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1. The Concept of Tolerance and its Problems 

Tolerance might be characterized, in a preliminary way, as the respectful acceptance of other 
people’s actions which, nevertheless, are considered as questionable, disgusting or even 
contemptible. Hence, tolerance only becomes relevant against the background of a secular or 
religious pluralism. In this context “respectful“ means that one is willing to give one’s fellows 
their head. One would not impede their actions even if one could. Thus understood, tolerance 
is more than a sheer cease-fire. 

The claim for tolerance can be raised on three different levels: 

- as a mutual claim between citizens. 

- as a claim addressed by citizens to the state and vice versa.  

- as a mutual claim between states. 

Thus, a philosophical reflection of tolerance includes these fundamental questions: 

• Which are the foundations for such a respectful self-restraint on each of these levels? 

• Which are the content, the form and the limits of this restraint on each level?  

Following this first characterization, tolerance does not determine the limits of our evaluative 
judgments, but the limits of coercion. How then should we conceive the relation between 
evaluation and the renunciation of coercive interference? This renunciation of coercion 
towards “wrong” behavior has to be approved at the same time by the person abandoning 
coercion. Any account of tolerance does therefore need two different theories of approval. 
What is the relation between these two theories? Can this form of self-restraint be justified by 
the same system of value judgments that underpins the initial disapproval  (e.g. the 
recognition of the value of self-determination) or does it follow from another sort of “second-
best” theory (e.g. a theory of long-term stability). This relates to the question of the relevance 
of moral theory and political theory for the determination of the limits of toleration.  

2. Religion and Tolerance 

Toleration between and towards religions poses a challenge in two respects: 

- religious convictions have a metaphysical character. Their content can vary considerably and 
can only be assessed and modified rationally with great difficulty. 



- religious persons can be deeply and emotionally attached to their convictions. Persons 
adhering to no or other religions are thus not only identified as different, but as misguided or 
even blasphemous. Their way of life is subject to fierce rejection. 

- Even though most religions accept that faith cannot be brought about by force, many still 
feel entitled to limit non-believers or believers of different faiths in their secular and religious 
forms of expression or in participating in the community. 

- The question here is whether religions can generate an attitude of tolerance by themselves, 
and if so, of what kind? And which non-religious reasons of tolerance can or must be added to 
a religious attitude? 

3. The Tolerance of the State 

Tolerance on the side of the state includes two elements: 

- non-interference with specific domains of the individual life. 

- neutrality of the state towards rival conceptions of a good life. 

But state neutrality may include regulations for clothing, education or official procedures and 
can thus not be completely neutral with respect to all world-views and life-styles of the 
citizens. What then does it mean to treat different world-views equally. Does it allow or even 
require forms of positive discrimination (exceptions, compensation for disadvantages, positive 
assistance)? Are there reasons to treat religious engagements and secular life plans 
differently? Do we need specific limits for artistic activities with regard to religious 
convictions? 

 

4. Tolerance, Human Rights and Interculturality 

Tolerance has limits. The identification of the intolerable can be based on basic rights which 
belong to human beings irrespective of their specific community or tradition. However, the 
determination of these rights presupposes an idea of being human that might already display 
signs of intolerance. For such rights to be universally acceptable, the anthropological 
presumptions, on which they rest, have to be formulated as abstractly as possible. This 
indeterminacy calls for further specifications and rankings. How are we to decide whether a 
state’s specific interpretation of human rights (say: to political participation) is legitimate or 
actually violates them? Does the claim for tolerance have to be renewed on this level? Can 
there be reasons to accept the interpretations and weightings put forward by another state even 
though one considers them to be wrong?   

 

5. Tolerance and Democracy 

Concerning the specification of human rights, one might think that democratic procedures 
constitute a necessary source of local legitimacy. But how far does their legitimizing force 



actually reach? To what extend do the minorities and their cultural identities (language, 
traditions) have to be protected against the tyranny of the majority? What forms of democratic 
self-determination are permissible to preserve its legitimatory function with regard to a state’s 
citizens as well as towards the community of nations? In addition one has to ask whether 
group rights can imply and justify any intolerance towards its members. 
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