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PERPLEXITIES OF TOLERANCE

INTRODUCTION

TIM HEYSSE AND BARBARA SEGAERT

Tolerance is one of the virtues upon which contemporary Europe prides itself. 
This notwithstanding, and as history undeniably attests, it is a virtue perhaps 
more honoured in the breach than in the observance. Europe’s often terrifying 
history as well as some of its pride – or at least the intention to earn the right 
to be proud – were both very evident at the commemoration of the 70th anni-
versary of one of the most abhorrent of those breaches of tolerance, the Reichs-
progromnacht (Kristallnacht) of 1938. This event was all the more abhorrent 
because it paved the way for what was to become the absolute lowest point in 
European history and culture. During his commemoration speech, the president 
of the European Parliament, Hans-Gert Pöttering, declared that in the last fifty 
years, Europeans have learned “to let [themselves] be guided by one particular 
value which gives the European Union its true soul: this value is tolerance. 
And it took [them] centuries to learn this”.1 
Indeed, not only did it take Europeans centuries to create the institutions which 
we hope will express and foster the virtue of tolerance, the very concept of 
toleration seems to resist elucidation. Attempts to interpret, analyse, justify and 
define the nature and the limits of this virtue are pervasive of many important 
periods in the history of European moral and political thought. As Patrick 
Loobuyck, Theo de Wit and Susan Mendus remind us in their discussion of 
this centuries-long history of debate, the authors who have contributed to our 
understanding of tolerance are among the most important of Europe’s political 
and moral thinkers including Augustine, Bodin, Bayle, Spinoza, Montesquieu, 
Locke, Lessing and J.S. Mill. Which goes to show that tolerance as a moral 
and political virtue has a European quality to it if only because it is an ever-
present object of European debate and discussion. 
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Even today, a clear understanding of tolerance remains elusive. The concept 
produces all kinds of paradoxes which are a continuous source of controversy. 
There is the eminently practical and therefore all-important conundrum of the 
limits of toleration: the point at which an attitude of tolerance becomes intol-
erably criminal, so clearly exemplified by Europe’s history during the 1930s, 
leading to the disasters of the 1940s alluded to in the opening paragraph of this 
introduction. 
However, there are conceptual and theoretical uncertainties as well, such as the 
‘paradox of the tolerant racist’. Given that tolerance differs from an attitude of 
indifference and therefore presupposes that we in some sense object to a view 
or a practice we are correctly said to tolerate, it seems to follow that the more 
you object or the stronger your objections, the more tolerant you can be said to 
be, provided you do not act on those objections. This would equate passive 
cantankerousness with an attitude of toleration. Alternatively, in response to this 
objection, we may refuse to count the overcoming of objections to views or 
practices as toleration and insist that toleration require moral reasons for not 
acting on objections which we nonetheless have good moral reasons for holding 
in the first place (thereby excluding the racist who objects on spurious grounds 
or the fastidious aesthete who objects on aesthetic grounds). However, it seems 
to follow in that case that a tolerant person must be described as accepting, for 
moral reasons, practices or views of which he disapproves, also for moral rea-
sons.2 One recent, systematic and already influential attempt to resolve these 
paradoxes is the theory of toleration developed by the German philosopher 
Rainer Forst, discussed in this issue by Tim Heysse.
As president of the European Parliament, Pöttering was hardly in a position 
to admit as much. However, there is another aspect of the history of tolerance 
that will be all too recognizable to those familiar with the history of the Euro-
pean Union. Completely analogous to the first steps that ultimately led to the 
formation of the Union and to its subsequent development, the first steps 
towards implementing a form of tolerance in Europe’s political system (such 
as the paradigmatic Edict of Nantes by which the French King granted the 
Protestant minority a degree of religious freedom) were not motivated by 
lofty moral norms or grand ethical ideals. They were the result of sheer polit-
ical pragmatism. As was the case in the late 1940s and 1950s, the exhausted 
European states of the 17th century sought a workable solution for their dev-
astating conflicts. After decades of internal and external wars, destructive 
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even to the standards of the time and justified by religious differences, they 
simply decided to remove these religious differences from the political agenda. 
As Patrick Loobuyck explains, it is only in more recent times, within the 
broader context of Mill’s liberalism, that a specifically moral justification of 
the notion of toleration was developed. One of the issues which will be 
addressed in this special issue is precisely the question as to what position to 
adopt towards this mixed history of thinking about toleration. Should we, in 
addressing the problems of our time, insist on a moral understanding of toler-
ance as Loobuyck claims? Or should we, by contrast, follow Theo de Wit, 
Glen Newey and Tim Heysse favouring in its stead a more political under-
standing of toleration?
The centuries-long history of thinking about toleration tends to trace the vicis-
situdes of Christianity’s place within European culture and society. As Susan 
Mendus so vividly calls to mind in analysing some influential reactions to 
religiously inspired terrorism, issues concerning the relations between religion 
and politics are still at the forefront of the debate. Both Mendus and Guido 
Vanheeswijck demonstrate that coming to grips with these issues may presup-
pose that we reconsider some of our notions of both politics and religion and 
perhaps even rethink our views of the relationship between Christianity and 
modernity.
Because toleration forms part of the history we aim to preserve for the future 
and because it is nonetheless uncertain, the University Centre Saint-Ignatius 
Antwerp (www.ucsia.org) organized a series of lectures at the University of 
Antwerp between June 2009 and January 2010 involving philosophers from 
all over Europe. We are pleased to present a selection of these lectures in this 
special issue of Bijdragen. Though divergent in their approach, each lecture 
explores the boundary region between history, morality, politics and religion 
into which the analysis of toleration seems to lead us. 

I. History

In ‘Toleration versus Freedom of Religion. The Importance of A-Moral 
Arguments in the History of Toleration’, Patrick Loobuyck sketches the his-
tory of debate from which our contemporary notion of tolerance stems. Our 
contemporary understanding of toleration as a moral value “makes us forget 
that for a long time it was an ‘amoral’ category”. Toleration was justified as 
the lesser evil in conceptions developed in the Middle Ages or by humanists 
such as Erasmus. It was accepted for political reasons during the 17th century 
settlement after the religious wars and in the philosophy of Hobbes. It was 
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upheld for philosophical reasons (as in the skepticism of Pierre Bayle) and 
even religious reasons (as in Locke’s Letter on Tolerance). John Stuart 
Mill, writing in the 19th century, is the first one to ground his conception of 
tolerance in his liberalism and more particularly in the moral principle of 
freedom.
While emphasizing the differences between Mill’s liberalism and more con-
temporary versions, Loobuyck endorses a liberal understanding of tolerance. 
His understanding of tolerance is chiefly based on the liberal notion of a neu-
tral state. However, he concludes by giving the notion a paradoxical twist: 
given the neutrality of the state and within certain limits, it makes no sense to 
talk about a tolerant government, since toleration implies that we object 
to practices and views and a neutral government has no business in formulat-
ing such objections. On the contrary, quoting Leo Apostel, Loobuyck argues 
that not “tolerance but intolerance” (for instance against those transgressing 
the limits of tolerance) should be “the natural attitude”.
In the first part of ‘Why Cannot Tolerance be Our Highest Value?’ Theo de 
Wit retraces part of the same history as discussed by Patrick Loobuyck. The 
concept of tolerance historically evolved as a notion of freedom of conscience 
granted to supporters of heterodox beliefs or, put in more contemporary terms, 
to “the toleration of deviant (religious) behaviour.” However, de Wit explains 
how it was turned into a generalized social virtue during the 1990s and then 
changed again into the highly contested category it is today. The conclusions 
de Wit draws from this historical overview of toleration differ from those 
reached by Loobuyck. For the former favourably compares this older concep-
tion of tolerance with the conceptions prevalent in the 1990s. The 1990s 
‘conception’ ostensibly argued that differences between cultures, religions 
and social groups were no longer politically relevant. Yet this political irrel-
evance was supported by surreptitiously affirming European norms and stand-
ards as evidently and universally valid: “Tolerance is superfluous here, 
because it no longer has an ‘object’: there is nothing strange that can chal-
lenge or upset me because my standards are universal ones.” As an alternative 
to this conception of the 1990s, de Wit proposes a much more political con-
ception of tolerance, which acknowledges differences and their potential for 
conflict as well as the inevitability of the use of power in dealing with these 
differences. As a democrat, however, he underscores that toleration presup-
poses that when “a democratic regime founds its tolerance in the contingent 
power of the majority culture and their representatives, then the tension 
between familiar and foreign and negotiations about the limits of tolerance 
are normal democratic business”.
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II. Conceptual analysis

In‘Toleration and Political Conflict. A Comment on Rainer Forst’s Analysis 
of Toleration’, Tim Heysse discusses the theory of tolerance expounded by the 
German philosopher Rainer Forst in his monumental study ‘Toleranz im 
Konflikt’ published in 2003. Forst attempts to defuse the conceptual paradoxes 
of tolerance by identifying three components of toleration (objection, accept-
ance, rejection) and by connecting these components to different kinds of prac-
tical reasons. Central to this analysis is the classic but still controversial dis-
tinction between ethical issues concerning a good, fulfilling, happy life which 
are personal or particular on the one hand and moral issues with regard to 
justice and our interactions with others, which claim a universal validity and 
acceptability on the other. Armed with these distinctions, Forst is able to 
explain why we may object to certain practices or views for ethical reasons 
(for instance religious considerations), yet decide to accept them for moral 
reasons, unless we decide that they transgress some morally justified limits 
of toleration and ultimately reject them. In this sense, toleration for Forst is 
“a normatively dependent category” which acquires substance from other 
normative resources. Forst’s theory of toleration, in other words, is in line with 
his general account of a fundamental “right to justification”.
In his discussion, Heysse points out that Forst’s analysis, however enlighten-
ing, leaves at least two political issues unanswered. Even if we are morally 
motivated to be tolerant along the lines of Forst’s analysis, these are nonethe-
less issues which confront us as political agents. For by interpreting toleration 
as “a virtue of democratic citizens as law-makers”, the analysis disregards the 
breaches of toleration that are not perpetrated by the law and the state; there 
is no denying that uniformity may be imposed by society and by social power. 
Moreover, as Heysse emphasizes, not only does toleration fail, according to 
Forst’s own analysis, to exclude social conflict, it may even be considered as 
a cause of such conflict. By pointing to these unresolved political issues, Hey-
sse aims to show that this “account of tolerance as a moral-political virtue 
instantiating a moral conception of democratic justice requires a corresponding 
political component”.
The political analysis of toleration is continued by Glen Newey in ‘Free Speech 
and Bad Speech. Kasky versus Nike and the Right to Lie’. As a matter of fact, 
we tend to believe that respect for freedom of expression stems from tolerance. 
However, Newey’s compactly argued analysis turns this conception upside 
down, arguing that tolerance emanates from a commitment to freedom of 
expression. Freedom of expression is in essence a medium of communication; 
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one linked to freedom of association. As a medium of communication, speech 
“is the precondition of negotiation and, through it, of association” and more-
over it “is itself a form of association”. This connection between freedom of 
speech and the freedom of association may help us decide what distinguishes 
cases where freedom of speech cannot be interfered with by public authority 
and cases where certain limitations of freedom of speech are acceptable. 
Whenever speech “contributes to association as something yet to be settled” 
and is in that sense part of the public sphere, it cannot very easily be restricted. 
On the other hand, censorship may be justifiable when speech occurs in a 
context where we may take the association and its framing terms as given 
(such as commercial speech in advertising). 
Interestingly, Newey first argues that freedom of speech, though it includes a 
form of toleration for speech that we consider to be wrong, does not appear to 
include a right to lie. For lying (or deception) disrupts joint agency and asso-
ciation; it “undermines the public sphere’s standing as a forum from which 
subsequent associations are created.” Nevertheless, after testing this theory by 
discussing the case of Nike versus Kasky (2003) (concerning Nike’s right to 
represent the labour conditions in its South-Asian factories incorrectly), Newey 
reformulates his theory: although there is no such thing as a legally enforce-
able right to lie, lying and deception in the public sphere cannot be restricted, 
for the public sphere is “a pre-association, the place where the terms are estab-
lished on which free individuals choose to associate”.

III. Religion

While de Wit, Heysse and Newey strive to bring to light the political nature 
of tolerance, Susan Mendus in ‘Religious Tolerance and Religious Violence’ 
argues that our contemporary conception of politics, and in particular present-
day liberalism, blinds us to the connection between religion and terrorism, to 
the fact that religious terrorism may actually be religiously justified. The 
analyses of the 9/11 attacks by such authors as Juergensmeyer, Ignatieff and 
Goodin, illustrate for Mendus that we seem unable to comprehend that terror-
ists “mean it when they say they are acting for religious reasons”.
Again it is our historical knowledge of the debate on tolerance, and more spe-
cifically the comparison of John Locke’s famous Letter on Tolerance with 
John Rawls’s Political Liberalism, that helps us alleviate this blindness. 
Whereas Locke’s argument in favour of tolerance and the separation of state 
and religion speaks to the faith of religious people, Rawls presents the liberal 
state as a neutral arbitrator standing above religious or moral divergences. 
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As a consequence, liberalism does not understand that the line between the 
religious and the political may be less clear and uncontroversial than it 
supposes. It therefore lacks the adequate vocabulary to explain the attractions 
of tolerance and the separation of state and religion to religious people. 
Although focusing not on the relation between morality and politics but rather 
on the relation between religion and politics, Mendus comes to similar conclu-
sions as de Wit and Heysse: “modern liberal political theory fails to take seri-
ously the depth of disagreement that divides people”. It therefore imagines that 
“the scope of the political is uncontroversial”. Rawls’ political liberalism fails 
to notice how inflammatory its insistence “on construing as political what is seen 
by the actors themselves as religious” may be. In other words, Mendus argues 
that tolerance and the relationship between state and religion should not be polit-
ical in Rawls’ sense, with its emphasis on the consensus beneath the divergences. 
They are political in the sense that they must help us to weather conflicts, while 
acknowledging the importance of the disagreements fuelling those conflicts. 
Agreeing with Mendus’ conclusions about the incapability of our contempo-
rary, liberal conception of politics to take disagreement and conflict seriously 
and without denying that religion often has indeed led to violence and even 
to terrorist activities, Guido Vanheeswijck takes issue in ‘Tolerance from a 
Religious Perspective’ with the implicit connection between religion and 
violence that he finds in Mendus’ article. He criticizes the suggestion that a 
“Salvationist conception of religion” almost automatically leads to religious 
violence and religious persecution on a massive scale.
Following Charles Taylor’s lead, Vanheeswijck stresses “the ambiguity of the 
historical record of Christianity”, emphasizing that it would be a mistake “to 
substitute a one-sided hagiographic history of the Christian churches by a one-
sided negative picture”. Not only can the relationship between Christianity and 
modernity not be reduced to a mere opposition or conflict; Christian religions 
have also inspired moral traditions opposed to violence and have formed alli-
ances with particular forms of liberalism, an example of which can be found 
in the form of Locke’s Letter on Tolerance.
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