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Abstract
This article argues that the kind of religious establishment that currently obtains in England is 
sufficiently liberal in the sense that it accommodates rights to religious freedom and is compatible 
with political equality. What is more, insofar as it expresses a Christian anthropology, established 
Anglicanism can generate the ‘thick’ set of virtues necessary to make citizens capable of respecting 
liberal rights. In the course of defending its thesis, the argument disputes John Rawls’s description 
of the ‘overlapping consensus’ as one that stands free of its supporting comprehensive doctrines; 
and it reads Martha Nussbaum as, ironically, confirming that an established orthodoxy of some 
sort is inevitable.
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The Anglican Establishment and its Goods

I intend to argue that the kind of religious establishment that currently obtains in England 
is compatible with liberal rights to religious freedom and political equality. But before I 
go to the trouble of defending the Anglican establishment against its liberal critics, I need 
to explain why I think it is worth defending. After all, it could be liberal, but not impor-
tant—except as an historic relic.

Before I begin my argument, however, I first need to explain what I have in mind 
when I talk about the ‘establishment’. First there is the Coronation Service. Second is the 
affirmation by the head of state of the established church through the monarch’s special 
association with it as ‘Supreme Governor’. Third comes the sitting of Anglican bishops 
in the Upper House of Parliament. And finally there is the Church of England’s privi-
leged position in state education.
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In my view the Anglican establishment serves political well-being in a variety of 
ways. So, for example, contrary to the Rousseauian populist orthodoxy that prevails 
among us, the moral legitimacy of government issues primarily from its faithfulness to 
the given principles of justice, and not from its reflection of popular will—as the fate of 
the Weimar Republic in the early 1930s should have taught us. In an era that finds it hard 
to think of political legitimacy except in terms of popular election, and which is therefore 
inclined to collapse a healthily mixed constitution into its democratic element, the 
Coronation Service makes an important and dramatic cautionary political statement—
and in our circumstances, a prophetic one. For there the head of state, on her knees, 
receives authorisation from above, not from below.

So, too, establishment in the form of episcopal participation in the work of the House 
of Lords helps to keep at least one major civil social body sensitive to the difficulties and 
complexities of the necessary tasks of government in a democracy. And this is important 
when too many leaders in the churches are inclined by the liberal Zeitgeist to suppose 
that the only threat to political well-being comes from the over-mighty state and so to 
assume that a Christian voice has only one, prophetic register. Or, rather, to assume that 
prophecy always comes from the Left.

As I see it, those are two of the salutary contributions to political life that the Anglican 
establishment makes. But neither is the one that I want to focus on. The most important 
political contribution of England’s religious establishment lies in the Christian humanist 
worldview that it advocates—a worldview that generates the virtues necessary for the 
survival of a liberal ethos.

The Anglican Establishment as a Matrix of a Liberal 
Culture

My argument takes its cue from John Rawls, the father of contemporary liberal political 
theory. Rawls’s later work is motivated by awareness that liberal values and the larger 
views that support them are not universally held, and that a liberal ethos is therefore 
contested and vulnerable. There will always be views that would suppress it—what he 
calls ‘unreasonable’ comprehensive doctrines—and there is no guarantee that these will 
not prevail,1 as they did in the case of the Weimar Republic.2 The virtues of tolerance, of 
being ready to meet others halfway, of reasonableness, and of fairness comprise political 
capital that can depreciate and constantly needs to be renewed.3 Consequently, Rawls 
tells us, ‘the problem of stability has been on our minds from the outset’.4

So a liberal point of view is not neutral. It is not a view from nowhere. Liberal space 
is bounded by certain moral convictions, which are expressive of a certain understanding 
of human beings. Some worldviews will not support such an understanding; others will 
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actually corrode it. Liberal politics, therefore, needs support and Rawls’s project of polit-
ical liberalism is a pragmatist exercise in rallying it. He believes that support can be 
found among the adherents of a limited plurality of worldviews—what he calls ‘reason-
able’ comprehensive doctrines. The ones he identifies are his own non-religious 
Kantianism, together with certain versions of Christianity and Islam. (Whether or not 
there are, in fact, others, is a question left open.) Whatever its membership, this limited 
plurality of ‘reasonable’ comprehensive doctrines supports an ‘overlapping consensus’ 
about the principles that should guide law-making and public policy in a liberal society 
that comprises a diversity of visions of what makes for a good life. Each of the support-
ing comprehensive doctrines arrives at this consensus in its own relatively distinctive 
way.

Here, however, Rawls makes what I believe to be a very misleading statement. He 
describes this consensus as ‘freestanding’ and ‘independent’.5 What he should have said 
is that the consensus transcends the boundaries that divide each of its supporting compre-
hensive doctrines—it overlaps them. It does not, however, ‘stand free’ of them. For, apart 
from this limited collection of particular world-views and anthropologies, the overlap-
ping ethical consensus makes no sense, exercises no authority, and commands no loyalty. 
For sure, the consensus is not tied to one world-view alone—it would not be a consensus, 
if it were—but it does remain tied to a finite plurality of them.6 It is not independent.

So if liberal laws are to survive in a democratic society—if electors are to vote for 
liberal legislators—supportive comprehensive views have to dominate its culture. But, 
as Rawls was acutely aware, they might not—as they did not in 1930s Germany.

Liberal laws alone, however, are not enough; the survival of liberal society also needs 
informal social norms. This is because, within the law, all manner of injustice and un-
charity is possible. Within the law, liberal freedom can be roundly abused. Abuse is 
provocative. Passions are aroused—first of indignation, then of hatred, and finally of 
vengeance. In an ideal world—one often inhabited by academic philosophers—opti-
mally rational and self-disciplined citizens keep their passions within the bounds of the 
law. But in the real world, it is not like that. In the real world, prudence is all too easily 
overwhelmed by passion. One person abuses his legal freedom to spray others with pro-
vocative vitriol. They then react by availing themselves of the same liberty. The down-
ward spiral intensifies, and sooner or later, angry passions flatten the law. Recently, the 
Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Cressida Dick, has observed a causal connection 
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between the febrile online atmosphere, with a lack of verbal restraint that is often per-
fectly legal, and the rise of criminally lethal stabbings in London.7

And the problem is not confined to the mean streets; it is present, too, in the Ivory 
Towers. During the recent public controversy about the McDonald Centre’s ‘Ethics and 
Empire’ project, I discovered that there are some academic colleagues who feel under no 
obligation to restrain themselves from verbal abuse, other colleagues who condone it, 
many others who remain silent about it, and university leaders who feel under no obliga-
tion to oppose it by upholding informal norms of civility.8 In my case, I have received no 
death-threats (although others have); I have merely been threatened with castration. I 
mention this, not because I need your sympathy, but only to impress upon you that bar-
barism is already well within the city’s gates, and it festers in the space protected by 
liberal laws of speech. And it occupies that space because actual liberals are typically 
loquacious about rights to freedom, but tongue-tied over the duties of virtue.

But rights, like liberal law, are not enough. We also need citizens capable of respect-
ing rights, capable of not being provoked, capable of not provoking. We need citizens 
who acknowledge the authority of informal, moral duties that discipline the exercise of 
rights.9 We need citizens whose view of the world, and of their own basic identities, is 
such as to make sense of those duties and give them obliging power.

This raises the question of how such citizens are to be produced, and who is to form 
them. Presumably, families, schools and other civil social institutions—not excluding 
universities. But what about the state? Has it no role in defending and promoting a cul-
ture necessary to sustain liberal norms and laws? Rawls himself appears to have thought 
that it should have a role. For in one passage in Political Liberalism he wrote as follows: 
‘The principles of any reasonable political conception must impose restrictions on per-
missible comprehensive views, and the basic institutions those principles require inevi-
tably encourage some ways of life and discourage others, or even exclude them 
altogether’.10

One way in which the state can promote a dominant culture that is supportive of lib-
eral norms and laws is to privilege, in some fashion or other, one or more of the ‘reason-
able comprehensive doctrines’. This is what the English and British states have done, I 
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suggest, by establishing the Church of England. As an expression of orthodox Christianity, 
Anglicanism is essentially humanist in its credal affirmation of the special dignity of 
human beings made in the image of God—a dignity intensified by God’s assumption of 
human flesh in the Incarnation. According to this high vision, human beings are not 
merely the random result of the blind operation of physical forces, nor their activity sim-
ply determined by genes or chemistry, nor their asserted significance just so much des-
perate whistling in the enveloping cosmic dark. No, in Christian eyes humans are the 
creatures of a benevolent divine intelligence, which has striven through natural evolution 
to bring about beings who flourish in freely understanding, and investing themselves in, 
the good of the world.11

As Christian, the Church of England promotes a vision of human dignity. More specifi-
cally, it promotes a vision of the dignity of the individual. Starting with the call of Abraham 
out of Ur of the Chaldees, proceeding to Moses leading the Hebrews out of Egypt, intensify-
ing with the Old Testament prophets, and reaching its climax in Jesus, the Christian 
Scriptures tell a story of human beings called by God to stand out from, apart from, and even 
against their own people—against the popular ‘mass’—in the name of what is true and just. 
That is to say, the Christian Scriptures recommend human being in the form of courageously 
responsible individuality. As the political theorist Larry Siedentop has recently demon-
strated, there is sound historical reason to suppose that the liberal West’s exaltation of the 
individual (albeit not always so responsible) is attributable to its Christian heritage.12

The Christian individual, however, understands herself to be a creature, not a little, 
Hobbesian god. As a creature, she stands in a world whose physical and moral order 
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precedes and frames and judges her choices, thereby dignifying them with meaning. As 
a finite creature she is limited in knowledge; as a dishonest sinner she is willfully blind 
to inconvenient knowledge. For both these reasons, therefore, she needs to heed the tes-
timony of other individuals, who might teach what she does not know or might correct 
what she chooses not to know. The Christian individual, therefore, is bound to listen, to 
enquire, to consider that she might be mistaken, to contemplate that the other might be 
right. For her, therefore, dialogue—be it in the classroom, on social media, or in 
Parliament—is not the occasion for the egotistical display of wit, for the scoring of clever 
points, for rhetorical distortion and manipulation, for provocative insult, or for the domi-
nation of the weak by the strong. Rather, it is about the common searching out of the 
truth, and common deference to its authority.

Insofar as she takes this self-understanding to heart, the Christian individual will feel 
obliged to exercise certain virtues: respect for others as possible prophets; an openness 
to being taught and corrected; tolerance, albeit sceptical, of strange and unwelcome 
views; justice and charity in construing them; patience with frustrations in understand-
ing; a readiness to confess and repent from conversational dishonesty; forbearance in the 
face of ad hominem provocation; and forgiveness in the face of conversational injustice. 
These Christian virtues are liberal in several senses. They permit other individuals the 
freedom—the libertas—to speak. But they also go out to meet what others say with a 
certain generosity or liberalitas. Therefore, they make it possible to sustain dialogue 
over issues on which individuals differ, and which conjure up fierce passions.

During the ‘Ethics and Empire’ controversy, I discovered that there are some profes-
sional academics who feel under no obligation at all to any of these virtues, and that there 
are university leaders who feel no responsibility to suppress legal incivility. As far as 
they are concerned, within the liberal laws of free speech, no holds are barred. 
Consequently, within the bounds of legal freedom, the actual, social freedom to speak is, 
in fact, stifled by a climate of fear generated by hostility unconstrained by virtue. The 
barbarians are indeed no longer waiting at the city’s gates; they’re already sitting in 
Oxbridge Senior Common Rooms. And when they—or their students—come to rule the 
world, just how liberal will it remain?

How the Anglican Establishment is Compatible with 
Liberal Rights

As I see it, then, the establishment of the Church of England is one important way in 
which the British state can promote a culture that generates the virtues necessary to actu-
alise freedom of speech. But can such a public privileging of a particular religion be 
compatible with liberal rights to religious freedom and political equality? I believe so.

In the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the penalties for religious 
non-conformity in England—whose rationale was mainly the defence of constitutional 
government and liberal religion—were gradually lifted, and non-Anglicans were permit-
ted entry to universities, the armed services, and public office.13 The result now is that 
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Religious Freedom in the Liberal State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 127.

20.	 Ahdar and Leigh, Religious Freedom in the Liberal State, p. 154.

there is no public office in England that determines either law or public policy, which 
may not be filled with non-Anglicans, or non-Christians, or unbelievers.14 Indeed, given 
a fairly recent finding that 63 per cent of Americans would be less likely to vote for a 
candidate who does not believe in God,15 an agnostic or atheist today has a greater chance 
of becoming Prime Minister of the UK than President of the US. Except on the point of 
a formal, institutional separation of church and state, contemporary England meets 
Nicholas Wolterstorff’s criteria for a liberal democratic polity: namely, that ‘the state 
must not differentiate in its treatment of citizens on account of their religion or lack 
thereof, and there must be no differentiation among citizens in their right to voice in the 
conduct and personnel of the state on account of their religion or lack thereof’.16

Prima facie evidence that the Anglican establishment is compatible with religious 
freedom is furnished by the support that many members of minority faiths give it. Indeed, 
Tariq Modood claimed in 1994 that it is ‘a brute fact’ that not a single article or speech 
by any non-Christian faith in favour of disestablishment can be found;17 and he wrote 
that ‘the minimal nature of the Anglican establishment, its proven openness to other 
denominations and faiths seeking public space, and the fact that its very existence is an 
ongoing acknowledgement of the public character of religion, are all reasons why it may 
be far less intimidating to the minority faiths than a triumphal secularism’.18

The claim that the establishment of the Church of England is compatible with the 
exercise of religious freedom, receives prima facie corroboration from the support given 
it by adherents of minority faiths. According to Rex Ahdar, Professor of Law at the 
University of Otago, and Ian Leigh, Professor of Law at Durham University, it is also 
corroborated by international legal conventions and the case law of the European 
Convention on Human Rights.19 US First Amendment case law, which holds that the free 
exercise of religion can never be complete until Church and state are separated, is the 
global exception, not the rule.20 At least two eminent American scholars of law, Michael 



212	 Studies in Christian Ethics 33(2)

21.	 Ahdar and Leigh, Religious Freedom in the Liberal State, p. 134.
22.	 For a rare American argument in favour of the ‘partial’ or ‘constitutionally limited’ estab-

lishment of religion, see Graham Walker, ‘Illusory Pluralism, Inexorable Establishment’, in 
Obligations of Citizenship and Demands of Faith: Religious Accommodation in Pluralist 
Democracies, ed. Nancy L. Rosenblum (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000).

23.	 Steven Smith in Ahdar and Leigh, Religious Freedom in the Liberal State, p. 130.
24.	 Along very similar lines Graham Walker argues that American judges who rule that prayers 

in school are improper because of the impressionability of children ‘are strangely oblivious 
to the reverse implication of impressionability’, namely, that children ‘are deeply susceptible to 
the politically sanctioned absence of God’ and that banning school prayers disposes them 
to regard religion as only privately ‘true’ (‘Illusory Pluralism, Inexorable Establishment’,  
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Perry and (a certain) John Witte, agree. Witte has written of the ‘conspicuous absen[ce]’ 
in international legal norms of the more radical demands for separationism reified in the 
American metaphor of a wall of separation.21

Most US commentators, however, regard the establishment of a particular religion as 
entailing a necessary offence against the equal dignity of non-conformists.22 It implies, 
they say, a condescending tolerance, a ‘symbolic ostracism’—as Steven Smith puts it.23 
I disagree. I can quite understand that the constitutional privileging of a Christian world-
view might prevent some non-Christian or non-theistic citizens from fully identifying 
themselves with the constitutional order. But such a degree of alienation falls a long way 
short of ‘ostracism’. Moreover, a measure of alienation is surely inevitable, since there is 
no political constitution with which citizens of a plural society identify universally and 
absolutely. There can be no such thing as a public order that is morally, anthropologically 
and metaphysically neutral. One way or another, it has to commit itself, and in so doing 
it is bound to alienate some citizens, more or less. Monarchists will be irked by republi-
can institutions, republicans by royal ones. Communitarians will be irked by individual-
istically liberal institutions, liberals by communitarian ones. Secularist public institutions 
that decline to make any theological affirmation need not be intentionally atheist; yet 
they are still not neutral. They cannot avoid implying that theological affirmation is 
unimportant for political health.24 Many theistic citizens—not least Muslims—will disa-
gree strongly with this implication, and feel somewhat alienated from the studiously 
agnostic silence of public space. This alone, however, does not give such citizens suffi-
cient good reason to feel that they are being constitutionally ‘ostracised’.

Nor need the fact that one worldview is privileged with establishment by the state 
imply a ‘condescending’ lack of respect for adherents of different worldviews. As Ahdar 
and Leigh argue, an historic religion that is supported more or less actively by a majority 
of citizens, and which performs valuable social, educational and cultural functions, 
might deserve certain privileges.25 Unequal treatment that stands on cogent grounds in 
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Equality (New York: Basic Books, 2008), pp. 5, 67.
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the public good does not amount to an offence against the equal human dignity of citi-
zens. Inequality can still be equitable.26

It tells in favour of this argument that Martha Nussbaum, a proudly American 
opponent of religious establishment, inadvertently corroborates it. On the one hand, 
she holds that, in affirming a particular religion as orthodox, a state necessarily 
reduces dissenters to second-class citizens, denying their basic equality27 and sanc-
tioning ‘dignitary affronts in the symbolic realm’.28 ‘Our [American] “fixed star”’, 
she tells us, ‘is that no .  .  . [religious] orthodoxies are admissible’.29 Her solution is 
essentially Rawlsian:30 ‘The hope is that public institutions can be founded on princi-
ples that all can share, no matter what their religion. Of course these institutions will 
have an ethical content, prominently including the idea of equal respect itself. But 
they should not have a religious content.’31 This amounts to Rawls’s ‘overlapping 
consensus’, comprising a set of ‘free-standing’ moral principles endorsed by a variety 
of comprehensive doctrines.32

That is on the one hand. On the other hand, and without any visible embarrassment, 
Nussbaum admits that respect for individual conscience does not mean that every reli-
gion and world-view must be equally respected by government.33 ‘Extreme views’, 
which contradict or threaten the very foundations of the liberal constitutional order and 
the equality of citizens within it, must be resisted—certainly, if they seek to find practical 
embodiment, but even if their mere verbal expression becomes a threat. Such views ‘will 
not .  .  . be able to present their ideas in the political sphere on an equal basis with other 
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ideas’.34 Nevertheless Nussbaum herself believes that in such a situation ‘people [as 
distinct from their menacing deeds and words] are all respected as equals’.35

Nussbaum fails to notice two things here. First, that, as I have suggested in the first 
part of this article, liberalism of a certain kind itself poses a mortal threat to the culture 
necessary to sustain a liberal constitutional order. And second, that her own preferred 
polity would itself establish a liberal, egalitarian orthodoxy, from which dissenters are 
bound to feel somewhat alienated. Some of them might even feel that their dignity is 
being affronted. According to Nussbaum herself, however, they should not, since it is 
only their views, and not their persons, that are being discriminated against. Ironically, 
therefore, she confirms that an established orthodoxy of some sort is actually inevitable; 
that some are bound to find themselves more or less on the wrong side of it; and that 
contradiction, even suppression, of dissent need not amount to an offence against equal 
dignity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, my argument is this. First, the flourishing and survival of a liberal polity 
needs more than liberal laws and rights; it needs citizens who are so formed as to vote for 
liberal laws, to obey them, and to exercise their legal rights with liberality. Second, the 
presence of a culture that generates such citizens cannot be taken for-granted: there are 
unreasonable comprehensive doctrines out there, and they already dominate certain 
reaches of civil society. Third, given the seriousness of the threat, a liberal state should 
have a role to play in defending and promoting a culture that forms liberal citizens. 
Fourth, maintaining the establishment of the Church of England is one way of doing that. 
And finally, Anglican establishment-lite does not offend against the right to religious 
freedom or the dignity of equal citizenship.


