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Introduction to the Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Case

The case of Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc., is one of the most significant Supreme Court cases
concerning religious freedom, corporate rights, and healthcare mandates in the United States. At its
core, the dispute revolved around whether closely held corporations could be exempt from a
regulation their owners religiously oppose — specifically, the Affordable Care Act’s (ACA)
contraceptive mandate. This case raises profound questions about the extent to which religious
liberty can be balanced against other compelling governmental interests, especially in the context of
employer-provided health benefits. To fully understand the case, it is crucial to analyze it through the
IRAC framework—Issue, Rule, Analysis, and Conclusion.

IRAC Framework Applied to Burwell v. Hobby Lobby

Issue

The central legal issue in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby centers around whether for-profit, closely held
corporations can invoke the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) to be exempt from providing
contraceptive coverage mandated by the ACA. Specifically, the case asks:

- Can a for-profit corporation, owned by individuals with religious objections, claim religious liberty
protections under RFRA to refuse to comply with the government’s contraceptive mandate?

- Does the government’s contraceptive mandate violate the Free Exercise Clause of the First
Amendment when applied to closely held corporations with religious objections?

This issue implicates the boundaries of religious freedom rights of corporations versus the
government'’s interest in providing comprehensive healthcare.

Rule

The legal principles relevant to this case include:



1. Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA)
- Enacted in 1993, RFRA states that the government shall not substantially burden a person’s exercise
of religion unless it demonstrates that the burden is the least restrictive means of furthering a

compelling governmental interest.

- RFRA applies to all federal laws, including the ACA mandate, and protects religious exercise from
government interference unless narrowly tailored.

2. First Amendment Free Exercise Clause

- Protects individuals and, by extension through legal interpretation, entities from government actions
that substantially burden religious practices.

3. Supreme Court Precedents
- Previous rulings, such as Employment Division v. Smith, established that generally applicable laws
do not violate the Free Exercise Clause even if they incidentally burden religious practice unless they

target religion specifically.

- However, RFRA was enacted partly to reinstate the strict scrutiny standard for religious freedom,
making it more protective than the Smith standard.

4. Interpretation of Corporate Rights

- The case involved whether corporations, as legal entities, could exercise religious beliefs and thus
claim exemptions under RFRA, which traditionally protected individual religious rights.

5. The ACA Contraceptive Mandate

- The mandate required employer-sponsored health insurance to include FDA-approved contraceptive
methods.

- The government provided accommodations for religious non-profits but not for for-profit
corporations, leading to legal challenges.

Analysis

Legal Arguments Presented
Hobby Lobby’s Argument:

- Hobby Lobby argued that it is a for-profit corporation with religious beliefs that oppose certain
contraceptive methods (e.g., morning-after pills and 1UDs).

- It contended that RFRA grants it the right to refuse to provide coverage for contraception that
violates its religious principles.

- The company claimed that the government’s mandate substantially burdened its religious exercise,



and no less restrictive means were available other than exemption.
The Government’s Argument:

- The government maintained that the ACA'’s contraceptive mandate serves a compelling
interest—public health and women'’s health.

- It argued that the mandate is generally applicable and does not target religious practices
specifically, thus satisfying the requirements of the Free Exercise Clause.

- The government also highlighted that it provided accommodations to religious non-profits, but not to
for-profit entities, because of differences in legal status.

Supreme Court’s Reasoning
- The Court, in a 5-4 decision, favored Hobby Lobby, holding that closely held corporations can
exercise religion under RFRA and are exempt from regulations that substantially burden their religious

beliefs.

- The majority emphasized that RFRA’s protections extend to for-profit corporations if their owners
have sincerely held religious beliefs.

- The Court ruled that the contraceptive mandate, as applied to Hobby Lobby, imposed a substantial
burden on religious exercise, and the government had not shown that compelling interests justified
the burden without exemptions.

- The Court distinguished between corporations and individuals, asserting that corporations are
associations of individuals whose religious rights are protected under RFRA.

Implications of the Decision

- The ruling expanded the scope of religious freedom protections to include certain for-profit
corporations.

- It established that the government must provide exemptions to religious objections unless doing so
would pose a "less restrictive means" of achieving its objectives.

- The decision prompted debates over the balance between religious liberty and women’s access to
healthcare.

Critiques and Limitations

- Critics argued that the ruling allowed corporations to deny employees access to legal contraceptive
methods, potentially infringing on women's reproductive rights.

- Others contended that extending RFRA protections to corporations could lead to broader exemptions
that undermine public health policies.

- The scope of religious rights for corporations remains a subject of ongoing legal and legislative
debate.



Conclusion

The Burwell v. Hobby Lobby case exemplifies the complex interplay between religious liberty,
corporate rights, and public health policy. Applying the IRAC framework clarifies how the legal issues
involved—whether corporations can invoke RFRA, what constitutes a substantial burden, and how
government interests are balanced—were central to the Supreme Court’s decision. By ruling in favor
of Hobby Lobby, the Court recognized that religious freedom protections under RFRA extend to
certain for-profit corporations, provided that their religious beliefs are sincerely held. However, this
ruling also underscored the need to carefully balance religious rights with other societal interests,
such as access to healthcare. As legal standards evolve, the case remains a landmark in
understanding the boundaries of religious liberty in the corporate context and continues to influence
subsequent legal debates and legislation.

Note: This article provides an in-depth examination of the IRAC analysis of the Burwell v. Hobby Lobby
case, aiming to inform readers about the legal reasoning and implications of this pivotal Supreme
Court decision.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the central legal issue in the Burwell v. Hobby
Lobby case?

The central legal issue in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby was whether the Affordable Care Act's mandate
requiring employers to provide contraceptive coverage violated the Religious Freedom Restoration
Act (RFRA) by imposing a substantial burden on the religious freedoms of closely held corporations
like Hobby Lobby.

What legal rule did the Supreme Court apply in its decision on
Burwell v. Hobby Lobby?

The Supreme Court applied the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA), which prohibits the federal
government from substantially burdening a person's exercise of religion unless the government
demonstrates that the burden is in furtherance of a compelling governmental interest and is the least
restrictive means of achieving that interest.

How did Hobby Lobby argue its case under the IRAC
framework?

Hobby Lobby argued that the contraceptive mandate imposed a substantial burden on its religious
exercise, which the company’s owners sincerely held. They contended that the government’s interest
in providing contraceptive coverage did not justify infringing on their religious freedoms, and that the
mandate was not the least restrictive means of achieving the goal. Under IRAC, this constitutes the
issue of whether the mandate infringes on religious rights, the rule of RFRA, an analysis of whether
the burden was substantial, and whether the government’s interest justified the burden.



What was the Supreme Court’s ruling in Burwell v. Hobby
Lobby, and how does it relate to the IRAC structure?

The Supreme Court ruled in favor of Hobby Lobby, holding that closely held corporations can be
exempt from regulations that violate their religious beliefs under RFRA. Applying IRAC, the issue was
whether the mandate substantially burdened religious freedom; the rule was RFRA’s requirement for
a compelling interest and least restrictive means; the analysis showed that the mandate did impose a
substantial burden and that the government’s interest did not outweigh the burden on religious
exercise; thus, the Court found in favor of Hobby Lobby.

What are the implications of the Burwell v. Hobby Lobby
decision for religious freedom and corporate rights?

The decision expanded the scope of religious protections to include certain for-profit corporations,
suggesting that religious beliefs can influence corporate policies. It also raised questions about the
balance between religious freedom and women's health rights, potentially allowing more companies
to seek exemptions from laws based on religious objections. Legally, it underscored that RFRA
protections can apply to closely held corporations, shaping future cases on religious liberty.

How does the IRAC method help in understanding legal cases
like Burwell v. Hobby Lobby?

The IRAC method provides a structured approach to legal analysis by clearly identifying the Issue, the
applicable Rule of law, the Analysis of how the rule applies to the facts, and the Conclusion. In the
Hobby Lobby case, IRAC helps dissect the legal reasoning, ensuring a comprehensive understanding
of how the court arrived at its decision regarding religious freedom and statutory interpretation.

In what ways did the Hobby Lobby case influence future legal
discussions about religious liberty?

The case set a precedent that for-profit corporations could exercise religious beliefs protected under
RFRA, influencing subsequent debates and legal challenges about religious exemptions. It also
prompted discussions on the scope of religious liberty, corporate rights, and the potential conflicts
between religious beliefs and public policy, impacting future legislation and court rulings on religious
freedom issues.

What are some criticisms of the Supreme Court’s decision in
Burwell v. Hobby Lobby?

Critics argue that the decision grants excessive religious liberty rights to corporations at the expense
of women'’s health and reproductive rights, potentially allowing employers to deny coverage for legal
medical services. Others believe it blurs the line between individual religious freedom and corporate
interests, raising concerns about the broader implications for equality and access to healthcare.
Legally, some also contend that the ruling narrows the scope of government regulation over private
businesses.
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In the landscape of American constitutional law and religious liberties, few cases have garnered as
much attention and debate as Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc.. This landmark Supreme Court
decision, rendered in 2014, addressed the complex intersection of religious freedom and federal
health care mandates, specifically focusing on employer-conscience rights versus women's
reproductive health rights. To understand the depth and implications of this case, an IRAC (Issue,
Rule, Analysis, Conclusion) framework provides a structured lens to dissect the legal reasoning and
societal impact.

Issue: What Was the Central Legal Question?
At the heart of Burwell v. Hobby Lobby was a pivotal constitutional and statutory question:

Does the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) allow closely held corporations to deny
contraceptive coverage to employees on religious grounds?

More specifically:

- Did the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) mandate, under the Affordable Care Act
(ACA), violate the religious rights of Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc., a for-profit corporation with religious
objections?

- Could a for-profit corporation exercise religious freedom rights protected under RFRA?

- Does requiring such corporations to provide contraceptive coverage infringe upon their First
Amendment rights?

This issue encapsulates the balance between religious liberty and women'’s reproductive rights,
raising questions about the extent to which corporations can invoke religious beliefs to shape policy
compliance.

Rule: The Legal Framework and Relevant Laws
To analyze the issue, several legal principles and statutes are pertinent:

1. Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA):

Enacted in 1993, RFRA prohibits the federal government from substantially burdening a person’s
exercise of religion unless there is a compelling governmental interest and the burden is the least
restrictive means of furthering that interest. Its scope was expanded to apply to for-profit corporations
when their owners have religious objections.

2. First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution:
The First Amendment protects the free exercise of religion from government infringement,
emphasizing that religious beliefs and practices are protected from government interference unless



compelling reasons exist.

3. Affordable Care Act (ACA) Contraceptive Mandate:

HHS issued a regulation requiring employer-sponsored health insurance plans to cover contraceptive
methods approved by the Food and Drug Administration, including certain abortifacients, to promote
women’s health access.

4. Legal Precedents:

- Employment Division v. Smith (1990): Held that neutral laws of general applicability do not violate
the Free Exercise Clause.

- Sherbert v. Verner (1963): Recognized that strict scrutiny applies when a law substantially burdens
religious exercise.

5. Supreme Court’s Interpretation of RFRA:
The Court had previously underscored that RFRA applies to both individuals and entities, including
corporations, if the entity has a religious basis for its objections.

Analysis: Applying the Legal Principles to the Case

Background of the Case:

Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc., a closely held corporation owned by a Christian family, challenged the ACA
contraceptive mandate, arguing that it infringed upon their religious beliefs. They contended that
providing coverage for certain contraceptives, notably abortifacients like Ella and Plan B, violated
their religious convictions.

Legal Arguments:

- Hobby Lobby’s Position:

The company’s owners claimed that complying with the mandate forced them to violate their
sincerely held religious beliefs. Under RFRA, they argued that the government’s requirement
substantially burdened their free exercise rights, and no compelling governmental interest justified
this burden.

- Government's Position:

The government maintained that the contraceptive mandate was a neutral, generally applicable law
serving a compelling interest in women'’s health. It argued that the mandate did not substantially
burden religious exercise because it applied broadly, including to religious organizations that could
seek exemptions.

Supreme Court’s Reasoning:

The Court, in a 5-4 decision, sided with Hobby Lobby, holding that:

- Corporations as Religious Entities:

The Court recognized that closely held corporations could exercise religious beliefs and that RFRA
protects their rights. It emphasized that the government’s accommodation process for religious

nonprofits did not extend to for-profit corporations like Hobby Lobby.

- Substantial Burden:



The Court found that the ACA mandate’s requirement to provide certain contraceptives imposed a
substantial burden on the religious beliefs of Hobby Lobby’s owners.

- Least Restrictive Means & Compelling Interest:

The Court was convinced that allowing for-profit corporations to opt out of contraceptive coverage on
religious grounds was the least restrictive means of furthering the government’s interest, especially
given the availability of alternative methods like employer-paid plans that do not infringe on religious
beliefs.

Implications of the Decision:

- Expanded the scope of RFRA to include for-profit corporations with religious owners.
- Allowed religious beliefs to influence health coverage decisions.
- Raised concerns about potential broader exemptions for religious objections, affecting other sectors.

Conclusion: The Impact and Ongoing Debate

Burwell v. Hobby Lobby marked a significant shift in American religious liberty jurisprudence. It
reaffirmed that corporations could invoke religious rights under RFRA, especially when closely held
and with sincere religious convictions. However, it also ignited controversy over the potential erosion
of women’s reproductive rights and health access, as the decision permitted certain corporations to
opt out of federally mandated health coverage.

The ruling demonstrated the delicate balance courts must strike between respecting religious
freedoms and ensuring comprehensive health rights for all individuals. While the decision was rooted
in legal principles like RFRA and the First Amendment, it also underscored the evolving nature of
religious rights in a pluralistic society.

In subsequent years, debates and legal challenges surrounding religious exemptions and healthcare
mandates continue to unfold, making Burwell v. Hobby Lobby a pivotal case in understanding the
evolving landscape of religious liberty, corporate rights, and healthcare law in the United States.

In summary, Burwell v. Hobby Lobby exemplifies how legal principles like RFRA and the First
Amendment intersect with societal values and policy considerations, illustrating the ongoing
challenge of balancing diverse rights in a complex legal and moral environment.
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