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Abstract: 
 

Although the concept of tolerance is related to key 
philosophical issues (such as the nature and scope of 
human freedom), it is a relatively new concept in 
philosophy. Neither in antiquity nor in the Middle 
Ages was the concept used, but this does not mean 
that it is impossible to reconstruct views on the con-
tent we call tolerance today. The concept of toler-
ance belongs to the political discourse, where it 
functions in many different shades of meaning. It is 
often simply synonymous with the concept of de-
mocracy, and the adjective intolerant means as 
much as undemocratic. The term tolerance is also 
used to describe a certain way of responding to what 
is new and unfamiliar. In this sense, a tolerant per-
son is someone who does not feel discomfort when 
encountering behaviour or views that he or she has 
never encountered before. 
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While the concept of tolerance is related to 

key philosophical questions (such as the nature 
and scope of human freedom), it is a relatively 
new concept in philosophy. Neither in antiqui-
ty nor in the Middle Ages was the concept 
used, which does not mean, however, that it is 
impossible to reconstruct views on the content 
that we now call tolerance. For example, Plato 
was undoubtedly less tolerant than Aristotle, 
although, on the other hand, Aristotle's views 
on slavery also do not entitle him to be called 

tolerant in today's sense of the word. Medieval 
philosophy also did without the concept of tol-
erance. Thomas Aquinas compared the rela-
tionship between the individual and society to 
the relationship between a part of an organism 
and the whole organism. This meant that while 
worship is subordinate to the goals of the or-
ganism, the goals of the organism are also di-
rected toward the welfare of each of its parts.1 

The first philosophical treatises on tolerance 
dealt with religious tolerance and began to be 
written during the Reformation. The inability 
to resolve religious conflicts through coercion 
was the reason why they began to look for 
principles that would allow different Christian 
denominations to coexist side by side. This 
principle became precisely the norm that pro-
claims the non-coercion of adherents of other 
denominations to give up their own beliefs. As 
a theoretical basis for this principle was adopt-
ed the right of every person to freedom of con-
science. 

This dual utilitarian-axiological justification 
of the principle of tolerance has persisted to the 
present day. The utilitarian dimension of toler-
ance was emphasized, for example, by J. Locke 
and J. S. Mill. Locke demanded, for example, 
the independence of the state from religious 
faith and institutions, from which total free-
dom of choice of religion was to result (toler-
ance should also be shown to opponents with differ-
ent views on matters of faith.2 The right to free-

 
1  Thomas Aquinas, Theological Summa, I-II, q. 96, ad. 

4c. 
2  J. Locke, Letter on Tolerance, Warsaw 1963, p. 56. 
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dom of religion was explained by this philoso-
pher by the relativity of the truths of faith and 
the impossibility of proving their absolute 
truthfulness, from which, however, it can be 
concluded that if it were possible to prove the 
truthfulness of religious dogmas, then freedom 
of religion would cease. This would mean, in 
other words, the abolition of the right to error. 
Also J. S. Mill pointed out that tolerance con-
tributes more to universal prosperity than its 
absence. Humanity, Mill believed, “gains more 
by allowing everyone to live according to his prefer-
ences than by forcing everyone to live according to 
the preferences of the others.”3 

Clearly defining the concept of tolerance is 
difficult, since it now belongs as much to me-
dia and political discourse as to the language of 
philosophy. This discussion points out that the 
ideal of tolerance (however defined) can be re-
alized in practice to varying degrees (in other 
words, tolerance is gradable). It is also pointed 
out that the opposite of tolerance, i.e. intoler-
ance, is not abstaining from a certain behav-
iour, but acting against another’s freedom. 

One can, for example, propose a historical 
definition, which, however, is not very useful 
in contemporary discourse, since it refers to re-
ligion, which is not, due to the religious indif-
ferentism of modern societies, a cause of dis-
crimination.  

The definition referring to the object of toler-
ance seems more interesting. One can first 
speak of tolerance in relation to people. We 
then tolerate another person not because of the 
views he professes, but despite the fact that he 
is not one of us. The object of tolerance under-
stood in this way is a stranger, that is, some mi-
nority within one's own society or a newcomer 
from outside. The division between one's own 
community and its external environment is 
preserved, but the stranger has the right to be-
come (to some extent, depending on the degree 
of tolerance) a member of that community. The 
outward expression of tolerance towards the 
stranger is by granting certain rights, showing 
hospitality, interest in difference, etc.  

This ideal of tolerance towards minorities of 
various kinds could only apply in a pure form 
in a society in which the rights of minorities are 
not restricted for any reason, and the only 
problem is securing these rights for the future. 

 
3  J. S. Mill, On Liberty, Warsaw 1959, p. 132 

However, in realistically existing societies, 
numerous minorities are at a disadvantage in 
terms of opportunities for personal develop-
ment and social advancement than the social 
majority. This raises the question of whether, in 
order to equalize these opportunities, we 
should create certain privileges for these dis-
advantaged groups, through which the effects 
of past intolerance could be offset. While such 
privileges can be read as discrimination against 
the once privileged majority (e.g., white mid-
dle-class males in the US), on the other hand, 
looking at society from a historical perspective, 
these privileges can be seen as a kind of repara-
tion for the damage previously suffered (just as 
the deterioration of the situation of the once 
privileged majority can be seen as reparation for 
the damage done). Such conduct would there-
fore be consistent with the principle of justice.4 

Attention is often drawn to the connection 
between tolerance and freedom, but it should 
be noted that not all situations in which we 
now demand tolerance can be traced to the re-
alization of the right to freedom. Freedom is 
associated with the ability to choose, and it is 
difficult to speak of free choice with regard to 
outward appearance, native language, sexual 
orientation, personal abilities, and often the 
degree of education and wealth.  

The subject of tolerance can also be views, 
goals, values, norms and behaviour contrary to 
what is considered acceptable in a given socie-
ty, i.e. the commonly held worldview. We deal 
with tolerance relating to differences in 
worldview, for example, in the case of religious 
conflicts. The grounds on which such tolerance 
is based may also be different. It can grow, 
firstly, from ethical motivations, so, for exam-
ple, from the conviction that every person has 
the right to free expression of his or her opin-
ions and expression of his or her own behav-
iour. Ethical motivation plays a decisive role 
when the adherents of a certain worldview 
have the ability to suppress any iniquitous 
views, but because of the principle of tolerance, 
they do not use this opportunity. If, on the oth-
er hand, the adherents of conflicting 
worldviews have more or less equal power and 
neither side is able to gain a physical ad-
vantage over the other, then the motive for ad-

 
4  Cf. R. K. Fullinwider, The Reverse Discrimination 

Controversy, New York 1980. 
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hering to the principle of tolerance seems to be 
rather pragmatic considerations. The idea then, 
in other words, is to assume that seeking to 
make one's professed doctrine universally val-
id does more harm than good. The parties to 
such a conflict may also tolerate each other, 
and at the same time exclude from the scope of 
the principle of tolerance adherents of some 
other doctrine (for example, members of Chris-
tian churches may not tolerate Jews). 

In twentieth-century philosophy, the atti-
tude of the individual to the prevailing views 
and rules of the community was defined in 
various ways, with a striving for extreme and 
one-sided solutions being characteristic: start-
ing from extreme collectivism, valid mainly in 
totalitarian systems, to extreme individualism 
and liberalism, treating community goals and 
norms as completely subservient to the indi-
vidual. There is also no shortage of attempts to 
arrange the relationship between the individu-
al and society in such a way that the individual 
would gain maximum freedom, and the social 
structure would gain permanence.5 It seems 
that the discussion of tolerance towards differ-
ent worldviews is part of the search for solu-
tions befitting today's globalizing world. 

The most controversial issue is tolerance to-
wards principles and actions that one considers 
morally wrong oneself. Here it is necessary, 
first of all, to define precisely the limits of tol-
erance and to formulate the principles by 
which one intends to take actions contrary to 
the principle of tolerance. After all, such action 
is both physical coercion, the introduction of 
specific laws, and purely verbal condemnation 
and stigmatization.  

It seems that most ethicists would only be 
willing to consider the latter type of restriction 
on the principle of tolerance as legitimate, and 
with numerous reservations as to form. A case 
in point, for example, is the Catholic Church's 
treatment of homosexuality. The Church does 
not condemn homosexuals as human beings 
but condemns homosexual acts. By homosexu-
als themselves, however, this condemnation is 
often interpreted as an expression of intoler-
ance, all the more so because it follows from it 
certain demands for legislation. 

 
5  Cf. S. Kowalczyk, Man and community. Outline of so-

cial philosophy, Lublin 1994. 

Such distinctions are not always sufficient, 
however, because tolerated evil sometimes en-
tails real victims. This brings us to the bounda-
ry between tolerating views, attitudes, behav-
iours and actions that we consider morally evil, 
and indifference to the suffering caused by 
such evil. It goes without saying that indiffer-
ence to another's suffering is no longer a value, 
but an anti-value, which in effect also places 
ourselves on the side of evil.6 Therefore, wish-
ing to act ethically, i.e. in accordance with the 
system of values and norms we have adopted, 
which includes the principle of tolerance, we 
should define criteria to distinguish tolerance 
from indifference (i.e. value from anti-value).  

As mentioned, this criterion can be human 
suffering resulting from someone's actions. Ex-
amples include the punishments customarily 
imposed on women for certain behaviours, as 
well as the custom of female circumcision prac-
ticed in many African countries. The existence 
of a link between suffering and someone's in-
tentional action is relevant in this context, as 
some ethicists (mainly Christian) take the posi-
tion that also suffering as part of a person's life7 
should be subject to tolerance. According to the 
teachings of Pope John Paul II, tolerating suf-
fering (in the sense of coming to terms with it 
and accepting it) as an integral part of human 
existence is a condition for a civilization of love, 
while tolerating euthanasia (including fully 
conscious and voluntary euthanasia) testifies to 
a civilization of death. 

The above three types of tolerance do not 
always occur in isolation. In practice, especially 
in developed countries, we generally encounter 
the need for tolerance both towards the 
stranger, but also towards views that this out-
sider also treats as universal and universally 
valid. This raises the question of to what extent 
we should tolerate this otherness, considering 
any form of interference to be unauthorized, 
and to what extent we have the right to expect 
the stranger to join our own community, relin-
quishing some part of his own otherness and 
identity by becoming one of us. 

 
6  This is, of course, exclusively about moral evil. 
7  “Suffering”, writes John Paul II, “which in so many 

different forms is present in our human world, is also 
present in it in order to release love in man, that very 
selfless gift from his own self to other people, people who 
are suffering.” John Paul II, Salvifici doloris (29). 
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The answer to this question is not easy be-
cause of its possible practical consequences. 
Some authors fear that the complete abandon-
ment of attempts to integrate national minori-
ties into the culture will lead to the balkaniza-
tion of Western societies, which will in fact 
turn into a series of unrelated communities co-
existing in the same space. Although the condi-
tion for such balkanization seems to be mutual 
tolerance, in practice such tolerance would 
probably be nothing more than simple indiffer-
ence. In turn, an attitude of indifference in the 
long term would not be able to prevent the 
awakening of antagonisms and conflicts be-
tween the various communities, which in turn 
would put an end to any tolerance, which is, 
after all, the reason why measures were not 
taken to prevent the balkanization of society. 

Finally, one can treat tolerance as an ethical 
value that imposes a certain amount of obliga-
tions on us. This is how it is understood, 
among others, by Tadeusz Pilch, who demands 
that the humanities shape and spread an atti-
tude of tolerance for the inevitable and irremova-
ble dissimilarity of people, cultures of behaviour, 
values.8 This view is certainly not an isolated 
one, however - in connection with the remarks 
made above - it is worth noting that the as-
sumption that we know how the postulate of 
tolerance should be realized in practice may 
turn out to be erroneous and lead to conse-
quences contrary to what we expect to achieve 
by realizing the ideal of tolerance. These 
doubts are at the root of most of today's dis-
putes over the concept of tolerance, both philo-
sophical and political. In addition to the neces-
sity of defining the limits of tolerance, as dis-
cussed above, the issue of the degree of ac-
ceptance of dissent is central here. Some au-
thors believe that tolerance cannot mean mere 
toleration, which basically boils down to the 
ability to remain indifferent to the tolerated ob-
ject. This kind of indifference arises easily in re-
lation to objects that are of little interest for 
other reasons. An example of this is the atti-
tude of developed societies toward religion, 
which bears all the outward signs of religious 
tolerance, although its real cause is simply the 
disappearance of religious feelings. 

 
8  T. Pilch, On the need for dialogue between cultures and 

people, ed. by J. Pilch, Warsaw 2000, p. 11 

J. Locke's argument outlined above, accord-
ing to which we should tolerate different reli-
gious beliefs because there is no way to 
demonstrate their truthfulness, has important 
implications for modern culture as a whole. 
This reasoning allows us to assume that there 
may be a single true system of values (religious 
or ethical), but that people do not have access 
to it and will forever remain condemned to 
conjecture, which they must not treat as ulti-
mate truths. This attitude seems to be charac-
teristic of modern Western societies. It is not 
pure relativism, consisting of the conviction 
that all values and norms are equally worthy of 
choice, but the consequences of this attitude 
turn out to be the same as those of relativism. 
From this point of view, it is possible to formu-
late a thesis according to which the cause of the 
crisis of modern Western societies, consisting 
in the diminishing willingness to engage in ac-
tion for the common good, is not, contrary to 
what A. MacIntyre believes,9 the disappearance 
of faith in the universal validity of the founda-
tions of morality, but the disappearance of faith 
in the possibility of achieving universal agree-
ment on what values and principles these 
foundations should consist of. 

The matter of the long-term social conse-
quences of the widespread acceptance of toler-
ance as a moral principle therefore remains 
a matter of debate. Most authors (including 
Z. Bauman) take the position that the commu-
nity of principles is voluntary and casual in the 
postmodern (read: modern) world.10 These au-
thors believe that a natural consequence of a 
tolerant society is the gradual disappearance of 
interpersonal ties, which begin to be treated 
not as a value in itself, but as a tool for indi-
vidual development. The sense of responsibil-
ity for others disappears, and each individual 
begins to see himself as a self-contained entity, 
isolated and independent of others.11 

For disputes related to the concept of toler-
ance, the distinction proposed by F. Töunies 
between a community (Gemeinschaft) and an 
association (Gesellschaft) may be relevant. In a 

 
9  Cf. A. MacIntyre, Legacy of virtue: a study in moral 

theory, Warsaw 1996. 
10 Cf. A. Borowiak, Postmodern Worldview and the 
Postulate of Tolerance, in Tolerance and Multicultural-
ism. Challenges of the XXI century, edited by A. Bor-
owiak and P. Szarota, Warsaw 2004, p. 48. 

11  Cf. ibid, p. 43. 
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community (family, nation), an individual ex-
ists independently of his will, while in an asso-
ciation he can voluntarily join and leave it. 
From this point of view, the notion of tolerance 
binding within a community becomes prob-
lematic, since refusal to accept certain norms, 
behaviors, goals, etc. binding within an associ-
ation simply means resignation from participa-
tion in it. In addition, the norms in force in the 
community may come into conflict with those 
of the association. The manner in which this 
conflict is overcome, i.e. the ability to function 
simultaneously within the community and in-
dividual associations, can be taken as a meas-
ure of the tolerance of a given society.  

The concept of tolerance also belongs to po-
litical discourse, where it functions in many 
different shades of meaning. It is often simply 
synonymous with the concept of democracy, 
and the adjective intolerant means as much as 
undemocratic. The term tolerance is also used to 
describe a certain way of responding to what is 
new and unfamiliar. In this sense, a tolerant 
person is someone who does not feel discom-
fort when encountering behaviour or views 
that he has never encountered before. Toler-
ance in this sense can be learned and can be 
taught through education and psychological 
training. Psychotherapy can also be an effective 
means of nullifying the effects of discrimina-
tion, which include the internalization of 
a negative label attributed to minorities by an 
intolerant majority.12 However, the massive-
ness of such and similar actions is only possible 
in a society that accepts tolerance as a moral 
principle. 
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