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Abstract 
 
If the paradigm of secularization as replacement was falsified by the permanent vitality of 

the religious dimension on the world horizon and in the public sphere, the universalization of the 
paradigm of secularization as differentiation, on the contrary, turns out to be an essential guarantee 
of the maintenance and promotion of the rule of law and human rights. 

From an alternative perspective to both secularism and fundamentalism, public theology 
today is therefore called upon to reconstruct and argumentatively justify the function of religious 
freedom as a basic principle of democratic society, within the framework of cognitive and 
normative disjunction between religion and citizenship which rules modernity. It is urgent to 
theologically demystify the regressive manipulation of this principle, as a vector of a 
democratically disruptive tribal pluralism, in contradiction with its nature as a catalyst for an 
integrative pluralism essential for social cohesion and the common good. 
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Where are your monuments, your battles, martyrs? 
Where is your tribal memory? 

 
Derek Walcott, “The Sea Is History”  

 
Introduction 
 
We can assume as a shared insight, in the context of the contemporary status quaestionis, 

that religion and citizenship are two social spheres of association between individuals regulated 
by different normative codes: a ritual and belief device and a sociopolitical device.1 

The less peaceful thesis that I will discuss in this reflection, based on this premise, is that 
the terms religion and citizenship, within the framework of the secularized public rationality that 
is constitutive of modernity and  institutionally, coercively, implemented, as rule of law, denote 
an irreconcilable contradiction, generated precisely by the fact that each one of these social spheres 
has a claim to universality in relation to the other, which, therefore, is downgraded to  particularity 
in the respective normative framework. There is not religion, but religions, in the order of a 
secularized citizenship regime: 2  each religious community is vector of a particular belonging that 
must be subject to the superior (because more universal: sovereign, this is binding on all citizens, 
who are differently believers or non-believers) 3  order established by law, equal for all within the 
government system that puts it into force, regardless of their differences in religion, ethnicity, 
gender. 

 
Vice versa, even doctrinally non-universalist religions such as the Jewish, which elects a 

specific people among all peoples on earth, are self-understood as universal from the point of view 
of those who adhere to them: their normativity is superior to that of political citizenships, of the 
legal systems, in which its members are enrolled. Only insofar as human laws are compatible with 
religious law are they binding on the believer, who in cases of extreme friction, radical 
incompatibility, can and should resort to conscientious objection: the rejection of the claim to 
universality of the political community, the refusal to obey its law in the name of a higher 
normativity.4 

 
1 That, in the distinction of notions, their historical-sociological and legal-normative definition is possible only based 
on their evolutionary interdependence, is a conviction that unites extremely different and even divergent perspectives, 
cf. for example, Carl Schmitt, Politische Theologie, 1922 (Berlin: Duncker & Humboldt, 201510) e Römischer 
Katholizismus und politische Form, 1923 (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 20197); Jürgen Habermas, Zwischen Naturalismus 
und Religion. Philosophische Aufsätze (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2005); Nachmetaphysisches Denken II. 
Aufsätze und Repliken (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2012); Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie (2 vols, Berlin: Suhrkamp, 
2019). 
2 Theocratic regimes can only 'tolerate' religious pluralism, as a concession to citizens' right to personal freedom. By 
contrast, secularized confessional regimes (such as the Danish or British, where the monarch is the head of the Church 
of England, 'Supreme Governor') may positively welcome it, despite opting for a 'traditional' identification with a 
historical religion associated with national identity; cf. Cécile Laborde, Liberalism’s Religion (Cambridge MA and 
London: Harvard University Press, 2017).  
3 On the unconditional notion of sovereignty, in addition to the classic Carl Schmitt, Politische Theologie, cf. Ernst-
Wolfgang Böckenförde, ‘Die Entstehung des Staates als Vorgang der Säkularisation’, (1967), in Id., Recht, Staat, 
Freiheit: Studien zur Rechtsphilosophie, Staatstheorie und Verfassungsgeschichte (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1991 | 2006), pp. 92–114.  
4 If Antigone is famously the patron saint of conscientious objectors, in history we have both luminous and filthy 
incarnations of this role, appropriated alternately by saints and fanatics. From Sophie Scholl and Franz Jägerstätter to 
the ineffable Jake Angeli, the Trumpian activist who, in prison after having assaulted the Capitol in the name of the 
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If we take, as we should, history as a phenomenological evidence of our systematic societal 
interpretations, we can decline this hypothesis in two implications: 1) the high turbulence of this 
relationship on a diachronic and synchronic plane suggests that the contradiction between the two 
universalism claims (one historical and juridical, the other meta-historically founded), is insoluble: 
it cannot be eliminated; 2) although not reconcilable, this tension is not necessarily tragic and not 
necessarily negative: on the contrary, it has to be recognized and welcomed as a valuable individual 
and collective resource, rational and spiritual, because in the course of history its recognition was 
a driver of mutual learning in the two spheres in question, promoting processes of correction and 
innovation, as well as more coherent and consistent self-understanding and self-implementation. 

The first implication - that the historical turmoil in the relationship between citizenship and 
religion is not a contingent phenomenon, but an index of a structural rational collision – attributable 
to the fact that religion intends to introduce a limit to the human decision about human (and the 
non-human), 5    a principled limit to individual and collective self-determination, which is 
configured as an insurmountable frontier of politics, which cannot decide everything. In turn, 
politics, recognized in modern times as an agreement space of collective self-determination, admits 
this limitation of human decision only as an ultimate, personal existential principle, established in 
an act of freedom of conscience, possibly a community pact, in the Covenant religions, but not 
binding for third parties: God wants it is an unconditional command for the believer, but it becomes 
violence if imposed on others. The only collectively unconditional limit that democratic politics 
configured in the framework of the rule of law admits to its own power of self-determination, is 
the normative set articulated by the principle of human dignity and human rights, which, as a 
source of sovereignty, underlie this right of decision and cannot be overturned by it (it is the 
constitutional limitation on the legislative the power of the majority).6  

 
The second implication is less analytical than normatively reconstructive, implying a 

positive interpretation of modernity that is not universally shared. Indeed, from a theocratic, or at 
least an integralist, point of view, the fact that the universal claim of the contents of religious belief 
must coexist with the historical particularity of its community incorporation within a pluralist 
society is considered a problem. Those nostalgic for Christendom see as a loss and a decline this 

 
forces of good, refuses to eat non-biological food for religious reasons, the problem of public and private judges is to 
distinguish the legitimacy of the exception claimed by the objector. Currently, the judicial tendency is to implement 
ever more 'inclusive' criteria of axiological conviction, capable of legitimizing a conscientious objection to the laws 
in force. The boundary between individual opinion and religious belief thus becomes incalculably porous.  
5 The absolute and unconditional non-availability of planet earth by man is the normative core of the elaboration of 
the ecological issue by the religious communities, in the growing harmony reached on this topic, in a proactive path 
of ecumenical and inter-religious understanding highlighted in the encyclical Laudato si’ (2015), 
<https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/it/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-
si.html > [accessed 27 October 2021], which evokes the seminal contribution of Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew 
(nr.7-9). In 2015, in resonance with the Pope's encyclical, a Buddhist (15.05), an Islamic (18.08), a Hindu Declaration 
(23.11) on climate change, as well as a Rabbinical Letter on the climate crisis (29.10), came out. That the ecological 
theme represents a driving force of interreligious dialogue is featured by Roger S. Gottlieb, ‘Introduction. Religion 
and Ecology – What is the Connection and Why Does It Matter’, in Id. (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Religion and 
Ecology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
<https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195178722.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780195178722-
e-1> [accessed 27 October 2021]. 
6  Cf. Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1977); Jürgen 
Habermas, Faktizität und Geltung. Beiträge zur Diskurstheorie des Rechts und des demokratischen Rechtsstaats 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 1992); John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 
1971) and Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press 1993). 
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asymmetry between the catholicity of the announcement, its being for everyone, and the principled 
limitations to its implementation as a political citizenship. But the Christian who recognizes in 
secularization, understood as differentiation and not as replacement, a religious opportunity and 
not a vulnus, theologically reads this historical ‘discoincidence’7  as the proper expression of the 
temporal condition of the Church.  

 
In this perspective, the relationship of contradiction between religion and citizenship 

exposes the most authentic essence of Christianity, recognized as a condition of individual and 
communitarian permanent mobility between different normative spaces, which do not overlap and 
do not exclude each other, whose borders are not of division, but crossing and displacement. 

 As with all travel, this permanent migration between different regulatory spheres can be 
dangerous. There are smoother paths, such as in the territories of democracies blessed by 
conditions of cultural, social, and religious homogeneity, which allow for accomodation8 formulas 
between the respective requirements of the two spheres, largely consensual and linear, because 
historically consolidated in old negotiation traditions. But there are bumpy and even tragic paths, 
in which contradiction breaks out into conflict, as in all religious wars - and there are many that 
devastate the world in this dark dawn of the third decade of the third millennium. In increasingly 
multicultural, multi-religious and globally integrated societies, 9  the tension produced by this 
contradiction is, in fact, inevitably growing, to the point of becoming a critical factor for 
democracy, as we can witness throughout the Western world, consumed by religious terrorism, 
radicalism, sectarianism, the divisive polarization of political fronts based on axiological fracture 
lines often denoted or connoted religiously.  

The convergence of religious universalism with ethical universalism based on the principle 
of human dignity and human rights is, for all Christian Churches today, the basis for adherence to 
democracy and the rule of law as the only political model compatible with the evangelical truth 
about man. It would be a mistake, however, to read this official and authentic reconciliation 
between religion and citizenship by the Christian Churches as the overcoming of the contradiction. 
There are not few problems that remain, and it is good that they remain, when they are born from 
the prophetic dimension of the Church in human history and not from an undue claim to power on 
the part of the religious community. The ‘differend’, as J.F. Lyotard10 called it, is inscribed in the 
concrete interpretation of the normative contents that identify human dignity and can place human 
rights in specific situations of mutual conflict. The “overlapping consensus” cherished by liberals 
like John Rawls (according to which what matters is not the reasons for adhering to the principles, 
but the fact of adhering to them) 11  is the operative key to the functioning of democracy, but it 

 
7 Cf. François Jullien, Dé-coïncidence. D’où viennent l’art et l’existence (Paris : Grasset, 2017) for a general definition 
of this notion and Id., De l’universel. De l’uniforme, du commun et du dialogue entre les cultures (Paris : Fayard, 
2008); Réssources du christianisme, mais sans y entrer par la foi (Paris: Éditions de l’Herne, 2018) for a proposal to 
reconstruct this essental discontinuity of the Christian faith, which makes it impossible to claim the qualification of 
Christian for any particular historical identity. 
8 This central notion in the Anglo-Saxon liberal tradition is discussed in Laborde, Liberalism’s Religion.  
9 The confrontation with the other is therefore both internal and external: Brexit is an example of a political community 
that traditionally leads well with internal pluralism, but has not adapted to a regime, like the European, of external 
pluralism, in which national citizenship is extrovertedly articulated in a context of transnational citizenship. Here, the 
difference between an international multilateralism and a transnational multilateralism is at stake. That the latter is an 
urgent challenge, but full of uncertainties and risks is lucidly illustrated in Danilo Zolo, Cosmopolis. La prospettiva 
del governo mondiale (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1995 | 2002). 
10 Cf. the leading definition Jean-François Lyotard, Le différend (Paris: Minuit, 1983). 
11 Cf. the discussion in Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp.133-172. 
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leaves open, as I will try to show below, gray areas of dissent and even contention in relation to 
the application of the general principle in political decisions and in law systems. Which point of 
view should prevail in the “conflict of interpretations” is a question never decided once and for all 
in that endless negotiation process that is, as a matter of fact, democracy. 

 
This complex, fallible and open mediation is the essential function of the principle of 

religious freedom, unanimously adopted by the Christian Churches of our time as the core of their 
relationship with civil powers, presenting itself as a not neutral, but normative regulator of 
pluralism (religious, ethical, cultural, systemic) inherent to society, a precondition for the non-
coincidence of political citizenship with religious belonging. 

Built on a strict balance between limiting and expansive criterium, this principle, however, 
is today subject, on the world stage, to massive fundamentalist manipulation by political and 
religious actors who, by unilaterally emphasizing its affirmative dynamics at the expense of its 
function of containment, distort its role of ensuring an integrative pluralism of society and on the 
contrary promote a tribal pluralism that produces destructive polarization, division, and 
radicalization. Fostering an adequate understanding and application of the principle of religious 
freedom (in contrast to all forms of fundamentalist, political or religious incompatibility with 
pluralism) is therefore a fundamental commitment to protect the functionality of the rule of law 
and a pacific integration of religious communities in democracy.  

 
 

The end of Christian society: the different paths of secularization 
 
The programmatic adoption by Christian Churches of the principle of disjunction not only 

between Church and State, but more profoundly between citizenship and religious belonging is a 
reappropriation of the biblical 12  and evangelical matrix, 13  which is a historical result of 
secularization. Indeed, within western civilization, for more than a millennium, religion is 
equivalent to Christianity and this is equivalent to citizenship, 14  in the identification or massive 
overlapping of religious and political order established through the incorporation of Christianity 
as the official religion of the Roman Empire and of their political heirs.15 It is the  respublica 

 
12 While the original resistance of the Levitical class to the monarchical institution projected by the Priestly source in 
the historical books of the Bible (cf. the central testimony of 1 Samuel 8) is of a theocratic nature, the prophetic 
criticism radically deconstructs the monistic identity paradigm established in the Pentateuch, with the foundation of a 
religious law that is also tribal law. See the analysis of this movement of self-corrective discontinuity in Paul Ricœur, 
‘Les temps du Dieu biblique’ (1985), Esprit 2013/1, pp. 110-125, <DOI 10.3917/espri.1301.0110 > [accessed 27 
October 2021], pp.118-19. 
13 Based on the matrix apophthegm: “Jesus said: “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and give to God what 
belongs to God.” (Mk 12: 17, Mt 22:21; Lk 20: 25). It is one of the very rare doctrinal formulations textually inscribed 
in the Gospels, reinforced as an 'original' testimony of the word of Jesus by its presence in all three Synoptics, in a 
practically identical verbal body. For a broad critical reconstruction of the theological interpretation and the historical-
political reception of the apophthegm, cf. Marco Rizzi, Cesare e Dio. Potere spirituale e potere secolare in Occidente 
(Bologna: il Mulino, 2009). 
14 Not only citizenship, but also religion is given a strictly confessional sense: from this point of view, Jews and 
(eventually) Muslims can only be 'tolerated' (when not burned, expelled, or fought in the Crusades), but their belonging. 
of faith cannot be qualified as a religion (only the 'true' having a title to it). 
15 For the reconstruction of this order, cf. Carl Schmitt, Der Nomos der Erde: Im Völkerrecht des Jus Publicum 
Europaeum (Berlin: Duncker & Humboldt, 1950 | 20115), pp. 25-36: “Die umfassende völkerrechtliche Einheit des 
europäischen Mittelalters wurde Respublica Christiana und Populus Christianus genannt. Sie hatte klare Ortungen 
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christiana, whose progressive end is produced by the superposition of a double, opposite, but not 
contradictory, movement: the centrifugal dynamics of the discoveries (the political and religious 
decentralization of Europe into a drive of world expansion) 16  and the centripetal dynamic, of 
internal religious fragmentation of Christianity beginning with the Reformation. It is in the 
convergence of these two vectors that the process of secularization takes place, a phenomenon in 
which we are still, contradictory but fully, immersed. 

All the nostalgia for the condition of social fusion represented by Christian society as a 
golden age of Christian religion is misleading. In this civilizational regime, the Christian faith was 
not in good health: the principled superiority of Christianity, as a normative authority of political 
power, assumed in this order, in fact results in the assimilation of Christianity by the social 
structure supporting the citizenship, including its device of patriarchy, violence, inequality, slavery, 
coercive limitation of individual freedom. Jewish and evangelical egalitarianism transits, 
ecclesiologically and canonically, in the sacramental body of the faithful and in the clerical 
infrastructure of the Church but is excluded from the social and political apparatus of the civitas 
christiana. The end of this model restores Christianity to the radicality of its normativity in the 
ethical and social field. Recognized as a process of differentiation rather than as replacement (of 
religion by citizenship), secularization imposes itself universally17 as the convergence of two 
crucial and normatively (if not historically) irreversible dynamics: 

- The disenchantment of the world operated by science and technology, which removes 
from the truth of belief the relevance of theoretical knowledge about the state of things, of knowing 
the object;18  

 
und Ordnungen” (p. 27). The Jewish and Islamic presence, in this context, is considered an alien body, intermittently 
tolerated, or to be banished, if not destroyed. 
16   J. Casanova and Ch. Taylor explicitly identify in this opening to a positive religious pluralism (induced by the 
experience of external pluralism activated by the Discoveries from the 16th century onwards, in addition to the 
dissolution of the Catholic monopoly of western Christianity associated with the Reformation) an essential character 
of modernity as a process of secularization that does not consist in the decline and privatization of religion, but in its 
social differentiation. Cf. José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994) e ‘Rethinking Secularization: A Global Comparative Perspective’. Hedgehog Review 8 (1–2) (2006), pp. 
7–22; Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge MA/ London: Harvard University Press, 2007). Para uma avaliação 
análoga do impacto da redefinição geostratégica do mundo associada à Descobertas, cf. Schmitt, Nomos. Para uma 
reconstrução histórico-critica das múltiplas noções de secularização, cf. Hans Joas, Die Macht des Heiligen: Eine 
Alternative zur Geschichte von der Entzauberung. (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2017 | 2019) and Paolo Costa, La Città 
postsecolare. Il nuovo dibattito sulla secolarizzazione (Brescia: Queriniana, 2019). 
17 When speaking of multiple secularizations (cf. Marian Burchardt, Monika Wohlrab-Sahr and Matthias Middell, eds, 
Multiple Secularities beyond the West: Religion and Modernity in the Global Age [Boston, Berlin & Munich: De 
Gruyter, 2015]), as previously of multiple modernizations (cf. Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, 'Multiple Modernities', Daedalus, 
129:1 [2000], pp.1-29), it is observed that the erosion of religious belief and belonging proper to the western world is 
a regional phenomenon, and the notions and political forms of the relationship between civil and religious power are 
very different in today's world,  and in many cases (from Islamist regimes in Africa and Asia, through Hindu India to 
a European Union country like Poland) they are a regressive reaffirmation of their overlap rather than  of democratic 
implementation of their disjunction. However, cognitive disenchantment and the association of the rule of law with 
this differentiation are phenomena of global reach and irreversible: there is no science and the rule of law without this 
legacy of secularization.  
18 This process coincides with the movement towards the autonomy of theoretical reason in relation to the myth 
inaugurated by Greek philosophy, which founds in the experimental science of the 17th century its definitive 
epistemological institutionalization. For the classic definition of disenchantment, cf. Max Weber, ‘Wissenschaft als 
Beruf’ (1919), in Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre. Hrsg. von Johannes Winckelmann (Tübingen:  J.C.B. 
Mohr [Paul Siebeck] UTB, (1922) 19887), pp.582- 613. This notion, however, is ambiguous and indeterminate enough 
to be seductively deceptive (‘enchanting’), as pertinently reconstructed by Joas, Macht des Heiligen: the Weberian 
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- The collapse of equivalence between religion and citizenship, not only on the public and 
collective level (in the religious foundation of the normativity of human law, guaranteed by the 
symbiotic relationship of Christianity with political power), but also on the individual and private 
level, when establishing a space of intangible autonomy of the individual, who is recognized with 
an unconditional freedom of conscience that makes him free from religion, although never free 
from citizenship.19 

Modernity as secularization, differentiation of spheres of normativity, is not, then, 
secularism, substitution-annulment, of religious knowledge and normativity, but rather its 
relocation in its own sphere of existential and social pertinence. The universal acceptance by the 
Christian Churches of this reconfiguration is, however, far from being implemented linearly and 
effectively, requiring a rigorous analytical and normative scrutiny: what kind of presence of 
religion in society and of relationship to citizenship, we currently observe within secularized 
democracies, and what kind of presence and relationship do we consider appropriate? Answering 
these two questions is one of the greatest challenges currently facing a public theology, called to 
identify and argumentatively justify modalities, rules and principles of the lives of Christians as 
individuals and as communities in contemporary societies, in the light of the cognitive and 
normative disjunction in which modernity is ruled.  

The first step on this path is twofold. On the one hand, it is necessary to remove the 
misunderstandings associated with the stereotype and inconsistent use of key categories such as 
secularism and religious freedom, often evoked as passe-partout formulas through which 
everything and its opposite are conveyed. On the other hand, it is necessary to demystify and 
theologically invalidate its regressive manipulation, contrasting and correcting the distortions and 
pathologies that the notion of religious freedom is increasingly object of at the level of public 
opinion, including the religious communities. Implemented within western opinions as a vector of 
a democratically disruptive tribal pluralism, in contradiction with its nature as a catalyst for an 
integrative pluralism essential for social cohesion and the common good, religious freedom today 
risks becoming a platform for the new fundamentalisms rather than its main antidote. 

 
Secularism and laicism 
 

 
term, used as a synonym for secularization, does not distinguish very different phenomena such as demagization, 
detranscendentalization, desacralization, de-Christianization ("Entmagisierung, Detranszendentalisierung, 
Entsakralisierung, Dekristianisierung"), which cannot be univocally called upon as synonimic qualifications. 
Accepting the well-founded and detailed criticism of H. Joas does not however prevent us from recognizing the general 
heuristic value of the Weberian differentiation (of Kantian descent) of the rationalities invested in the interpretation 
of the world. Weber's dilemma, the tragic aspect of his reflection, is that he does not properly grant religion and ethics 
the epistemological status of a normative rationality (this is the core of his doctrine of “Wertfreiheit”, of the axiological 
neutrality of scientific knowledge), despite to implicitly recognize the need to guarantee such a function, or more 
precisely to recognize the disastrous consequences of denying them (so that modernity, ruled univocally by the 
rationality of bureaucracy, economy and technique, becomes a "iron cage", a "shell as hard as steel” that stifles human 
freedom). 
19 The rights (observes Böckenförde, Entstehung des Staates) become the person's, they are no longer attributed to the 
truth as such: the decision of conscience, not the socially recognized truth, determines the individual's behavior, free 
to choose which belief, which notion of truth, embracing or letting go, or simply not adhering to any belief. Atheism, 
traditionally received as impiety, becomes legitimate. 
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Indeed, the most radical form of secularism, laicism, which presents itself as an adequate 
result of modernity but cannot in any way claim to be its exclusive outcome, 20  asserts itself as a 
requirement of mutual exclusion of spheres of normativity: where there is politics, citizenship, 
there can be no religion. Christian and citizen are two separate and radically alien categories: the 
identification of an effective contradiction between the two normative dimensions is converted 
into a prescription for mutual expulsion. From this point of view, a good Christian can be a good 
citizen only insofar as these two aspects are mutually irreducible: citizenship is public, while 
religion is private. This is the republican model of Jacobin21  tradition that finds its most coherent 
democratic incarnation in France: religious symbols are notoriously banned from the public space, 
there are no crucifixes in the classroom, there are no veils in the bench of public administration, 
there is no political legitimacy of religious discourse, which can be the motivational source of 
individual choices, but does not provide any normative authority to public choices. 

Public reason can only be completely secular. Religious discourse is marked by the 
particular and exclusive nature of reasons founded on the ultimate irrationality of faith and on the 
contextual contingency of historical tradition. Therefore, to be accepted in the agora of democratic 
political decision, the reasons of religious discourse must be translated into the neutral universality 
of “public reason” (“reasonability”), of the only acceptable coercion in the public sphere, that of 
arguments.22  All historical, particular, value-conditioned motivations not logically universalizable 
in neutral argumentative reasons must be set aside as not publicly legitimized, acceptable only on 
the private plane. The Platonic program of expelling myths, art and religion from the polis finds 
its full republican appropriation here (revealing, after all, less 'modern' than intended). 

The subordination of the principle of citizenship to religious normativity (from potestas to 
auctoritas), established for centuries on European soil (in a tortuous but continuous line, from 
Respublica Christiana to the confessional state), undergoes an inversion, in the epochal rupture of 
the French Revolution, leading to the radical subordination of religion: to neutralize the explosive 
friction of the universalist claim of religion, perceived as incompatible with the universalist claim 
of the political community, the secularist Jacobin republican model dismisses its universal claim 
as particularist from the public point of view because rationally unfounded, not qualified to 
participate in the public deliberation that shapes the political rules of coexistence. Religion is 
'tolerated' by the government as an individual and associative requirement whose respect is ensured 
by the individual right to freedom of belief and worship, but it is not recognized as a resource of 
the public ethos and coexistence. A society without religion, in this perspective, is neither poorer 
nor less functional. Citizenship is an entirely self-sufficient dimension. 

 
20 For an energetic challenge to this exclusivist ambition of the “laïcité”, cf. Luca Diotallevi, Un’alternativa alla laicità. 
Roma: Rubbettino, 2010. Cf. also the critical considerations in Domingos Terra, A Fé Cristã no Espaço Público Lisboa 
(Lisboa: UCE, 2018).  
21 Cf. Émile Poulat, Notre laïcité publique (Paris: Berg International, 2003); Étienne Balibar, ‘Laïcité et universalité: 
le paradoxe libéral (2005/2008)’, in La Proposition de l’égaliberté (Paris: PUF, 2010), pp. 272-273.  
22  This category of “public reason” as an epistemic condition of democracy is formulated by Rawls, Political 
Liberalism (“Lecture VI”, pp. 212-254) e ‘The Idea of Public Reason Revisited’, in Caleb J. Clanton, ed.,  The Ethics 
of Citizenship: Liberal Democratics and Religious Convictions [Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2009], pp. 27-
58; and accepted and developed by Habermas (cf. Habermas Naturalismus und Religion, pp. 119-154; Habermas, 
Nachmetaphysisches Denken II , pp. 308-327; Jürgen Habermas & Joseph Ratzinger, Dialektik der Säkularisierung. 
Über Vernunft und Religion (Freiburg – Basel – Wien: Herder 2005, pp. 15-38). Richard Rorty (‘Religion as 
Conversation-Stopper’, in Clanton, Citizenship, pp.135-140) excludes, in principle, the translatability of religious 
reasons, whose perculiarity would focus exclusively on the "source" from which they derive legitimacy, and therefore 
qualifies religion as a "conversation-stopper" acceptable only in the private sphere, not assimilable in the domain of 
public discourse.  
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It is evident that this model of secularization as replacement, in which secularity asserts 
itself as a separatism subordinating religion to citizenship, with the consequent privatization of its 
claim to universality (legitimate only in the individual forum and an associative relationship intra 
muros), leaves the religious community objectively penalized and unknown in its most basic social 
function. That modernity means the denial of all social normativity of religion is a counterintuitive 
point of view that produces robust antibodies eventually escalating into an autoimmune disease: 
France's consistent current problems with terrorism, the inability to deal with religious 
multiculturalism, the non-integration of the Islamic community,23  are an eloquent indicator of a 
more general problem of adapting to an evolution designated by the 'repentant secularist' Jürgen 
Habermas as the emergence of post-secular societies. 24 The return of the religious issue as a  factor 
uncontrollable by politics, either because it is manipulated as an unconditional factor of an identity 
nature,25 or because it is recognized as a patrimony of symbolic, argumentative, and motivational 
resources necessary for the construction of the public ethos and solidarity among citizens, is an 
evidence at world level, highlighting the inconsistency of the secularist hypothesis that saw 
secularization as the path to the disappearance of religion rather than the reconfiguration of its 
social status. 

The idea that citizenship cannot dispense with religion, despite the objective friction 
between the two, and the suspicion - for some, for others certainty - that the crisis of democracy 
may have something to do with the expulsion of religion from public space, or with its decline, 

 
23 The problem of the non-integration of the Muslim community in France has escalated in the last decade into a series 
of bloody attacks (only in 2015, Paris was the scene of the massacre of journalists from the satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo and the attack on the Bataclan Theater) that turned into a shock with public opinions and some governments 
from Islamic countries in relation to the issue of the right to blasphemy and the limits of freedom of expression (the 
controversy surrounding the cartoons of Muhammad published in Charlie Hebdo flared up again with the murder of 
history professor Samuel Paty in 2020). The debate triggered by these tragic events is one of the most virulent topics 
in the current French political and cultural debate, leading to the questioning of the republican laïcité model (cf. Paul 
Valadier, ‘L'idée de la République en péril’, Études [2004/6], Tome 400, pp.779-788; Dominique Avon et Valentine 
Zuber par François Euvé.  ‘Débat sur la laïcité’, Études, [2021/5] – nr. 4282, pp. 79-94), reformulated in a dystopian 
utopia of sardonic malice by the enfant terrible of French literature, Michel Houellebecq, in his novel Soumission 
(Paris: Flammarion, 2015).  
24 For a definition of the notion of post-secular, cf. Jürgen Habermas, Nachmetaphysisches Denken II, pp. 96-119 and 
pp. 7-18; Id., Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie (2 vols, Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2019), “Postskriptum”, pp. 767-867. 
25 This is the case with all forms of nationalist Christianity, Islam or Hinduism that are spreading throughout the world 
today. In secular France, for example, the xenophobic and sovereign right adopts the figure of Joan of Arc as patroness 
of the holy war of the patriotic defense of the people's identity, claiming Catholicism as the strategic weapon against 
the invaders, the foreigners who want to take over France, staining the whiteness of the skin of its citizens, corrupting 
the purity of its traditional values, creating chaos in the place of unity. On the phenomena of populist and 
fundamentalist degeneration within contemporary religious communities, including the Catholic, cf. Walter Lesch 
(ed.), Christentum und Populismus (Freiburg/ Basel/ Wien: Herder, 2017); J.Christopher Soper, & Joel S. Fetzer,  
Religion and Nationalism in Global Perspective (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018); Yann Raison Du 
Cleuziou, ‘National-populisme et christianismes: Les ressorts d’un ralliement paradoxal’, Esprit, 463 (2020), pp. 86-
95. For a general analytical and critical framework of the convergence between neo-nationalism and religious 
fundamentalism on the European scene, cf. Florian Höhne, Torsten Meireis (Eds.): Religion and Neo-Nationalism in 
Europe (Baden-Baden: Nomos Verlag, 2020), in which the historical reconstruction by José Casanova stands out 
(‘Transnationalism and Religion: The European Union, from Christian-Democractic Project, to Secular 
Cosmopolitanism, to Populist ‘Christian’ Neo-Nationalisms’, ibidem, pp. 29-48). Casanova identifies 'three phases' 
(Christian-Democrat, secularist-cosmopolitan, neo-nationalist populist) of the fundamental ideological orientation of 
the political construction and deconstruction of the European Union and sees in the current Christian-nationalist crisis 
a reactive convergence to neoliberal secularism between Anglo-Saxon evangelism, Russian orthodoxy and 
conservative Catholicism, joined by a “hate ecumenism” in which religious discourse is at the service of a political 
agenda. 
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finds a growing echo, at least as a widely shared interrogation, to which the German jurist 
Böckenförde gave a memorable affirmative formulation in his famous dilemma, according to 
which “The liberal (“freiheitlich”) secularized state lives on conditions that it cannot guarantee 
itself”:26: to function, democratic institutions need a cultural background, made both by epistemic 
and axiological codes (which discriminate both what is true and what is false27 and what is fair and 
unfair, good and bad) and motivational and solidarity devices, widely shared but not coercively 
implementable. There is no democracy without a common public ethos sustained not by state law 
but by civil society freedom. 

If Böckenförde is right, if secularism à la française, in the systematic subordination of 
religious universalism as particularistic from the point of view of citizenship and its public 
silencing, is illegitimately penalizing religion, and politically inadequate, as highlighted by its 
inability to guarantee virtuous dynamics of integration in increasingly multi-religious societies, 28 
what then is the solution?  

 
Religious freedom as an architecture of democracy 
 
In the American Constitution, promulgated in 1787 and integrated between 1789 and 1791 

by twelve amendments, the mutual alienation between religion and citizenship, decreed by Jacobin 
secularism, is formally discarded. In North America, as the admired Alexis de Tocqueville 
discovered on his study tour of what was then the New World, religion and citizenship are solidary 
facets.29  The First Amendment of the Constitution, with the two clauses of no establishment and 

 
26 “The liberal (“freiheitlich”) secularized state lives on conditions that it cannot guarantee itself. That is the great 
risk he took for the sake of freedom. On the one hand, it can only exist as a free state if the freedom it grants its citizens 
is regulated from within, based on the moral substance of the individual and the homogeneity of society. On the other 
hand, he cannot try to guarantee these inner regulatory forces on his own, that is, by means of legal coercion and 
authoritative command, without giving up his freedom (“Freiheitlichkeit”) and - on a secularized level - falling back 
into the claim to totality from which he has led out in the denominational civil wars.” (Böckenförde, Entstehung des 
Staates, p. 112-113, m.tr.) 
27 The fundamental role of a solid cultural implantation of the truth/lie dichotomy for the health of democracy is 
highlighted by Hannah Arendt, Wahrheit und Lüge in der Politik (1967 |1971) (München:  Pieper, 1972 |1987). The 
dysfunctionality of 'lying' is today tragically radicalized in the inability to distinguish between true and false in 
societies swept by the out-of-control proliferation of fake news, of “alternative facts”, of fantasy complotism like 
Qanon adepts. The public rationalization of post-truth as a legitimate political weapon becomes mass practice. 
28 The tragic political upheavals in the Arab world, the Middle East and Mediterranean Africa are due in relevant 
measure to the crisis of secular state systems, inspired by laïcité, born of the post-colonial reconfiguration (Iran, 
Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt) or earlier (like Turkey), in the name of a monistic restoration of the political regime's 
religious standards claimed as Islam's only authentic paradigm. Expelled for decades from the public sphere in the 
name of a reductive model of modernization mechanically imported from the West, Islam returns to reappropriate it 
violently and coercively (cf. Stefano Ceccanti, Una libertà comparata. Libertà religiosa, fondamentalismi e società 
multietniche (Bologna: il Mulino, 2001). 
29 “So religion, which among the Americans never directly takes part in the government of society, must be considered 
as the first of their political institutions; for if it does not give them the taste for liberty, it singularly facilitates their 
use of it. […] 
I do not know if all Americans have faith in their religion, for who can read the recesses of the heart? But I am sure 
that they believe it necessary for maintaining republican institutions. […] 
Americans mix Christianity and liberty so completely in their mind that it is nearly impossible to make them conceive 
one without the other” (Alexis de Tocqueville, 1835|1840. De la démocratie en Amérique (Democracy in America. E. 
Nolla, ed, J.T. Schleifer, tr., Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2012), vol. II, chap. IX, pp. 475-6.  
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free exercise, 30  is celebrated by the Jesuit theologian John Courtney Murray, fundamental inspirer 
and directly responsible for the final writing of Dignitatis Humanae 31   as the first juridical 
implementation of the right to religious freedom in the modern age. 

The basic assumption that underlies the legal system of the United States of America32  is, 
in other words, that between religion and citizenship there is separation, but not exclusion: the 
collapse of equivalence between the two, secularization, does not imply the expulsion of the faith 
of the public space, its privatization as an individual or associative phenomenon without civil 
legitimacy. In the American context, religion continues to have a legitimate public and collective 
relevance despite not being allowed to establish itself as a political order, precisely because the 
pluralism of religions prohibits the confessionalization of the law. In this liberal perspective, which 
inscribes the protection of the person's freedom in the protection of civil society's freedom, 
religious pluralism is accepted as a guarantor of the public legitimacy of religion: it is because 
there are many that beliefs have the right to assert themselves as a component of space public, as 
a contribution to the formation of political will, because its variety precludes the establishment of 
monistic, centralist and coercive control of society by a belief, by a Church, by a substantialist 
notion of the good life, by a “comprehensive doctrine” 33 assimilated as a governmental power, 
which, in the name of its claim to universality, may intend to make the truth the coercive power of 
law, ultimately eliminating the citizen's right to self-determination, his freedom of and from 
religion. 

Religious freedom thus establishes an individual right, a right of conscience (immunity 
from coercion in what is believed), as a community architecture of society. The human dignity of 
the individual requires that he be recognized not only the personal freedom to profess his belief 
and to practice worship as a private exercise in association (intra muros), but also the civil right to 
live his own belief as a social dynamic, assuming a as a relevant community ethical criterion in 
determining the public ethics of the society in which he lives. 34 However, precisely because of its 
unconditional dimension, which identifies conscience as the original domain of this personal and 

 
30 “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances” (LLI. Legal Information Institute (Cornell Law School) – U.S. Constitution. 
< https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution/first_amendment > [accessed 27 October 2021] 
31 For a reconstruction of Murray's role in drafting the conciliar declaration, cf. Acerbi Antonio, Chiesa e democrazia. 
Da Leone XIII al Vaticano II (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 1991), pp. 250ss; Silvia Scatena, La fatica della libertà. 
L’elaborazione della dichiarazione ‘Dignitatis Humanae’ sulla libertà religiosa del Vaticano II. (Bologna: il Mulino, 
2003).; David Hollenbach S.J., 2012. ‘Religious Freedom, Morality and Law: John Courtney Murray Today’, Journal 
of Moral Theology. Vol. 1, No. 1 (2012), pp. 69-91; Stefano Ceccanti, ‘L’irruzione del diritto costituzionale americano 
nella Chiesa cattolica’, in: J.C Murray, Noi crediamo in queste verità (Brescia. Morcelliana 1965| 1921, it. tr. of J. C. 
Murray SJ, We Hold These Truths), pp. I-XVIII. 
32 For a general exposition of the “American proposition”, cf. John Courtney Murray SJ, We Hold These Truths: 
Catholic Reflections on the American Proposition (Kansas City: Sheed & Ward 1960),  
<https://www.library.georgetown.edu/woodstock/Murray/whtt_index> [accessed 27 October 2021].  
33 This is the term used by John Rawls to designate all non-procedural axiological perspectives (not just the religious 
ones) for the definition of individual and collective, public, private and common good, cf. Rawls, Political Liberalism, 
pp.133ss. 
34 The principle of religious freedom, being not only an affirmation of an individual, but a community right (a point 
often not sufficiently valued: religious freedom is not freedom of belief and association, but freedom of the associative 
body established by this association between individuals) and establishing itself, therefore, as the foundation of a 
liberal order of democracy (founded on the freedom of individuals and communities, and on the constitutive societal 
pluralism that descends from this freedom) circumscribes dynamics of social interaction that can overlap, intersect, 
but obey different normative sets. 
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social freedom, religion can only appeal to the power of conviction (auctoritas) and not of coercion 
(potestas): the social exercise of religious belief cannot require the coercive power of political 
government, such a conversion implying not only the exclusion or individual and social 
subordination of alternative beliefs, but a contradiction with its very substance. 35 

 
Beyond the dichotomy between public and private: the common 
 
The social architecture designed by the principle of religious freedom does not, therefore, 

articulate a dry dichotomy between private and public, between what belongs to the individual and 
what belongs to everyone (res publica) in its claim to be valid for everyone, in a legality that claims 
universal legitimacy within the framework of the legal system in which it is established. 36 What 
happens with religious freedom is the recognition of the intersection between public and private 
in the sphere of the common, which is intrinsically plural, and the need to institutionally safeguard 
this intersectional dimension. The (lexical) paradox is that the common, each common, belongs to 
some, to groups within society, but not to all: 37 it is not private, because it has interpersonal and 
eventually associative expression, and claims public relevance, the right to model normatively the 
rules of coexistence, without having the coerciveness of the public as a legal order. 

The separation between religion and politics designed by religious freedom therefore 
recognizes the sphere of civil society as the bearer of normativity as a space for expression and 
action of the plurality of what citizens have in common (the symbolic ‘commons’ shared by 
citizens) and which differs from the universal political, of what everyone has in common by 
juridical determination (the law, belonging to the political community with its coercive power, the 
sharing of sovereignty as a power of self-determination in its legislative, executive and judicial 
declination). 38  

In other words, two intersectional fields are drawn here, in a dual domain of citizenship: 
- civil citizenship: the field of the plural common (of the symbolic commons); 
- political and legal citizenship: the field - more restricted, limited - of the unitary, socially 

general, that is, conditionally universal within the framework of a national (or transnational as in 
the UE) jurisdiction, but which, from the perspective of contemporary rule of law, explicitly claims 
the universal legitimacy of the fundamental normative core of the constitutions themselves (the 
principle of human dignity and human rights). 

 

 
35 In Dignitatis Humanae the irreversible break with the traditional Catholic doctrine of the confessional state is 
consummated, cf. Murray, These Truths; Acerbi, Chiesa e democrazia; Scatena, Fatica della libertà.  
36 The principle cuius regio, eius religio, which marked, in the peace of Augsburg (1555), the constitution of a legal 
platform of national states (cf. Schmitt, Nomos), but begins to be called into question already with the Edict of Nantes 
(1598) (cf. Böckenförde, Entstehung des Staates; Giovanni Filoramo & Daniele Menozzi, eds, Storia del cristianesimo, 
vol III, L’età moderna (Bari: Laterza, 1997| 2002) is virtually and practically liquidated in the constitutional body of 
the federal republic of the United States of America. 
37 On the tension between the common and the universal, and the political and social importance of the common, cf. 
Jullien, De l’universel; Pierre Manent, Le regard politique. Entretiens avec Bénédicte Delorme-Montini (Paris: 
Flammarion, 2010), 197- 265. 
38 To what extent the category of civil society contributes to theoretically and practically determine the notion and 
phenomenon of citizenship in the context of changes determined by the post-colonial identity consciousness and by 
the challenges opened by globalization (immigration, deterritorialization and ethnic, cultural and religious 
pluralization of the societies) is discussed in Patrick Baert, Sokratis M. Koniordos, Giovanna Procacci, Carlo Ruzza, 
eds, Conflict, Citizenship and Civil Society (New York: Routledge, 2012). 



 13 

These two fields are not articulated dichotomically, as mutually exclusive or juxtaposed 
spheres, but rather, as already highlighted, intersectionally. Recognition of the pluralism of the 
common (which has no political but civil normativity; which is socially but not universally 
accepted, which is not legally binding) as a good to protect against the monist drive of the political 
(which has the function of implementing binding decisions for everyone, in a democracy making 
the majority decision prevail) is the intrinsically liberal39  nature of the principle of religious 
freedom set out by the American Constitution and adopted by Dignitatis Humanae. 40 

It is a principle that rigorously determines the social limits, both of religion and of politics 
(of the sovereign decision), 41  by reversing all public monopolies: that of religion, from 
jurisdictional order is fully separated, as well as that of political power, which cannot claim any 
binding definition of truth and the common good and must, on the contrary, strive not to harm, in 
its own antagonistic-decisional logic, the deliberative and dialogically collaborative dynamics of 
the reflexive construction and sharing of these notions. From the perspective of religious freedom, 
the juridical universalism of the political, the reduction of the pluralism of the common to the 
coercive unity of the legal, is, like universalism, a meta-juridical fiction (indeed, no historical 
citizenship can assume itself as universal: not the being such neither diachronically nor 
synchronically). This ‘universalistic fiction’ is acceptable and necessary as a guarantee of public 
order (of the functioning of society as a community of political citizenship), but which must be 
limited as much as possible, precisely because circumscribed in relation to the comprehensive 
scope of the pluralism of the ‘civic commons’ and the 'superior' universalism of the religious as a 
guarantor of personal and interpersonal freedom of conscience, 42   an expression of the non-

 
39 Liberal in the sense of an architecture of democracy founded on citizens' rights and the division of powers, and not 
in the sense of a radical epistemological and moral individualism that becomes a counterintuitive juridical and political 
device. When M. Thatcher provocatively declared that society does not exist because there are only individuals and 
governmental power, she was reducing the tradition of liberal thought and order to a caricature of itself, pure 
emanation of an economism destructive of democracy: “They are casting their problems at society. And, you know, 
there's no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families. And no government can 
do anything except through people, and people must look after themselves first. It is our duty to look after ourselves 
and then, also, to look after our neighbours” – in an interview in Women’s Own in 1987 (Margaret Thatcher, ‘Quotes’, 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/apr/08/margaret-thatcher-quotes) , [accessed 27 October 2021]. 
40 Civil authority must safeguard “the rights of all citizens and for the peaceful settlement of conflicts of rights, also 
out of the need for an adequate care of genuine public peace, which comes about when men live together in good order 
and in true justice, and finally out of the need for a proper guardianship of public morality. 
These matters constitute the basic component of the common welfare: they are what is meant by public order. For the 
rest, the usages of society are to be the usages of freedom in their full range: that is, the freedom of man is to be 
respected as far as possible and is not to be curtailed except when and insofar as necessary.” (Concílio Vaticano II, 
Declaração Dignitatis Humanae. Sobre a liberdade religiosa (1965), 7,  
<https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651207_dignitatis-
humanae_en.html> [accessed 27 October 2021]. 
41 Therefore, opposing liberalism and democracy (cf. Caleb J. Clanton, ‘Introduction’, in Clanton, Citizenship, pp. IX-
XIX)   is a misunderstanding that undermines the entire debate on the relationship between religion and citizenship. 
Caleb interprets liberalism as a political version of rational exclusivism, considering it therefore in contradiction with 
democracy, defined as the right to participate in the public sphere without mediation. In this extremely dangerous 
contrasting stylization, democracy becomes equivalent to that primary populism (“oclocracy”, a term coined by 
Polybius) that was denounced as a destructive degeneration of the political community (“politheia”) as early as the 
5th century BC by Plato and Aristotle. 
42 The right to freedom of opinion and association disrupts this individual freedom of conscience in two contractually 
linkable moments, whereby the individual can choose to exercise his right in contractual association with other 
individuals. Religious freedom, on the other hand, articulates freedom of conscience as intrinsically relational: 
individually there is belief, but not religion. For there to be religion, a community production and maintenance of 
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coerciveness of the adherence to a concrete, historically determined notion of truth and good. 
Paradoxically, the Hobbesian motto is recovered here: auctoritas non veritas facit legem.  

The law is a coercive exercise of force authorized by all (in the constitution of political 
sovereignty) in relation to each one, which is distinguished from the freedom proper to the 
individual and community recognition of the truth and the good as conviction. 43  The law cannot 
do without the critical and normative confrontation with the truth (it is in this process of normative 
scrutiny that the ultimate legitimacy of legality is based), but in principle it cannot identify itself 
with it. 

The legitimate public exercise of religion (not only the profession of faith and worship, but 
the practical and reflective, cultural and organizational implementation and promotion of visions 
of good and coexistence that descend from it) is exercised in this framework at the level of civil 
citizenship, the configuration of the public sphere,44 cultural and communicative activity, the 
formation and conviction of consciences and the subsidiary governance of society, in which 
religion can express itself in the unconditional power of its axiological status, without be limited 
by the instance of negotiation of commitments necessary for the majority recomposition of the 
plurality of interests, values and religious points of view (including their agnostic or atheist 
rejection) present in civil society (cf. DH 4, 6-7). 
 

Structural challenges of democracy and false answers.  
The crisis of religious freedom as a crisis of democracy 
 
The current problem with this model, adopted by the conciliar Church and the successive 

Catholic magisterium 45  as the most balanced solution for mediating the fundamental and 

 
belief are constitutive, which are not instituted by the contractual decision of individuals, whose freedom is to adhere 
or not to this condition, not to found it. The individual cannot institute something that is structurally intersubjective, 
such as language. 
43 That the law needs the force of conviction to be accepted as legitimate by its addressee, and that only the lex that is 
justifiable in relation to veritas can claim to be fair lex, is a normative-regulatory requirement rejected by legal 
positivism, but constitutive for all the juridical universalism that from natural law transits into the constitutionalist 
foundation of the rule of law. This demand (central to the Christian understanding of law) does not eliminate, but only 
dynamically articulates the distinction; cf. R. Dworkin, Rights e Law’s Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press 1986); Habermas, Faktizität.  
44  For the introduction and definition of the concept, cf. Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. 
Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Neuwied am Rhein: Luchterhand, 1962 | 198112) 
e Erving Goffmann, Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the Social Organization of Gatherings (New York: The Free 
Press, 1963). The public sphere can be characterised as that section of public space where meanings are informally 
negotiated, and codes and interpretative patterns of reality are constructed through the definition of themes relevant 
for collective attention. The birth of the internet and social networks has radically and tumultuously altered the extent, 
modalities and subjects of the public sphere, radically relativizing the primacy of the traditional press and television, 
as well as the representativeness of institutional opinion-making subjects (the elites) on the one hand, and, on the other, 
deterritorializing informal interactions (displaced from traditional "third places", cf. Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good 
Place [New York: Paragon House, 1989]) in a disintegrating massification that is both a factor of democratization and 
of populist regression. For a discussion of the role of religion in the public sphere, cf. the various contributions in 
Pierfrancesco Stagi, ed., L’Europa e le religioni (Roma: Castelvecchi, 2017).  
45 For a very recent magisterial enunciation of the principle, cf. the International Theological Commission document, 
Religious Freedom for the Good of All. Theological Approaches and Contemporary Challenges, 2019, 
<https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_cti_20190426_liberta-
religiosa_en.html> [accessed 27 October 2021]. The text counterposes to the expulsive secularism, univocally 
privatizing religious experience, denounced as penalizing the legitimate claims of religion, a notion of positive 
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irreconcilable contradiction between the universalist pretensions of religion and citizenship, is that 
it is today the object of a double regression. This is true not only in non-western geopolitical 
contexts, where intolerance and even religious persecution continue to grow to a tragically 
frightening extent, 46  but also within public opinion, political forces, and even religious 
communities in democratic societies, where this model is institutionally installed as a normative 
heritage of the rule of law. Even within the United States of America, cradle of its original 
implementation in the modern era as a constitutional device, the principle of religious freedom is 
in crisis, in its role as a social peacemaker, being the object of alternative interpretations, strongly 
divisive from a political point of view and social. 47 

The right to religious freedom, which is fundamental, as we have seen, not only for the 
tutelage of religious communities but for the functionality of democracies, has been increasingly 
manipulated as a weapon of political struggle. Sectarian, fundamentalist and illiberal 
appropriations of this principle weaken, when they do not radically call into question a) its role in 
enforcing the autonomy of civil society, the common, in relation to the political, to the universal 
of legal and governmental coerciveness (2nd clause: free exercise) and b) its integrative and 
mediating function, of recomposing pluralism in the unitary framework of a public order based on 
social peace, justice and equality (1st clause, no establishment). In this framework, instead of 
serving as a device to protect social pluralism, the principle is distorted and transformed into an 
instrument of coercive homogenization; from a peacemaker he becomes antagonistic, a source of 
political and cultural division; the integrative pluralism it was supposed to promote degrades into 
tribal pluralism. 

This regressive destabilization of religious freedom in the western societies is evidently 
due to both structural reasons and the reactive strategies upheld by the problematic convergence 
of populist and conservative political forces with broad sectors of the Christian Churches. 

The structural factors contributing to this democratic crisis in the role of religious freedom 
are manifold. One of the main causes is that, to reach a sufficient level of social cohesion, a basic 
presupposition for the functioning of democracy, the pluralism of the social common and the 
monism of the political universal cannot be divergent, they cannot be in the process of 

 
secularism reconstructed from the principles enunciated by Dignitatis Humanae, but without making explicit its 
historical genealogy in the framework of the American constitutional model of religious freedom.   
46 See the data on the escalation of violations of religious freedom, oppression, and persecution of confessional 
minorities in the Pew Research Center 2019 annual report (Pew Research Center’s 12th annual global study of 
restrictions on religion, <https://www.pewforum.org/2021/09/30/globally-social-hostilities-related-to-religion-
decline-in-2019-while-government-restrictions-remain-at-highest-levels/> [accessed 27 October 2021];  
for an updated commentary, cf. Samirah Majumdar, ‘Key findings about restrictions on religion around the world in 
2019’, <https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/09/30/key-findings-about-restrictions-on-religion-around-the-
world-in-2019/> [accessed 27 October 2021]). Specifically on the religious persecution of Christians in the world, cf. 
the biennial report of the Association Aid to the Church in Need 2019 (‘A Report on Christians Oppressed for Their 
Faith. 2017-2019’, < https://www.churchinneed.org/report-on-persecution/> [accessed 27 October 2021]). On the 
definition of religious minority in international law, together with a proposal for a constructive approach in the 
implementation of its legal protection, which combines intersectional and synergic point of view, cf. Silvia Angeletti, 
‘Religious Minorities’ Rights in International Law: Acknowledging Intersectionality, Enhancing Synergy’, Religions 
(2021) 12: 691, < https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12090691> [accessed 27 October 2021]. 
47 On the growing drift of fundamentalism, intolerance and division in the US, cf. Hollenbach, Religious Freedom, e 
‘Challenges to Religious Freedom in the USA: Some Lessons from Global Crises’, Theological Studies Vol. 81(3) 
(2020), pp. 540–559.  
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estrangement. The intersection between private and public must also be articulated as the 
intersection of civil48  and political citizenship. 

 
The problem is that in contemporary globalized societies, highly tertiarized and media-

shaped, the traditional overlapping of the social common and the res-publican political universal 
is progressively and rapidly shrinking; in our increasingly pluralist societies, the internal 
proliferation of languages, beliefs, ethical standards, cultural traditions, channels of production 
and transmission of information and opinion multiply the internal borders of what is common 
within national borders. The invocation of a Leitkultur as the lowest common denominator 
required by political citizenship is in this sense a requirement as inevitable as it is difficult to carry 
out in a vertical and descending, top-down process of political decision, which authoritatively 
'establishes' what belongs to this common cultural nucleus beyond the public ethos embodied by 
the fundamental principles of the rule of law. In countries where democracy is dramatically 
deteriorating, towards regressive forms of illiberal, authoritarian democracy, such as Turkey, 
Poland and Hungary, the political decision of what is the Leitkultur of the nation, binding for the 
political universal of citizenship, becomes a dangerous instrument of repression of pluralism: when 
the overlap between social common and political universal is established as the result of political 
decision (object of law) instead of its source and condition, democracy is threatened. 

 
However, even where this fragmentation does not translate into an authoritarian attempt to 

circumvent it, political institutions and cultures are often unprepared to deal with it. The paradox, 
difficult to govern, is that the reduction in the overlap between the social common and the political 
universal brought about by globalization and economic and technological progress (vector of a 
growing individualism, not only chosen but widely suffered) 49  causes at the same time a growing 
homogenization of the world (we are unified by technology and economic and financial laws) and 
a seemingly inevitable erosion of the common. The flows of migrations, goods, services and 
information, and the disintegration of social classes as blocks of opinion and interests susceptible 
to a unitary representation, with the consequent weakening of the traditional channels of mediation 

 
48 Alongside the partially synonymous term social citizenship, this concept is frequently used in the literature to 
indicate a form of active, participatory citizenship, or functionally inclusive integration into the political community 
(cf. Clanton, Citizenship). From this point of view, civil citizenship would designate active presence in the public 
sphere and is correctly designated rather as civic citizenship. This use is associated with an individual perspective, 
essentially characterizing an intensive form of exercising citizenship as self-rule, according to the republican notion. 
In a perspective that is not incompatible with this point of view, but is quite different, the term civil citizenship is used 
here to designate the fact of belonging to a socially significant 'common' (cultural, religious, ethnic, gender, etc.), and 
the architectural differentiation it produces in the articulation of public space (such as, for example, whether it is 
constituted or not  through separation between religion and state and institutional privatization of religious belonging). 
Secular-republican models of privatization of religious belonging tendentially exclude its activation as participatory 
citizenship, instituting a drastic reduction of the scope of civil citizenship in democratic society. In turn, in illiberal 
contexts of repression of the public sphere, it is possible to observe that civil citizenship, belonging to a politically 
discriminated common, results objectively and politically relevant, despite its lack of public expression. 
49 If modernity is affirmed, in its euphoric Enlightenment reading, as the triumph of the autonomy of the individual 
(from Kant to Habermas), as a voluntarist appropriation of his rights, the growing complexity of contemporary 
societies, with the erosion of community and institutional belongings, as well as of traditional ethical and symbolic 
codes, carry individuals with an increasing an increasing interpretative and practical decision burden, leaving them 
abandoned to a not only ethically but also epistemologically solitary governance of their own lives, to the point that 
societies, before being perceived as a protective factor, become a source of risk. On this dynamic, cf. Ulrich Beck, 
Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag 1986), whose title 
has become an emblematic expression. 
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between civil and political society (parties, unions, news media, replaced by social platforms) 
make syntheses ever more difficult. The great political and civilizational challenge that we are 
faced with is that what today unifies the world at the same time pulverizes it. The technical, 
bureaucratic, and practical standardization of individuals (associated with anthropological habits 
such as the division between working time and free time, between virtual and face-to-face 
relationships, use of multiple services) translates into the disintegration of civil societies. Mobile 
phones, PCs and social platforms are within reach of a large portion of the world's population,50 
but what we do with them is far from translating into greater social cohesion and may even convert 
into a divisive radicalization factor between tribes: particularities, symbolic and axiological 
identities incapable of dialogue and peaceful coexistence. The fracture lines run along identity 
codes that are self-referential because they are built on a logic of cumulative individualism (users 
of media tribes are masses and not communities), which, when confronted with alterity, shock 
rather than deal with it. 

Still unable to elaborate this mutation, civil and cultural institutions, religious and 
collective political actors, easily give in to the temptation of taking refuge in alternatively 
defensive or offensive strategies of renouncing their own integrative role, abdicating their own 
mediation function, and promoting a civil and political, deliberative and symbolic, legislative and 
governmental convergence of this atomistic pluralism. 

On the one hand, public actors defensively embrace a reductionist approach to politics as 
a simple administrative management of the economic compatibilities of the governance in the 
wake of market imperatives (it is the neoliberal path, followed by a significant part of European 
political forces and institutions of the European Union in the last two decades). The liberal limit 
of the government non-coercive intervention in civil society implodes in systematic weakening of 
the fundamental deliberative and legal role of politics, as a level of elaboration of binding 
mediations shared by all between different ethical values and conflicting interests, reduced to the 
accounting exercise of numerical values imposed by the market. 

On the other hand, public actors embrace an offensive strategy of a political identitarian 
radicalization, in which the different parties are encouraged to capture a section of society that 
guarantees, through voting and control, a robust slice of public opinion, a share of power - power 
to invest in a perspective more focused on the partisan interests and values of specific groups. This 
fracturing retreat to the 'particular', with the renunciation of formulating a proposal for a 
governmental synthesis oriented, at least regulatorily, to the effective common good (as a 
mediation that is as inclusive as possible of the interests and points of view of all and not as an 
imposition of the definition of the good of a part of society), takes place in both the progressive51  
and the conservative camps, and society is politically polarized more than ever between fronts 
incapable of recognizing a common basis for dialogue. When in contexts of cultural and social 
fragmentation, the common of a part of civil society (a particular axiological identity or a specific 
aggregate of interests) is claimed as the common substance, as the political (as the universal of the 
res publica, the coercive universal of legality), pluralism slides into division, conflict, disorder, 

 
50 Cf. the data recorded in the July 2021 report by We Are Social, an agency that monitors the global digital landscape: 
out of a world population of 7.87 billion people, there are 5.27 billion mobile phone users; 4.80 internet users; 4.48 
social networks. Facebook has 2. 853 billion users; Youtube and Whatsapp, respectively, 2. 291 and 2. 000; Instagram 
1. 386; TikTok 732 million and Twitter 397 million. (We Are Social 2021, Digital 2021 July Global Statshot Report, 
<https://wearesocial.com/au/blog/2021/07/digital-2021-july-global-statshot-digital-audiences-swell-but-there-may-
be-trouble-ahead/ > [accessed 27 October 2021]). 
51 Cf. Mark Lilla’s analysis (The Once and Future Liberal. After Identity Politics [New York: Harper Collins, 2017]) 
of the identitarian regression of American Democrats. 
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adversaries become enemies, social peace tragically collapses as we've seen it happen lately in the 
US. Tribal pluralism takes hold of society, precipitating it into a state of spiritual if not material 
civil war (the attack on Capitol Hill on January 6, 2021, however, sets up a frightening, 
evenemential crystallization of the violence inherent in these culture wars). 

Structural factors such as globalization and technological progress, with their unifying 
dynamics at the individual and general level, but divisive at the community and local level (as has 
been observed: the near become distant, the distant become close), need of being counterbalanced 
by cultural and political strategies aimed at rebuilding social cohesion, the shared foundations of 
democratic consensus. In this general strategy, the specific role of religious communities is to 
promote a correct interpretation and practice of the right to religious freedom, not as freedom to 
impose confessional policies (by trying to implement at the legislative and governmental level 
their own ethical options, particular from the point of view of that coercive universalization that is 
the law, in rupture with a peaceful and smooth  majority social consensus), but as the freedom to 
build cultures and social practices based on their religious values. The civic impact pursued is then 
not direct political influence but the creation in public opinion of the conditions for acceptance and 
sharing necessary for these values, however idiosyncratic, to become common civil patrimony: a 
platform for the creation of universally accepted legislative and governmental solutions capable of 
recomposing axiological pluralism in mediations oriented to the maintenance and promotion of 
the common good (social peace, freedom, justice).  

Unfortunately, a part of the Christian Churches, including the Catholic, namely in countries 
like the United States of America and Poland, have reacted in an 'offensive' way to the stress of 
the challenges posed by globalization and by technological and media evolution, embracing 
hegemonic and antagonistic models of religious freedom, in which the limiting and negative 
element, the  containment driver, of this principle, enunciated by the American Constitution in the 
clause of no establishment (of the separation of religion and government, of religious belonging 
and political citizenship) and eloquently highlighted in Dignitatis Humanae (7), is denied or at 
least severely mortified in a unilateral and unconditional interpretation of the second, expansive 
and affirmative element (formulated in the free exercise clause). 

 
The consequences of this unbalanced and distorted interpretation of the principle of 

religious freedom and its corresponding abusive application are devastating for both religious and 
political communities, for religions and for democracies, merging religious differences with 
political differences along lines fractures that divide the religious like the political communities. 

On the one hand, religion (namely Christianity in western democratic societies), instead of 
strengthening democracy, becomes a factor of division, radicalization and erosion of democracy, 
a threat to the common good of social peace, motor of identity tribalism which undermines the 
proper functioning of institutions and the maintenance of a shared public ethos. On the other hand, 
the agonistic logic proper to the political (which, as an exercise of power, must convert dissent 
into decision, into the coercive force of the law, and therefore has the obligation to interrupt the 
discussion with a vote, move from the qualitative evaluation of the arguments to the quantitative 
measurement of power relations), associated with the public driver of these internal divisions in 
the religious community, takes control of them, making it disruptive: dissent degenerates into 
conflict, differences become incurable alternatives. To the political schism corresponds the threat 
of the ecclesial schism. The religious common becomes a threat, both to society as a whole and to 
the particular community to which it belongs, when it claims to assert itself in its own 
unconditional status as the political universal, losing the notion of the need for its pluralist 
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integration into a political universal (guarantee of public order) that despite being conditioned, 
provisional, fallible and inadequate it is the effective condition of peaceful coexistence.52 

  
In recent decades, in the US, there has been a polarization between the pro-choice and pro-

life option and in relation to the LGBT issue, which is religious and political at the same time, by 
linearly and deductively translating a religious principle (pro-life) in a political principle (no-
choice). The result is that the political criterion is in turn reconverted by a part of the Pastors into 
a religious criterion: in this perspective, the Catholics pro-life in private life and civil citizenship 
of the public witness of their values, commit a sin, transgress an ethical-religious commandment 
adopting the pro-choice political solution (as inductive and fallible, non-linear mediation of the 
complexity of ethical points of view, factual data, interests, the legal framework, and the prudential 
identification of the lesser evil). The refusal of the administration of the Eucharist to pro-choice 
democratic Catholics, the public declaration that they are in mortal sin,53  crystallizes in a module 
of personal punishment inflicted in a latae sententiae regime, the pastoral sanction of a political 
choice, a pastoral sanction in its turn strongly conditioned by prudential considerations that are far 
from being consensual even among the Pastors. 54 

 
52 “I know that there are times when religion can add to this influence, which is its own, the artificial power of laws 
and the support of the physi- cal powers that lead society. We have seen religions, intimately united with the 
governments of the earth, dominate souls by terror and by faith at the same time […]. 
Therefore, by allying itself to a political power, religion increases its power over some and loses the hope of reigning 
over all. […] 
But when religion wants to rely on the interests of this world, it becomes almost as fragile as all the powers of the 
earth. Alone, religion can hope for immortality; tied to ephemeral powers, it follows their fortune, and often falls with 
the pas- sions of the day that sustain those powers. 
So by uniting with different political powers, religion can only contract an onerous alliance. It does not need their help 
to live, and by serving them it can die.” (Tocqueville, Démocracy, Vol. II, chap. IX, p. 482-4). 
53 “Can. 915 —Those who have been excommunicated or interdicted after the imposition or declaration of the penalty 
and others obstinately persevering in manifest grave sin are not to be admitted to holy communion.” (Code of Canon 
Law,< https://www.vatican.va/archive/cod-iuris-canonici/eng/documents/cic_lib4-cann879-958_en.html#TITLE_III.> 
[accessed 27 October 2021]).  
54  The coldness and embarrassment with which the US Bishops' Conference welcomed the election to the US 
presidency of Joe Biden, a practising Catholic guilty of being pro-choice like most Democrats, is a clear sign of this 
monothematic intransigentism which is fracturing American society and the Catholic Church. Paradoxically, the 
second Catholic president of the USA, who does not hide but rather publicly affirms his faith as the ethical source of 
his political vision and action, is treated as a problem rather than a resource by the Pastors of his Church. Trapped in 
a friendly condescension to the scandalously anti-evangelical decisions of his predecessor, the US bishops' conference 
has inflicted on Biden a systematic and humiliating hostility, culminating in the sending of an icy letter of warning 
after the installation: “So, I must point out that our new President has pledged to pursue certain policies that would 
advance moral evils and threaten human life and dignity, most seriously in the areas of abortion, contraception, 
marriage, and gender. Of deep concern is the liberty of the Church and the freedom of believers to live according to 
their consciences.” (‘United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. USCCB President's Statement on the Inauguration 
of Joseph R. Biden, Jr., as 46th President of the United States of America’, <https://www.usccb.org/news/2021/usccb-
presidents-statement-inauguration-joseph-r-biden-jr-46th-president-united-states> [accessed 27 October 2021]). 
Although this conflicting line is not unanimous among the US bishops (cf. ‘In unprecedented move, Cardinal Cupich 
criticizes USCCB statement on Biden’. The Catholic World Repor,  January 20.2021, 
<https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2021/01/20/in-unprecedented-move-cardinal-cupich-criticizes-usccb-
statement-on-biden/> [accessed 27 October 2021]), the Bishops' Conference has radicalised the conflict with the 
President by setting up a commission to evaluate the "dignity" of pro-choice politicians receiving the Eucharist, whose 
decision will be communicated in the second half of November 2021. The Vatican publicly censured this measure, 
through a letter that the prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Luis Ladaria, addressed to 
the President of the US bishops, José Gómez,, It “would be misleading” wrote Ladaria among other things, “if such a 
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When a political difference becomes a sin, the definition of what is a sin becomes political 

and not religious: the religious community loses precisely that normative autonomy it claims to 
defend in the name of religious freedom.55 

 
Universalism vs particularism: individualism vs communitarianism? 
 
Translating into a critical-interpretive criterion of discernment and concrete social practice 

the principle of religious freedom as the key to the relationship between religion and citizenship, 
more precisely in the two citizenships articulated by it, civil and political citizenship, is, after all, 
not easy, automatic, obvious. The prudential dimension inherent in any application of the general 
criterion to the particular case (highlighted by St. Thomas in the path of Aristotle) appears fraught 
with further uncertainty and fallibility due to the contradiction between the two spheres of 
normativity concerned, with their respective claims for absolute universalism and unconditioned 
(in the case of religion) and of conditioned, contingent-historical, but legally binding universalism 
(in the case of politics). 

The tension that arises from this contradiction, and the added difficulty of applying the 
criterion of religious freedom in its two aspects, expansive and limiting, affirmative and negative, 
becomes even more evident when the claim of historically conditioned universalism of citizenship 
becomes radicalized as unconditional, through the constitutional inscription of human rights as an 
intangible source of law. The political sphere, in its legislative, executive and judicial aspects, is 
then called to protect this fundamental normative body in its entirety, confronting, among others, 
the problematic of the hierarchy of rights. The legitimacy of subordinating the right to religious 
freedom to other specific rights, within the comprehensive framework of a notion of justice 
articulated by the protection of human dignity, creates gray areas of normative indeterminacy that 
generate situations of strong legal, political, and social conflict. 56 Although this zone of 

 
statement were to give the impression that abortion and euthanasia alone constitute the only grave matters of Catholic 
moral and social teaching that demand the fullest level of accountability on the part of Catholics.” (‘Cardinal Ladaria 
to US Bishops: Debate on Communion and abortion should not lead to division’, Vatican News, May 12. 2021, < 
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/vatican-city/news/2021-05/vatican-letter-ladaria-bishops-us-communion-politics-
abortion.html > [accessed 27 October 2021]). The Bishops' Conference eventually put the brakes on the initiative, 
adhering to the addresses of Pope Francis, who on 27 October gave President Biden an audience at the Vatican.  For 
a historical perspective on the conflict between progressives and conservatives within the American Catholic Church 
and the catalytic role of the Biden presidency, cf. Massimo Faggioli, Joe Biden e il cattolicesimo negli Stati Uniti 
(Brescia: Scholé, 2021). 
55 “Unbelievers in Europe pursue Christians as political enemies, rather than as religious adversaries; they hate faith 
as the opinion of a party much more than as a mistaken belief; and in the priest they reject the representative of God 
less than the friend of power.” (Tocqueville, Democracy, vol. II, chap. IX, p. 488).  
56 How universal the specific options are and not rather the object of a discretionality determined by the ideological 
orientation of the decision-makers, is a question whose pertinence emerges massively in relation to the decisions of 
the Supreme Court of the United States, polarized between the systematic prioritization of the right to religious 
freedom by conservative judges and the pre-eminence given to the rights to equality, non-discrimination, and freedom 
of conscience by progressives. Indeed, the regressive manipulation of the right to religious freedom leads 'liberal' 
public opinion to claim its radical depowering, cf. for example the discussion of this topic in the New York Review of 
Books by authors such Katherine Stewart (‘The Real Meaning of ‘Religious Liberty’. A License to Discriminate’, New 
York Review of Books. Februar 28, 2020, <https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/02/28/the-real-meaning-of-
religious-liberty-a-license-to-discriminate/> [accessed 27 October 2021]) e David Cole  (‘The Angry New Frontier: 
Gay Rights vs. Religious Liberty’. New York Review of Books. May 7, 2015, 
<https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2015/05/07/angry-new-frontier-gay-rights-vs-religious-liberty/>; ‘Let Them Buy 
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discretionary indeterminacy (contextually re-composed by culturally and axiologically particular, 
evolutionarily variable, pre-understandings of the good) is inevitable, it can however be radically 
reduced by recognizing the normative convergence of religious universalism with the metapolitical 
universalism of human rights. This convergence takes shape not on based on the specific contents 
of the different religions (which can be radically incompatible with the universalist vision of 
human dignity, as in the case of religious norms such as division into castes, discrimination against 
women, etc.), but based on their relational dimension, recognized as a founding factor of 
associative ties, generators of communities.  

It is possible, at least this is my conviction, to reconstruct the obligation57  that binds 
religious communities to a test of universalization of their own doctrinal and ritual rules in the 
light of their own claim to establish them as the belonging criteria to a community. If religious 
belief and ritual, as well as the ethical obligations associated with them, are not adopted as a purely 
individual criterion, but as a communitarian one, they must be compatible with the social function 
proper to the associative bond: inclusion in a community belonging. Only the rules of belonging 
of members of a religious community58  that are not in contradiction with this social function, with 
inclusion, are validable as non-associatively dysfunctional, therefore universally acceptable. The 
freedom and equality of all members of the community, as well as, by direct implication, 59 of non-
members, are the criteria that pragmatically discriminate whether the associative bond founded by 
the device of belonging is adequate to, compatible with, inclusion (the social function establishing 
associative belonging). A significant part of those who are interpreted in a uniquely individualistic 
legal tradition as rights of the individual can be reformulated in this perspective as rights of 
community members and, what is essential, also of non-community members (the social 
functionality of a community is tested on the basis of its relationship with other communities and 
with individuals outside it).60 The positive, doctrinal and practical criteria that underlie belonging 
must pass the universalist test of their compatibility with the social function of inclusion they claim 
when founding a community bond. Only positive criteria that do not fail this test of universal 
freedom and equality that configures the inclusive functionality of community belonging can be 
accepted as founding criteria of an associative bond. Intangible dignity, with the rights it implies, 
is something that must be recognized to human beings not only because of their individual 
subsistence as subjects, but also because of their insertion in intersubjective dynamics of an 
associative nature. 

 

 
Cake’, New York Review of Books. December 7, 2017, <https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2017/12/07/let-them-buy-
gay-wedding-cakes/>; ‘This Takes the Cake’. New York Review of Books. July 19, 2018, 
<https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/07/19/civil-rights-this-takes-the-cake/ >; ‘Can Liberals Win in a 
Conservative Court?’ New York Review of Books. November 17, 2020, 
<https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/11/17/can-liberals-win-in-a-conservative-court/ >, [all accessed 27 October 
2021]). However, the risks associated with the ideologization of the "American principle" are also denounced in the 
Catholic field, cf. Hollenbach, Religious Freedom and Challenges. 
57 This thesis is discussed in Teresa Bartolomei, Radix, Matrix: Community belonging and the ecclesial form of 
universalistic communitarism (Lisbon: Universidade Católica Editora, 2018); ‘As comunidades: memória viva das 
democracias’. In: REVER - Revista de Estudos da Religião, Nr. 3, 2018. Dossier «Religião, memória e identidade na 
Europa», <https://doi.org/10.23925/1677-1222.2018vol18i3a2> [accessed 27 October 2021]. 
58 This principle of inclusiveness (as a normatively universalizing device of the social function of inclusion exercised 
by community belonging) is valid for all communities. However, in the context of this reflection only its relevance 
for religious communities is made explicit. 
59   For the deduction of this implication, cf. Bartolomei, Radix Matrix, pp.31-42. 
60 Ib., pp. 42-50. 
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Conclusions 
 
The contradiction between religion and politics, between religious belonging and 

citizenship, directly affects the polarization between particular and universal: every religious 
community presents itself as a social reality, in the particularity and contingency of its historical 
factuality, but it is self-understood as a bearer of a universal truth, and a core of ultimate ends and 
values (an ethics) endowed with unconditional status. What a religion adds to human experience 
is to circumscribe a sphere of the sacred, of transcendence, that is not subject to negotiation, which 
is not available to human decision. If politics is the sphere of collective decision that establishes 
the binding force of the law (as claimed by Carl Schmitt),61 religion is the sphere of human non-
decision (if not as obedience, as choice to kneel before the sacred, eventually accepted as the saint, 
through the deactivation of the sacrificial violence still inherent in some forms of religious 
experience). 62    

Normativity descends from the turbulent confluence between these two poles (the 
intangibility of human dignity, which is articulated in fundamental rights, being the dimension of 
sacral obedience, of decisional non-availability, which limits the entire decisional power of politics, 
and runs the constant risk of manipulation, if left alone to its care), in a process that is unstable, 
incalculable, tragically fallible. The contradiction and the necessary complementarity of the two 
sources are structural: politics and religion are in this constitutively alternative, but interdependent 
and inseparable in the construction of a coexistence that respects and shapes the ultimately 
indeterminable complexity of the human being. All forms of sacralization of politics, which 
present human decision as being non-human, therefore infallible, unconditioned, absolute, or of 
politicization of religion, which subject the non-decision, obedience to the sacred, in its acceptance 
as the saint, to the human decision, are therefore a corruption of normativity in the manipulation 
of their sources. Normativity then degenerates into unfounded power, the rules of coexistence 
implode into discretion, decision into violence. Justice, equality, freedom and fraternity, 
fundamental components of that common good that is implemented as social peace, are then no 
longer protected, they are transgressed by the legal system. The healthy dialectic of correction, 
criticism and mutual integration between religion and citizenship is replaced by a unilateral and 
violent assimilation, which suffocates individuals and society. We are still far from implementing 
in public culture and social practice the basic intuition, formulated on the principle of religious 
freedom, that differences are the engine of common life and not its hindrance. 63 

 
61 For this author, the legal norm is instituted by the constituent decision and not vice-versa. In his view, the origin of 
the legal order is essentially political, cf. Schmitt, Politische Theologie, pp. 23-40. 
62 René Girard, La violence et le sacré (Paris: Arthème Fayard/Pluriel 1972 | 20109); Giorgio Agamben, Homo sacer. 
Il potere sovrano e la nuda vita (Torino: Einaudi, 1995 | 2005). 
63 A shorter version of this paper was presented in the Panel “Religion and citizenship: between universalism and 
particularism” of the VII Luso-Brazilian Symposium on Religious Studies, “Religion, Mobility and Citizenship” | 27-
29 January 2021 – UCP Braga – Campus Camões. 


