this version claims
that real-world liberal regimes necessarily decay into progressive-authoritarianism because of

956 (Vallier 2024b)
%7 (Vermeule 2022c).
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causal mechanisms that these regimes activate. | show that the argument is worth taking
seriously. Real-world liberal regimes really are undergoing a slow slide towards
progressive-authoritarianism for what appear to be fairly deeply-rooted structural reasons. It
does not follow, however, that we can confidently infer that all possible liberal regimes will
exhibit this structural tendency toward decay.

The reality is that postliberals have presented us with plausible but far from indisputable
reasons to think that the mechanism of decay generalises to all possible liberal regimes. In light
of this fact, we have to navigate an epistemic condition of uncertainty. There is a chance—we
don’t know precisely how great, but it is greater than negligible while less than certain—that
liberalism’s decay into progressive-authoritarianism is inexorable. How should we respond?

Part 3 addresses Lenin’s question—what is to be done?—from the point of view of
traditionalists: traditionalists who do not know if they should favour, as postliberals recommend,
a coercive and authoritarian traditionalist regime as an insurance against the progressive kind,
or whether they should accept some kind of rationale (perhaps a ‘fusionist’
rationale—synthesising or ‘fusing’ traditionalism with some kind of political liberalism)®® for
regarding the liberal regime as the best one, despite all its dangers. Everyone else can regard
this part as arguing from Rawlsian “conjecture”:** liberalism will be less stable if traditionalists
reject it.

My aim in Part 3 is modest, for there are many dimensions relevant to traditionalists’ evaluation
of the best regime in light of the risks highlighted in Part 2. One of these dimensions concerns
the likely effect of trying to achieve postliberal policy goals within the liberal regime. Is this even
conceivable? Yes, at least for National Conservatives and non-integralist common good
conservatives: while Deneen and Hazony do not affirm deep rationales for avoiding authoritarian
coercion, they do not explicitly endorse anti-liberal measures in their statements on the two
most important and distinctive postliberal domestic policy goals, namely the state promotion of
religion and of marriage.

It is one thing to show that these measures are compatible with my “minimal” liberalism;
real-world liberals may regard this as too minimal to make the measures remotely palatable. |
therefore show, in Chapters 6 and 7 respectively, that postliberal policies on marriage subsidies
and public religion are compatible with Rawl/sian liberalism. Rawlsian liberalism navigates
between the Scylla of a liberalism that permits almost anything and the Charybdis of a liberalism
that forbids much of what real-world liberal states uncontroversially do. It is close to the
theoretical ‘centre’ of liberalism; showing postliberal policies are compatible with one of the most
academically influential versions of liberalism is a much bigger victory than showing their
compatibility with some marginal or heterodox strand. Moreover, and more speculatively, |
suspect Rawilsian liberalism roughly captures some widely—but inchoately—felt intuitions about
political legitimacy held by a great many mainstream political actors, on the centre-left and
centre-right, in the real world. It is plausible to think that moderate social democrats and

98 See e.g. (Vallier 2025a, 2025b)
%9 (Rawls 1997, 783)
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progressives, centrist liberals, and moderate conservatives all share some loose set of
commitments to treating all citizens with respect, to avoiding first-order coercing citizens into
following particular conceptions of flourishing, and to offering reasons for second-order coercion
that all citizens who accept the legitimacy of the political order could in principle also accept; |
think Rawlsian liberalism captures this thought.*® Thus, if my conclusion is correct, it will make it
much easier for postliberals to achieve their goals within the liberal regime that they presently
appeatr to reject, because they will be able to appeal to citizens who do not support their
religious views or their traditionalism.

| interpret Rawilsian liberalism to require anti-perfectionism. While some liberals, including some
who are committed to some kind of doctrine of public reason, defend ‘inclusivism’ about
religious reasons in policy-making,®®' my result will be more useful for reconciling postliberals
with the liberal regime if it holds even if ‘exclusivism’ is true.

Thus, Chapter 6 shows that there exist plausible anti-perfectionist arguments for marriage
subsidies; Chapter 7 shows that there exist such arguments for promoting religion—actually
aiming to increase rates of religious belief, practice, or affiliation—through moderate forms of
religious establishment that deploy public funds to support religion but do not (unlike integralism
or Christian Nationalism) coercively impose religious practice or professions of faith.

In Chapter 6, | develop and defend as plausible what | call the “child-welfare argument” for
subsidizing marriage, which holds that marriage subsidies can sometimes induce more couples
to marry or stay married, and this will often be good for children’s access to Rawlsian “primary
goods” like income and health, valued independently of the conception of flourishing the
children grow up to affirm.%®2 In Chapter 7, | do the same for a version of Nigel Biggar’s
argument for promoting religion, which | describe as a “containment argument”. This argument
holds that promoting religion is sometimes a prudent way of protecting liberalism itself from
progressive-authoritarianism (a result that should be especially welcome to postliberals).

These chapters make an entirely unique contribution to debates on liberalism, family policy, and
public religion. They show, in contrast to ubiquitous and often reflexive assumptions on the part
of many liberals, that some of the most important and indeed totemic postliberal goals are not
really anti-liberal at all. Far from requiring the privatisation of marriage®? or forbidding its
promotion, some impeccably ‘reasonable’ conceptions of liberal justice will endorse actively and
fulsomely promoting the institution. These conceptions will in fact endorse marriage subsidies of
the kind introduced in Orban’s Hungary and celebrated by right-wing postliberals. Liberals,
ironically, too often take Orban at his “illiberal” word;*** but whatever we think of other Fidez or
postliberal measures, there is nothing genuinely anti-liberal about this modest attempt to tilt the
scales in favour of sexual-romantic practices that are good for children.

%0 postliberals agree that mainstream social democrats and conservatives are really liberals. See
(Timothy 2021; Milbank and Pabst 2016; Deneen 2019)

%1 (Eberle 2002; Vallier 2014)

%2 On “primary goods”, see (Rawls 2001, 169)

%3 (Chambers 2017)

%4 E.g. (Fodor 2021)

230


https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/KuBlM
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/jTaKl
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/BzSfN/?locator=169
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/3WTsl+GENuh
https://paperpile.com/c/BZL1Dw/zsUch+OBzK6+F5SxH

The same holds for public religion. While some liberals recognise the danger of “woke”
progressive-authoritarianism,*® there has been no explicit endorsement of the use of religion as
a means to counter this ideology. The only full and explicit liberal theoretical endorsement of
moderate establishment is that of David Miller; but he defends establishment on the grounds
that it can have a “moderating effect... on religious discourse and practice”, thereby reducing
the influence of anti-liberal or otherwise destabilising interpretations of religions.*®® This
argument is not useful for the postliberals because it is not an argument for promoting religion.
Indeed, it is plausible that this “moderating effect”, if it exists, will often spill over into reducing
rates of religious belief, practice, and/or affiliation. While Tariq Modood suggests that religion’s
“social utility” can be a legitimate grounds for promoting religion, he does not actually endorse
the idea that liberal states should promote religion.®®” By contrast, my argument, which builds on
Nigel Biggar’s discussion of religious establishment but clarifies and repairs the argument
substantially, shows there is a plausible liberal case for using moderate establishment to
promote religion as a means to increasing the influence of ‘reasonable’ comprehensive
doctrines in society vis-a-vis anti-liberal ones.

For the reasons explained in both these final chapters of the thesis, then, | conclude part 3
having shown that postliberals can plausibly achieve a great many of their most prized goals by
building ideological coalitions within the liberal regime; and moreover that this will have the
effect of mitigating any tendency that may exist for this regime to decay into
progressive-authoritarianism. This does not settle definitively the question of what is to be done
by traditionalists, but it should re-arrange their calculus. Promoting faith and family are not goals
that require anti-liberal “regime change” at all.

| conclude, therefore, with a call for mutual understanding. Liberalism is a broader and more
capacious doctrine than postliberals assume; and conversely, postliberalism’s specific policy
goals are less incorrigibly anti-liberal than many liberals claim. Postliberals can push for a more
conservative, more faith-friendly, and more traditionalist ethos within the broad confines of the
liberal regime. If and insofar as postliberals still believe traditionalist-authoritarianism is the best
regime, it may be that all | have done is make a compelling case for modus vivendi. But the best
regime need not be the enemy of the good: an acceptable regime for all is better than a
confused struggle between factions mutually uncomprehending of each other’s ideological
commitments. Less separates liberalism at its best and postliberalism at its most practical than
we are prone to assume.

%5 E.g. (McWhorter 2021; Kaufmann 2024d)
%6 (Miller 2021, 75)
%7 (Modood 2010, 9)
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