
WONDER how often you have 
heard this kind of conversa-
tion? You say to a believer: 

“your religion is destructive and 
divisive. It even encourages people 
to kill one another. We would be 
better off without it”. And he re-
plies: “Why are you Humanists so 
intolerant? Why can’t you live and 
let live”? In this kind of exchange 
we find encapsulated a complete 
misunderstanding of the whole idea 
of tolerance. Intolerance is here be-
ing defined as criticism. But, in any 
substantive definition, we tolerate 
what we don’t like. Letting people 
know our likes and dislikes is not 
intolerance but openness and truth-
fulness.
      It is also necessary as a prelude 
to change. After all, the world is full 
of falsehood and injustice, and is it 
not right that, as Shelley said in the 
wake of Peterloo, our ‘blood should 
boil’ at man’s inhumanity to man or 
that, in Swiftian mood, we should 
display our ‘savage indignation’ 
with our pen or camera? Without 
criticism, there is no progress. The 
basis of all teaching and learning is 
that a critical intellect is encouraged 
and developed. And, as Helen Keller 
said, the highest result of all educa-
tion is tolerance and, we might add, 
more than a smattering of humility.
      So let’s expose this myth that 
criticism is a form of intolerance. 
You don’t find it said that Conser-
vatives are intolerant because they 
make strong attacks on Labour or 
Fine Gael because they rubbish Fi-
anna Fail. A theatre or film critic 
who savages what he/she thinks is a 
bad play or film is not attacked for 
being ‘intolerant’. Somehow or 
other, only attacks on religion are 
described as ‘intolerant’. How odd 
is that, especially when religious 
intolerance in the past didn’t stop at 
banning criticism altogether but 
also embraced discrimination, ill-
treatment and even execution?

DEFINITION
WHAT then is tolerance? According 
to the United Nations, tolerance is 
the capacity to accept differences, 
respect one another and stand up 

for what one knows is right. By 
implication, it means that we also 
stand up against what we think is 
wrong. We are sometimes told that 
we should respect the beliefs and 
practices of other people. I don’t 
agree. Respect people, yes, but their 
opinions or practices, not necessar-
ily. Of practices more later. Toler-
ance does not mean that we should 
respect other people’s opinions, re-
ligions or ideologies, but it does 
mean that we respect their right to 
hold these beliefs. Robert Ingersoll 
said that tolerance is giving to every 
other human being every right that 
you claim for yourself. A tolerant 
society would therefore be one 
which guaranteed the protection of 
each and every person’s individual-
ity and the fullest development of 
their faculties. It would fulfil the 
Kantian categorical imperative 
whereby people are never treated 
‘simply as a means, but always at 
the same time as ends’.

RELIGIOUS INTOLERANCE
RELIGIONS have an appalling re-
cord of intolerance. Voltaire said 
that “Of all religions, the Christian 
should of course inspire the most 
tolerance, but until now Christians 
have been the most intolerant of all 
men”. The image of ‘gentle Jesus, 
meek and mild’ who advised us ‘to 
turn the other cheek’ is only one 
side of the story. According to the 
Gospel account, this same Jesus is 
savagely vindictive towards those 
who do not accept him. “Ye ser-
pents, ye generation of vipers”, he 
asks the Scribes and Pharisees, “how 
can ye escape the damnation of 
hell?” Elsewhere in the same Mat-
thew Gospel, he announces that all 
things which do iniquity shall be 
‘cast into a furnace of fire’ where 

“there shall be wailing and gnashing 
of teeth”. In Matthew 25 he tells us 
that at the Day of Judgment, “then 
shall he say also unto them on the 
left hand, depart from me, ye 
cursed, into everlasting fire”. The 
great teachers before Christ never 
indulged in this kind of blatant 
moral terrorism.
      Christianity, from its inception, 
has been based on the carrot and 
stick principle. No other religion 
has such a bloodstained record. The 
Church argued that any degree of 
cruelty towards sinners and heretics 
was justified if there was a chance 
of saving them, or others, from the 
eternal torments of hell. Thus Chris-
tianity gave to civilisation the Cru-
sades, the Inquisition, the witch-
hunts, the religious wars in Europe, 
and the savage, brutal military con-
quests of the New World. It was 
also Christianity which sanctioned 
slavery and the persecution of Jews. 
A great record of tolerance, that.
     And what of Ireland? Through-
out the world, groups in minority 
positions have often claimed liberty 
of conscience only to abandon that 
stance when they came to a position 
of power. This is indeed what hap-
pened in both parts of Ireland after 
partition. A Catholic theocracy in 
the South under a Catholic constitu-
tion denied basic rights to non-
Catholics, while a Puritan theocracy 
in the North under Orange rule 
denied rights to the Catholic minor-
ity.
     As the intolerance of Christianity 
has softened with the decline in its 
power, so the intolerance of Islam 
has grown with the rise of Islamic 
states. Again, the holy book gives 
justification. Throughout, the Koran 
instructs observant Muslims to de-
spise non-believers, and on almost 
every page it prepares the ground 
for religious conflict.
      Indeed, in The End of Faith Sam 
Harris suggests that Islam has all 
the makings of a thoroughgoing cult 
of death. Just as Christianity suf-
fered a Dark Age, so too is Islam 
suffering that ill today. Muslim so-
cieties have been riven by hatred of 
western civilisation, calls for         
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Jihad and suicide bombing, ston-
ings for adultery, and death sen-
tences for blasphemy or homosexu-
ality. But there are increasing signs, 
especially in the Middle East, of 
struggles to escape from the shack-
les of destructive and intolerant 
religious belief.
     If you are totally convinced of 
the truth of your religion, can you 
ever be tolerant? If you see the 
world as a cosmic contest between 
good and evil, then at the least you 
are likely to feel pity for the adher-
ent of another false and evil relig-
ion. But it doesn’t usually stop 
there. You will try your hardest to 
convince those who believe differ-
ently or who have no religious be-
lief at all. If you fail, then the pity 
may turn to hatred and the hatred 
to persecution.
      Humanism, on the other hand, 
by its nature tends towards toler-
ance. The ex-Pope Benedict, 
though, wouldn’t agree. Just before 
he retired, he called on his devout 
followers to remain strong against 
the ‘intolerant agnosticism’ suppos-
edly prevalent in many countries. 
That’s a pretty baffling statement, 
especially when you consider to 
what he was specifically referring, 
namely secular support for gay 
marriage and women priests. How 
intolerant to support more rights 
for gays and women!
      Humanist tolerance springs 
from the nature of Humanist belief. 
There are no dogmatic codes of 
Humanism, no beliefs set in con-
crete. Instead, there is constant de-
bate and even disagreement. Hu-
manists may be atheists, agnostics, 
sceptics, even Christians in a paci-
fist ethical sense. We are truly a 
‘broad church’ because we are still 
open-minded and searching for 
truths – truths about the nature of 
the universe, about the nature of 
ourselves and about the nature of 
the good life.
      President Kennedy said: “toler-
ance implies no lack of commit-
ment to one’s own beliefs. Rather it 
condemns the oppression or perse-
cution of others”. But why should 
we tolerate beliefs other than our 
own? Is it for self-interested con-
venience or is it a moral ideal? A 
purely utilitarian justification might 
be that the benefits of tolerance in 
terms of the maximisation of hap-
piness and welfare generally out-
weigh the costs. The limits of tol-
eration here would be set at the 

point where its harms begin to 
outweigh its benefits. The difficulty 
with this concept is that it fails to 
justify tolerance where it is most 
needed – in a community with both 
an intolerant majority and an intol-
erant minority.
      Nor should tolerance be con-
fused with passivity, indifference or 
permissiveness. It is not merely a 
matter of ‘putting up with’ some-
thing or of believing that ‘anything 
goes’. Rather, it is a kind of for-
bearance, which exists when we 
deliberately refuse to impose our 
own views or values on others even 
though we have the capacity to do 
so. Tolerance is a basic principle of 
Humanism and indeed any pluralist 
society, and as such it may be de-
fined as the deliberate choice not to 
interfere with or prohibit beliefs 
and behaviour of which we disap-
prove. Intolerance, by contrast, is 
the deliberate attempt to eliminate 
or censor disapproved opinions and 
conduct by coercive means.

JUSTIFICATIONS
SOME of the justifications for tol-
erance are utilitarian. Consider two 
which are relevant to Ireland. His-
torically, the notion of tolerance in 
Europe arose in the wake of the 
Wars of Religion between Catholics 
and Protestants in the 16th and 
17th centuries. When the attempt 
to impose a single religion failed, 
the idea that political stability re-
quired one church for all was re-
placed by toleration, which was 
thus regarded as a means of avoid-
ing the danger of civil strife.
      It was against this background 
that Locke wrote his Essay Con-
cerning Toleration (1689). The 
state’s function, according to 
Locke, was to protect and enhance 
life, liberty and property, whereas 
‘the care of men’s souls’ was the 
business of priests. Religious truth 
could only be established by the 
individual and should not be im-
posed by the government.
      A second justification is the 
impossibility of coercing deeply 
held beliefs in any case. As history 

indicates, persecution tends to be 
counter-productive. The belief goes 
underground, and usually survives 
to fight another day. Indeed, most 
current orthodoxies were them-
selves persecuted minority views in 
their early stages: Christians in an-
cient Rome were thrown to the 
lions. Attempts to suppress religion 
in the East European Communist 
countries were unsuccessful, as was 
suppression of nationalist move-
ments in colonies like Ireland. 
Many movements positively thrive 
on martyrdom and the image of the 
‘oppressed people’ who will one 
day rise up and overthrow their 
enemies.
     Yet reasonable as these defences 
of tolerance are, they are tactical or 
pragmatic rather than principled. 
There are positive moral justifica-
tions which need to be clarified. 
Here we should turn to John Stuart 
Mill’s work On Liberty (1859), one 
of the most eloquent pleas for tol-
eration ever written. Mill offers 
three main arguments against re-
pression of opinion. The first is the 
argument from fallibility: the re-
pressed opinion may be true. “We 
can never be sure that the opinion 
we are trying to stifle is a false 
opinion”, he writes. Thus a certain 
scepticism even about our own 
convictions is one of the basic jus-
tifications for tolerance.
      “Doubt all; for only after doubt 
can knowledge be attained” is a 
wise maxim. Or as Francis Bacon 
put it: “If a man will begin with 
certainties, he shall end in doubts; 
but if he will be content to begin 
with doubts, he shall end in certain-
ties” (Advancement of Learning).
      I quoted Voltaire earlier. In his 
Philosophical Dictionary he also 
asked: “What is tolerance?” His 
answer was: “It is the consequence 
of humanity. We are all formed of 
frailty and error; let us pardon re-
ciprocally each other’s folly - that is 
the first law of nature”. Being scep-
tical, yet open-minded, is the sensi-
ble, scientific approach to prob-
lems, whether in the natural or hu-
man spheres, and it helps to gener-
ate an atmosphere of tolerance to-
wards opinions which differ from 
our own. It was, after all, that 
‘good’ Christian Oliver Cromwell 
who pleaded to the Synod of the 
Church of Scotland in 1650: “I 
beseech you, in the bowels of 
Christ, think it possible that you 
may be mistaken”.                       
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      No government or social group 
should be permitted to claim infal-
libility for the limited perspective 
which any given group must hold 
towards events. If a controversial 
opinion is true, then we can never 
exchange truth for error so long as 
discussion is curtailed. On the other 
hand, if the controversial opinion is 
false, by silencing discussion we 
prevent more lively truths from 
gaining by healthy collision with 
error. Tolerance is therefore essen-
tial because the truth can only 
emerge from constant argument, 
discussion and debate, from the free 
competition of differing opinions.
      Mill also emphasises that open 
discussion is significant only if it 
includes extreme cases. Thus we 
should tolerate even the speech we 
hate because truth is most likely to 
emerge in a free intellectual combat 
from which no idea has been ex-
cluded. He notes how learned per-
sons joined with those who perse-
cuted Socrates and Christ for hold-
ing ‘extreme’ opinions which later 
won many adherents.
     Mill’s second argument for tol-
erance of opinion relates to its 
value in keeping established truths 
and doctrines alive. Such discussion 
challenges us to know the reasons 
for our beliefs. Without challenge, 
even accepted beliefs and moral 
codes become lifeless. Organised 
intolerance of opinions which con-
flict with the official views destroys 
‘the moral courage of the human 
mind’. With no enemy at hand, 
‘both teachers and learners go to 
sleep at their post’. In short, toler-
ance is educational.
      Mill’s third argument rests on 
the possibility that competing views 
may share the truth between them. 
Opinions may not be wholly right 
or wholly wrong. He points out, for 
example, that the accepted moral 
codes of the modern era are not 
purely Christian but also stem from 
pre-Christian Greek and Roman 
influences.. Many of our modern 
ethical codes and political philoso-
phies are based on compromises 
over time. So tolerance and com-
promise are often inextricably con-
nected.
      The idea of autonomy leads to 
a further justification for tolerance 
which is not only implicit in Mill’s 
case but can be traced to earlier 
philosophers such as Kant. It is the 
principle of respect. As we have 
seen, Kant stressed that we should 

treat other people as ends in them-
selves and not as means to our own 
ends. In a democracy we must re-
spect each individual’s status as a 
free and equal member of the 
community. The choices people 
make express their nature as 
autonomous and rational agents, 
and respect for them requires toler-
ance of their self-chosen opinions 
and values. If we believe that all 
individuals are of equal worth and 
dignity, then their opinions are of 
equal worth, and deserve to be 
heard even if we strongly disagree 
with them. This position is well 
summed up in the remark attrib-
uted to Voltaire: “I disapprove of 
what you say, but I will defend to 
the death your right to say it”.
      A final justification for toler-
ance of opinion lies in the princi-
ples of neutrality and diversity. 
These principles underlie the con-
cept of a pluralist society in which 
power is diffused among many di-
vergent groups and the state acts as 
a neutral referee between the vari-
ous conceptions of the good held 
and acted upon by its citizens. The 
state should neither prescribe nor 
proscribe any particular moral or 
religious view but should instead be 
tolerant of and indeed welcome 
diversity.
      An intolerant society is charac-
terised by a dull conformity and 
surrender to the popular prejudices 
of the day, whereas tolerance en-
sures a healthy and balanced soci-
ety. Does all this mean that toler-
ance is an absolute? Surely there 
must be limits to tolerance?

LIMITS
SHOULD we tolerate the intoler-
able? Mill himself cites a limiting 
case which is particularly relevant 
in the Northern Ireland context: 
“No one pretends that actions 
should be as free as opinions. Even 
opinions lose their immunity when 
the circumstances in which they are 
expressed are such as to constitute 
their expression a positive instiga-
tion to some mischievous act”. He 
gives as illustration the difference 
between writing in the press that 
corn-dealers are starvers of the 
poor and delivering this message 
orally or on a placard to an excited 
mob assembled before a corn-
dealer’s house. In such circum-
stances the words become actions 
specifically designed to incite vio-
lence. 

      Consequently, we could argue 
that the various Race Relations and 
Public Order Acts in the UK which 
ban ‘threatening or insulting words’ 
intended to ‘stir up hatred’ against 
any race are justified, as is the Pub-
lic Order Order of 1987 in North-
ern Ireland, which extends these 
provisions to religious belief, na-
tionality or ethnic or national ori-
gins.
      Nevertheless, we should be 
careful here. Much of the current 
argument for censoring certain 
opinions focuses on ‘giving offence’ 
rather than incitement to violence 
as such. If ‘offence’ refers to hurting 
other peoples’ feelings, then cer-
tainly words can offend and there is 
a perfectly good case for curbing 
calculated or gratuitous verbal in-
sults on individuals and groups on 
grounds of their race, religion, col-
our or sex. But offence is irrelevant 
to attacks on other peoples’ beliefs. 
For we must maintain a clear dis-
tinction between persons as persons 
and what they happen to believe. A 
creed should stand or fall on its 
merits, irrespective of the individu-
als who hold it. Nearly all opinions 
are faced with opposing opinions, 
so almost any idea will inevitably 
‘offend’ someone who disagrees 
with it. As Salman Rushdie, himself 
the victim of intolerance, suggests, 
“the giving of offence cannot be a 
basis for censorship, or freedom of 
expression would perish instantly”.
      The Rushdie affair itself revived 
an old presumption that religious 
faiths are deserving of special pro-
tection. There is indeed a danger of 
a situation developing where relig-
ions have an absolute right to 
propagate their creeds but no one 
else has the right to challenge them. 
“Nobody”, wrote John Le Carré of 
The Satanic Verses, “has a God-
given right to insult a great religion 
and be published with impunity”. 
For many individuals their faith is 
so much a part of their identity that 
to challenge it is to attack the very 
core of their being. Yet ultimately 
that is their choice, and we can all 
make similar claims for our convic-
tions whatever they are. Since the 
major religions are not only faiths 
but also ideologies, they deserve the 
same critical scrutiny as any other 
ideology.
      The distinction between giving 
offence and incitement to violence 
is often difficult to maintain, espe-
cially in such a volatile place as      
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Northern Ireland. Take the Orange 
Order’s claimed right to march 
down the Garvaghy Road. In a 
Guardian article at the height of 
the Drumcree Crisis in 1998 (10th 
July) the former philosophy lecturer 
Mary Midgley, using the Mill pas-
sage quoted above, argued that 
people who choose to express their 
opinion in a place and in a style of 
rhetoric where they are certain to 
give offence have no right to do so. 
But she has distorted Mill who was 
referring not to ‘offence’ but to 
‘mischievous acts’. The fact of the 
matter is that the rhetoric of each 
tribe in Northern Ireland gives con-
tinual offence to the other.
      The broadcasting ban on ‘pro-
scribed’ organisations like Sinn Fein 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
was based on a similar argument. 
Many, it was claimed, would be 
deeply offended by hearing apolo-
gists for terrorism openly giving a 
gloss of respectability to brutal acts 
of murder. At the same time there 
was a widespread assumption, im-
plicit in phrases like ‘the oxygen of 
publicity’, of the persuasiveness of 
this ‘terrorist propaganda’. And 
that is the problem with all ‘offen-
sive’ organisations and ideologies in 
the province: for those who will be 
offended by them, there will be 
equally large numbers eager to rush 
to their support. So we are back 
where we started: censorship 
doesn’t work. Provided there is not 
a direct incitement to violence, 
there is no alternative to tolerance. 
We restrict it at our peril.
     As regards behaviour, tolerance 
is the readiness of each person to 
accept the inviolability of the pri-
vate. We should be free to wear 
strange clothes, grow a beard, devi-
ate from the sexual norms of the 
community, or reject the usual 
tastes and habits of the society. As 
Mill says: “mankind are greater 
gainers by suffering each other to 
live as seems good to themselves, 
than by compelling each to live as 
seems good to the rest”.
     Mill argues, however, that con-
duct can never be as free as opin-
ions. Tolerance should not be ex-
tended to actions which, in his 
words, do harm to others. Since 
tolerance is based upon dignity and 
respect for other human beings, its 
limits are established by actions 
which do not show respect for oth-
ers. In terms of sexual behaviour, 
for example, this would suggest 

that the way individuals express 
their sexuality is a matter for them 
alone, always provided that there is 
no coercion or attempt to involve 
anyone incapable of informed con-
sent, such as minors.
      What happens when rights 
conflict? The right to smoke often 
conflicts with the right not to be 
inflicted with passive smoking. The 
only sensible way of resolving this 
conflict is by rational argument and 
debate, not by coercion and pun-
ishment. Similarly, if the right of 
Orangemen to march down the 
Garvaghy Road or through Ar-
doyne conflicts with the rights of 
nearby Catholic residents not to be 
victims of what they regard as sec-
tarianism triumphalism, then again 
the only reasonable solution is 
through argument and debate be-
tween the parties concerned. Coer-
cion is only an acknowledgement of 
the failure of a mutual resolution of 
the dispute.

        Tolerance is not ‘softness’ or 
‘appeasement’. There are numerous 
practices that we should not toler-
ate precisely because they do not 
show respect for others. They in-
clude social injustice and emotional 
or physical abuse inflicted on indi-
viduals. They also include violence 
for political purposes. Terrorism is 
the greatest human rights violation 
of all. For, as Karl Popper suggests 
in The Open Society and its Ene-
mies, the paradox of tolerance is 
that we should claim, in the name 
of tolerance, the right not to toler-
ate the intolerant. And he contin-
ues: “We should claim that any 
movement preaching intolerance 
places itself outside the law, and we 
should consider incitement to intol-
erance and persecution as criminal, 
in the same way as we should con-
sider incitement to murder, or to 
kidnapping, or to the revival of the 
slave trade, as criminal”.

CONCLUSION
TOLERANCE is a particularly 
Humanist value and one that we 
can promote for everyone. Indeed it 
is one of a collection of values – the 
others including freedom, democ-
racy, reason, universal rights and 
peaceful progress – which are En-
lightenment principles but also lie 
at the very heart of Humanism.
      They are universal secular val-
ues which emphasise our common 
humanity. The cosmopolitan idea of 
universal sympathy and brother-
hood, even more than reason or 
science, was at the core of the En-
lightenment project, just as it is 
central to the whole Humanist out-
look. Here I would recommend a 
book reviewed in Humanism Ire-
land no 142: The Enlightenment 
and Why It Still Matters, by An-
thony Pagden. He argues that it is 
these values which have to a large 
extent begun to take hold in the 
western world since the second half 
of the last century. 
       While humanist groups may be 
small in numbers, the philosophy of 
Humanism has largely triumphed 
as the dominant ideology in the 
West. Not completely and, yes, 
there are other less pleasant ideolo-
gies floating around on this planet. 
But as Pagden says, “it is still far 
from clear what will finally shape 
the 21st century. But one thing does 
seem certain: that although the 
central Enlightenment beliefs in a 
common humanity, the awareness 
of belonging to some world larger 
than the community, family, parish, 
or patria, may still be shakily primi-
tive and incomplete, it is also indu-
bitably a great deal more present in 
our lives...than it was even fifty 
years ago”. 
     Tolerance is indeed nothing less 
than an awareness of our common, 
flawed humanity.                          

An edited version of a talk given at 
the all-Ireland Humanist Summer 
School on 31st August 2013
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