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What does tolerance mean? I ask the question, because it seems to me that one of the 

things that pose a real threat to human freedom is the contemporary understanding of tolerance. I 
say contemporary, because the old and good meaning of tolerance has been abandoned for 
something insidious and dangerous. The original meaning of "I tolerate you" was famously (and 
perhaps rather extremely) expressed by Voltaire: 'I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to 
the death your right to say it."  

Tolerance asserts the right to have convictions, to make judgments about right and wrong, 
which differ from those of others. It also asserts the right to express those views without fear. The 
word comes from the Latin tolerare, meaning "to bear, endure, sustain hardship". Tolerance does 
not demand that we accept the opinions, beliefs, and lifestyles of others, but only that we learn to 
live without forcing them to line up with us. The seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke 
advocated tolerance in order to protect religious adherents from state coercion. Such coercion, 
we should remember, was one of the reasons the Pilgrim Fathers sailed for America.  

True tolerance is principled; yet it involves knowing how to put up with things and people, as 
well as knowing when to offer criticism. True tolerance makes judgments without being 
judgmental. It is, therefore, capable of being intolerant of the fanaticism (both religious and 
secular) that inhibits true freedom. A classic example of the view that toleration is wrong was 
expressed by the French theologian Jacques Bénigne Boussuet, who wrote in 1691, "I have the 
right to persecute you because I am right and you are wrong." Such a view is, of course, offensive, 
and principled tolerance is always careful to avoid offense wherever possible. However, offense 
may not always be avoidable, especially where truth is concerned. 

The new tolerance, however, is completely different. It seizes on the idea of offense and 
holds that I must not ever offend anyone else by expressing disapproval of any aspect of his or her 
behavior or ideas. The new tolerance disapproves of all absolutes except this one: you will be 
tolerant of everyone else's view. You must, however, be intolerant of intolerance. This means that 
criticism is forbidden, and must be replaced by unrestrained affirmation and praise, or silence. The 
new tolerance is intolerant of the old, and indeed negates it. To 
put it another way: the old tolerance accepted the existence of 
other views while disagreeing with them; the new tolerance insists 
on accepting the views themselves and not merely their existence.  

Such tolerance acts as an acid that not only dissolves human 
freedom and flourishing but also dissolves truth and morality - 
other views are to be accepted to be as true as your own. If we are 
not allowed to make judgments or have convictions any more, 
then all that is left is for us to descend to a kind of ethical 
neutrality. In the end, tolerance simply becomes a synonym for 
unconditional approval. We have lost our human dimensions of 
virtue and truth. In that sense, we have become merely animal. 


