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                                          Concept of Religious Tolerance                                                                   

The concept of religious tolerance is a corollary of the higher concept of co-existence. 

Human beings will have to learn the art of living together with the nature and its different 

phenomenon, with the other living beings of plant and animal kingdom and also with the 

people of different civilizational, cultural and social background. We are in the era of 

technological advancement where the distance between different parts of the world has 

been bridged due to the fast communication system. The present communication revolution 

has almost brought the people of different civilizations, ethnic, religious and cultural group 

almost under one umbrella. Now we need to respond accordingly to avoid any ideological or 

otherwise clashes. We need to accommodate and accept the people of different 

backgrounds. Differences should not become the cause of hostility among us. In this context 

we need to understand and accommodate the religious faith of others also. So that hostility 

does not arise among the people of different religious faith. We have the experience of 

bloodshed more on the name of religion than for conquering the kingdoms. So 

accommodation or tolerance for the ideologies of different religion and their adherents is 

one of the prerequisites for the co-existence of the people of diversified religious faiths. The 

study material is very much part of the paper; Philosophy of Religion. After this brief 

introduction I am, in fact, using one my research papers as the present study material 

because of its similarities to the courses of study.   

Both religious tolerance and religious intolerance are related to the adherent or followers of 

different confronting religious beliefs, ideologies, values, dogmas rites etc. If the followers 

of different religions or of different sects of the same religions live together in a peaceful 

manner adopting a liberal attitude towards the religious principles, ideals, beliefs and rituals 

of each other and not pursuing the feeling of mutual animosity, such a liberal and 

accommodating attitude is termed as religious tolerance. Religious tolerance reduces the 

possibilities of bloody conflicts on the name of different and confronting religious beliefs 

and ideologies. Adherents of different religions or religious groups may not approve the 

religious beliefs and ideals of each other yet they can accommodate and tolerate them to 

avoid any clash or enmity because of the existing differences in religious beliefs, ideals, 
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values and rites. This liberal and accommodating spirit, where there is no room for any clash 

on the name of different religious belief system, is the basic demand of the feeling of 

religious tolerance.  

The issue of religious tolerance gains importance and concerns with the emergence of multi-

religious society. Importance is attached to the issue because, for various reasons, almost 

every society has turned to be a multi-religious society. Any deliberation on the issue of 

religious tolerance is also based on the supposition that religion is not only an integral 

aspect of our life and society but also has wide range impact on them. The conflict is 

basically rooted in an attitude or belief of exclusive outlook where one individual or religious 

group pursues their claims to have a vision of absolute truth or to be in possession of a 

unique revelation embodied in a single scripture or system. We are in the era of heightened 

tensions too because the pluralistic mentality requires looking at each individual religion as 

part of a spiritual mosaic rather than as absolute truth in itself. (Many People Many Faith, p. 

463,464) 

 The variety of humanity – our lives, attitudes, beliefs, values and religions – lies at the 

heart of pluralism. Although human beings share a common nature, their stories, 

histories, societies, cultures and religions are many and various. Such variety poses 

problems for all of us living in a pluralist world, confronted with a supermarket of ideas, 

religions and ideologies. (The World’s Religions, p. 406)   The variety of ideologies 

particularly religious ideologies and beliefs poses problems for us when any one of them is 

regarded as the supreme and absolute truth and the rest of them are considered to be of 

no use. To say accept one ideology or religion as the only truth which is of absolute nature 

is to reject the rest of the alternatives. In the past centuries religious exclusiveness caused 

enough suffering locally, but today clashes between religions have global repercussions.  

 In such a situation the pragmatic need for us is to work for and to establish communication 

with people who do not share our beliefs and whose view of the world and religious 

ideologies is different. The purpose of this communication is to understand others’ 

standpoint for the removal of fear and hatred for the other religions and their followers. 

This approach and attitudes towards other religious groups creates some sort of space for 

them where we live and work with people, with a liberal mindset, who do not share our 

beliefs. Such a liberal approach and feelings towards other religious groups is termed as 

religious tolerance and is considered to be a pragmatic approach for coping with the multi-
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religious pluralistic society of our modern world. Our modern world has made the problems 

of pluralism more acute. When we lived in isolated rural communities we could avoid 

contact with alternative world-views, beliefs, religions and value systems. Now we all live in 

global village. (The World’s Religions, p.406)    

Another response to religious pluralism is to deliberate on the questions: Why should we be 

totally right and everyone else wrong? What is so special about the way we do things? 

When we response to these questions with an open mind we may come to realise that 

perhaps there are things to be learned from other ways of looking at the world. One major 

philosophical response to the problems allied to religious pluralism lie in the theory of 

relativism. We will have to suggest that all the truths, value, morals or beliefs are not 

absolute or universal in nature. Majority of the beliefs and ideologies are relative in nature 

as its rightness or wrongness, goodness or badness, approval or disapproval varies from 

time to time, place to place and person to person. The denial of any idea that ideologies or 

beliefs or values of a religious group are of the absolute and universal nature make them 

only relatively true and valid for a particular culture, setting and time. So people cannot 

simply let one another do anything and everything. “The way relativism is coping with the 

differences of pluralism is tolerance. We are to live and let live. Such an open-minded 

approach allows others the freedom to hold their own views as long as we are free to hold 

and practise what we believe.”  (The World’s Religions, p.407)    

Actually by religious tolerance we mean a disposition which enables a person to uphold and 

respect one’s own beliefs without in any way being disrespectful or discourteous towards 

other religions. Gustav Mensching has distinguished between formal tolerance and actual 

positive tolerance. The later is also known as intrinsic tolerance.  ‘Formal tolerance’ is mere 

noninterference with another faith. Mainly we discuss tolerance in this context of formal 

tolerance which is generally adopted by different religions or different religious groups of 

the same religion. The concept of positive tolerance goes one step further and talks about 

not only non-interference with other religions, but also positive acknowledgment of the 

confronting beliefs, ideologies and values of other religions. This form of tolerance includes 

an attitude of utmost sympathy.  In this sense religious tolerance comes close to the 

concept of unity of religions or universal religion or what we call ‘Sarvadharmasambhava’. 

Historically speaking religious and communal passions have led to the conflicts and war 

between different groups and nations. Unfortunately such conflicts, even in more deadly 
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forms, still exist in human world when human beings claim to be more advanced, civilized 

and cultured in every respect. The religious passions which have been responsible for this 

unfortunate state of human beings over the period of time are rooted in the attitude called 

religious intolerance.  Religious fundamentalism, religious identity and religious group 

egotism are the important factors of the attitude of religious intolerance. These factors are 

instrumental in arousing passionate emotional issues among the members of a religion or a 

religious group to fight and takeover the other religion or religious group regarded as the 

enemy group. In some cases religious group egotism transcends the boundary of nation, 

culture and race. The present situation existing in some regions of middle-east is the glaring 

example this type of religious intolerance. The feeling of intolerance really arises there 

where an individual or group claims to have a vision of absolute truth or to be in 

possession of a unique revelation embodied in a single Scripture or system.    

In such a volatile situation we need to delve on the questions: What is the nature of 

religious intolerance? What are the factors responsible for its rise in human mind and 

human society? How to reduce its impact on human mind and on human society? For a 

profound understanding and for some positive result in the desired direction we need first 

to understand the nature of religious tolerance.  

If we take the term tolerance only it is interpreted differently depending upon the situation 

and context. Some scholars are of the view that it refers to some attitude of disagreement 

or disapproval towards some beliefs or ideologies or principles or people which are, though 

somehow, accommodated or tolerated for various pragmatic reasons. The term basically 

refers to the phenomena of incompatibility towards them as they are not pleasant or 

blissful for the person concerned. So ideologically they are not acceptable as moral ideals. 

But they are accommodated from the pragmatic points of views so that some unwanted 

situations do not crop up in and around us. But definitely tolerance is different from the the 

negative dispositions like violence, jealacy, vindictiveness etc. Because with the influence of 

these dispositions someone is treated as enemy and one wishes to inflict harm to them. But 

in case of tolerance one may not have the feelings of love, brotherhood, friendship towards 

others yet there is little room for the negative feelings of hatred, jealousy, vindictiveness, 

violence, enmity etc. Actually people tolerate certain ideologies, principles, truths not 

because of the feeling of acceptance towards them but rather because of their feelings of 

liberal approach, feelings of respect for others, futility of oppression etc. The feeling of 
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tolerance does contain the element of sacrifice in the sense that we create some space for 

the beliefs, ideologies, values, rites etc. which we do not approve.  

Intolerance is just the opposite of tolerance when people, out of their preconceived notions 

and egoism, are not ready to accommodate or tolerate certain views, principles, ideologies 

etc which they dislike or disapprove. They regard their own belief or ideology as the 

supreme, exclusive and absolute truth.  Thus, egoistic and radical attitude along with the 

preconceived notions which are associated with intolerance give rise to the negative 

feelings of violence, revenge, jealousy in the individuals or among the members of a 

particular group. The intolerance is ethically wrong and regarded as bad in attitude and 

conduct. 

 Morally speaking, tolerance, too, does not come under a very comfortable and acceptable 

zone but intolerance is regarded as a vice full of all sorts of bad dispositions.  

However, we should remember that moral evaluation of tolerance or intolerance depends 

upon their subject matter also. Although the term tolerance gives the sense that somehow 

things are being tolerated despite their being feeling of disapproval for them yet this 

attitude of tolerance may be of great significance so far as the case of religious tolerance is 

concerned. The nature, intensity and the impact of divide which we find among different 

religious groups on the issues related to ideologies, beliefs, dogmas, rites etc. creates a very 

unfortunate situations for the humanity. In such a situation even the attitude of tolerance 

for the religious ideologies and beliefs for each other is of great importance. Scholars do talk 

of some higher stage of positive attitude of religious acceptance which may ultimately lead 

to the unity of all religions or universal religion or ‘Sarvadharmasambhava’ but these are 

considered to be farfetched ideals like that of intrinsic or positive tolerance in view of the 

subjective and personal dimensions of religious belief system. In fact, religious tolerance is 

the precursor of any future possibility of the attitude of acceptance of the religious ideals or 

beliefs of other religions. Religious tolerance in itself is of great intrinsic importance to 

maintain the harmony and peace in the society, though ideologically it may not be regarded 

has the highest moral ideal. So while analysing the term tolerance we may talk of some 

negative connotation which are believed to be attached with it but these connotations 

remain dormant in case of the impact factors of the religious tolerance. Thus, in the context 

of religion, religious tolerance may be taken as an ideal situation because it is devoid of 

pheneticism, fundamentalism and religious egotism or absolutism. Religious tolerance is 
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also important because it, at least, provides the adherents an occasion to initiate 

deliberations about religious relativism or for such issues which may be suitable for a multi-

religious or multi-cultural society. In fact the devastating and crude impacts of religious 

intolerance vindicate the positive aspects or positive elements which are ingrained in the 

feelings of religious tolerance. So the terms tolerance and religious tolerance cannot be 

equated or identified with regard to their positive and negative connotations.    

Some of the critics of religion question the very existence and need of religion because of 

the intolerance and divide created by its followers. They also argue that in the issues related 

to religious beliefs, dogmas and rites there is no room for the freedom of will or freedom to 

think in an atmosphere of feeling of intolerance created by adherents of a particular faith.  

Russell opines that “Morally religion increases intolerance, it hardly addresses the question 

of free-will and righteousness. . . . It would seem, therefore that the three human impulses 

embodied in religion are fear, conceit, and hatred.” (Russell, Bertrand: Has Religion Made 

Useful Contributions to Civilization? in Why I am Not a Christian and Other Essays on 

Religion and related Subjects, Unwin paperback, London, 1957, edi. 1967, p.28. See also 

Indoo Pandey Khanduri, Religion: For or Against Humanity, published in Dimensions of 

Philosophy of Religion, NBC, Delhi, 2014, p, 473 )  Russell also believes that Religions 

obstruct the free flow thinking for positivity, creativity and development: “The knowledge 

exists by which universal happiness can be secured; the chief obstacle to its utilization for 

that is the teaching of religion. Religion prevents our children from removing the 

fundamental causes of war; religion prevents us from the teaching of the ethic of scientific 

co-operation in place of the old fierce doctrines of sin and punishment. It is possible that 

mankind in on the threshold of a golden age but, if so, it will be necessary first to slay the 

dragon that guards the door, and this dragon is religion.” (Russell, Bertrand: Has Religion 

Made Useful Contributions to Civilization? in Why I am Not a Christian and Other Essays on 

Religion and related Subjects, Unwin paperback, London, 1957, edi. 1967, p.42. See also 

Indoo Pandey Khanduri, Religion: For or Against Humanity, published in Dimensions of 

Philosophy of Religion, NBC, Delhi, 2014, p, 473) 

But Russell’s view seems to be one sided as religions are also believed to have contributed 

immensely to the integration of man with man in society and to the development of human 

culture and civilization. But this also is a fact that religions which function as constructive 
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forces for integration and peace within their respective social groups, become transformed 

into destructive forces of intolerance, violence, and war when they step out of their 

respective social melieus. Now the problem we have to deal with is: how to remove 

intolerance and develop the attitude of tolerance towards ‘other’ in order to get rid of 

religious conflict? 

 This is the main problem which every religions today has to face and to solve so that there 

may be a confluence of the world’s spiritual resources strong and pure enough to liberate 

modern man from the prevailing soul-killing worldliness and restore him to his spiritual 

integrity and glory.  (World Religions and World Peace, p. 40)    

We have seen that the first and foremost cause for the rise of the feeling of intolerance is 

the claim of an individual or group to have a vision of absolute truth or to be in possession 

of a unique revelation embodied in a single Scripture or system. In order to develop the 

feeling of tolerance one will have to get rid of this narrow and compartmentalised belief and 

attitude. This is possible only when we develop the feeling of friendliness and adopt liberal 

approach towards the feelings and beliefs of the followers of other religions. If we try to 

develop the feeling of friendliness in the children it will have a remarkable impact over the 

period of time. One of the major reasons for the rise of religious intolerance is the ignorance 

about the belief system, values and ideologies of other religions. For the removal of such 

ignorance in children a feeling of friendliness and contact with the adherents of other 

religions is important. The family members and educational institutions should arrange for 

their periodical visits to the places of worships of other religions. Media can also play an 

instrumental role in this direction. They can highlight the basic and positive aspects of 

different religions. This is how some of the preconceived notions can be removed which 

children might have gathered in course of their upbringing. Thus family first then schools 

and media have to play a significant role in developing the liberal and friendly approach 

towards the religious beliefs and culture of the follower of other religions in a multi-religious 

society.  

In order to reduce the wrath of the feeling of intolerance believers should practice the 

values ingrained in their religions and scriptures. The practice of these values will vindicate 

the inner goodness of a religion and will influence the individuals of other religious groups 

to develop a feeling of tolerance and accommodation towards that religion. 



8 
 

The philosophical or ontological foundation for religious harmony and tolerance lies in all 

such philosophical doctrines where feeling of brotherhood and fellowship is implied. The 

Vedic doctrine that Reality is one, though the wise speak of it variously, and the Jaina 

doctrine of Anekantavada and also a statement of Gita “all human beings approach me, so I 

receive them, all paths, Partha, lead to me.” are the celebrated examples of such 

philosophical foundation. 

Another philosophical approach would be to look for the commonalities in the spiritual 

ideals and values of different faiths. For example, all theistic religions have an abiding faith 

in the existence of God, the cause and creator of this world and all that exists in it, including 

the human beings. The ultimate goal of life is to seek God, to know and love Him and to seek 

His mercy and grace. He is the ultimate refuge and destiny of man. Since we are all the 

creatures of the same Creator, and our destiny is also the same, why do we quarrel over 

minor differences? Let each one follow his path. Let us live and let live in a spirit of 

accommodation and goodwill. This thought leads to the appealing idea of religious co-

existence, or the attitude of “Sarva Dharma Sambhava”. It has been promoted by several 

recent thinkers and leaders for promoting inter-religious tolerance and harmony. 

Thus religious belief system can help in achieving something remarkable or it may also be 

used for the some terrible goals. Religious belief system has the power to elevate and drive 

people to astonishing height or it can even doom or despair people. So the evaluation, 

understanding and approach towards the basics of different religions with an open and 

liberal mind are very important for the world peace. This in itself is a good reason to weight 

them very carefully.(Living Religions, p.43)   

1. A Lion Handbook The World’s Religions, Lion Publishing plc, Oxford, 1994 

2. Homer A. Jack,(ed.) World Religions And World Peace, The International Inter-Religious 
Symposium On Peace, Beacon Press, Boston, 1968  

3. Indoo Pandey Khanduri, Religion: For or Against Humanity, published in 

      Dimensions of Philosophy of Religion, NBC, Delhi, 2014, p, 473 

4. Mary Pat Fisher, Living Religions (4th ed.), Prentice-Hall, New Jersey, 1991 



9 
 

5. Robert S. Ellwood & Barbara A. Mcgraw, Many Peoples, Many Faiths (7th ed.), Prentice-

Hall, New Jersey, 2002  

6. Russell, Bertrand: Has Religion Made Useful Contributions to Civilization? in Why I am 

Not a Christian and Other Essays on Religion and related Subjects, Unwin paperback, 

London, 1957 

                                                       Dr.Shailesh Kumar Singh 

                                                       Professor, Department of Philosophy 

                                                        A.N.College, Patna 

                                                             

 

 

 

 

 


