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The Contours of Toleration:

A Relational Account

Abstract

In this chapter, I outline what I call a relational account of toleration. This relational account helps explain the apparent paradox of toleration in that it involves two competing moral stances, of acceptance and disapproval, towards the tolerated. It also helps clarify the way toleration is a normative ideal, and not a position one is forced into out of the practical need to accommodate or accept. Specifically, toleration is recommended out of respect for that which the tolerant agent also disapproves of. This combination of respect entangled with disapproval results from two different evaluative perspectives of the tolerant agent. The relational account explains how an agent can hold these competing evaluative perspectives. I also discuss the proper scope of state toleration under this relational account. 

Toleration has been variously described as an “elusive”, “difficult” and “unstable” ideal (Heyd 1996; Scanlon; Williams 1996; Oberdiek; Mendus). One central reason for this perceived difficulty or the elusiveness of toleration is that it seems to be a paradoxical moral stance. Toleration calls for both an attitude of disapproval and of permissiveness on the part of the tolerant agent.
 Since this duality lies in the attitudinal state of the tolerant agent, let us call this the subjective paradox of toleration.

In this paper, I propose a view of the structure of toleration that can help account for this subjective paradox. This view of toleration explains the conflicting evaluative states of the tolerant agent in terms of the multiplicity of relational evaluative standpoints in which the tolerant stands to the tolerated. The claim of this paper will not be that this is the only context in which toleration arises. Its goal, more modestly, is to identify what I take to be one common context in which toleration comes into play. However, this relational account of toleration, I will add, is especially illustrative of the nature of liberal toleration as a political virtue.


The subjective paradox of toleration arises because it is an attitude that involves competing evaluative stances on the part of the tolerant. In situations in which an agent has no choice but to “endure” a situation or conduct, we might say that her response is more that of accommodation out of practical necessity rather than that of toleration. Likewise, we might hold that toleration is not in play when an agent withholds judgment out of moral uncertainty or out of skepticism about the existence of a right moral response. In these cases, there is no subjective evaluation to speak of, much less the presence of competing evaluations that generate the subjective paradox. No doubt this narrow reading of toleration can be contested; it admittedly defies the ordinary broad and loose usage of the term. But for present purposes I can leave aside the question of whether toleration ought to be understood only in a narrow sense. What is important here is not what narrowly qualifies as toleration proper, but the relevant conception of toleration that is the topic of discussion. If we need to distinguish it from other senses of the term, we can call this the “normative” conception of toleration. This is the kind of toleration that involves competing normative attitudes on the part of the tolerant and which presents the “difficulty” of toleration that exercises philosophers. My aim in this paper is to offer some way of elucidating the paradox that toleration so understood seems to generate. In this paper henceforth, unless otherwise qualified, toleration is understood in this normative sense. Since the normative conception is also one understanding of toleration in popular usage, the question of the paradox of toleration is not merely the philosopher’s invention. 


I begin by recounting the “circumstances of toleration” in order to further highlight the subjective paradox (I). I then propose the relational account of the structure of toleration that helps explain the paradox of toleration (II). The form of the explanation offered is not that of dissolving the paradox or of explaining it away, but to show how the paradox arises and why the conflicting states that give rise to it do not render toleration an unstable or incoherent virtue. Following on this account of toleration, I propose that the relational approach provides an especially helpful understanding of liberal toleration as a political virtue (III and IV).


The ideal of toleration engages directly the problem of pluralism and less directly the question of distributive justice (the two themes of this collection). But to the extent that distributive justice broadly construed involves the allocation of state resources and powers with respect to activities and pursuits that not everyone in society can be expected to endorse personally, the ideal of toleration affects distributive justice. I will remark on this towards the end (III).

Section I: The Subjective Circumstance of Toleration

Toleration is a response to the fact of diversity; it is most poignant when it is a response to differences over values or, as Scheffler puts it, “normative diversity” (Scheffler 2010, p. 324; also Williams 1996, pp. 19-20). This fact of diversity, especially normative diversity, provides one of the circumstances of toleration; absent diversity there will be no cause for toleration. We might call the fact of diversity the objective circumstance of toleration since it refers to conditions external to and independent of the agent for whom toleration is to be an issue. An example of this objective circumstance is the presence of other persons holding and exercising values that stand in conflict with an agent’s own.

But the fact of diversity by itself does not supply the entire circumstances of toleration. By itself, normative diversity will generate only moral disagreements. Thus, in addition to the objective circumstance of toleration provided by normative diversity, an agent must hold a particular set of evaluative responses towards the diversity that is confronting her. She must have both an attitude of approval and an attitude of disapproval with regard to this external condition. That is, for toleration to be a relevant moral stance for an agent, the agent must have at the same time a negative evaluative attitude and a positive one towards the object in question. The presence of both a pro- and a negative-attitude constitutes the necessary evaluative state that an agent must be in for toleration to be a salient value for her. The fact of external diversity must be matched by some kind of subjective diversity, a dualism in the agent’s response to this fact. We can call this evaluative dualism on the part of the agent the subjective circumstance of toleration. The circumstances of toleration require the presence of both objective and subjective circumstances. 

There will be no occasion for toleration if an agent fully approves of another. In this case, the person receives the agent’s wholehearted approval, leaving no space for any disapproval that makes the agent’s stance one of toleration. Likewise, if there is full moral disapproval of the tolerated, and the only reason for accommodation is on account of practical necessity, then we have a case of pragmatic and not normative toleration. So for toleration (in the normative sense) to be a relevant moral stance for an agent, the agent needs to hold two opposing and active evaluative judgments with respect to the tolerated.

It is the subjective circumstance that gives rise to the paradox of toleration. It requires the tolerant agent to hold simultaneously a negative and positive evaluative attitude towards another or a state of affairs. An explanation of this paradox has to explain how it is that a person can hold both a pro- and con-attitude towards the tolerated object or situation. 

To complete the discussion on the circumstances of toleration, notice that the duality of evaluative states in the agent makes toleration a relevant response; but it does not guarantee that toleration will be shown. Toleration is expressed or realized only when an agent goes on to give primacy to the positive attitude. That is, her negative response has to be overridden by her positive one in order for toleration to be expressed. For example, a person may truly believe that adherents of religions other than her own are deeply mistaken; but she might also understand and accept that there are good reasons to grant them religious freedom in light of the political ideals of her society. Here there is a tension between her religious point of view and her point of view as a citizen. If she goes on to accord greater weight to the political standpoint in spite of her continuing personal objections towards other religions, then she exercises religious toleration.

But even though toleration requires an agent to give priority to her pro-attitude over the negative one, the important point is this: in order for her attitude to remain that of toleration, her negative evaluation is only trumped, and not eliminated. If the negative response were to be eliminated in the above example, we would have to say that the agent fully approves of religious diversity. We can say that she “tolerates” only if she retains a certain negative stance towards the tolerated. The tolerant agent must retain her moral disapproval of the tolerated even as she accepts the tolerated on other moral grounds, if her stance towards the object is accurately to be described as a show of toleration. The duality of disapproval and permissiveness must be sustained under the normative conception of toleration. Even though the tolerant accepts in some regard the tolerated, her objection to the tolerated must remain active in the background. The negative attitude is subordinated or contained but not eliminated. 
It is of course sometimes the case that, through the exercise/practice of toleration, one’s negative response is eventually fully eliminated. One can come, through the exercise of toleration, for example, to recognize that there is no basis for her original negative stance. In this case, the agent ceases to tolerate, but has in fact come to fully respect and affirm the tolerated object. The elimination of the negative response results in what we may call a moral conversion; the agent arrives at a subjective state “beyond toleration” so to speak. We shouldn’t say, I think, that she has become more tolerant (because there is nothing for her to tolerate now given her conversion); rather she has come to fully respect that which she previously had some objections to.

 Thus, it is important to clarify the sense in which toleration, on the normative conception, constitutes a form of respect. It cannot mean that the agent wholly respects the tolerated, for if that were the case, we would not have the subjective condition of toleration. The respect has to co-exist with some kind of disapproval if toleration is to be a relevant response. The term “respect-toleration” that is sometimes used in the literature thus has to be properly understood – it should not be taken to imply that toleration is co-extensive with respect; rather it is meant to capture a sense of toleration that involves respect combined with disapproval without reducing toleration to just respect.
 The subjective circumstance of normative toleration requires competing pro- and negative-responses towards the tolerated, with the positive response trumping but not eliminating the negative response. An account of the normative paradox of toleration has to thus systematize and explain this co-mingling of respect with disapproval.
 
Let me summarize the main points in this section: The subjective circumstance of toleration obtains when an agent is committed to two opposing evaluative judgments vis-à-vis another or a state of affairs, one positive and the other negative. Absent this subjective circumstance, there will be no cause for toleration. The agent exercises toleration when she accords primacy to the positive evaluation.
Section II: Relational Morality and the Subjective Paradox

The subjective circumstance of toleration puts in sharper relief the basis of the subjective paradox. The tolerant has to simultaneously hold conflicting evaluative responses – an approving attitude and a disapproving one. While toleration is expressed when the positive response is given primacy over the negative response, the negative response has to remain in play even though it is withdrawn to backstage. As noted above, actual elimination of the negative response will remove the subjective circumstance of toleration. Yet this seems paradoxical: how can a single agent coherently affirm two opposing moral evaluative stances? If there are good reasons to accept the tolerated, should this not recommend full moral conversion, that is, the elimination of any initial negative attitude? Or, conversely, if the initial negative response is warranted, should this not argue against any normative acceptance of the tolerated?

I suggest that the idea of relational morality can provide one systematic explanation of how people can coherently come to have subjectively competing moral evaluations that is the source of the subjective paradox. By relational morality, I mean the family of moral views that takes our rights and responsibilities with regard to others to be dependent on the type of interpersonal relationship we stand to them.
 Relational morality as a general position holds that what we can morally expect of each other is relationally-constituted or relationally-dependent. As I will suggest below, the idea that moral evaluative stances vis-à-vis others are relationship-dependent and the fact that we typically stand in multiple-relations to one another can result in a situation in which we have different but ineliminable evaluative standards from which to make judgments. This, I will argue, provides one basis for the subjective circumstance of toleration. To support this thesis, let me first highlight the relevant tenets of relational morality as I understand it.

First, relationships can supply unique evaluative standards that are applicable only to people in that relationship. For instance, persons in specific kinds of relationships with others have specific rights and responsibilities vis-à-vis others unique to that kind of relationship that need not apply to non-participants. The set of relation-specific rights and responsibilities people in a relationship have to each other are constituted in part by an ideal of that kind of relationship. For example, in light of background assumptions of what we might take to be the ideal of friendship, we hold that friends are expected to show special care for each other, be open and frank to another other, to take a real interest in each other’s projects, and so on. These special duties and concerns apply between those in a relationship of friendship, and they do not hold among people standing outside that relationship. Because rights and responsibilities are constituted in this way by the type of relationship friendship is, friends evaluate each other’s conduct qua friends by references to an evaluative perspective given by the ideal of friendship. 

Different kinds of relationships, therefore, provide their own evaluative perspectives or standards by which persons in that relation can judge one another. But it also means that it will be inappropriate to apply an evaluative standard proper to one kind of relationship to another. By reference to the evaluative standards of friendship, a person may be morally criticized for failing to take an interest in a friend’s projects; but this criticism would not apply to a stranger. Or we could be disappointed in a person qua family members, though that same disappointment would be unwarranted were she merely a friend. 

The second tenet of relational morality is that different types of interpersonal relationships provide not just unique but independent evaluative standards. Because relationship-specific evaluative standards are constituted by some ideal of a given type of relationship, these standards are not reducible to some general moral principle. That is, not all the relationship specific rights and responsibilities of members in a kind of relationship can be accounted for or explained by some general and more basic principles. A simple contrast to relational morality will be utilitarianism. Utilitarianism holds that all values, even those that appear at first to be values distinctive to specific relationships, such as friendship, kinship and the like, are reducible or justifiable by reference to the principle of utility maximization. The special permissions and obligations among friends, for example, might be justified as strategies for maximizing overall social utility. In contrast, relational morality denies that all special rights and permissions specific to certain relationships, like friendship or kinship, can be analyzed wholly in terms of the principle of utility. Not only is it not possible to fully account for the values of friendship in terms of utility, but the values of friendship, as ordinary moral experience confirms, can come into conflict with the requirements of utilitarianism.

The above two tenets lead to a third, which is that there is a plurality of relational evaluative standpoints. Since morality is relationally constituted in a non-reductive way, and since there are different types of relationships that people ordinarily have with each other, it follows that there is a plurality of non-reducible moral standards and evaluative perspectives by which we assess each other. There is no one common moral point of view that can subsume and justify all other moral points of view. Thus the plurality of relationally constituted moral standpoints is in this sense ineliminable. Relational morality thus implies value pluralism, the idea that there are independent and non-reductive domains of morality, each with its own set of expectations that are not wholly reducible to some more basic moral principles. 

Thus relational morality provides a particular understanding of the basis of value pluralism. It explains the different non-reducible moral domains characteristic of value pluralism in terms of the different kinds of social relationships people share with each other. That is, it holds that since morality is relationally-specified, and since there are different types of human relations, it follows that there are distinct relationally defined moral domains. How an individual is to engage morally with another in a social context in which their friendship relation is the most salient factor can be different from how she is to engage with another with whom she stands in a different kind of relationship (e.g., as a family member). Relational morality will analyze the types of moral conflicts and dilemmas that are staple examples in discussions of value pluralism in terms of the different kinds of human relationships the conflicted agent finds herself in that impose different demands on her. This last point is key to my understanding of the subjective paradox of toleration, and I will elaborate on it shortly. 

The fourth tenet of relational morality is that general morality, meaning by this the morality governing interactions between persons as such regardless of their more specific relational ties, itself is basically relational as well. It is just that in this case, the relationship is the pervasive and general one that obtains between persons qua moral agents. Structurally, the kinds of obligations and rights moral agents have to each other qua moral agents is on all fours with that of some specific types of human relationships, say, friendship. The rights and duties moral agents have to each other is given by some idealized characterization of what it means to stand in relation to others qua moral beings, just as in the case of friendship it is given by some ideal of what friendship is. 

That general morality, the morality of what we owe to each other qua moral agents, is itself relational and is compatible with value pluralism. Value pluralism does not have to deny the existence of general morality, that there are things that people owe to and can claim from each other based on their standing as moral beings. What value pluralism denies is that the principles of general morality can by themselves wholly account for all the rights and duties people have in relation to each other, including those that are given by specific kinds of human relationships. It maintains the non-reductive claim noted above, that some relationship-specific duties and rights cannot be explained by appeal to moral principles governing moral relations among moral agents in general, but by some ideal of the specific relationship.
 But this non-reductivism is compatible with the presence of general morality, so long as it is not claimed that general morality is the basis of all rights and duties people can have. Indeed, that general morality is relational is entirely compatible with the belief that the different relationally given domains of morality can impose competing demands – expectations of friendship for instance can be in tension with expectations of strangers in a way that issues in a genuine moral tension for an agent. 
In sum, relational morality takes it that our rights and obligations are relationally-constituted. These include the rights and obligations typically known as “special”, that is the rights and obligations we have with respect to others with whom we share some kind of social relationship (such as friendship). But it also includes the “general” rights and obligations we have to others qua persons. These general moral rights and obligations are relational as well in the sense that we understand what these rights and obligations are by reference to some ideal of how it is we should stand in relation to other persons qua moral agents. That general morality is also relational does not undermine value pluralism if general morality is not taken to provide the dominant moral framework under which all other relational moral perspectives are to be subsumed. That general morality itself is relational allows for the possibility that there can be conflicts between demands of general morality (what we owe to persons at large) and what we owe specially to some others (like friends or family) unless we make the additional claim that the relational moral framework is somehow more basic. In some contexts, we might find it appropriate to give primacy to considerations of general morality over more those due to special relationships, but according primacy to one relational value does not mean that we have reduced one value to the other or analyzed that value away. The subordinated value remains operational, but it is only constrained against the primary one. 

Persons morally evaluate each other by reference to the appropriate relationally-given moral evaluative standpoint. Since these relationally-constituted moral evaluative standpoints are independent and nonreducible (a point that is compatible with the acknowledgement of a general relational morality among persons qua moral agents), there is a plurality of relationally-constituted moral domains. 

Relational morality not only provides one systematic account of the plurality of values; it also provides one account of the subjective circumstance of toleration. The key factor here is that each one of us typically holds more than one moral relationship with another. Basically, we stand in some general moral relationship to all other persons; but to some others, we also stand in more specific moral relations, and not just of one kind but of various kinds at once. For example, in addition to the fact that we stand in a general moral relationship to all others, we are often both friends and family members to specific others; a colleague is often also a friend; a school teacher to a student can also be her parent; and, taking an example from Plato, Euthyphro was both public official and father to the person he wanted to prosecute for murder (relational facts that when taken together, as Socrates reminded him, should at least complicate the moral matter for Euthyphro).
 And of course we are all at the same time fellow moral agents to friends, family and countrymen, as well as to foreigners.

Because of this multiplicity of moral relations in which we stand to each other, we can have more than one evaluative standard by which to morally assess or comprehend another’s conduct. A father may morally disapprove of her daughter’s preferences (perhaps a religious preference) from the point of view of a parent; but relating to her more generally as a moral agent, he can perhaps appreciate that there is nothing objectionable about her wishes from that more general evaluative perspective. A person may find what her friend expects of her qua friend to be reasonable, but because they are also colleagues, she finds that the person’s expectation, since it also trespasses onto their professional relationship, from the professional standpoint problematic. In a liberal democracy, persons may hold sincere views about the deep errors of their religious antagonists. Here they stand in regard to each other as proponents of different faiths. But because they also relate to each other as co-citizens of a liberal democracy, they occupy another evaluative perspective that recommends respect for religious differences.

 Thus, that we stand in multiple moral relations to others, and that these relations can constitute their own non-reducible evaluative standpoints, provides the basis of the subject circumstance of toleration that gives rise to the apparent paradox. Because of the different ways an agent morally relates to another, she can arrive at competing evaluations of the other. And toleration is expressed when primacy is granted to the evaluative perspective recommending acceptance. When a father tolerates his (grown) child’s behavior, he can be deferring to general moral norms (governing relations between moral agents as such) commending acceptance of the child’s conduct, while retaining his specific parental disapproval of that conduct. The conflicting evaluative state that gives rise to toleration is not a logical contradiction since the different responses stem from different evaluative standpoints, and it is not a contradiction for an agent to hold different evaluative standpoints with regard to a social situation given the plurality of relations she can occupy. The parent tolerating the child’s conduct retains his parental relationship to the child – obviously, he has not renounced that. What he has done is to grant primacy to some other consideration based on another moral relationship that he has to his child. A feature of toleration, I mentioned above, is that the negative evaluation, while overridden, is not eliminated. The relational morality account of toleration accommodates this requirement. The disapproval or resentment lingers, but is only overridden so long as the relationship that constitutes the evaluative framework that issues in disapproval is maintained. 

In sum, because we stand in a multiplicity of moral relationships to others, and to the extent that these can be relations that present their own unique evaluative moral standpoints, there is the potential for conflicting evaluations towards others. Toleration is expressed when the evaluative perspective recommending acceptance or respect is given primacy over the perspective recommending rejection. 
On the presumption of the irreducibility of relational moral perspectives, the trumped perspective is not necessarily eliminated. The evaluative perspective recommending rejection remains valid along with its judgment about the wrongness of the tolerated; what occurs is that the agent grants authority to the perspective urging acceptance or respect. Toleration (in the normative sense) is salient only when practical reason is in conflict with itself and the competing evaluative responses need to be ordered. Value pluralism and specifically the idea of the plurality of relational moral perspectives provide a systematic account of this subjective circumstance and the paradox of toleration. The exercise of toleration does not unify practical reason against such conflicts, if by unify we mean that it resolves the conflict. As said, toleration presumes that the tolerated remains objected to.
But the exercise of toleration is an example of how opposing judgments within practical reason can nonetheless be harmonized, that an agent need not be hobbled and be unable to respond either way just because she faces an ineliminable evaluative conflict. The conflict is resolved, though not eliminated, by according priority to one evaluative standpoint over another. On this account then, the moral justification of any practice of toleration has to make the case that the two competing standpoints are reasonable and that that the standpoint issuing in the positive evaluation should be given primacy. Thus, on this account, normative arguments for toleration have to show why certain evaluative standpoints have priority or regulative primacy over others.

In other words, the subjective paradox is not a paralyzing one: the opposing evaluations stem from different relational evaluative perspective the toleration has with respect to the tolerated. But this does not render the agent’s attitude incoherent or unstable. Indeed toleration is the response that renders the duality coherent by granting priority to one evaluative standpoint. Toleration is the result of the application of a priority rule that dissolves the subjective paradox. A particular relational standpoint is given priority over another when they each offer competing evaluative standards. 

The above presumes without argument the relational view of morality. But if relational morality is able to elucidate a common moral phenomenon, in this case by clarifying one context in which toleration arises, this can count as a consideration in its favor. 

Section III: Liberal Toleration

As noted, my claim is that the relational account provides one explanation for the paradox of toleration. I don’t claim that it is the only explanation of toleration, though I think it identifies the context in which toleration commonly arises. However, I believe this relational approach is especially helpful for clarifying the character of liberal toleration as a political virtue.


Liberal toleration as a political ideal requires citizens to permit or respect attitudes, ways of life and pursuits that they may find distasteful, offensive or even morally mistaken. That is, while a citizen may find another citizen’s conduct or conception of the good morally objectionable, she nonetheless is required to respect the conduct or conception of the good. And understood in the normative sense, this respect does not merely entail non-intervention, but requires the normative attitude that the conduct or conception of the good be respected in some sense.


The subject of liberal toleration raises important substantive questions: what are the limits or parameters of toleration? What kinds of objectionable conduct fall outside the scope of liberal toleration? My concern in this paper, however, is with the formal structure of liberal toleration: I will suggest that the relational account illustrates nicely the way in which a citizen can both disapprove of and yet respect the conduct or pursuits that she is required to tolerate.

A liberal citizen may find another’s activity or way of life morally objectionable on account of the former’s own conceptions of the good life, her religious or other value commitments, and so on. Following one common usage, we can call these a person’s ethical ideals and commitments. From one’s own ethical perspective, there can be valuable ways of life and pursuits and ideals as well as morally inferior ones. Some ways of life can be seen as offensive or even wrong on account of an observer’s own conception of the good. Yet, the observer also holds the point of view of the liberal citizen in addition to that of a private individual, and here, she may be able to see that while the conduct is objectionable from the standpoint of her ideal of the good, as a citizen she ought not to judge another in that capacity by reference to ethical ideals that she knows is not shared by all. That is, from the standpoint of liberal political justice, a perspective that she also occupies, she can accept that this is nonetheless an activity that she ought not to compel the state to restrict. 
The relational approach explains this evaluative dualism in terms of the two basic ways citizens of a liberal society stand in relation to each other.
 Citizens stand in relation to each other qua citizens, and in that capacity, the main evaluative standard via which they assess one another is that of justice. But besides relating to others as citizens, each individual is also a private agent with her own special relationships, attachments, and conceptions of the good. These various attachments and relationships provide another, non-political, evaluative standpoint that can come into conflict with the standpoint of justice. Such conflicts are settled by the presumptive primacy of the standpoint of justice. Where justice demands respect for differences that an individual can personally reasonably oppose and when primacy is given to the evaluation of justice, liberal toleration is expressed.


If we take political justice to be institutional – that is, our relationship based on justice with other citizens are largely mediated via common institutional arrangements they jointly create, support and impose on each other – then liberal political toleration is expressed by the kind of institutions we set up. For citizens to tolerate divergent practices (such as differences in religious beliefs) as a political ideal means that they support institutions respecting and permitting these practices even though qua private individuals they can have reasonable moral objections against these.

For instance, toleration of religious diversity as a political ideal is expressed when citizens are able to endorse shared institutional norms that respect religious diversity, even though it is reasonable for them at the level of personal and religious morality to sincerely believe that religious views other than their own are not just epistemically mistaken, but also morally wrong. Because they also stand in relation to other religionists as fellow citizens, and hold that shared institutions ought to show all equal respect and concern (including respecting their religious beliefs), they support and give primacy to the perspective of justice that commends respect for religious diversity. We can thus understand liberal toleration in terms of institutional respect. Liberal toleration is shown to religious minorities when they are accorded institutional respect in spite of the differences that persons may have at the level of personal relations. The subjective circumstance of toleration is maintained because even though individuals endorse institutional respect for the religious minority, they retain their reasonable religious objections to religions different from theirs. 
 
This distinction between institutional rules on the one side, and inter-personal morality on the other, reveals how it is that liberal toleration is consistent with active and sincere interpersonal criticisms and arguments within the terms of just institutions. To the extent that the described duality of capacities is correct, then persons’ institutional commitments need not eliminate their non-political commitments. Granting institutional respect for difference, in spite of personal objections, does not eliminate these objections when toleration is shown. Accordingly, toleration as institutional respect for other religious views is consistent with personal efforts at proselytizing and promoting one’s own religious views, and even criticizing other views. On this account of liberal toleration, one can tolerate something as a matter of liberal justice while criticizing it at the personal level without being a hypocrite because one is acting on different relational capacities when doing so.


Of course some of these examples present substantive questions that need to be addressed. The relational view of liberal toleration, however, provides a focus for addressing these kinds of substantive questions about the limits of liberal toleration. Since toleration is a matter of privileging the relational perspectives of individuals qua citizens over the different relational commitments individuals also have, the limits of liberal toleration turn on how we understand the ideal of shared liberal citizenship, and what individuals owe to each other in this relational capacity.

The good of toleration as a political virtue then can be seen as an expression of what citizens themselves professed that they owe to each other. Liberal toleration instantiates the ideal that no particular ethical viewpoints have authority over all members of society since these are subject to reasonable disagreement – that these are matters over which reasonable persons can reasonably disagree about (e.g., Rawls 1993). What it means to stand in relationship of mutual respect with one’s fellow citizens is to recognize that public institutions cannot be designed to promote some ethical values and disallow others on terms that cannot be justifiable to all. Mutual respect among citizens requires the acknowledgement that there is a certain subjectivity with respect to persons’ conceptions of the good life, and respect for the subjective agency of persons requires that they be permitted to plan and organize their lives around values and commitments even when these cannot be rationally justified to all. What liberal political institutions do is to establish the parameters within which subjective agents can form, plan and pursue their personal ends in life. The ideal liberal citizen accepts the priority of the political, and respects the diversity of personal pursuits in her capacity as a citizen even though in her personal ethical capacity she disagrees with these pursuits. Liberal toleration is an expression of this public respect over personal disagreement. The priority or primacy of the political does not mean that the personal is to be eliminated. Rather it means that the personal is to be subordinated to the political in the following sense: one is free to pursue whatever ends one wishes so long as these ends and their pursuits fall within and do not upset the terms of just political institutions (Rawls 2001, p. 50).


What could account for this normative priority or primacy of the political over the personal? What could justify, in other words, privileging the demands of justice over the personal? This is a complicated question and there will be competing theories of the primacy of justice. But one general account is as follows: the end of justice is to allow persons with competing and incompatible ends and values to pursue and realize these on terms that all others can accept.
 The function of justice, in short, is to serve as the ground rules endorsable by all that regulate their personal pursuits. With just institutions securely established in the background, for instance, individuals can go about fervently realizing their ends and even compete rigorously for their own goals. So long as what they do is in conformity with the rules of just institutions and do not have the effect of undermining these rules, they can seek their ends confident that they are doing this justly. Since there is no resolution of the conflict between personal pursuits at the personal level – since we take it for granted that disagreements at this level will remain in perpetuity on account of reasonable disagreement – the only viable option is to seek agreement on the rules of personal pursuits. The motivation for justice and the acknowledgement that it enjoys priority over the personal follow from the acceptance that pluralism and conflict at the personal level about the good are a permanent feature of the human condition. What we can aim for are common rules, not common goals.
 On this account of justice, liberal toleration is a political virtue that affirms mutual respect for differences in the midst of irresolvable ethical conflict.


Toleration is an issue that arises from the problem of pluralism, and the question of liberal state toleration is one that, in the first instance, falls under matters of liberal political justice. For example, it primarily concerns the question how to balance the civil and political rights and responsibilities of individuals in light of their different ethical, religious or cultural commitments. But in a way, toleration engages the question of distributive justice broadly construed, if by distributive justice we mean the fair allocation of rights and responsibilities among citizens. In the case of liberal multiculturalism, moreover, debates on minority rights engage not only the question of exemptions for minorities from state laws and the accommodation of religious practices within an official state religion or secularism, but also the question of the kinds of political and material support minority groups are entitled to by way of sustaining their ways of life. Should a cultural group enjoy some state economic support for, say, its cultural activities even though this might appear to go against the ideal of equal treatment for all? The issue of toleration will come to the fore, in particular, if consideration for supporting a cultural way of life is mingled with the concern that the inner cultural life sustains values somewhat in tension with the liberal ideals of individual autonomy and equality. I leave these matters to one side here, mentioning them only to suggest that the question of toleration can be pertinent in discussions on pluralism and distributive justice.

Section IV: When Can the State Itself Tolerate?

My account of liberal toleration as a political virtue treats it as an individual attitude: qua citizens, individuals are to support and comply with the political and social institutions of the state that fully respect diversity of ideas of the good life and personal pursuits that individuals qua private individuals may have reasons to oppose. On this definition, a liberal state is tolerant to the extent that its citizens are able to support diversity respecting institutions in spite of persistent reasonable disagreements about these matters at the personal level. Liberal toleration is thus primarily a stance of individuals, on this description, and not an attitude of the state as such.

But we sometimes attribute a “tolerant” attitude to the state itself. We hear, for example, remarks like “The liberal state is a state that tolerates religious pluralism”. The implication here is that the state as an institutional entity can reflect certain beliefs and commitments through its institutions, and can be, as an agent, tolerant or not. My aim here is not to get entangled in the metaphysics of collective agency. Assuming that the state is an institutional agent that can form and express moral attitudes through its institutional arrangements, I want to see whether this presents a problem for my account of toleration.

The potential problem is that normative toleration which presumes the dualism of pro and con-attitudes towards the tolerated seems to preclude toleration as a stance of the state. Take the secular liberal state’s response to religious diversity. I noted above that liberal toleration is expressed when individuals are able to accord institutional respect to diversity they have personal moral reasons to oppose. Thus, liberal toleration requires the state’s institutions to respect religious diversity. But if the state fully respects religious differences (i.e., respects without reservation), then the state is not in a position to (need to) show toleration; as discussed above, when there is no lingering objection to trump, toleration is redundant as a stance. That is, the state understood as an institutional agent does not itself, strictly speaking, tolerate religious diversity if its set of institutions fully respects and endorses such diversity. That is, the state’s response here does not meet the subjective condition of toleration – there is no disapproval comingled with respect.
 
For this reason, David Heyd remarks that “toleration is not an attitude that can be shown by any state organ or institution. The court operates on the basis of the law and has no values of its own which can be overcome or restrained” (Heyd 2008, p 179). It may seem then that when the state itself tolerates, it does so not normatively but pragmatically, as when it faces limits on what it can affect. That is, on Heyd’s account as I see it, the state is never conflicted. Morally, it neither approves nor disapproves of, say, a religious practice. When the state finds itself in a situation where it has to tolerate a practice, it is because of limitations of enforcement or implementation, and not because of a dualism of judgment with respect to that practice. If this is right, the state does not engage in normative toleration, so it seems. So my relational account of toleration – wherein toleration is understood to involve two competing moral stances – does not seem to be something that the secular state is capable of expressing. This sounds like a difficulty for me since we commonly speak of “the tolerant state” or of “state toleration”. 
 
But on the matter of religious diversity and toleration, this apparent difficulty is in fact a virtue of my account. It more accurately describes the proper attitude of the liberal state towards religious freedom and diversity. We don’t normally think, when we speak of toleration of religious differences in a liberal society, that the state has reasons to oppose religious diversity that it then suppresses. Full institutional respect more accurately describes our understanding of the liberal state’s response to differences of religion and culture and the like. Indeed, the liberal state guarantees this religious freedom. When we speak of state tolerance of religious differences, this is perhaps better understood as a short hand for citizens’ toleration of religious diversity. The moral conflict that gives rise to the subjective circumstance of toleration, if it should be anywhere, lies at the level of persons, in their attitudes, and not in the state’s attitude. And so long as we recognize that citizens can retain reasonable disagreements over religious matters, it does make sense to speak of citizens’ tolerating such differences. My account, if anything, clarifies where the debate over religious toleration should be situated: in many cases, we are really arguing about citizens’ proper attitudes and responses, and not directly about the state’s attitude as such.

 
Moreover, and more to my point, the normative account does not entail that the state itself can never be in a position to show toleration in the normative sense. While Heyd is right to note that in some instances the state as institutional agent does not exhibit the subjective circumstances of toleration, it is another thing to say that the state is never in a position to tolerate. Heyd’s remark presumes that the state’s response to normative diversity is always unified and never conflicted. But this is not the case. Often, state respect for certain practices is only partial in that while certain institutional norms or rules permit or respect these practices, other sets of norms and rules oppose them. If so, then the state itself can exhibit toleration in some cases. That is, the state as an institutional agent can be described to be both approving and disapproving of the tolerated practice. The state is obliged to take a stance (e.g., against hate speech), but finds that it has to express its position commensurate with its respect for the equality of citizens (see Brettschneider).

Consider the following. Even on matters of religion, there are special, hard, cases that can invoke state approval and disapproval. First, to point to a rather obvious case, a state with an official religion that nonetheless makes space for non-official religions can be in a position of tolerating non-official religions. It respects other religions even as it holds that these are not on a par with the official doctrine. That is, the state both rejects these religions as false and yet permits them. Second, a secular state that has strong commitments against the personal display of religious symbols in certain public domains may choose to tolerate the display of these symbols in special cases out of other considerations (say on account of the right of children to attend public schools). Here, there is an institutional opposition to religious symbols in the public sphere that is suppressed because of other institutional commitments. Third, a secular state can have laws against certain practices that it however exempts religious entities from. Take, for example, the issue of public education and religion, or the use of Peyote in religious ceremonies. A state may opt to tolerate a religious community’s preference to shield their children from state-educational requirements, in spite of the state’s standing commitment to the education of children, because of, say, a historical agreement with the community (see Kymlicka, p. 170). 

It is not inappropriate to describe the state institutions and its system of laws as internally conflicted in many of these cases. Thus, although it may be inaccurate to speak of the secular liberal state’s toleration of religious diversity if we presume that the secular state ought to wholly respect and not merely tolerate religious diversity, it is nonetheless accurate to speak of state toleration for religion in specific cases, like those mentioned above.
 Thus, the normative conception does not offend against ordinary understandings about liberal state toleration. To the contrary, on the one hand, it clarifies its scope. In the case of toleration for religious plurality, it reveals that it is really citizens who are asked to do the tolerating, not the state itself as an institution which is presumed to fully respect such diversity. Indeed, it reifies the idea that the liberal state should not be (merely) tolerating religious differences but should in fact accord institutional proper respect for such differences. Only citizens are entitled to hold any reservation, and only in their private capacity. Moreover, on the other hand, there is space under the normative conception for attributing toleration to the liberal state. In special cases – the staple hard cases that excite philosophers and legal scholars – where a liberal state’s institutional commitments can pose opposing commitments, the state as an institutional agent can be properly described as the agent of toleration in the normative sense (see Sabl; and Abrams).
Section V: Conclusion

The aim of this paper is to clarify the contours of toleration. Let me close with some remarks on possible implications of my analysis of toleration for substantive debates about liberal toleration.

First, it suggests that state toleration need not be the real issue in debates about religious diversity, even though the debate is often couched in terms of “toleration”. The US Constitution, for example, does not merely tolerate religious freedom; it fully permits this (consistent with other constitutional values). Thus some debates about the basis of the state’s toleration for religious diversity and the limits thereof might be more accurately and fruitfully presented as discussions about state respect. There is still the issue of toleration of course, but it is more properly the issue of toleration on the part of citizens rather than of the state. Similarly, debates within multiculturalism about state accommodation for cultural diversity is not best framed in terms of state toleration as such, since it is typically presumed that cultural diversity per se is to be respected under multicultural policies. If state toleration of religious or cultural differences is really at issue, this has to involve specific practices that the state can have institutional objections to (such as tolerating hate-speech, specific religious practices etc).

 As mentioned, this is not to say that the state as an entity is never able to exercise toleration. A state’s institutional commitments can pull in different directions in a way that parallels the subjective condition individuals experience as described by the subjective circumstance of justice. The point only is that in some significant cases, such as the idea of religious diversity in a liberal secular state, state toleration thereof need not be the point of analysis. Appreciating the duality in toleration will help us, then, to identify more accurately the proper agent or site of toleration. 
Second, clarifying the type of toleration at issue in a debate can help avoid discussions at cross-purpose. Take the especially illustrative case of global toleration: Is the dispute between “cosmopolitans” (who urge a stricter standard of international toleration) and their “statist” opponents (who defend a less stringent ideal of international toleration) a dispute about the limits of intervention or a dispute about the appropriateness of certain critical judgments? In some of these discussions, it seems to me, cosmopolitans tend to understand toleration in the normative sense, to be concerned with what moral evaluative stance to take, whereas their opponents tend to understand toleration in the pragmatic sense, as a question of the limits of intervention. The latter thus tend to respond with the well-meaning but misplaced objection that the cosmopolitan ideal of toleration will permit excessive intervention. Clarifying the terms of toleration will help identify where the disagreements among proponents in this debate really lie. Indeed, I will note that relying on the normative conception allows us to retain the helpful difference between critical moral assessment of another sovereign state, on the one hand, and the means by which we enforce or implement that assessment, on the other. For the cosmopolitans, the fact that we can say that nonliberal states fail to meet the bar of international toleration is significant even if we are not permitted to intervene against them simply on account of this judgment. It at the very least identifies the global ideal that we should want to work towards. 

Third, as noted above, understanding liberal toleration as a form of institutional respect implies that there is room, consistent with liberal toleration, for personal and non-political associational criticisms of and even challenges to differences. The ideal of liberal toleration concerns the kind of institutions persons ought to collectively support; but it remains open to them to engage in criticisms and objections of views they oppose so long as these are done within the terms permitted by background (just) institutions. It also shows when and in what context criticisms cannot be made. Criticisms will be inappropriate when it comes from persons in their institutional capacities. Criticisms that might be consistent with institutional respect when made in non-political contexts may be inappropriate when made from some official podium. The main point here is that a strict standard of liberal toleration does not directly limit personal freedom to engage in criticisms, arguments and challenges against normative differences.

Understanding toleration on the relational account proposed above allows us to see how the duality of toleration is possible and also how it is possible for one to be tolerant and yet remain critical and morally engaged. While granting primacy to one relational standpoint calls for toleration, the subordinated relational standpoint remains active and the tolerating agent can consistently urge the correction of that which she is tolerating. The relational view shows how toleration is both a principled and dynamic stance. 
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� Samuel Scheffler, for instance, refers to this as “the paradox of suppressed disapproval.” As an attitude, he notes, toleration consists “in a disposition not to interfere with beliefs and practices of which one strongly disapproves” (2010: 316).





� It is worth noting a substantive issue that I do not discuss. And this is that the subjective circumstance does not guarantee that any resulting exercise of toleration is a value or a virtue. Consider for instance, the racist who (in the normative sense) tolerates members of other races. This is an individual, who although on the one hand is personally resentful of other races, is somehow able to see and respect them as equal citizens. If this is a possible combination of attitudes, it seems nonetheless that this repressed racism is not a virtue -- it would be better if the tolerant racist did not have any negative response towards other races in the first place (that she had to control by appealing to some other moral consideration). We will regard an agent’s show of toleration to be a value when both her negative and positive responses are responses we can find to be morally reasonable. 





� See Rainer Forst’s conception of “respect-toleration”, which does not take toleration to be reducible to respect. Also Gutmann: 21-22. While the normative conception involves a certain respect or at least acceptance of the tolerated, it is a respect co-mingled with disapproval. 





� As an aside, full respect for a conduct or personal preference might be the social objective of a practice of toleration, but in this case the social aim is not just to make people more tolerant, but to render their attitude of tolerance redundant, to realize a moral conversion in their moral outlook. Through the practice of tolerating, an agent can come to remove any lingering moral reservations about the tolerated and come to fully respect and accept that she hitherto only tolerated. We can perhaps explain shifting attitudes towards gays and lesbians in society in this way: through enforced accommodation, people come to acquire more tolerant attitudes, and finally are beginning to be able to cast aside linger disapproval. Toleration for gays and lesbians then would be rendered unnecessary, to be replaced by full respect.





� Philosophers who belong to this tradition include Bernard Williams (1981), Samuel Scheffler (2001; 2010); David Miller and Thomas Nagel. I rely on and adapt their ideas here. 





� Scheffler holds that while morality includes “relationship-dependent values”, morality itself is not relationship-dependent in the same sense. But the point he accepts, which is relevant for present purpose, is that general morality can come into conflict with relational morality. 





� A similar example from another tradition:


The Duke of She said to Kongzi [Confucius], “Among my people there is one we call ‘Upright Gong.’ When his father stole a sheep, he reported him to the authorities.”


	Kongzi replied, “Among my people, those whom we consider ‘upright’ are different from this: fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers. ‘Uprightness’ is to be found in this.” 


Kongzi [Confucius], The Analects, tr. E.G. Slingerland, in P.J. Ivanhoe and B. W. Van Norden (eds).





� See John Rawls: “These two kinds of commitments and attachments – political and nonpolitical – specify moral identity and give shape to a person’s way of life.” (1993, p. 31; also Rawls 2001, pp. 22-23; 199-200). 





� I discuss this in more depth in Tan (2012), Part I.





� Of course conceptions of justice can be subject to disagreement. For a statement on deep disagreements on conceptions of justice, itself a challenging issue, see Knoll (in this volume). 





� Corey Brettschneider (2010) draws attention to the expressive capacities of the state as speaker, spender, and educator.
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