
The notion of ‘tolerance’ crops up time and again in
documents and in discussion about citizenship education. In
this article I take a critical look at some of the issues and
explore some of the debates surrounding it. I examine how
this term is used now, what its origins are, and what
significance this has for us, as we move into the twenty-first
century. 

The term ‘tolerance’ today is used in very different senses.
The first, which I believe is the one often used in development
and citizenship education, implies patience and understanding,
mutual respect and different communities living together in
harmony. The second reflects the way the notion has been
thought about in the past, in terms of powerful and less
powerful communities, and the relationship between them.
This has its roots in debates in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries about ‘toleration’. There is a tension between the
two uses of the term, one which those working in development
and citizenship education need to be aware of. 

‘Respect for’ or ‘putting up with’?
The Council of Europe’s ‘All Different, All Equal’ campaign
has produced a publication called Cartoon Books Against
Intolerance, which defines the term ‘intolerance’ as:

lack of respect for practices or beliefs other than one’s
own... Intolerance can mean that people are excluded or
rejected because of their religious beliefs, their sexuality,
their skin colour, or even their clothes, or lifestyle.

Other organisations look at intolerance and tolerance from a
similar perspective. The Citizenship Foundation, for example,
also pairs ‘tolerance’ with ‘respect’. New teaching materials
they are working on are aimed at ‘encouraging positive
attitudes of respect and tolerance’.

However, some players in debates on education, culture and
identity are questioning the term ‘tolerance’ as an entirely
positive one. They argue that it also carries with it the
implication of ‘putting up with’ as well as ‘respect for
practices and beliefs other than one’s own’. Writing on British
identity, in Citizen magazine, Yasmin Alibhai Brown stated:

We need to get away from the language of tolerance and
enthusiastic talk of the contributions made by minorities –
this is not simply a country which puts up with blacks
because they are ‘good’ blacks. 

This provoked a puzzled response on the letters page of the
next issue: 

[Alibhai Brown] states that British society needs ‘to get
away from the language of tolerance’. Surely she cannot
mean this? It is difficult to see how diversity and tolerance
can be anything other than mutually reinforcing. 

This exchange highlights, very clearly, two different
perspectives on tolerance. It also illustrates the confusion
which arises when the notion of tolerance is questioned. To
make sense of what ‘tolerance’ and ‘toleration’ mean today, it
is necessary to look at the history and context of the use of
these terms in this country, as well as how they are understood
and used in a modern context. 

Tolerance in the past
During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the notion of
‘toleration’ was high on the political agenda and was debated
throughout Christian Europe. The debate focused on whether
two or more denominations could be ‘permitted’ or ‘tolerated’
within a Christian State. The assumption was that there would
be one dominant Church; subsequent discussion looked at
whether other sects should be allowed to exist at all.

In the seventeenth century, the Earl of Shaftesbury
requested his domestic philosopher, the Anglican John Locke,
to ‘draw up a theoretical argument in support of religious
toleration as he understood it.’ (Cranston 1987 p.103) The
result was the ‘Letter on Toleration’, written by Locke in exile
in Holland in 1685. This letter was widely circulated in
England and influenced the 1689 Toleration Act passed by the
Parliament of the Protestant monarchs, William and Mary. 

There were limits to the toleration Locke outlined in his
letter. He advocated ‘toleration’, not ‘absolute liberty’ for non-
Anglican Protestants. However, according to Wemyss (1997):

Others were not even to be tolerated. They included
heretics, atheists, Roman Catholics... To placate the
English upper classes, none of the old laws against liberty
were repealed. Dissenters, including Quakers and Baptists,
were merely exempted from the penalties of certain laws,
and still suffered discrimination, such as exclusion from
public office. 

The power relations in these examples are very clear. Those
doing the tolerating were powerful. Those being tolerated were
less powerful. 

‘Toleration’ was something granted or denied to those less
powerful. It was always discussed in the context of there
being an acknowledged superior and more righteous
alternative – in this case the Anglican Church. (ibid)
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An intolerable situation?

For citizens to tolerate each other, and each others’ cultures and beliefs, seems like a worthy aim, but Clare
Ramsaran questions this cosy picture and suggests we need to examine the power relations which lie behind 
the notion of tolerance.
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Contemporary tolerance
Toleration policies, advocated by Locke in the seventeenth
century, were effectively about those who were dominant in
his society tolerating those it judged to be evil. It could be
argued that historically ‘toleration’ was about powerful
communities ‘putting up with’ less powerful communities.
Contemporary evidence seems to reinforce this perspective.
The Collins Concise Dictionary defines ‘to tolerate’ as: 1. To
treat with indulgence or forbearance 2. To permit 3. To be able
to bear; put up with 4. To have tolerance for (a drug etc.) 
Writing in 1992, in an anti-liberal polemic, John Gray argues
that toleration is ‘unfashionable’ because it is ‘inherently
judgmental’. ‘The objects of toleration are what we judge to
be evils.’ (Gray 1992 p.34) Cranston makes a similar point:

Toleration is a disagreeable subject. This is because the
question of tolerance arises only in connection with
disagreeable things: heresy, subversion, prostitution, drug
abuse... if there were not things we disapproved of, the
concept of toleration need not be introduced at all. It would
be enough to talk of ‘liberty’ or ‘freedom’. (Cranston 1987
p.101) 

Public opinion seems to reinforce this negative view: a recent
survey by the Institute of Public Policy Research found that
participants defined the qualities of Britishness as: ‘law
abiding’, ‘decency’ and ‘tolerance of others we feel to be
inferior’. This attitude has been translated into some official
modern-day toleration policies: the article ‘Gypsies/travellers:
‘tolerated’ by settled society’ appeared in the DEA Journal in
February 1998. It stated that a ‘Toleration Policy’ towards
Scotland’s travelling people was developed in 1984. This
policy recommended that encampments of fewer than twelve
caravans should be ‘tolerated’ as it was not the best use of
resources for the authorities to keep moving them on.

Because of the history of the term, and the fact that it is
currently used to mean ‘putting up with’, the use of
‘toleration’ in its other sense, that of ‘respect’, can be
ambiguous. 

The Advisory Group on Education for Citizenship and the
Teaching of Democracy in Schools was set up to advise on
citizenship education within the National Curriculum. The
group’s Report stated that ‘majorities must respect, understand
and tolerate minorities.’ (Final Report of the Advisory Group
on Citizenship, 22nd September 1998) Many individuals and
organisations objected to the inclusion of this statement
because of the ongoing debate about the term ‘tolerance’. For
example, the Charter88 response pointed out that:

The term is seen to imply an acceptance of the power
difference between those who tolerate and those who are
tolerated, rather than seeing the difference itself as
intolerable. This implicit assumption undermines the very
encouraging work in the rest of the paper.

The subsequent text of the Report, which stated that these
tolerated minorities ‘must learn to respect the laws, codes and
conventions as much as the majorities’, worked to compound
the objections to this particular section. In his paper,

responding to the Report, Dr Peter Figueroa suggested that
‘the disputed concept of ‘tolerance’ is used ... in the report ...
without any indication of awareness of its problematic nature.’ 

Conclusion
The concept of tolerance is complex and at times ambiguous.
It is weighted with a historical legacy and using it in a
contemporary context is problematic. Practitioners within
development education and citizenship education need to
familiarise themselves with the debates around ‘tolerance’, in
order to understand and engage with comments, such as that
by Alibhai Brown, that ‘we need to get away from the
language of tolerance’.

However, this is not an argument about semantics; it is not
about using a more ‘politically correct’ term than ‘tolerance’.
The crux of the matter is that the language of tolerance reveals
a certain analysis of power relations. This analysis invites
more powerful majorities to tolerate, or ‘put up with’ less
powerful minorities. It does not question where the power lies,
or bring in the issue of justice, or equity into the equation. In
short this analysis acknowledges, but fails to question an
inequitable status quo, but employs ‘tolerance’ as one of the
mechanisms by which that status quo is maintained. 

� Clare Ramsaran is Education Officer of
Charter88. 0171 684 3878 clare@charter88.org.uk
http://www.charter88.org.uk/index.html
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