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The modern conception of tolerance grew out of the exhaustion occasioned by the endless religious wars of the 16th and 17th centuries.  The various “edicts of tolerance” that brought this period to a close were formulated to permit the practice of sects that were distinct from the officially approved religions. As a result, tolerance, understood as a political ideal, came to have a primarily negative sense, one which ranges from the root meaning of “sustaining” or “enduring” some evil to the “forbearance” or “sufferance” of something not actually approved of.
  The difficulties of this concept can be put by raising the issue of the limit and validity of tolerance.  How do we distinguish the tolerable from the intolerable?  Why, in fact, should we practice tolerance?  Is it simply to avoid the negative consequences of intolerance?  What happens when we can avoid such consequences?  Are we, then, free to practice intolerance?  As long as the concept of tolerance cannot itself afford an answer to these questions,  it cannot stand as an independent political ideal.  As dependent on the external criteria that we advance to justify it and draw its limits, it can always be undermined. Since such criteria, as history shows, are generally those of public expediency, such undermining is relatively easy.  Our questions, then, point to the need of a positive concept of tolerance, one whose analysis reveals its justification and limits.

Tolerance and Empathy


To develop this concept, it is necessary to draw the connection between tolerance and empathy.  Since, however, empathy is a form of recognition, I shall first present (and then emend) Edmund Husserl’s account  of how we do recognize others.  For Husserl, such recognition rests on an “analogizing apperception.”  As the term, analogy, indicates, recognition involves a proportion.  Three of its terms are directly experienced.  The fourth, which is the subjectivity of the other, cannot be directly experienced.  It must be filled in or “solved” in terms of the other three.  Two of the terms that I can experience are the appearing bodies of myself and my other.  The third term is my control of my  body, that is, my ability to consciously direct its behavior according to the sense I make of my situation.  Now, if the appearing of the other’s body shows that she behaves as I would, then I recognize her as a subject who controls her body just as I control mine.  As part of this, I acknowledge her as making sense of her situation in the same way that I would.  This recognition is a result of my filling in the fourth term of the proportion: my appearing bodily behavior is to hers as my subjectivity is to her subjectivity.  I recognize her as a subject like myself by transferring to her my sense of myself consciously controlling my behavior.  This transfer is verifiable insofar as it is based on the observed similarity of our behavior.  For Husserl, if the other does not behave as I would, I do not recognize her as a subject.  My behavior, in other words, functions as the verification standard.
 

The difficulty with this account is that it seems to reduce the other to an expression of myself.  A person who behaved differently than I would could not provide me with the evidence required to make the transfer.  Lacking this, I could not recognize the person as a subject.  Thus, were I to recognize others only to the point that their behavior matched my own, any recognition I had of others would actually only be a self-recognition. To avoid this, we have to emend Husserl’s account and affirm that the other’s behavior also functions as a standard.  This means that in my encounter with the other, I do not just assume that she will behave as I would in her situation, thereby taking myself as a standard.  I also assume that were I in her situation, I would act as she does.  In other words, I also take her actions, her behavior as a standard for verifying my selfhood.  In doing so, I imaginatively put myself in her situation in order to regard the world in terms of her categories, her interpretations, her ways of making sense of the situation.   

This emended version of Husserl’s account allows us to draw the connection to tolerance.  This is because it makes clear that recognizing another presupposes empathy in its basic etymological sense of feeling or experiencing in another person.
  To experience the world in and through another is to take up the other’s standpoint.
 Without the empathy that allows me to do this, the other that I grasp would not really be other.  Granting this, my recognition of the other is characterized by a double perspective: that from my own and that from my other’s standpoint.  Overlaid on the sense that I make of the world is the sense that the other bestows on it.  My awareness of their incomplete coincidence does not just give me the otherness of the other, it also shows me the finitude and contingency of my own perspective.  It is finite since my interpretation does not exhaust the sense that can be made out of a given situation.  It is contingent since my very ability to imaginatively take up the other’s standpoint shows that my own standpoint could have been other.   The interpretation that expresses my perspective is thus deprived of any inherent necessity.  It is situated as one of many possible interpretations.  The tie to tolerance comes insofar as tolerance implies the acceptance of the other as other.  Negatively this means that we let the other be other, that we not try to force the other to be or behave as we do.  Positively, it implies that we affirm the other’s ideals, his standards of sense-making, as his.  As Husserl puts this, in mutual tolerance, I affirm “his ideals as his, as ideals which I must affirm in him, just as he must affirm my ideals — not, indeed, as his ideals of life but as the ideals of my being and life” (Ms. E III 1, p. 7).
   Tolerance here rests on empathetic recognition insofar as such affirmations involve our imaginatively taking up one another’s standpoints.  The result is not just the empathetic experience of the ideals of the other.  Insofar as tolerance gives us the double perspective of empathy, it also involves our accepting the finitude and contingency of our own ideals.  

This acceptance can, of course, be quite disturbing.  I can experience the empathy that places me in another’s situation as an interruption of my enjoyment.  In Levinas’s phrase, I can experience the hunger of the other as “the bread snatched from my mouth.” Similarly, my taking the sense the other makes of our situation as an alternative standard can be felt as calling into question the sense I make of it, i.e., my own interpretation.  The same holds for empathetic experience of the ideals of the other.  Insofar as this brings to the fore the finitude and contingency of my own ideals, they too can be seen as called into question.  As a result, many people shut off their empathy.  Seeing a hungry person on the street, they turn away or they stereotype him as a drunk or a drug addict.  Such stereotyping, insofar as it imposes our categories and prejudices on the other, is a denial of his otherness.  As such, it is actually a form of intolerance.  With this, our initial questions return.  Why shouldn’t we turn away or stereotype the other?  Why should we tolerate him?  Are there any limits to such tolerance?  The answer to these questions requires a positive conception of the ideal of tolerance.  

The Ideal of Human Fullness


In its most general sense, the ideal is that of maximizing life through the maximization of its ordered diversity.  In Darwinian terms, it appears in his observation that “the greatest amount of life can be supported by great diversification of structure”
  Behind it is the fact that each species exploits the environment in a unique way.  Doing so, it does not so much compete with its neighbors as increase own its numbers by filling in a particular ecological niche afforded by its environment.  Each unique species, however, also enriches this environment.  Its own actions and presence increase the diversity of its environment and, hence, the places within it where the evolving species that adapt to it can gain a foothold.
  To put the same ideal in theological terms is to assert with Leibniz that of all the possible worlds that God could have created, he choose the one having “the greatest possible perfection.”
  It achieves this, according to Leibniz, by having “the greatest possible variety, together with the greatest order that may be.”
  Order comes from God’s “adapting” each substance to every other, such that each gives a “reason” or cause for what occurs in the others.
. Variety comes from the plurality of different substances involved in this web of mutual determination.  Each works to position all the others as uniquely situated perspectives on the whole.
 .

To translate these biological and theological expressions of the ideal into specifically human terms, we must speak of the contexts of sense —social, religious, economic, etc.—that are specifically human.  So regarded, the ideal becomes one of the “fullness” (or filling out) of the possibilities of being human through the maximum of cultural diversity consistent with social harmony.  By “social harmony,” I mean that such possibilities must be compossible, that is, that their mutual actualization must not be impossible.  This point can be put in terms of the notions of progress towards and regress from this ideal.  Taking the ideal as the goal of an ongoing process, we can say that each actualization of a human potentiality opens up further possibilities of being human. The accomplishment of human speech, for example, opens up a whole range of further possibilities—civil society, commerce, etc.—to the possibility of being actualized.  Each of these, when actualized in some particular way, points, in anticipation, to further possibilities.  Thus, printing opens up the possibility of mass literacy, which, in turn, opens up the cultural possibilities that depend on this.  Each advance towards the goal can be seen as providing a context of sense out of which arise the intentions towards the next advance.  Such contexts can be seen as analogous to the ecological niches that species provide for each other in their ongoing evolution.  Each niche, once opened, can be taken as a possibility waiting to be realized.  It forms an intention within the process of natural selection as it tends towards greater and greater complexity.  

In human terms, of course, the advance is hardly automatic.  It requires the active practice of tolerance.  As a practical, positive attitude, this requires more than our enduring other ways of being and behaving. Taken in its original Latin sense of “supporting” or “sustaining,”
 it can be understood as the attitude that actively supports alterity, that is, works to sustain and, in fact, increase the maximum number of compatible possibilities of being human.  If tolerance fosters the advance towards the goal of human fullness, intolerance attempts to banish the striving towards this goal.  It directs itself against already realized human possibilities or against possibilities which are present as anticipations springing from these.  It, thus, typically takes the form of trying to narrow or at least hold static the meaning of being human.  In the former case, it attempts an actual regress from the ideal of human fullness.  In the latter, its attempt is to eliminate the ideal’s sense as a goal of human praxis.  

The Limits and Justification of Tolerance


Let me return to my initial questions regarding the limits and validity of tolerance.  How does the concept determine what is tolerable?  Do we practice tolerance simply to avoid the negative consequences of intolerance or is there some positive benefit that its practice affords us?  The benefit of tolerance is, in fact, the increasing richness of human life as we progress towards the corresponding ideal of human fullness.  It is a matter of historical record that the great periods in human development occurred where different peoples and cultures interact.  Thus, the great period in ancient Greece occurred through its contacts with the older civilizations of the East.  The same holds for Rome in its relations with the Greeks.  Parallel modern examples can be found turn-of-the-century Vienna with its mixture of Germans, Slavs and Jews and Paris in the 1920’s with its polyglot population.  Tolerance fosters such periods with its positive command to support or sustain alterity.  As for its limits, these can be drawn from the fact that the ideal of human fullness is one of compossible possibilities, that is, possibilities that can be collectively actualized.  Those whose actualization results in the narrowing of the collective potential of humanity, tolerance forbids as a negative command.  This denial springs from the concept itself.  Thus, if it did not forbid them, it would contradict itself.  It would be directed to the goal of fullness of human being and, at the same time, embrace actions contrary to this goal’s realization.  

A few common examples will make this clear.  Tolerance, understood negatively as a prohibition—ultimately, as a prohibition of intolerance—forbids lying and theft.  The first, to the point that it is collectively actualized, undermines the possibility of speech to communicate verifiable information.  Thus, lying undermines those human possibilities, such as civil society, which presuppose this possibility.  Theft, when collectively actualized, has a similar effect on the possibility of possession and, hence, on the possibilities, such as commerce, springing from this.  Insofar as lying and theft cut off such possibilities, they result in a narrowing of human potentialities and are actually acts of intolerance.  Most of the standard rules of morality are in fact directed against such narrowing.  Engaging in the acts prohibited by them, we do harm to our neighbors in the sense of preventing the development of their potentialities.
  When this harm is directed towards a specific race, the price paid is the stunting or, in the extreme case, the elimination of the possibilities of a whole culture.   The Jewish communities of Eastern Europe will not come again, neither will the Moorish communities that so enriched Spain.  Their disappearance must count as a regress from the ideal of human fullness.  


The possibility of such permanent losses exhibits the contingency and finitude of humanity. An individual, because he is finite, must forego some possibilities when he actualizes others.  Since, however, he is part of a humanity, such possibilities, at least in a generic sense, are not permanently lost.  Someone else is always free to take them up.  When, however, humanity closes off a possibility for itself, it cannot appeal to another collectivity to make good this loss.  There is no human collectivity beyond itself.  Its own finitude is thus shown by the fact that it has not the resources to make good this loss.  It is, itself, only a contingently situated, finite totality of individuals, one that could always be otherby suffering permanent loss.  This exhibition of our contingency and finitude returns us to the fact that to engage in the empathetic recognition of the other is to accept our contingency and finitude.   This is no accident since the ideal of tolerance is a translation of this recognition into the moral and social goal of supporting the alterity that such recognition reveals.  What this ideal brings to the fore is that our recognition of our own humanity requires tolerance.

ENDNOTES

� 	See the entry “toleration” in the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd ed., Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1964, p. 2206.


� 	In Husserl's words, "The experienced animate organism of the Other continues to manifest itself as an actual animate organism solely through its continually harmonious behavior ... The organism is experienced as a pseudo-organism precisely when it does not agree in its behavior" (Cartesianische Meditationen, ed. S. Strasser, Husserliana I, The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1963,.p. 144).  "Harmonious," here, means harmonious with my own behavior.  This means that the Other's ego is "determined as thus governing his body (and, in a familiar way, constantly confirms this) only insofar as the whole stylistic form of the sensible processes that are primordially perceivable by me must correspond to what is known in type from my own governing my body" (p. 148).  This is also the case with the "higher psychical occurrences."  They have "their style of synthetic connections and their form of occurring which can be understandable to me through their associative basis in my own style of life …" (Ibid., p. 149).


� 	The etymological sense is from the Greek, pathein, “to suffer or undergo,” and en, signifying “in.”


� 	Taking up the other’s standpoint, I engage in what Gail Soffer calls “individualized empathy, an empathy of the form, ‘if I were there and I were x,’ where x specifies traits of the other,” such as being blind, then I would experience what someone with this trait experiences (Gail Soffer, “The Other as an alter ego: A Genetic Approach,” Husserl Studies [1999], vol. 15, p. 163).  Inherent in such empathy is “the realization that the other is not the same as the self, and does not experience the world as one in fact did or in fact could, but differently” (p. 164).  The object of this empathy is, in fact, the other in his or her alterity.


� 	The same point holds with regard to different societies.  Societies are “not egotistical” — i.e., not intolerant —Husserl writes, if they can affirm one another’s “particular goals and particular accomplishments” (Ms. A V 24, p. 4),


�	 Darwin, “The Origin of Species,” in The Origin of Species and the Descent of Man, New York: Random House, 1967, p. 85. He writes that this is shown experimentally by the fact that “if a plot of ground be sown with one species of grass, and a similar plot be sown with several distinct genera of grasses, a greater number of plants and a greater weight of dry herbage can be raised in the latter than in the former case” (ibid.).  


� 	These facts explain why evolution has a tendency towards diversity.  The “principle of divergence” is inherent in it “from the simple circumstance that the more diversified the descendants from any one species become in structure, constitution, and habits, by so much will they be better enabled to seize on many and widely diversified places in the polity of nature, and so be enabled to increase in numbers” (Origin of Species, p. 84).  From a modern perspective, we can say that those genes that promote diversity, and hence greater numbers of descendants, increase the chance of leaving copies of themselves behind.  Since such copies would have the same tendency, the process of divergence would naturally continue.   


� 	“Monadology,” §§53-4,  In Leibniz: Basic Writings, trans. George Montgomery, La Salle: Open Court, 1962, p. 262-63.


� 	Ibid., §58, p. 263.


� 	Ibid., §52, p. 262.


� 	Ibid., §56, p. 263..


� 	See A Latin Dictionary, editors Lewis and Short, London: Oxford University Press, 1966, p. 1876.


� 	Similarly, the injunction to treat others as we would like to be treated is actually a command allows both of us to participate in the mutually enriching expansion of our potentialities.





