Option 1 — Resolved: Religious belief deserves more protection from
government interference than other forms of belief.

The very concept of the United States was deeply rooted in the concept of freedom from
religious regulation. This was a direct response to the religious persecution and state-sponsored
churches prevalent in Europe. The American founders, many of whom had experienced this
oppression first-hand, envisioned a new society where individual conscience and religious
practice would be free from governmental interference. This ideal was enshrined in the very
documents that shaped the young United States. This commitment to religious liberty was not
merely a necessity but a core philosophical tenet intended to foster a diverse and tolerant society
where individuals could worship (or not worship) according to their own beliefs, thereby
preventing the religious conflict that had plagued other nations.

The first resolution offered for Big Questions for the 2025-2026 academic year is “Resolved:
Religious belief deserves more protection from government interference than other forms of
belief.” It delves into one of the most contentious modern debates in legal, political, and
philosophical circles. At its heart, this resolution asks whether an individual’s personal spiritual
beliefs, one of the most deeply held convictions a person can have, merit a higher degree of
insulation from state action than other core personal beliefs, such as political ideologies,
economic philosophies, or personal worldviews. Understanding this debate requires an
exploration of historical context, legal precedent, and the very nature of belief itself.

Many modern democratic states, including the United States, were founded by individuals who
had seen the harm of government involvement in religious oppression. The desire to prevent a
government from dictating matters of conscience was a powerful driving force during the
drafting of these nations governing documents. This historical experience led to the enshrining of
religious freedom as a fundamental right, often distinct from general freedoms of speech or
thought.

In the United States, the First Amendment to the Constitution explicitly addresses religion
through two clauses.

1. The Establishment Clause: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion...” This prevents the government from creating or endorsing a state religion, or favoring
one religion over others, or religion over non-religion.

2. The Free Exercise Clause: “...or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” This protects an
individual’s right to practice their religion without undue government interference.

These two clauses collectively grant religion a unique constitutional status. These clauses have
become so associated with religious freedom that dozens of other nations have emulated these
either through legal documentation or high court decisions. While other freedoms codified in
legal documents such as the freedom of speech or right to bear arms have been limited or
interoperated by the legal system, the specific mention of “religion” suggests a distinct category
of protection that many governments are wary of diving into. This legal architecture forms a



significant part of the background for the resolution, as it reflects a historical and legal
inclination to treat religious belief with deference.

Outside of the United States, France adheres to a form of secularism known as “laicité,” which
strictly limits the public display of religious symbols and the involvement of religion in
government affairs. Other European countries, such as England and Denmark, maintain an
official state church. In these states, a particular denomination holds constitutional recognition
and often receives state funding, though they generally uphold religious freedom for other faiths.
In England, the reigning monarch is the official head of the state church. Japan’s constitution
explicitly outlines separation of church and state to prevent a revival of State Shinto government.
India, a secular republic with diverse communities, often confronts tensions between religious
and state affairs. In the Middle East, the predominant model often sees religion deeply
intertwined with the state and legal system, as exemplified by Saudi Arabia’s reliance on Sharia
law and Iran’s theocratic government. In contrast, other Middle Eastern countries like Turkey
have adopted a more secular stance. Furthermore, nations like Ethiopia and Benin are
constitutionally secular with guaranteed religious freedom and limited state interference in
religious matters, while others like Chad declare themselves secular but may have policies that
favor a particular religion or involve religious leaders in government functions.

A critical underlying challenge in this debate is the difficulty in legally defining “religious
belief.” The courts and legislative doctrine have largely shied away from a rigid, content-based
definition. Instead, they often use a functional approach that focuses on whether a belief is
sincerely held and whether it occupies a place in the life of its possessor parallel to that filled by
orthodox belief in God or other deities. This is known as the “Parallel Test.” This test aims to be
inclusive of non-theistic belief systems that serve a similar foundational role for individuals.
However, the very act of drawing a line between “religious” and “non-religious” beliefs, even
with a fluid definition, creates the potential for perceived arbitrariness and fuels the debate over
whether such distinctions are justifiable for differential protection.

Therefore, this resolution seems to be rooted in historical context of religious persecution,
specific constitutional guarantees, and the ongoing legal struggle to define and apply “religious
freedom” in a diverse world. It asks whether the special status historically afforded to religious
belief is not only warranted but should be maintained or even strengthened in comparison to
other deeply held convictions. Furthermore, it also asks us to look at current public policy to
determine whether there is a vested societal interest in further regulation of “religious beliefs,”
why we would do so, and whether this mirrors past government interference in the practice of
religion, or even what is the proper separation of government and religion.

Next, we need to isolate the concepts at odds given to us by the resolution.

1. Religious Belief: As legally defined, this refers to sincerely held beliefs that often address
ultimate concerns, provide a comprehensive worldview, and may involve a moral code, rituals,
or community. It extends beyond traditional theism to include non-theistic systems that function
similarly.



2. Government Interference: Any state action that directly or indirectly restricts, compels, or
burdens the holding or expression of a belief. Examples include laws prohibiting certain
practices, mandatory oaths, censorship, or even preferential treatment that implicitly
disadvantages other beliefs.

Proponents of religious liberty argue that government should minimize interference in matters of
faith, allowing individuals and religious institutions to practice their beliefs without undue
burden, citing constitutional protections like the First Amendment. On the flip side, advocates for
equal status of religious belief with other beliefs value government regulations that would
emphasize the state’s responsibility to ensure public order, protect civil rights, and prevent harm,
even if this occasionally necessitates policies that intersect with religious practices. This tension
is evident in disputes over issues like religious exemptions to public health mandates like
mandatory vaccinations and public funded birth control, the scope of anti-discrimination laws as
applied to religious organizations, or the public funding of religious schools.

The debate over whether religious belief deserves more protection than other forms of belief is
nuanced. It often touches upon fundamental questions of individual liberty, the role of
government, and the very nature of human conviction. This resolution asks us to weigh the
historical importance of religious freedom against the principles of equality, non-discrimination,
and secular governance. With recent national and international events, this topic is very timely.



