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SECTION I : INTRODUCTION

1. THE PROBLEM WITH TOLERATION
Most responsible members of Western Liberal societies 

believe in political toleration. Yet there is little 
clarity as to what is meant by "toleration.” In common 
parlance "toleration" is used as an unquestionable ideal in 
much the same way that liberty, equality, or justice are 
used as ideals. As such toleration refers to allowing other 
members of society freedom to do their own thing to some 
extent. But while virtually everyone is for some such 
tolerance, it is rarely defined with any precision. 
Toleration and tolerance are terms used in many contexts and 
for many divergent purposes. Perhaps this is why there has 
been little effort to precisely define tolerance or 
toleration.

The main problem with the way tolerance is used is that 
it is conflated with freedom. Tolerance is used to call for 
allowing others freedom. Being tolerant is equated with 
being liberal or open-minded about various issues. In terms 
of the right-wing— left-wing spectrum used to place peoples' 
political convictions anyone to the right of a "liberal- 
minded" person is often labelled intolerant. The attitude 
of many left-wing organizations toward the Moral Majority 
organization (now Freedom Federation) is a case in point. 
The implication is that tolerance is a concomitant virtue of 
being politically liberal (left-wing). From this
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perspective conservativism can be partially defined as 
intolerance. Of course, when this happens the conservative 
(right-wing) justly responds in kind by calling liberals 
intolerant of conservatives. This rhetorical usage of 
tolerance empties the term o£ any useful and constructive 
significance.

The use of tolerance in the above manner is both 
negative and ideological. It is negative in that tolerance 
is identified as a virtue primarily in contrast to the 
intolerance of an opponent. Intolerance is equated with 
closed-minded, parochial, archaic and prejudiced views which 
are the cause of so much evil. Tolerance is virtuous 
because It is the absence of intolerance.

This is an ideological definition because "tolerant’* is 
used as an adjective of the liberal-minded person in 
contrast with all those who seriously differ in their 
political views, mainly to the right of the liberal, who are 
thereby defined as to some degree intolerant.

But "tolerance" loses any unique and useful meaning if 
it is merely used to protect individual freedom or to keep 
one's own opinions safe from criticism. We need to employ 
a positive and non-ideological definition of tolerance if 
the term is to have any usefulness or integrity.

Tolerance means allowing something one disapproves of 
and has some power to prevent. But tolerance is often 
claimed when, in fact, only indifference is present. Left
wingers argue that all individuals should be free to do
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their own thing as long as it does not hurt another 
Individual. This amounts to being indifferent to what 
another individual does as long as one does not feel it 
affects oneself.

Right-wingers are also indifferent to many things that 
are not on their agenda. They may claim to be tolerant, but 
this may be only because they have defined something as not 
their concern and are thus indifferent. Right-wingers are 
intolerant of anything that deviates too much from their own 
standard of morality. They often believe they know how 
moral values should apply to others. They claim to be 
tolerant, but allow for things only if their own view of a 
certain moral order is not threatened thereby.

Left-wingers are intolerant of anyone they define as 
intolerant. In other words they are intolerant of anything 
that threatens autonomous individual freedom from 
boundaries. They are usually indifferent on the basis that 
what another does is none of their business, but become 
immediately intolerant of anyone who restricts or intrudes 
upon another's freedom. "Tolerance" is practiced only until 
their own ideological view is threatened.

The lack of true tolerance as opposed to indifference 
(not disapproving or even caring) stems from the 
deficiencies of the Liberal theory of tolerance. Although 
Liberal tolerance is founded on "reason," the Liberal 
concept of reason is not an adequate basis for tolerance. 
According to Thomas Spragens, Liberal reason has banished
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tolerance as prescientific. Relativism is the only
2

operative foundation for most ’•tolerance" today. Such
3

tolerance is based on a total lack of normativity.
Such relativism is hardly what John Locke had in mind

in working out the classical Liberal theory of toleration.
But a return to Locke’s original Liberal theory cannot
provide a meaningful and helpful definition of tolerance for
contemporary Western society. Attempts to combat relativism
by a return to Locke's rationalism will not help establish
tolerance as a unique and crucial political ideal. We need
to examine why Liberal tolerance has led to indifference and
intolerance, and we need to find a new basis for tolerance.

Herbert Marcuse provides the most radical critique of
the way tolerance is used in contemporary Liberal society.
Marcuse claims tolerance is only used as a legitimizing
means to the end of maintaining status quo capitalist
society. Actually such tolerance is really indifference to
things that do not threaten the status quo. As soon as
something does fundamentally challenge capitalist society it
is met with swift intolerance. Marcuse says "tolerance

4
(should be) an end in itself."

Marcuse is correct in exposing the claim of tolerance 
for what is really indifference and intolerance. Tolerance 
should be an end in itself. Tolerance should be considered 
a virtue in itself rather than a means to some ideological 
end in someone's conception of the "reasonable" society.

But Marcuse goes on to say what he really means is that

1
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true tolerance has its end in "liberation." This liberation
takes place through reasonable people being allowed to judge 

5
the truth. The telos of tolerance is objective truth.
Furthermore, one should be intolerant of suppression or

6
violence that hinders society in arriving at truth.

Here Marcuse, in common with the Liberalism he is 
criticizing, makes rational truth the end of tolerance. He 
also justifies intolerance in terms of an ideological end. 
In this Marcuse is fully as rationalistic in his foundations 
for tolerance as Liberalism.

2. THESIS STATEMENT
To be meaningful tolerance, or toleration, must involve 

putting up with something of which one disapproves or at 
least dislikes, and has some power over. "Putting up with 
something" itself implies a reluctance to allow or endure 
the object of tolerance. In other words, a principial or at 
least preferential judgment against something must be made 
before it can be tolerated.

Only through such tolerance can differences between 
people be resolved through a relationship that respects both 
the objection of the disapprover and the possible validity 
of the object of disapproval. Therefore, tolerance is vital 
to healthy and just societal interaction. A definition of 
tolerance that establishes the basic conditionality 
(disliking or disapproving but putting up with or allowing) 
of the term must be recognized and used.

Locke called for toleration on epistemological,



religious, and political grounds. His foundations for 
tolerance involved his views of truth, knowledge, faith, and 
society. But this classical theory of toleration cannot 
provide a relevant and useful foundation for tolerance in 
Western society today.

The primary problems with the Lockean theory of 
toleration are: an epistemology that supposes truth, 
Including moral truth, to be absolute and knowable with 
certainty by reasonable individuals; a subjectivizing of the 
individual conscience to the point where sincerity is more 
important than the content of beliefs; a limitation of 
religion to personal, private life, by which religion is 
made subservient to reason, and religion is seperated from 
morality ; and the ideological use of tolerance as a means 
to an end rather than as an end in itself.

Problems today in defining tolerance stem from this 
problematic rationalism of Lockean tolerance. Because of 
this, tolerance in Liberal society has failed to become a 
political ideal founded on true pluralism of worldviews. 
Liberal tolerance is dependent on epistemological 
presuppositions and, when applied to politics, is used 
merely as a practical means to the ideological end of 
rationalized order or, with many more modern formulations, 
the end of individual freedom.

In such ideological Liberal frameworks tolerance cannot 
be founded as a political end or ideal because the 
imperative for order or freedom becomes the determinative
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political end. Therefore, we need to re-examine the Liberal 

foundations for tolerance and move toward a new view of 
tolerance. The only goal of tolerance should be justice as 
the most general ideal and determinative end for political 
life.

Furthermore, "worldviews," rather than more narrow 
definitions of religion that restrict tolerance to doctrinal 
and cultic issues, must be the object of tolerance. A 
tolerant society would be one in which people of different 
worldviews recognize the metaphysical relativity of any 
claim to truth about societal values. And it would be one 
in which people were open to correcting, developing and 
enriching their own worldviews in interaction with other 
people with different views. A worldview becomes an 
ideology if it claims metaphysical certainty for societal 
values and is not open to interaction on the basis of 
respect and equal consideration of other worldviews. People 
with such closed and static worldviews will be intolerant or 
indifferent to others, all the while claiming to be 
tolerant.

Tolerance should be founded on an acceptance of the 
relativity and multi-dimensionality of truth, and on a 
commitment to political tolerance as integral to justice on 
the basis of political communality and pluralism of 
worldviews. In this way tolerance can function as a 
political ideal that is a crucial dimension of justice, 
rather than as a means to something else.
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True tolerance is a normative and necessary ideal for 
individuals, groups and civil society. Such tolerance will 
imply dealing with issues by making just decisions that 
effect either allowance or preventance of things one 
disapproves of. A tolerant attitude should equip one to 
relate responsibly to others in civil society by struggling 
with what to allow and what to prevent in terms of societal 
morality and justice. Such responsibility is necessary to a 
just, democratic, and peaceful society.

3. OUTLINE
In Section II I will develop normative definitions of 

toleration, tolerance, indifference, intolerance, allowance, 
and preventance and define the exact kind of tolerance I am 
dealing with: "political" tolerance of "religious" 
differences. I will set out criteria for what a meaningful 
theory of tolerance must deal with through defining what I 
mean by "political tolerance," and I will show how religion 
must be redefined in terms of "worldview" in order to 
understand the deficiencies of the classic Liberal theory of 
toleration for our contemporary situation.

In Section III I will examine the epistemological 
foundations of the Lockean theory of toleration. Crucial to 
this is the relationship between religion and reason, or 
faith and knowledge. To show the relevance of the Lockean 
theory of tolerance to our contemporary situation I will 
examine the thought of Jay Newman in Section IV. Newman
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fights against relativism as a foundation for tolerance by 
calling for a return to absolutlstlc rational foundations 
for tolerance similar to Locke's.

In Section V I will criticize Locke and Newmans' 
theories of tolerance by means of the normative definition 
of tolerance worked out in Section II. I will show how such 
Liberal "tolerance," when applied to society, really 
justifies the intolerance required to maintain a certain 
moral order, and the indifference that privatizes religion. 
I will show that the rationalist view of truth behind the 
Lockean justifications for tolerance makes real tolerance 
problematic for society, and reduces tolerance to being a 
means to ideological political ends.

Finally, in Section VI I will sketch a "Relational" 
theory of tolerance in contrast to the Liberal theory. I 
will argue that relativity, as opposed to relativism or 
dogmatism, is a necessary foundation for tolerance. I will 
look at the importance of having an open worldview. And I 
will develop a concept of tolerance as a political ideal 
that is its own end as a dimension of justice.

SECTION I NOTES
1
Spragens, The Irony of Liberal Reason, p. 183.

2
Spragens, p. 280.

3
Spragens, p. 306.

4Marcuse et al, A Critique of Pure Tolerance, p. 82.
5
Marcuse, pp. 89-90.

6
Marcuse, pp. 82ff.
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1. TOLERANCE AND INTOLERANCE
If tolerance is to mean more than simply allowing

others freedom from constraints, or being enlightened enough
not to be intolerant, it must be given an unique and
irreducible definition. Without such a meaning it will
continue to be conflated with freedom and used in
ideological rhetoric.

Tolerance is a necessary dimension of justice. Being
tolerant is one crucial way of being just in one's
relationships to others. Tolerance should be an ideal, but
as such it must be used as a normative term for how one can
practice justice. Tolerance should not be used to
indiscriminately mean allowing anything. The proper use of
tolerance as an ideal requires some important distinctions.

Tolerance as an ethic, attitude, or moral and political
ideal, must be adequately distinguished from toleration as a
policy, specific judgment, or instantiantion of an attitude.
Toleration should not be called an ideal because this would
imply that being intolerant in regard to any particular
issue is always wrong. Meaningful tolerance requires the
possibility of legitimate and just intolerance. Otherwise
the disapproval has no theoretical foundation or practical
consequence. Being tolerant is meaningless if it is never
possible to legitimately try to prevent whatever is

1
potentially allowed.

SECTION II: NORMATIVE DEFINITION OF POLTITICAL TOLERANCE OF
"RELIGIOUS" DIFFERENCES
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If there is no possibility of intolerance then there is
no possibility of tolerance. Tolerance is meaningless
without the possibility and power to try to prevent a
specific action or belief that one believes should not be
allowed. One must have the power to do something about
one's disapproval if one chooses for it to be an object of
tolerance. Otherwise it may be mere acquiescence rather

2
than tolerance. Of course, if one is allowing something
one will not need to use one's power to speak out against it
or get a law passed against it. But unless one has the
power to effect, or at least the freedom to publicly hold
and display one's disapproval of, and desire to prevent,

3
something, it is not an object of tolerance.

Instead of using "intolerance" indiscriminately for any
occasion when one does not allow something, it should be
used only to describe a general attitude that results in
injustice. Intolerance must be distinguished from
disallowing or trying to prevent something, because the
latter can be done in a just and tolerant way. In fact,
justice demands that one not allow everything. Tolerance is
itself a useless term if one can never legitimately try to

4
prevent some things one is asked to tolerate.

I will define a general attitude of, and commitment to, 
tolerance as an ideal, and intolerance and indifference as 
attitudes that are antithetical to tolerance. I will avoid 
using the term toleration and instead use the terms 
"allowance" and "preventance" to refer to instantiations of
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judgments upon objects of tolerance. I could call these 
"toleration” and "lntoleratlon," respectively, but that 
would only contribute to the confusion. Therefore, both 
allowance and preventance are legitimate and just ways of 
being tolerant depending on the specific issue at hand.

The distinction between allowance/preventance and 
tolerance/intolerance is crucial to avoiding the problem of 
calling all allowance "tolerance," and linking this 
"tolerance" to relativism, liberalism, and open- 
mindedness; and calling all preventance intolerance, and 
linking this to restrictions of individuals' freedom. This 
linkage occurs popularly because tolerance and individual 
freedom have been conflated. Tolerance is used to mean 
allowing another freedom, which is understood as allowing 
another to do whatever they like, free from as many 
boundaries as possible. Such a relativist conception of 
tolerance can serve to justify the relativist in allowing 
for a greater number of things than a more dogmatic person 
would allow for. But that does not necessarily make the 
relativist more tolerant. The relativist's allowance may be 
caused by an attitude of indifference rather than tolerance.

On the other hand, a dogmatist's allowance may not be 
caused by an attitude of tolerance but by one of 
intolerance. Such an intolerant person may allow for 
certain things on some basis, such as that they are private 
matters; but just because something is allowed for does not 
mean the allower is acting out of a just and tolerant
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attitude.
Tolerance as a political ideal requires both allowance 

and preventance as just alternatives in dealing with 
societal issues. Preventance can be a good and responsible 
instantiation of tolerance. Attitudes of intolerance and 
indifference, in distinction from tolerance, do not 
encourage a person to take responsibility in justly relating 
to others. Intolerance and indifference will also work out 
practically into both allowance and preventance of different 
things. But both the method used to make such 
determinations and the determinations themselves are by 
definition undesirable, unjust, and irresponsible compared 
to those determinations made tolerantly. Intolerance or 
indifference are irresponsible ways of arriving at 
preventance or allowance.

Henceforth in this paper I will use allowance as a 
description of allowing for something and preventance as not 
allowing for something, all under the claim of a tolerant 
attitude. I will show that often this allowance or 
preventance does not issue from a truly tolerant attitude. 
Therefore, allowance of something because of an indifferent 
or intolerant attitude is not really tolerance as we have 
defined it. It is not putting up with something one doesn’t 
approve of and has some power to effect disapproval of. 
Rather it is indifference or intolerance. Only allowance of 
something because of an attitude of tolerance is truly 
"tolerant toleration."

13



The most generally acknowledged and meaningful 
definition of "social tolerance," tolerance people have for 
one another and their actions and beliefs, is simply
"putting up with something you don't like." In other words

5
"allowing for something you don't approve of." Tolerance
is only meaningful if the object of one's tolerance is
something one disapproves of or dislikes. Otherwise one is
not tolerating it. If one has no applicable feelings or
beliefs about the correctness, appropriateness or goodness
of something one is not tolerating it when one allows it.

6
Rather, one is indifferent to it.

If an action or belief of another person is something 
one either does not care about, and/or something one 
considers properly outside of one's own concern or 
responsibility, one is indifferent towards the object rather 
than tolerant or intolerant. One is not tolerating 
something if one does not have an applicable opinion about 
the object. If one does not care one does not have feelings 
or beliefs about it. And even if one does care in some 
sense but one believes it is no business of one's own, then 
these feelings and beliefs are not applicable to the object. 
Moreover, even if one does disapprove of something, if it is 
a priori defined as outside of one's legitimate power to do 
something about, one cannot try to prevent it, and thus 
cannot really tolerate it.

2. TOLERANCE AND INDIFFERENCE

14



For example, one may dislike or disapprove of one's 
child doing a specific action or holding a specific belief. 
Then one can either decide to allow or prevent this action 
or belief. But this same disliked action or belief done by, 
or held by, some other person whom one claims no right to 
and/or accepts no responsibility for does not require one's 
allowance or preventance. Rather, one is indifferent 
towards it. It is not an object for one to allow or prevent 
because it is not properly one's concern and/or one just 
doesn't care about it. One does not dislike or disapprove 
of it because no relationship to this person makes such 
judgments one's concern; therefore it is not tolerance. 
Besides, if there is no recognized relationship to this 
person one cannot have any power over them.

Tolerance makes possible allowing for something one 
disapproves of and also has some power to prevent should one 
choose. Tolerance demands a judgment as to whether to allow 
or try to prevent another person’s action or belief. 
Indifference requires no judgment because one does not 
consider the object of tolerance to be something one can 
legitimately prevent and/or one does not care about the 
object.

The opposite of intolerance is acceptance. Tolerance 
is not the opposite of intolerance because tolerance that 
justly allows something is a halfway, conditional term with 
two dimensions: one negative and one positive. Tolerance 
can issue in disapproval and allowance of something, while

15



intolerance always ends in preventance of whatever one
disapproves o£. Thus Intolerance is completely negative
just as acceptance is completely positive. Acceptance is

7
approving and allowing.

Indifference is the attitude most opposite to
8

tolerance. Tolerance always implies some disapproval but 
this can end in allowance or preventance. Intolerance 
(disapproval and automatic preventance) and acceptance 
(approval and automatic allowance) lack this two dimensional 
quality. But intolerance and acceptance do involve 
judgments of disapproval or approval. Indifference is the 
truest opposite of tolerance because indifference lacks any 
two dimensional quality and requires no judgments at all. By 
default indifference allows for everything but not on the 
basis of disapproval or approval.

Tolerance, if taken in a strictly ecclesiastical and 
theological sense, is exemplified by Locke's original use of 
it. He argued for putting up with sectarian religious groups 
even though, theologically, he did not prefer having people 
practicing their faith outside of the Church of England. He 
disapproved of Puritan views of revelation but he argued for 
allowing them the right to beliefs and practices consonant 
with their own free consciences. Locke was neither 
indifferent, intolerant, or accepting of sectarian religion, 
but rather tolerant, at least from a theological point of 
view.
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3. THE OBJECT OF TOLERANCE: RELIGION AS WORLDVIEW
Any action or belief whatsoever can become an object of 

tolerance as described above. Whether it is such an object 
depends on the views of the potential tolerator. One may be 
indifferent to a certain action. Or one may approve of a 
certain action on its own merits. In either case tolerance 
is not involved. But any action or belief one dislikes or 
disapproves of and can do something about is an object of 
tolerance because a judgment as to whether to allow or 
prevent it is necessary.

Historically, beliefs have been distinguished from 
actions as objects of tolerance because our modern Liberal 
ideal of toleration has its roots in Reformation era 
arguments dealing with the newly emerged problem of 
religious plurality. The focus of concern was on heterodox 
versus orthodox theological beliefs. Much of the 
intolerance in that era culminated in persecution of people 
largely on the basis of their leaders' theological 
constructions and the socio-political ramifications of such 
heterodox beliefs.

"Toleration" evolved into our secularized use of it 
partly through the work of John Locke and the Anglican 
latitudinarians in the seventeenth century. They furthered 
the possibility for toleration in a pluralistic society by 
turning the focus on to actions rather than beliefs. Locke 
argued that it was primarily actions involving morality, 
rather than beliefs involving theology, that seriously
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threaten the peace and order of society. The proper 
business o£ the state was to be intolerant o£ actions 
harmful to the state. Religious beliefs could not be 
coerced and yet remain sincere. Besides, it was the 
business of the church and the individual conscience to 
judge the truth of religious belief. The state was not 
qualified to do so.

This distinction and emphasis on proper moral actions 
as the basis for a unified society has contributed to the 
development of freedom of speech and of theological beliefs. 
The downplaying of a common theological belief as the basis 
for a unified society has allowed these freedoms. Modern 
Liberal society claims to be very tolerant of privately held 
individual beliefs. It is actions that raise problems for 
Liberal society.

But this raises the question of indifference versus 
tolerance. Are we really tolerant of another's beliefs or 
are we merely indifferent to beliefs? Modern Liberal 
society has increasingly viewed beliefs indifferently. 
Beliefs in the classic sense of theological concepts about 
God and ultimate questions dealt with ecclesiastically 
through creeds, doctrines and church organizations have 
become a private individual matter disconnected from 
societal life. The benefits of this approach gave impetus 
to the still unshakable American doctrine of the "wall 
between church and state." Religion has been kept separate 
from "public" life by viewing beliefs as irrelevant

9
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religious matters.
But in reality people's beliefs about issues, and about 

ultimate questions concerning the meaning of their lives, 
are intricately connected to how they act. Instead of 
distinguishing between moral actions that concern society 
and religious beliefs that are merely a concern of the 
private conscience the organic wholeness of peoples' views 
of the world and ways of life should be emphasized. To do 
this religion must be defined more broadly.

The common use of the term "religion" is still affected 
by the Liberal duality between religion and reason. 
Religion is commonly seen as an other-worldly matter 
involving abstract and completely irrelevant dogmas and 
archaic systems of personal morality that smother individual 
self-realization. And often those that defend religion also 
see it as a very private, individual matter having little 
relation to our everyday lives.

But this is a very inadequate view if one wants to take
the religious nature of people seriously. All people are
religious in the sense that they have ultimate commitments
and a somewhat coherent way of understanding their place in
the world. Religion, in this sense, is not a
compartmentalizable dimension of life. Religion affects and
is affected by all of life. To help get away from the

10
Liberal view the term "worldview" has become helpful.

In Western Liberal societies today tolerance of 
religion can only be fully relevant to civil society If

19



religion is defined as a worldview and way of life. This 
can help us describe persons in a holistic way rather than 
narrowly according to some historical and theological 
affiliations. All people are religious in this sense. All 
persons have some integrating view of the world that helps 
them make decisions about societal issues. If the object of 
tolerance is restricted to religion in the narrow 
theological sense used by Locke it would be an issue of very 
limited consequence for Western societies today.

A worldview is not merely a theoretic system for 
understanding reality but the coherent outworking of basic 
commitments Into a way of viewing and living life in every 
area including worship and politics. This view guards 
against a dualistic view of people and of life in which 
religion has to do with another world and everything else to 
do with this world. One's view of truth should be seen in 
how one lives out one's life before it is examined by 
reference to a creed or metaphysical belief. This view of 
people and of religion should provide us with definitions 
for a contemporary theory of tolerance and a critique of 
the Lockean Liberal theory.

The object of tolerance can best be specified as other 
peoples' worldviews and ways of living out this worldview in 
their lives. Religion as worldview should refer to the 
integrating capacity of being human that calls us to work 
out and live according to a somewhat coherent, unified 
understanding of what being human means, and how we can best

20



deal with ultimate questions.
Religion as worldview does not create a dichotomy 

between actions and beliefs. Truth is not abstract but 
lived out in one's whole lives in every area both in thought 
and practice.

4. THE POLITICAL TYPE OF TOLERANCE
If the object of tolerance is "religious” differences 

in the redefined sense of worldview, or even in the narrow 
Liberal sense of religion, then what is "religious 
tolerance?" Often any kind of tolerance of religion is 
called religious tolerance. This creates confusion because 
the object of tolerance is not clearly distinguished from 
the type of tolerance involved. Often the object of and 
type of tolerance are conflated. However, there are 
different types of tolerance involved whatever the 
"religious" object may be.

The type of tolerance depends on the tolerator's 
relationship to the toleratee, the instruments and methods 
through which preventance could be enacted, and the degree 
of dislike or disapproval involved. If the relationship is 
as fellow citizens (a non-voluntary relationship), if the 
Instrument of potential preventance Is the state, and if the 
disapproval is arguable in terms of moral standards 
applicable to society, then it is "political tolerance" 
however the object may be described.

The only place it might be useful to speak of religious 
tolerance is in reference to relations within or between
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churches or other cultic affiliations. Such religious 
tolerance within a church would be characterized by a 
voluntary relationship with fellow members of the church, 
instruments of potential preventance being internal 
ecclesiastical polity and discipline, and disapproval based 
on doctrinal and moral formulations which are authoritative 
within the church. But even then, if religion is redefined 
as worldview it would be more correct to call this type of 
tolerance ecclesiastical or theological.

Human tolerance as a general term is similar in
11

definition to suffering. Suffering is putting up with 
something one does not like. Being socially tolerant is a 
form of suffering. What makes this suffering social is that 
the burden is not necessarily physical or emotional 
suffering (though it may involve these) but is marked by 
putting up with the practice of a worldview/way of life one 
believes to be inferior to one's own and/or in some way 
harmful or threatening to oneself, one’s group and society 
at large. Yet it is a necessary burden because one has 
decided that the preventance needed to escape the suffering 
would be more unjust than allowing the supposedly inferior 
practice of a differing worldview/way of life. In other 
words, one has decided that trying to prevent the suffering 
would be intolerant. Species of social tolerance can be 
ecclesiastical (religious) tolerance as defined above, 
familial tolerance, intellectual tolerance, economic 
tolerance etc.
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Political tolerance is one species of social tolerance.
It is more serious than other kinds of social tolerance
because of the kind and degree of disapproval involved. It
is not disapproval merely in the sense of dislike because it
necessarily involves a moral or principial judgment rather

12
than a mere preference. To be meaningful tolerance must 
imply some degree of legitimacy for preventance and 
potential power to effect preventance. Tolerant allowance 
is the forbearance of preventance. It is not political 
tolerance if the possibility of principially or morally 
arguable preventance is not present. If one's potential 
preventance is not capable of any moral justification it 
cannot be argued seriously in terms of political problems. 
A mere particular like or dislike is not politically 
relevant, but a principial moral approval or disapproval can 
be .

The degree of disapproval resulting in allowance or
preventance is crucial to understanding what makes tolerance
political. Disapproval must be to such a degree that
another's worldview/way of life is called into question in
terms of political rights. Political tolerance is the most
serious kind of tolerance because the consequences of the
possible preventance implied in such tolerance can involve

13
the most severe forms of coercion and retribution.

Of course, not all matters of social tolerance are 
necessarily politically relevant. But all matters of social 
tolerance have a political dimension to them. Any matter of
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tolerance can potentially become a political matter. But 
only matters that concern some citizens to the point that it 
becomes a question of other citizens' rights and 
responsibilities, which the state is called to justly 
coordinate, become objects of political tolerance. Politics 
is the exclusive way in which the most serious and difficult 
problems of conflicting worldviews/ways of life must be 
dealt with. Matters of social tolerace that impinge on 
others' worldviews/ways of life and cannot be justly dealt 
with elsewhere in communal interaction become political 
matters.

Political tolerance can be divided into two types: 
civil tolerance and governmental tolerance. Governmental 
toleration occurs in every nation or society. For example, 
the Soviet government allows Moslem cultic practices in its 
southern republics. The Soviet leadership does not approve 
of such practices because they are diametrically opposed to 
Soviet ideology. And they do have the power to do something 
about it, yet they refrain from exercising this power. They 
choose to allow it for prudential reasons. Governments in 
Liberal democracies also practice allowance and preventance 
toward the views and actions of the state's citizens.

But governmental tolerance is not our primary concern 
because in a Liberal democracy governmental tolerance is 
largely determined by civil tolerance. This is because the 
government through the operations of the state is the 
primary instrument for recognizing and effecting the
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people’s views of what to allow and what to prevent. Civil
political tolerance has to do with the public manifestation
of the tolerance that individuals and groups have for one
another. And it has to do with citizens' civil rights in

14
relationship to one another within society.

For political tolerance of "religious" differences to 
be meaningful for Western Liberal society today it has to 
refer to how we deal with differences in worldviews/ways of 
life with our fellow citizens. This makes It primarily a 
matter of how we live together in civil society, not how we 
deal with the government or how the government deals with 
us. Only in civil society do people have a relationship to 
all others as fellow-cltlzens. In some sense people are 
responsible for everyone else as fellow-citizens.

Assuming that one lives in a democratic state where the 
government is responsible to the needs and desires of the 
people in some direct ways, tolerance is something that must 
be commited to and practiced by the people. The state 
should be an Instrument for effecting tolerance in ways that 
are just and have some relation to how its citizens view 
what is justly allowed or not.

In summary our normative and specific definition of 
civil political tolerance of "religious" differences is: the 
possible allowing of another individual's or group of 
Individuals' worldview/way of life which one princlplally 
disapproves of and has the power to do something about 
especially through the institutions of the state; this power
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being at least the freedom to publicly display moral 
disapproval o£ the object and claim that the object should 
not be allowed by the state.
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Technically the object of tolerance could be an 

individual per se. One might be intolerant because of 
another's skin color, ethnicity, socio-economic class or 
physical, even psychological, characteristics. But these 
are only political matters if one seeks to deprive another 
of their rights on these bases. Intolerance then can take 
the form of racism or even eugenics. When someone's rights 
are deprived because of intolerance of the individual per se 
then the Liberal belief in equality is undermined. This 
usually takes the form of racism and is more appropriately 
handled as a problem of equality than of tolerance. A state 
is only considered democratic and Liberal today if racism
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is, at least in any formal political manifestation, totally 
out of order. The two basic ideals of Liberalism are 
freedom and equality. While these two ideals do conflict 
and have to be balanced, such a severe denial of the 
equality of people as racial discrimination disqualifies a 
nation from being Liberal. Though an individual's race or 
ethnicity can become a problem requiring tolerance, in a 
Liberal society it should always be a matter of 
indifference. The ideal of equality demands this.
Cf. Crick, p.156, and Cranston, "Crick on Toleration," in 
Government and Opposition Vol. 6, pp. 208-209.
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SECTION III: LOCKE’S FOUNDATIONS FOR TOLERANCE

1. RATIONALISTIC BASIS
Locke argued that the truth of religious propositions 

cannot be proved by anyone. Therefore coercion of beliefs 
cannot be justified on the basis that people are being saved 
by being given the truth because no one can prove such 
"truth.” Furthermore, religious beliefs should not in 
themselves concern the magistrate because they have nothing 
to do with an earthly kingdom. Therefore, there is no 
justification for not tolerating people with divergent 
religious beliefs.

Moreover, religious faith is only valid if it is 
sincere, so the coercion of beliefs cannot be justified on 
the basis of saving souls even if the coerced beliefs could 
be proved to be true. Individuals must use their own 
autonomous reason to choose their own beliefs.

And, practically, Locke believed that the peace of 
society could only be preserved if religious diversity was 
tolerated.

To understand these Lockean foundations and their 
weaknesses we must understand the rationalistic context of 
these foundations. The breadth, complexity, and number of 
ambiguities in Locke's philosophy makes only a schematic 
overview possible in this paper. But a sense of Locke's 
overall purpose and paradigm is necessary to understanding 
the role of tolerance in his thought.
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The modern Liberal ideas of tolerance were first 
spawned in the context of the Reformation era’s religious 
wars and the breakdown of a unifying societal authority 
structure for mediating truth. Various theological and 
pragmatic arguments for tolerance were adduced during the 
sixteenth century to deal with the radically heightened 
problem of religious diversity.

But the classic modern Liberal formulation of a theory 
of toleration was not developed until these problems 
culminated later in the English context. The revolutionary 
happenings of seventeenth century England prompted Locke's 
great concern to find a solid basis for societal peace.

Locke believed that the foundation for such peace 
depended on finding a new foundation for knowledge of truth. 
Locke's primary philosophical task was the creation of a 
theory of knowledge. But behind this enterprise was Locke's 
desire to provide a foundation for bringing peace and order 
to society. Out of this concern emerged Locke's theory of 
toleration which merges Locke's theory of knowledge with his 
social and political agenda.

Epistemological foundations are crucial and central to 
the Lockean foundations for tolerance. The Lockean view of 
truth is rationalistic. Truth is objective, and the 
validity of a true proposition can be proven if the proper 
objective methodology is used. Human reason can attain 
knowledge that corresponds to reality in an infallible way 
if the faculty of reasoning is used fully and according to
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an objective, logical, methodology. Beliefs that cannot be
proven In this way are shown thereby to be mere opinion.

This rationalism is characterized by a logicistic
epistemology. Absolute truths can be established by a
scientific methodology: "Simple ideas," originating
empirically (Locke) or intuitively (Descartes) can be built
into complex ideas and systems by an infallible series of

1
analytical deductive connections. Thus theoretical systems
can be built upon an objective foundation guaranteeing their
truth. In theory such methodology could establish ethical
systems. So politics itself could potentially be put upon a
new objective foundation. But Locke never developed such a
complete ethical or political system.

This rationalism as developed by Rene' Descartes and
John Locke was not totally new In lts objectivist, realist
view of truth as attainable and certifiable human knowledge.
Christianity had developed into a system of dogma that also
claimed absolute truth. In fact, thinkers like Locke were
reacting against scholastic Roman Catholicism's and dogmatic
Puritanism’s claims to truth. Locke and Descartes wanted to
put knowledge upon a new basis. And they did. But they
retained in common with scholastic and dogmatic Christianity
a belief that people can attain absolute truths that are
founded in objective realities. However, this new knowledge
was attained by special methodology Instead of special
mediation. In either case, an infallible revelation of

2
absolute truth was obtainable.
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But Locke's absolutist view of truth included a new
respect for tolerance of other religious views. This could
only be accomplished by placing qualifications on what can
be known, and how it can be known. Lockean tolerance is
partly based on the limitations of human knowledge. Though
people can still have certifiable knowledge of some things,
there are propositions which one must now view as only
opinion because people are limited in the scope of things
they can know for certain. Most Importantly, people can
only have opinions, not certifiable knowledge, when it comes
to theological questions and sectarian squabbles. Most of
these issues cannot be decided by reason according to an
exact methodology. No one can prove their claim to have the

3
one true theology, sect, or church.

In this way "reason" becomes the new mediator of truth. 
Reason was to be applied to all propositions to first of all 
see if they are certifiable propositions or merely opinion. 
If they are about a certifiable subject matter then reason 
can be used to prove their truth or falsehood. But in 
matters of opinion reason can only be used to judge 
probability. In any case, reason is the only mediator of 
knowledge of the objective realities that do exist. In the 
end the ultimate appeal in difficult questions or situations 
is to reason. Locke refers to an appeal to reason in the 
same way he refers to an appeal to heaven as appeals to the 
ultimate sources of truth and morality.
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2. REASON AND RELIGION
The exclusion of theological propositions from being 

provable is based on Locke's distinction between faith as 
opinion and knowledge as certainty. Since propositions 
about religious matters cannot be proven by the methodology 
of reason, they cannot be known, only believed. On this 
basis Locke argues that tolerance is necessitated because 
the truth cannot be proven in such matters. Opinions must 
be respected because that is all anyone is able to claim. 
Religious opinion is called faith because of its subject 
matter.

The uncertifiable nature of religious propositions does
not cause Locke to view faith as unreasonable. On the
contrary, Locke believed that faith depended on a judgment
as to the reasonable probability of a religious proposition
being true. But even the highest degree of probability
based on reason could never equal the certainty that
deductive knowledge based on sensation and reflection could
provide. Therefore religious beliefs could be reasonable,
and faith could itself provide a feeling of surety, but

4
beliefs could never be certifiable as true.

However, moral truth was certifiable knowledge for 
Locke. Though it required a difficult and disciplined 
process of reasoning about ideas, moral certainty could be 
attained that would discover the moral order given in 
natural law.

In this way Locke sundered moral knowledge from its
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dependence on the content of metaphysical religion.
Tolerance could be founded on the impossibility of proving
doctrinal truth without giving up an absolute basis for
societal morality. Locke does this to create room for
tolerance without in any way opening the door to anarchy.
Locke's desire for peace and order is served by finding a
way of justifying tolerance without giving up absolute moral

5
truth.

This requires a careful balancing or juxtaposing of 
reason and religion. Tolerance depends on limiting 
religious belief to the realm of opinion. But a moral basis 
for the unity of society must not be sacrificed in the 
process. Reason can now supply such a moral basis so 
removing religion from the realm of absolute knowledge is 
possible.

Locke's distinction between knowledge and faith reveals 
a dichotomy between reason and religion as two distinct 
sources of truth. Locke believes that religious truth is 
objective despite the fact that people cannot prove it. 
Since both knowledge and faith have a source in objective 
truth Locke believes reason and religion to be non
contradictory.

Although Locke had no use for dogmatic Puritanism or 
scholastic Catholicism, he by no means meant to reject or 
supercede Christianity with his new philosophy. Instead,
Locke synthesized Christianity and reason together as

6
compatible, indeed complementary, sources of truth. Locke
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went to great lengths to argue that true Christianity is 
completely reasonable. Reason and Christianity never 
contradict one another. Moreover, sincere and uncoerced 
faith in God is basic to any moral ie. rational society.

For Locke the truth mediated by the new reason and the
truth mediated by Christian revelation are complementary
because ultimately natural law (known by reason) is really

7
the same thing as the law of God (known by revelation). 
Therefore, faith and knowledge are non-contradictory. Faith 
can be fully reasonable, and knowledge can be fully 
consonant with being a faithful Christian.

But Locke has difficulty in theoretically maintaining 
the complementarity of reason and revelation. The problem 
Locke unsuccessfully struggled to resolve is how two 
absolute sources and ways of attaining truth can coexist 
without threatening each other. Locke believed the Bible to 
be God’s one true formulation of revelation to humanity. 
But he also believed individual reason guided by objective 
methodology could arrive at true knowledge. To minimize the 
contradiction of having two absolute ways to truth Locke 
reduced the message of the Bible to one central and 
necessary truth: Jesus Christ is the true Messiah. Yet 
Locke did believe the whole Bible, especially the New 
Testament, was absolutely true, and therefore could be 
interpreted in only one correct way.

Locke used reason to apply an exact, objective 
methodology to the Bible itself. Each word of Scripture
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then can have only one specific irreducible meaning (in 
other words function as a simple idea.) Hence, Locke's 
interest in biblical commentary. Locke comes close to 
contradicting himself by using such an analytical 
hermenuetical methodology in establishing the one true 
interpretation of God's revelation to us. If this can be 
done then it negates one of Locke's own foundations for 
tolerance: that theological propositions can only be held as 
opinion not knowledge.

Locke dealt with this problem by claiming that reason
itself would lead people to knowledge of God and of morality
without the aid of special revelation if only people used
their rationality fully and properly. But since people are
more often guided by interests and passions than reason, God
sent the Bible as, in effect, a shortcut to understanding

8
who God is, and how one should live morally. This was also 
Locke's response to calls for a theoretically complete 
system of morality on the basis of objective mathematical 
logic, which Locke argued was possible. Locke pointed out 
that people already have a true system of morality in the 
New Testament to guide their lives by. The Bible teaches 
simple truths of morality without the necessity of school 
theology for interpretation. So Locke tries to illumine the 
simple truths of the Bible rather than provide theological 
analysis or doctrinal expositions in his own commentaries on 
the Bible.

It is crucial to Locke's theory of tolerance that one
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specific crucial truth can be arrived at by either faith or
knowledge, since they are complementary some truths overlap
and can be taken as true on two independent bases. Primary
among this class of propositions is the existence of God.
Locke proves the existence of God through the use of

9
deductive reason in An Essay concerning Human nderstanding.
But Locke also believes in God because of the testimony of
the Bible. Thus the existence of a rational and moral
source of truth can be arrived at from two independent
sources of truth that are fully complementary.

Commitment to the existence of God is fundamental to
any possibility of a moral, peaceful and ordered society in
Locke's view. For example, without a belief in God there

10
would be no basis for people honoring contracts. Anarchy 
could truly reign.

Locke can justify tolerance by defining faith in the 
existence of God as opinion while safeguarding the morality 
of society by making the existence of a god a deduction that 
is certifiable. This most clearly illustrates Locke's 
intention to maintain an absolute view of truth while 
creating a justification for tolerance. Both tolerance and 
a moral basis for society are necessary to the end of peace 
that Locke seeks.

3. SINCERITY OF CONSCIENCE
The limitation of human knowledge was only half of 

Locke's epistemological argument for tolerance. Locke also 
argued for tolerance in terms of the nature of faith. Faith
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has to be sincere to be valid and efficacious. "It is faith
that gives force and efficacy to the true religion that

11
brings salvation." Therefore, coercion (intolerance) of
religious beliefs should not be the method of maintaining a
peaceful society. The only way religious beliefs should be
influenced is by reasonable persuasion as to what the truth

12
is.

All people are responsible for their own salvation by
using their reason to judge what is a true revelation,
doctrine, church etc. and what is not. Because of the
exclusion of certiflability from religion such propositions
cannot be imposed on people because nobody— king or blshop--
can claim truth in matters of opinion or faith; and
moreover, even if it is certainly the truth, only if the
individual freely chooses it as truth is it sincere,

13
therefore efficacious, faith.

Locke makes sincerity determinative for salvation
rather than truth itself. The efficaciousness of faith Is
dependent on the sincerity of the individual in really
believing it true, rather than on any objective

14
foundation. The form of faith rather than the content
gains priority. Locke does this to guard against the 
Puritan claims that what their consciences told them had an 
objective foundation in the Bible and/or in their own unique 
individual relationship to God.

In this way also Locke protects the basis of societal 
morality while gaining a strong argument for tolerance.
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Sincere faith Is the necessary basis for society because it 
provides a source o£ morality: God, an Impetus to morality: 
the promise of salvation, and a shortcut to moral truth: 
God's revealed law. But any diversity of content in faith 
claims beyond these formal basics must be tolerated since 
intolerance cannot produce sincerity, and truth is 
unprovable in such matters anyway.

Religious beliefs are a matter of societal indifference
once the sincere form is established. In A Letter on
Toleration Locke argues that since the content of another's
belief does not effect one's own welfare or salvation it is
a matter of indifference. Most Importantly, it is a matter

15
of indifference In relation to the magistrate.

Locke's creates the dichotomy between religion and 
reason, faith and knowledge, church and state, in order to 
justify what he calls "tolerance" of religion without giving 
up a moral basis for society. But what Locke is really 
justifying is indifference towards religion and intolerance 
towards moral deviations that threaten society. Religious 
beliefs should be allowed as long as they remain within the 
realm of other-worldly beliefs, ecclesiastical rituals, 
cultic meetings etc. But as soon as religion threatens the 
peace of society it is no longer a matter of indifference. 
Then religion suddenly becomes a moral societal matter which 
must be met with intolerance in order to maintain the end of 
the political society: peace and order. When it comes to 
societal or political "tolerance" of religion Locke does not

38



really argue for tolerance but indifference and Intolerance.

4. TOLERANCE AS MEANS TO TRUTH AND PEACE
Locke believed that truth would do well enough, in fact

would be attained like never before, if only the individual
could and would use his native faculty of reasoning to the

16
fullest. Each individual's reason, if used according to 
an objective method, would attain knowledge, or a least 
probability, rather than be controlled by scholastic 
opinions, and sectarian pretensions to revelation, 
ungrounded in reason. Each person should be free, and is
in fact responsible, to search out the truth on her own, 
unfettered by dogmas and others' opinions. Thus a basic 
tenet of Lockean Liberalism is individualism. Individuals 
are viewed optimistically as rational agents of truth 
discovery.

Tolerance is justified as a means to the end of truth 
in terms of human limitations in arriving at truth. The 
unity, objectivity, and ultimacy of truth is assumed. But 
the two qualifications on people's apprehension of knowledge 
of the truth necessitate tolerance in order to aid the 
discovery of truth itself.

First, since one cannot infallibly know or certify some 
kinds of truth one must tolerate differences of opinion in 
these areas. If one does not tolerate differences here one 
may stand in the way of the truth being discovered.

Secondly, unless truth is apprehended and believed with
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a free conscience or, in other words, searched out and 
committed to by an Individual's use o£ his own rational 
potential to find truth to his own personal satisfaction, it 
is not personally justified knowledge of, i.e. sincere 
belief in, the proposed truth. Therefore, the individual's 
belief must be tolerated because rational beliefs can only 
be discovered by way of individual reasoning. To stand in 
the way of individual reasoning is to block the only path 
humans really have to truth.

Attaining truth is the goal of human thought and life 
for Locke. Therefore, tolerance has to be philosophically 
justified as a means to truth. The reward for discovering 
truth is other-worldly salvation from our sins, and this- 
worldly salvation from war and turmoil. The practical
ends of tolerance are comfort in sincere belief of salvation 
in the coming Kingdom, and peace and order in the present 
kingdom.

The societal and political end of tolerance is the
establishment and maintainence of peace and order for Locke.
Locke sees this as evident empirically as well as
theoretically. Locke stated that religious freedom would
enhance the stability of society; it was intolerant

17
persecution that caused radical unrest and religious wars.

Locke's epistemological argument for toleration is
brought to practical Institutional formulation in his Letter
on Toleration. The church has a sphere of authority and the

18
state another sphere. The goal of the church is ensuring
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other-worldly salvation. The goal of the state is ensuring 
the salvation of society, meaning the maintenance of 
societal peace and order. The different means for attaining 
these goals in the realm of religion should all be 
tolerated. And society's means for attaining a reasonable 
society should be arrived at through the pursuit of reason 
by all with the leisure and training to undertake it.

Robert P. Kraynak argues that Locke viewed tolerance
primarily as a means to the end of societal peace and order.
Kraynak uses this to explain the early Locke's absolutist
theoretical and political tendencies. According to Kraynak,
Locke's conversion to tolerance was less a philosophical
shift than a practical realization that the only realistic
hope for an end to religious wars and political anarchy

19
would be a policy of toleration. The end of government
for Locke is to provide peace and order. Since it cannot do 
this any longer through political absolutism, tolerance must 
be the new means to reason and peace. But if political 
absolutism had continued to be viable and effective in 
providing peace and order Locke may never have become a 
champion of toleration.

Locke's view of tolerance as a means to peace and order 
is highlighted by his exceptions to tolerance. Catholics 
and atheists should not be tolerated. Catholics because 
their primary allegiance is to one who claims secular power 
beyond and above the English monarch. And atheists because 
without belief in God there Is no basis for morality or
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society. Religion can only be tolerated if it serves the 
necessary means to the ends of society. To be tolerated 
religion must include a belief in absolute metaphysical 
truth but at the same time limit it’s authority to 
individual belief. Atheism violated the former and 
Catholicism violated the latter.

According to Kraynak, Locke, in his A Letter on
Toleration, argues for freedom of conscience only out of a
prudential concern to make his subjectifying of the
individual conscience more palatable. The real concern of
Locke is to show that indifference is the only proper

20
attitude toward religious beliefs. Since sincerity is 
crucial to making religious beliefs meaningful only 
indifference can be a proper response to an individual's own 
choice of beliefs. One should not concern oneself with 
another individual's private beliefs since these religious 
beliefs cannot prejudice or hurt one's own salvation or 
concerns.

Locke is also prudent in maintaining that there is one 
true religion that can best be found through reasonable 
consideration, while at the same time making sincerity 
determinative for salvation. Locke maintains this ambiguity 
because he wants to protect the objectivity of truth while 
justifying tolerance on the basis of sincerity.
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SECTION III NOTES
1
On the common logical methodology of Locke and 

Descartes being more fundamental than any distinction 
between empiricism and rationalism see Schouls, The 
Imposition of Method: A Study of Descarte and Locke and 
Spragens, The Irony of Liberal Reason, Chapter Two.

2
On the common basis in an absolutist view of truth 

between Christian theology and modern rationalist philosophy 
see Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism.

3
Locke in Book IV of An Essay concerning Human 

Understanding Chapter 16, Paragraph 4 argues that 
differences in opinion must be tolerated since opinion is 
necessary for life in a world where so many things are 
uncertain, and no one can prove an opinion is wrong anyway. 
In Paragraph 14 he goes on to say that opinions about 
religion are a special class of opinion called faith. In 
Chapter 18 he argues as if faith brings certainty rather 
than the mere probability of opinion. But this is because 
Locke is dealing with immediate revelation as opposed to 
mediate revelation. Mediate revelation, which is all people 
since the apostles experience, can only establish faith on 
the grounds of probability in distinction from knowledge. 
The correlation of faith with probability and knowledge with 
certainty is made clearly in Chapter 15.

4
As Locke does throughout his Reasonableness of 

Christianity.
5
As Wood concludes in his study The Politics of Locke's 

Philosophy, pp. 171-173.
6
For an exposition of Locke's complementary view of 

faith and reason in parallel with Aquinas' view see Snyder, 
"Faith and Reason in Locke's Essay," in Journal of the 
History of Ideas, Vol. 47, No. 2.

7
As in An Essay, Book IV, Chapter 19, Paragraph 4.
8
As Locke says in The Reasonableness of Christianity, 

Paragraph 241.2.
9
Book IV, Chapter 10 of An Essay is devoted to Locke's 

deductive proof of the existence of a rational and moral 
god.

10
Locke in A Letter on Toleration, (using edition with 

preface and Latin text by Klibansky and Introduction and 
translation by Gough, Oxford Clarendon Press, 1968), p. 135.

11
Locke, A Letter, p. 67.
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As Locke argues in A Letter, pp. 69, 99.
13

As Locke argues in A Letter, p. 71.
14

See Locke on true faith and sincerity in A Letter, 
p. 101 and Kraynak, "John Locke from Absolutism to 
Toleration,” in The American Political Science Review, Vol.

12

74, No. 1, pp. 
15

65.
As Locke

16
argues in A Letter, P- 115.

As Locke
17

argues in A Letter, P- 123.
As Locke

18
argues in A Letter, pp. 139,141

As Locke
19

argues in A Letter, pp. 65f f
Kraynak,

20
p. 68.

Kraynak, pp. 65-•66.
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SECTION IV: JAY NEWMAN'S FOUNDATIONS FOR TOLERANCE

1. RELATIVISM DANGEROUS BASIS FOR TOLERANCE
Although Locke was fundamentally concerned not to lose 

a basis for societal morality in his justification of 
tolerance, Liberal society has become increasingly 
relativistic in its view of moral values.

Locke and Descartes' objectivist, realist mathematical 
view of reality as completely comprehensible according to 
logical formulations produced hope for a scientific theory 
of morality and society. Locke's doctrine of "Ideas" 
allowed for certifiable knowledge of morality because moral 
terms were defined as simple ideas whose substance or 
essence coincided perfectly with their terminological 
function. For example, "justice" could be understood purely 
in terms of such concepts as "property." Thus, a whole 
certifiable system Involving complex ideas could be built on 
the basis of pure simple ideas such as justice and property.

But the hope for a worked out certifiable system of 
morality was lost philosophically when David Hume and others 
pointed out that according to Locke's own system values or 
ideas have no reality as empirical facts. The basis of 
Locke's whole system is an empiricism that sees all ideas, 
and thus all knowledge, as originating in objective material 
reality. Thus not only metaphysical religious questions 
are outside of certifiable knowledge, but also moral 
questions.
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Thomas Spragens has dubbed this development "value
1

noncognitivism." Liberals still believed in values but 
admitted they could not be known with any objective 
certainty like empirical facts could. Thus what Locke had 
accomplished by using religion as an ultimate basis of 
morality but then limiting its rule, thereby making reason 
the new arbiter of morality, and practical basis of society, 
was undone with the recognition that scientific reason is 
limited to empirical scientific facts. Therefore, neither 
religion or reason could offer society certifiable knowledge 
about moral values.

The consequent extension of Locke's skepticism and 
"tolerance" of religious truth to moral values in general 
led to indifference towards all claims to societal values. 
Religion in the classical sense faded in importance but the 
indifference in principle towards the choices of the 
individual conscience remained. Locke's argument that 
society should be indifferent to religious beliefs was 
extended to moral values because of the loss of faith in 
reason.

Moral Indifference in the name of tolerance is 
illustrated in J.S. Mill's formulation of Liberal 
individualism. Individualism now meant that individuals are 
contained in their own private sphere where values are 
completely defined by one's own autonomous decisions. These 
values have no foundation of authority other than the 
individual's free choice. The personal sphere of beliefs
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and actions is now sacred in itself. Society is only to 
concern itself when one Individual takes licence to violate 
another individual's personal sphere. The state's task is 
only to adjudicate on the basis of individual rights when 
this occurs. For Locke, individualism was a way for every 
person to exercise their rationality fully and find the 
truth of matters according to a common natural law that 
should guide all rational people toward a foundation of 
ethical values for structuring society.

Since the basic assumption behind classical Liberal 
rationalism is the objectivist basis of certifiable truth; 
and it is now believed that such knowledge cannot be 
certifiable for values, relativism seems the only option. 
Truth about values cannot be known so no value is better 
than any other. Relativism retains Liberalism's 
individualism. But now each person must choose their own 
values, and it is properly no one else's business since 
there is no objective basis for values.

Such relativism as a basis for tolerance in the name of 
Liberalism is criticized by Jay Newman. He wants a return 
to foundations for tolerance that don't give up, much less 
depend on the loss of, a basis for societal morality. 
Newman has updated Locke to offer us a way out of 
relativism.

Relativism is the belief that no value can be held to 
be any more or less true, reasonable, or right than any 
other value for society. Thus morality is left baseless and
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so is society. Moreover relativists believe there is no
2

"...absolute or objective..." basis to religious beliefs.
Relativism claims to be the real foundation of tolerance
because everyone's own beliefs and actions are allowed an
equal claim to validity. There is no objective basis to
morality in religion or reason.

Newman grants that it is possible to have tolerance
based on relativism, but this kind of tolerance is
intolerable to him. Relativism, for Newman, is the worst
possible way of founding tolerance because in the process
the integrity of religious beliefs is undermined, and the
very basis for morality and society is lost. Therefore,
Newman believes tolerance must once again be founded on an

3
absolutist view of truth.

2. RATIONALISTIC BASIS
Newman in Foundations of Religious Tolerance defends a

rationalistic view of truth both for empirical and
metaphysical matters. In either case, one's belief is about
reality as it is objectively true. Genuine believing as
opposed to a mere "propositional attitude" requires an
objectivist realism about the nature of reality in relation
to one's thought. Even if the belief cannot be proved, it
must be held as objectively true for an individual to have a

4
real commitment to it.

Newman sees such genuine belief in the form of 
religious faith as fundamental to civilization. Religion 
must provide a metaphysics and morality one can personally
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commit oneself to out of a sincere and profound belief in
its reality and rationality. Religion In this sense should
provide one with beliefs one is prepared to defend in
dialogue with others because one's doctrines, morality, and
view of God, is in one's own opinion the most reasonable and

5
true to reality. Religion should provide one with an
optimistic eschatology to guard against nihilism, a real god
to guard against atheism, and a true morality to guard
against relativism.

Newman's objectivist realism manifests itself in the
distinction he makes between "a belief in itself" and

6
"someone's holding that belief." It is the latter that
should be the object of toleration, not the belief per se.
This is important to Newman's defense against relativism
because relativists claim to be tolerant because they don't
reject others' beliefs as false. But this violates the
nature of religion in Newman's view. Religious commitment
demands that one in no way accept a belief that is contrary
to one's own. Therefore, one should not tolerate another's
belief as to its content, one should only tolerate that the
person holds the belief. Newman believes that

7
"contradictory beliefs cannot both be true." This goes for 
religion as well as reasoning.

Newman's distinction between beliefs in themselves and 
the holding of a belief by an individual is an attempt to 
guard against relativism by putting metaphysical and moral 
beliefs in themselves beyond tolerance. Only one belief can
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in principle be in the closest correspondence to reality so 
one should not tolerate beliefs other than one's own. 
Rather one should tolerate the fact that other people wish 
to hold inferior beliefs.

Reason allows one to allow others to hold inferior 
beliefs. One should not be dogmatic about one's own 
superior beliefs in such a way that one cannot tolerate 
other's in society. Reason's role is to keep civil society 
from dangerous polarities. Therefore people should be open 
to rational argument that challenges their own faith. 
People should be reasonable enough to see that they cannot 
force others to share their faith.

Newman stresses that this respect for reason is not
relativism. In fact, Newman's faith in reason allows him to
grant to reason the final arbitration of all societal
questions. Reason used correctly will not engender
relativism but rather uphold morality. In fact, Newman sees
reasoning as an appeal to morality. Reason and morality
transcend the state and the church as sources of truth.
"Moral reasoning" can undergird tolerance as long as there

8
is "faith in reason."

As for Locke, if a person is rational they will be 
moral. The state can use reason to judge the morality of 
individuals' actions. If there is a conflict between 
religious beliefs and political considerations this must be 
adjudicated by rational moral arguments. Morality 
transcends both the church and state, both religious liberty
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and political toleration, according to Newman. Such a final 
appeal to morality is really the same thing as the final 
appeal to reason for both Locke and Newman. Commitment to
such a transcendent standard of morality is totally

9
dependent on "faith in reason" for Newman.

3. RELIGION NECESSARY TO SOCIETY
The classic Liberal view of religion focuses on the

metaphysical and ethical content of a specific religious
faith. Newman is unconcerned with the great latitude and
variety of definitions of religion because he does not
believe a specific definition is crucial to a discussion of
tolerance of religious differences. There is enough in
common between different definitions that one need not worry
about exactly what religion is.

But Newman also concentrates on the metaphysical and
10

ethical beliefs of religion. Religion is basically beliefs
in specific metaphysical and ethical truths that are the
most reasonable, and therefore, true in an individual's

11
mind. Newman does mention that religion is not merely a
rational decision, it is an act of will to become committed

12
to a specific faith.

The primary thing about religion's role in tolerance is 
that people be religious, not what the content of a 
particular religion is. Being religious as opposed to being 
non-religious is the crucial thing. One's religious faith 
should be reasonable to one personally so that faith is
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sincere. This provides a firm belief in an existent 
ontological reality, and a commitment to a certain standard 
of morality. The fact that people are religious will then 
give them a basis for being moral and being concerned about 
moral issues. They can then be reasonable in working things 
out with others, yet be immune from relativism.

Newman distinguishes between religious persons and non
religious persons. Non-religious persons are atheists such 
as Marxist materialists. Or they may be merely relativists 
who think one religion is as good as another, or judge 
religion solely on the basis of its therapeutic effect. 
Anyone that does not take metaphysically and morally 
contentful religious beliefs seriously in and of themselves 
is a non-religious person. Only religious persons can
practice tolerance while at the same time not giving in to

13
relativism.

Although religion always entails moral standards for
Newman, religion can never be equated with morality.
Religion is fundamentally belief in metaphysical truths and
the consequent practice of certain rituals, ceremonies and

14
traditions that display such a belief.

Tolerance of religious differences is founded on the 
necessity and positive reality of people's religious 
commitments and the fact that no one can claim her own 
religion as the final truth for society. Religion can only 
be a full truth in the individual sphere. In society 
religion must meet the standards of reason. A religious
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belief can only be judged better or worse according to the
reasonableness of its contents and according to its support

15
for the realization of "trans-cultural values." These 
ends are what counts in society. The necessity of religion 
and the limitation of religion both function as foundations 
for tolerance. And reason functions as the societal arbiter 
of questions of morality which are most fundamentally 
questions of tolerance.

As for Locke, religion is crucial to the possibility of 
civilized society. Without a sincere belief in an 
ontological reality that is a source of, and authority over, 
morality and ultimate meaning there is no basis for morality 
or society.

The question Newman must face is given this
rationalistic view of religion, and its indispensability in
this form as a foundation to morality and society, what of
tolerance? Absolute belief in ontological truth is surely
more easily a basis for dogmatism than tolerance. Newman
recognizes this as a danger when he asks "how the noblest
dimension of human experience (religion) became a prolific

16
source of misery and evil."

Newman's answer to the threat of intolerant dogmatism
is reason. Religion becomes dogmatic and intolerant when it
is not reasonable enough. All persons have the
responsibility to strive toward the most reasonable religion
and to defend their religion with reason and be open to

17
reasonable critiques. As with Locke, Newman holds to the
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fact that religious beliefs can never be proven the way some
other kinds of propositions can be. Since even reason
cannot ascertain absolute knowledge about religious matters
only a policy of toleration is reasonable. When a matter of
tolerance is at issue the ultimate determination must be
made in terms of a moral judgment upon the basis of reason.
Religion must bow to the state's reasonable judgment's in

18
moral matters.

Newman sees metaphysical beliefs as the necessary basis
of morality and as giving people an "optimistic 

19
eschatology." Religion in this way serves as a means to
an end. It gives us sincerity, conviction and faith in the
meaningfulness of life and a basis for morality and society.
But as to the actual and practical morality and structure of
society itself, reason must be judge.

This means— ends distinction creates the necessary
juxtaposition in which tolerance can operate. Newman's end
is the progress of civilization defined as the increase of

20
peace, prosperity, freedom, wisdom, etc. These ends are 
trans-cultural values all reasonable people and especially 
great philosophers, theologlcans etc. have arrived at. 
Besides, they are supported by most major religions at least 
in theory.

The challenge for society is to find agreeable means 
towards achieving these ends. Sincere religiosity is 
necessary for any society to achieve these ends of 
civilization. Different religions may have different

54



sources to appeal to as authorities on how to go about 
achieving these ends. But religion is a necessary means to 
finding ways toward and giving impetus to, arriving at these 
ends. Without religion as a means for this end we would end 
up in utter relativism.

For Newman, tolerance is a means to an end, just as 
religion is a means to an end. Both will make possible a 
peaceful and well-ordered society. In other words, a 
reasonable society. Reason reigns as the telos of 
individuals and society. Reason must be cultivated by 
individual freedom, a belief in the potential rationality of 
all people, and education and dialogue to increase the 
rationality of all members of society. Tolerance will lead 
to reason which will guard against relativism and dogmatism.

4. REASON AND RELIGION
Newman navigates "between the Scylla of relativism and

the Charybdis of intolerance" by keeping reason and religion
21

in the correct complementary balance with one another. 
The maintenance of tolerance requires this constant tension 
between two objectively founded paths to truth: reason and 
religion.

Newman gives religion and reason unique roles in 
founding non-relativistic tolerance. Religion requires us 
to be intolerant of other "beliefs in themselves" and reason 
requires that one tolerate others "holding such beliefs." 
Out of this juxtaposition of religion and reason tolerance 
is founded on a moral basis because neither religious truth

55



or rational truth is sacrificed. They are both given 
complementary roles in creating the impetus for a 
tolerance that does not sacrifice moral absolutes.

Tolerance is the normative attitude that will result if 
religion and reason complement one another in this way. The 
two absolute sources of truth are both delimited in their 
societal function thus creating room for tolerance without 
sacrificing metaphysical truth or moral absolutes. Religion 
is the basis for having a moral society and reason is the 
judge of what that morality shall be. Religion in its 
content as specific beliefs of metaphysical and ethical 
truths is confined to the individual sphere; but religion in 
its form as sincere faith in metaphysical and ethical 
absolutes performs its necessary societal function.

Tolerance is the normative mean between the extremes of
tolerating too much (relativism) and not tolerating enough

22
(dogmatism). The two absolute sources of truth are both
insufficient in and of themselves so they must complement 
one another. Epistemologically, religion cannot solely 
establish truth because theological belief cannot be proven 
in any certifiable way. Practically, it cannot do so 
because of the plurality of religious beliefs in society. 
Therefore, reason has to take over when it comes to societal 
questions of morality even though religion is adequate for 
individuals and for voluntary religious groups as an arbiter 
of truth.

But reason also is inadequate by itself because though
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it provides one with ways of understanding what is moral, 
what is an adequate compromise of morality, and how to 
societally work out some parameters of morality, it does not 
provide us with a "reason” or impetus for being moral, or 
for being reasonable for that matter. Only religion can do 
this.

Fortunately, reason itself helps one discover the 
truest religion, which in turn provides one with standards 
of morality, which in turn serves as a starting point and 
impetus for reasoned dialogue with others about religion and 
morality.

A tolerant mean will be found by the interaction of
religion and reason. For Newman this is principally the
result of dialogue. Dialogue is "complete listening and

23
complete speaking." Dialogue is a thoroughly rational
exercise done by way of sound reasoning, logical arguments, 
and articulate critiques.

The methodology of dialogue is rational, but the topic 
of dialogue is religiously held beliefs. One's conviction of 
the truth and reasonableness of one's own metaphysical and 
ethical beliefs gives one the Impetus to dialogue with 
others. And the methods of sound reasoning gives one the 
way of dialoguing. Thus religion provides the impetus to 
dialogue, and reason the method of dialogue. In Newman's 
view a tolerant society is nurtured and sustained by 
dialogue.

But what about those who are poor reasoners or just do
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not care to do any dialoguing? Newman's explanation for
24

this is that some people are less rational. This
corresponds to Newman's view that some people are non
religious. Whether subrational or non-religious such people 
are not living up to their own potential, or at least are 
not trying hard enough. Anyone not willing to defend her 
views with sound reasons and arguments is not basing her 
views on reason but on relativistic grounds such as 
feelings, or dogmatic grounds such as an irrational belief.

Reason must take precedence over appeals to intuition 
25

or feelings. Newman partially defines reason as the
26

soundness of relevant arguments. A person not willing to
lay out her criteria for believing something so that it is

27
"vulnerable to critical analysis" is not being rational. 
Thus, it becomes questionable whether one can dialogue with 
them meaningfully, and indeed, whether one can tolerate 
them. But as long as rational dialogue occurs the basis is 
present for working out practically a tolerant society where 
both religion and reason have their important roles.

Newman's rationalist account of religion and tolerance 
is a prescriptive theory of how Liberalism should work. But 
in fact these Lockean foundations for tolerance have been 
eroded as people's faith in traditional religion, morality, 
and even in reason itself has been eroded. Newman is really 
calling for a renewal of faith both in Liberal religion and 
in Liberal reason.
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SECTION V: CRITIQUE OF LOCKE AND NEWMAN

1. RELIGION-MORALITY DICHOTOMY
Locke's justifications for tolerance have served to 

encourage freedom of religion, at least in the narrow sense 
of freedom of worship; but they have also allowed Liberal 
tolerance to degenerate into indifference and intolerance, 
although these attitudes still claim the name "tolerance."

The exclusion of certifiable knowledge from religious 
matters, while claiming the possiblility of such knowledge 
for moral and political matters, meant indifference towards 
religion, and intolerance towards moral deviations in civil 
society.

Lockean "tolerance" of religion can only be justified 
by separating faith from knowledge, and linking faith with 
religion and knowledge with morality. The Lockean 
foundations for tolerance require this dichotomy because 
tolerance can only be justified by limiting the 
applicability and efficacy of claims to knowledge. But an 
absolute epistemological basis for morality cannot be given 
up in the justification of tolerance. Giving up such a 
rational basis for morality would mean anarchy for Locke, 
and relativism for Newman. Religion is the only aspect of 
life that can be "tolerated" because it is no longer crucial 
for religion to certify the truth of moral values.

The consequent distinction that Locke makes between 
religious beliefs as a matter of personal conscience and
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moral actions as a matter of societal concern requires a 
narrow definition of religion. Religion must remain a 
separable matter that can be contained in metaphysical 
beliefs, rituals and ceremonies. Thus the object of Lockean 
tolerance is ecclesiastical and doctrinal religion. Lockean 
tolerance only provides a foundation for allowing diverse 
religious beliefs and practices so defined.

A theory with such a narrow object of "tolerance" is a 
poor foundation for tolerance today. Tolerance needs to be 
practiced towards worldviews/ways of life to be meaningful 
to civil society. Religion cannot be distinguished from 
morality as the object of tolerance if we want to practice 
meaningful tolerance in the face of difficult issues in 
society. Traditional doctrinal religious differences are 
not the main problem today.

To be fair to Locke, doctrinal or traditional religious 
conflicts were the problem in his day. Locke wanted to show 
that allowing plurality in religious beliefs was possible 
because societal unity was really dependent on moral 
actions. But in making tolerance possible by establishing a 
new basis for societal morality and unity, Locke restricted 
the object of "tolerance" to traditional religion.

Newman's similarly restricted use of "religion" is less 
excusable. Newman also carefully distinguishes religion 
from morality. He claims great respect for such 
metaphysical religion and wants to guard its integrity by 
defending it from relativism. Tolerance of doctrinal
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religion is seen as the crucial problem of society. Such a 
view of religion restricts one's theory o£ tolerance to a 
peculiar and narrow range of issues.

But the real danger in Newman's religion-morality 
dichotomy is that societal values of moral consequence have 
to serve as a counterweight to tolerant religious pluralism. 
He must find a new basis of societal unity in moral values. 
For Newman these "trans-cultural values," or ends, are not 
objects of tolerance, but rather common values all must 
agree on.

These values must be agreed on to prevent relativism. 
But Newman's greatest weapon in his battle against 
relativism is the sincere traditional religious beliefs he 
wants to defend. Religion itself is a means to moral values 
that will keep relativism at bay. Religion must be 
justified in terms of societal morality. Specific religious 
faiths must be justified by contributing to common, 
reasonable, moral values that are the basis and end of civil 
society. Newman's implication that some people as non
religious, like Locke's exclusion of atheists and Catholics 
from tolerance, illustrates that unless a person's faith 
serves the end of societal order, their "religion" cannot be 
attributed any legitimacy.

Religion is viewed in a very narrow way that does not 
meet the standard of worldview/way of life as a meaningful 
object of tolerance. And even if we take doctrinal religion 
as an aspect of a person's worldview this "doctrinal
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content” is not respected unless it serves a certain 
societal end. Religion's integrity is undermined by making 
it a means to a reasonable societal end rather than an end 
in itself.

The religion-morality distinction of Lockean Liberalism 
dichotomizes life into personal and public spheres in order 
to make tolerance possible while retaining an absolutistic 
rationalist view of truth. Only in the private sphere can 
religious truth be secured without qualification, and only 
in the public sphere can reason fully operate and control.

This view has led to the contemporary distinction 
between private and public morality. "Tolerance” has become 
dependent on defining something as a private matter. If it 
is private then one must "tolerate" it, though this may 
actually be indifference.

2. INDIFFERENCE TO RELIGION
Even if doctrinal, traditional religion is accepted as 

a relevant and important object of tolerance, what Locke in 
fact argued for was not tolerance but indifference towards 
"religion."

The criterion of sincerity subjectified and
individualized the personal conscience to the point that the

1
validity of religion depended on sincerity itself. 
Therefore, no possibility for tolerance existed since one 
cannot disapprove of sincerity. Sincerity cannot be 
disapproved of because personal reasoning is the only way to 
approach truth unhindered by the weight of opinion and
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convention. Moreover, religious faith is not efficacious 
for salvation i£ not held sincerely.

In founding tolerance on sincerity, Locke so radically 
subjectivizes the individual conscience that what one 
believes becomes a matter of indifference. People, 
especially the magistrate, are to be indifferent to others' 
personal religious beliefs because another individual's 
beliefs in relation to eternal salvation will in no way harm 
or help oneself, and such beliefs are of no consequence to 
societal matters. Besides, there is no objective 
certifiable basis for judging such beliefs.

Newman also makes religious sincerity crucial. 
Sincerity is necessary to having a tolerant yet non- 
relativistic society. Sincerity in the context of an 
absolute view of truth means that one should not 
theologically tolerate another's beliefs, one can only 
"tolerate" that another holds them.

But this is not true tolerance because it is impossible 
to disapprove of a person sincerely holding a religious 
belief. In fact, Newman approves of anyone who seriously 
and sincerely holds religious beliefs. Newman is not 
concerned as to what the beliefs are as long as they are 
sincerely held. The whole problem as Newman sees it is a 
lack of sincere religiousity in society.

In view of Newman's absolutist view of religious truths 
it seems contradictory that he could be indifferent to the 
content of religious beliefs. To clarify Newman's position
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it is crucial to make a distinction, which Newman fails to 
make clear, between political tolerance and theological 
tolerance. Newman confuses theological tolerance of 
religious beliefs with political tolerance of religion. 
Newman is theologically intolerant of divergent religious 
beliefs in themselves. But politically Newman is 
indifferent to the holding of divergent religious beliefs.

It could be argued that theologically and 
ecclesiastically Locke Is tolerant In the true sense of 
disapproving and allowing divergent practices of religion. 
But societally or politically Locke argues for indifference 
toward religion. Locke makes the distinction between church 
and state not to clarify types of tolerance, but to argue 
that the state and society be indifferent to church and 
personal "religious” matters.

A form-content distinction is helpful in understanding 
how Locke and Newman really argue for indifference towards 
religion. The form of religion is crucial to a moral 
society for both of them. The form is sincere belief itself 
as opposed to the doctrinal or traditional content of the 
beliefs. But this formal sincerity does have to provide 
belief in something real to be sincere and religious. For 
Locke, one must believe in a rational existing god, a 
standard of morality that comes from this god, and the 
reward of salvation in the afterlife for believing in this 
god. For Newman, similarly, one must believe in an 
ontological god, in an objective standard of morality given
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by this god, and have an optimistic eschatology. But any 
content given to how to worship one’s god, who the god Is, 
what the moral standard is, or any other aspect of doctrine 
or tradition is not crucial to societal life.

The form must be protected while the content can be 
allowed to vary. There has to be content to give the form 
meaning and to ensure sincerity. But the holding of 
differing contents can be ’’tolerated” because having the one 
that is actually the truest is neither crucial or 
determinable in relation to society. Society can therefore 
be indifferent to the content of religion. It Is sincerity 
to any religion that meets the formal requirements which is 
crucial to morality and society for Newman and Locke.

Religion is not politically tolerated by Locke and 
Newman but rather is an object of political indifference. 
Sincerely believing religious propositions cannot be 
disapproved of, and should never be prevented, if the formal 
requirements of religion are met.

Today indifference is often called tolerance because it 
results in allowance of many things. But the reason many 
things are politically allowed is not that they are things 
people put up with, or allow, but at the same time 
disapprove of. Rather they are things people have no power 
to do anything about. They are things people place outside 
of their right or responsibility to be concerned about. 
People cannot decide to politically disapprove of them 
because they are of another's personal sphere. They accept
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no power or possibility of legitimately trying to prevent 
them. The only societal norm is that everyone be allowed 
the liberty to do his own thing as long as it does not 
interfere with someone else's thing.

Indifference in this way becomes an ideology. The only 
surety is that there are no authoritative values for society 
so each individual should be her own autonomous authority. 
The belief that there are no truer or recognizably better 
societal values than any other given societal values is used 
to construct a whole vision of society.

Returning to Lockean rationalism for a less 
relativistic theory of tolerance is a mistake. Tolerance 
as indifference to matters of the personal conscience 
ignores the importance of truly tolerating another's 
worldview and way of life. Today's issues requiring 
tolerance go far beyond personal concerns. Yet such issues 
are often ignored by designating them private matters in the 
same way religion became a personal matter. When serious 
and difficult issues are relegated to a private realm of 
morality no one has to take any responsiblity for them. And 
those that do speak out about moral issues are automatically 
labelled intolerant because of the belief that what someone 
believes or does is no one else's business. Unfortunately 
it is often true that those who are concerned are intolerant 
of the object in question. We end up with indifference on 
the left and intolerance on the right with no place left for 
tolerance.
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The worst aspect of these rationalist Liberal theories 
of tolerance is the intolerance that they in fact justify. 
Even if one accepts that indifference to doctrinal religion 
is a good and relevant foundation for societal tolerance, 
one would have to deal with the intolerance Locke argues 
for, and Newman opens the door to.

This intolerance overshadows the religion-morality 
distinction, and the indifference toward religion argument, 
because it is justified by an ideological end. Anything 
that threatens the ends of the state or society must not be 
allowed. Therefore, in Locke's view, indifference towards 
Catholics and atheists is not possible because their very 
beliefs threaten the state. Atheists do not even meet the 
formal requirements of having a religion. Catholics do have 
such a form of religion, but even so they cannot be allowed 
because they might take their moral direction from a source 
of authority that threatens English society.

The classic Lockean Liberal theory undermines the 
significance of tolerance because tolerance is always viewed 
as a means to an end rather than as an end in itself. In 
the most general sense "truth" is the end for Locke. 
Tolerance will lead to sincere and reasoned beliefs that 
will more readily attain to the truth of religion, and thus 
to the ultimate end: salvation. And tolerance will allow 
individuals the freedom to attain rational knowledge of how

3. MEANS TO IDEOLOGICAL END: INTOLERANCE
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to order earthly society according to the truth of natural 
law. For Locke, tolerance was the practical means to peace 
and order because it would prevent the disorder caused by 
civil war over religious differences.

With no objective basis possible for beliefs of the 
individual conscience religion becomes a very private matter 
with no connection to civil society. But that makes 
morality all the more important as the basis of a unified 
society. Morality that can be known by reason becomes a 
counterweight to dropping religion as the basis for unity. 
All religion has to do now is provide a springboard for the 
development of reasonable morality.

If for some reason religion affects moral actions in 
such a way that it threatens civil society Locke argues for 
intolerance towards such religious beliefs. This is because 
Locke's ideological imperative is the peace and order of 
the state. This supercedes any rationale for "tolerance.** 
What starts out as a rationale for "tolerance" of religion, 
ends up as a justification for intolerance of some 
religions.

Newman has also subordinated his view of religion to 
the goal of achieving a society where reason can reign. 
Such a view of religion is itself a cause of intolerance. 
To define some persons as not partaking in "the noblest 
dimension of human experience" is to encourage the same kind 
of intolerance Locke encouraged against atheists and 
Catholics. Non-religious people obviously do not have the
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proper impulse to pursue societal values so it becomes 
problematic whether such people can be tolerated. Also, 
people who do not use their reason will not properly work 
out societal values, so such "less rational" people are also 
a problem.

Newman's political end is also moral and physical peace 
and order for society, although he is more concerned with 
moral values than the mere physical peace and order so 
longed for by Locke in his context. As with Locke, Newman's 
theory of tolerance, including the object of tolerance 
itself, religion, becomes a means to the end of certain 
values which will order society. These "trans-cultural
values" require religion as an impetus and source of 
standards that drives people to find common values.

Today, right-wing Liberals, such as Newman, also have a 
certain moral order and preservation of the status quo of 
society as a political end. On the other hand, left-wing 
Liberals proclaim individual freedom the primary political 
end of society. Tolerance is also seen as the means to this 
end. In fact, tolerance and freedom are often conflated as 
terms, tolerance just meaning the absence of any moral 
judgments that might restrict the freedom of another.

4. REASON
As Glenn Tinder points out in Tolerance: Toward a New

Civility, there are three basic tenets a society must accept
in order to properly live up to the demands of Liberal

2
reason: individualism, optimism, and rationalism.
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Tolerance will lead to reason because if individuals are 
allowed to think for themselves, and do so according to 
their rational potential, then society will be peaceful and 
well ordered. Tolerance is a means to reason which is the 
end.

If there is such a thing as objective truth knowable by 
humans, as Locke claimed, this opens the door to possessors 
of this truth being intolerant of those without true 
knowledge. Locke makes room for tolerance by placing 
theological propositions outside this realm of certainty. 
But Locke believes moral claims to truth can be proven by 
reason. This high view of reason has contributed to the 
suppossed attainment of absolute ideological knowledge which 
is the cause of much dogmatic intolerance.

If societal morality depends on the ability of people 
to arrive at common, certifiable, moral values through the 
acceptance and use of reason there is no way of having an 
acceptable society unless everyone is governed by this 
reason. Locke argues for tolerance because everyone must be 
sincere through making their own judgments for their beliefs 
to be reasonable. But if sincerity requires disagreement 
with the "reasonable” moral values of the majority or the 
powerful, this individual's opinion cannot be tolerated, or 
at least must be privatized for it to be allowable.

And once such a reasonable society exists what need is 
there for tolerance? The Lockean concept of tolerance is 
not valued on its own basis, but only as a means to
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rationalized peace and order. Tolerance is wise because 
individuals are viewed optimistically as good and rational 
in making decisions and reaching conclusions if they are 
allowed the freedom to use their own reason rather than 
being forced to accept prevailing orthodoxies. Locke 
believed that only in such a tolerant environment can the 
truth do well enough for Itself. But if such a
rationalized society arrived at "truth" there would no 
longer remain any basis for tolerance.

When it comes down to moral judgments about societal 
issues reason is the sole arbiter for the Lockean Liberal. 
But what exactly is appealed to when reason is called for in 
dialogue? Being reasonable about things sounds like an 
indisputable virtue. Being reasonable means being logical 
and non-contradictory. It means being fair-minded and 
trying to see all sides of an issue. It means realizing the 
need to compromise on difficult issues when there is 
disagreement. Newman would certainly agree that all these 
descriptions of reason are good and crucial to dialogue and 
tolerance.

Yet when it comes to real life issues in a complex and 
pluralistic society such as our own what does an appeal to 
reason really amount to? Reason as it is understood in our 
society more often is used to exclude religious beliefs from 
the public forum than to encourage different religious 
groups to contribute their insight in the shaping of 
society. And this is not just because of the
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secularization of society. It is also because the Liberal 
conception of reason being appealed to is itself based on an 
absolutist view of truth. Liberal reason is primarily based 
on mathematical methodology that reduces all truth to 
logical formulations that exclude any conception of truth 
not based in empirical, scientific facts. It is a valueless 
kind of knowledge, a knowledge that in Locke's time was 
viewed as able to establish a certifiably true ethics and 
politics, while in our own time "scientific" knowledge 
functions primarily as a defense of valueless secularism.

Locke's and Newman's faith in, and appeal to, reason as 
the arbiter and guarantor of societal peace and morality is 
really a source of truth that theoretically and practically 
conflicts with religion as a source of truth. Reason, 
instead of promoting and complementing religion can become 
the basis for excluding religion, and often a justification 
for views that Newman would consider coming from a non
religious source. In eclipsing religion Liberal reason can 
itself become a basis for intolerance of religion.

Newman's view of religion makes much of the importance 
of religion but then subordinates it as a means to reason in 
societal matters. Religion then becomes separate from real 
life. Religion cannot be the basis for anything but only 
baptizes reason so it can rule upon the earth.

Tolerance founded on a rationalistic view of truth 
required faith in both religion and reason while at the same 
time opposing the two as sources of truth. Already in
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Locke, religion was essentially subordinated to reason. 
Reason was the basis for all knowledge, ultimately reason 
was even the judge of the truth of religion unless one 
received an immediate revelation from God. But since all 
revelation in Locke's view is mediate since the time of 
Christ and the apostles, reason itself must judge if a 
supposed revelation is true now.

5. RATIONALISM: ABSOLUTISM OR RELATIVISM
It is vitally important that any theory of tolerance 

guard against dogmatism and relativism in societal values, 
as Newman maintains. Lockean Liberalism does attempt to 
guard against these by a peculiar juxtaposition of religion 
and reason. But to better escape the ideological attitudes 
of dogmatism and relativism a break with rationalism itself 
as a basis for tolerance is necessary.

"Tolerance" can be justified from out of a rationalist
framework, as the Liberals have done, but only by making it
a means for rationalizing society (Locke and Newman), or by
putting the objects of tolerance into a private, individual
sphere no one else is responsible for (relativists). In
either case, tolerance is reduced from a political ideal
with its own validity to a function of rationalizing society
or protecting isolated individuals. Tolerance is

3
subordinated to an ideology of order, or an ideology of 
freedom.

Rationalistic tolerance logically and historically ends
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in either intolerant dogmatism or indifferent relativism. 
If societal values can be known with certainty through the 
methodology of reason it ends in dogmatism. The other 
alternative is to extend the exclusion of certifiable 
knowledge beyond religion to societal values themselves, but 
this ends in relativism. Either way tolerance depends on a 
rationalistic epistemology which can only justify tolerance 
by defining how people can or cannot gain certifiable 
knowledge.

If value disagreements are treated as epistemological 
problems it becomes a question of who is closer to the 
truth. Thus a relationship is set up in which one person is 
defined as the arbiter of truth and the other person is 
expected to recognize this claim because of its authority. 
Rationalism assumes a person can be a fully rational 
operator controlling an objectified to-be-manipulated world, 
including other persons. This Cartesian subject-object 
distinction places a basic epistemologial inequality between 
persons that eclipses any sense of relational human equality 
or communality.

Such epistemological arguments inevitably lead to 
either intolerance or indifference while claiming to be 
tolerant. If handling the supposed possession of certain 
knowledge is the crucial point in establishing tolerance, 
then having such knowledge leads to intolerance, and not 
having such knowledge leads to indifference. These are, 
respectively, dogmatic and relativistic results of the
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Liberal view o£ truth.
Relatlvistlc indifference puts the toleratee into a

sphere of his own where the supposed tolerator has no right
or responsibility. The individual toleratee is the sole
arbiter of his own values so the potential tolerator is
removed from any responsibility. The relativist makes the

4
object transcendent in a subject— object relationship.

Dogmatic intolerance puts the tolerator into a 
transcendent, or privileged, position in relation to truth. 
The potential tolerator is the arbiter of values for herself 
and others. The dogmatist makes herself the transcendent 
subject in a subject— object relationship.

True political tolerance demands that people not make 
either themselves or others a priori into arbiters of 
values. This requires a break from rationalistic 
foundations for tolerance that make "tolerance” dependent on 
the knowability of objective, absolute truth.

SECTION V NOTES
1
On Locke's subjectifying of the conscience making 

individual preference (which developed into personal 
interest) the determinant of personal truth see Wolin, 
Politics and Vision, pp. 339-340.

2
Tinder, Tolerance: Toward a New Civility, pp. 44-47.

3
For a critique of order as an ideological end or ideal 

see King, The Ideology of Order, pp. 283-285.
4
For a logical exposition of the incompatibility of 

tolerance and relativism see Hearn, "On Tolerance,” in 
Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 23, pp. 223-231.
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SECTION VI: RELATIVITY AND A RELATIONAL APPROACH TO
TOLERANCE

1. RELATIVITY PRE-CONDITION TO RELATIONAL TOLERANCE
It is not true that people can In any way formulate in 

systems or words how the world "really" is. The belief in 
such a capacity for humans assumes that reality is basically 
reducible to logical formulations. This is illustrated by 
Newman's references to beliefs in and of themselves in 
distinction to someone's holding of a belief. Such a 
distinction only makes sense in a realist framework where it 
is assumed that the content of a belief has a reality 
independent of the believer. Furthermore, it assumes that 
people can have infallible knowledge of this reality just by 
means of sensory perception and conscious awareness.

This rationalism has been profoundly challenged from 
many angles, especially in the last decades. Interestingly 
it has especially been challenged in it's very stronghold, 
the natural sciences themselves. Many thinkers have 
recognized that, even in the history of science, different 
paradigms have at different times been conceived to explain 
the same phenomenon. These different paradigms cannot be 
judged absolutely false or true in relation to each other. 
Otherwise only the latest paradigm would really be true. If 
we recognize our human limitation, and the multi- 
dimensionality of reality, rationalism's anthropocentric and 
reductionistic view of attaining truth will lose its hold on 
us .
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Recognition and acceptance of the relativity of truth 
is needed to allow us to see that all beliefs, whether about 
God, morality, society, or scientific "facts," are fallible 
human attempts at working out helpful understandings of the 
world. Such beliefs can be called "knowledge," but only by 
salvaging the definition of knowledge from the rationalism 
that defines it as certifiable by rational methodology and 
correspondent in exact form to objective reality. 
Acceptance of relativity makes belief in truth in and of 
itself nonsensical.

Relativity, in this sense, is not an acceptance of any 
value, or norm if you will, as equal to any other. It is 
the belief that there is no neutral, objective, certifiable, 
way of proving that one value is better than another. 
Neither religion or reason can be appealed to as absolute 
arbiters of truth; for neither religion or reason are 
grounded in realities we can meaningfully refer to apart 
from our human subjectivity.

Furthermore, relativity is different from relativism or 
absolutism in that is provides a possibility for tolerance 
that is not politically determined by an ideological end. 
Relativism has its end in autonomous individual freedom from 
boundaries. Absolutism has its end in maintaining a certain 
moral and political order. But relativity is not a means to 
any end, not even to tolerance. Relativity is only a 
necessary pre-condition for tolerance. The relativity of 
truth does not provide a sufficient foundation for
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tolerance.
Relativity is the recognition that there is no such 

thing as rational knowledge that comprehends reality in an 
exacting and comprehensive way by which one can claim to be 
able to formulate what any truth objectively is. This is 
not a basis for allowing or preventing anything. But 
holding to the relativity of truth does not keep us from 
believing that we have adequate knowledge of something to 
judge whether to try to prevent it or not.

Relativity can allow for commitment in uncertainty. 
Tolerance can be established in the context of beliefs or 
commitments held in full recognition of their 
epistemological uncertainty. Different worldviews can 
coexist without being dogmatic or relativistic about 
societal issues. We can believe that something is 
relatively very bad, and make a judgment about whether to 
allow it or not, without claiming certainty or ignoring the 
issue. Tolerance is not thereby guaranteed, but it is not 
dependent on a problematic view of truth that leads to 
intolerance and indifference. Relativity makes it possible 
for tolerance to be an end in itself as a way of living 
justly.

Within a framework of relativity we can be committed to 
norms we believe to be the best expression of the meaning of 
life, or of obedience to God for such believers. We can 
believe that there are values that are more true or 
righteous than others. At the same time we can recognize
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other persons' integrity in their commitment to their 
worldview. We can accept that all evaluations, including 
our own are imperfect and fallible. The problem is what 
happens when a disagreement with serious consequences arises 
between people with different values, and ultimately 
different worldviews. This problem should be viewed as a 
political question, not an epistemological one. Tolerance 
should be a political ideal.

2. WORLDVIEW PLURALISM
Tolerance must have as its object worldviews and ways 

of life if we truly want to be tolerant of our neighbor. 
Tolerance can be based on the normativity and goodness of a 
diversity of worldviews. Recognition of the limitedness of 
being human, and of the uncertainty with which all beliefs 
should be held in relation to society, allows us to develop 
a foundation for tolerance that affirms the positive task 
this gives us as political creatures. We can recognize the 
necessity and goodness of having worldviews that integrate 
reality for us, and make communication within our 
communities possible. At the same time as a common 
political society we can preserve a unity that allows us to 
live in freedom and interaction with one another. In the 
process our worldviews will be developed and enriched. Our 
political task is establishing and preserving unity in 
diversity in just ways.

Tolerance is crucial to encouraging the just working
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out o£ unity in diversity that politics requires. True 
tolerance should encourage both diversity and unity. Unity 
should only be a goal insofar as it is necessary to the 
political task of protecting, preserving, and developing 
society and it's various worldviews in relation to one 
another. Diversity of worldviews should not be viewed as a 
necessary evil but as the normative, as well as the 
descriptive, reality of political life.

It is crucial to the development of a tolerant society 
today that we rekindle in our own context something of the 
ancient, classical conception of political life as an 
organic and positive way of manifesting our humanity. We 
must be open to meaningful truths from whatever worldview 
community they come. Human experience must be recognized in 
its various formulations as worldviews that all contain 
meaningful "truth” about being human, and consequently about 
how we should structure our common political society.

As Tinder argues, our emphasis today should be on the
communal and "trans-rational" rather than the individual and
rational in developing a theory of tolerance. Tolerance
must be borne as a "positive burden" in our relations with

1
each other in society.

Tolerance by it's very nature is a burden because we 
have to in some way accept something we think is inferior to 
our own worldview/way of life or specific position on an 
issue. Yet it is a positive burden because it is the best 
way of being politically responsible given the nature of
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being human. Being human involves uncertainty about the 
meaning o£ life and the way it should be lived. Yet we can 
be relatively certain that we have this uncertainty in 
common. This is itself a basis for living together in 
society. We also believe that we can find various partially 
meaningful "truths" and ways of living that make human life 
bearable and sometimes wonderful. This meaningfulness 
within uncertainty makes diversity with unity possible.

The important thing is that tolerance is seen as a 
political ideal. This requires a communal vision of 
politics as a common dimension of our lives in which we 
acknowledge the uncertainty common to us all as regards 
central questions of what it means to be human. At the same 
time we can recognize that there are meaningful truths in 
different worldviews that help us integrate the meaning of 
reality enough to give us a way of living that is not 
paralyzed by uncertainty. Uncertainty can be a virtue and 
blessing in helping us live together and accept tolerance 
as a good political ideal.

As Tinder points out, such tolerant relating ultimately
2

requires a capacity for "forgiveness." Unless we are able 
to forgive others for doing things that offend or scare us 
we will find it hard to be tolerant toward them. Such 
forgiveness demands that we have integrity in standing in 
our own worldviews, yet the openness to bear with others in 
their worldviews. We should believe our own worldview is 
worth the commitment of others, while being open to the fact
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that other worldviews may contain life-affirming ways of 
understanding reality. This openness requires that we be 
transparent in our own worldviews. Transparency is not 
hiding our own insecurities and uncertainties from the fact 
that our own worldview is also relative and open to 
challenge.

Such a political attitude of tolerance can provide us 
with both flexibility and integrity in working out the 
political task of holding and developing our own worldviews 
and ways of life while respecting, challenging, and 
defending others’. As a political ideal, relational 
tolerance requires relativity as an epistemological pre
condition, and the acceptance of equality and societal 
communality as a political foundation.

3. TOLERANCE AS A DIMENSION OF JUSTICE
Without a commitment to political communality and 

pluralism of worldviews tolerance has little chance of 
claiming a meaningful status as a political ideal as 
influential as equality or freedom. As equals people with 
differing worldviews should be given freedom to interact and 
respectfully tolerate one another in developing ways of 
living communally in society. The ideals of freedom and 
equality have their place, but making tolerance a credible 
ideal not reducible to freedom can help allow for a more 
pluralistic conception of society.

The freedom claimed by defenders of individual rights 
is not the same thing as tolerance. The Liberal concept of
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freedom does not in itself imply any limitation on or 

negative attitude toward those persons whose freedom we 
recognize. But tolerance is a putting up with something we 
have some kind of negative attitude toward, and implies that 
freedom is something not assumed, but rather allowed. If 
tolerance is just the maximizing of individual freedom then 
"tolerance" is left without any unique and meaningful, much 
less helpful, definition. The Liberal concept of freedom 
should be relativized, so that it means freedom to be 
responsible out of one's own worldview in interaction with 
other people with different worldviews, rather than freedom 
from responsibility.

Justice requires that persons and society, especially 
through the state, work to prevent injustice for the sake of 
true tolerance. Tolerance should be a political ideal 
because it is crucial to living justly. Pluralism and 
communality require such an ideal in our relationships with 
one another in political society.

SECTION VI NOTES
1
Tinder, Tolerance: Toward a New Civility, pp. 132-142.

2
Tinder, p. 137.
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