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CHAPTER TWO 

A TOLERATION OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT: 
FROM LIMITING STATE POWER  

TO EMPOWERING CITIZENS 

JUDITH VEGA  
 
 
 
Seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch Spinoza, defending the right 

to freedom of thought, stipulated that, while citizens may not act against 
the sovereign, as this would go against the rule of law,  

 
this is not the case with thinking, judging, and consequently, with 
speaking, too, provided one does no more than express or communicate 
one’s opinion, defending it through rational conviction alone, not through 
deceit, anger, hatred, or the will to effect such changes in the state as he 
himself decides. (Spinoza 1991, 293)  

 
Reading this quotation, one is tempted to suspect a clash of 

civilisations between the tolerant commonwealth Spinoza envisioned and 
present-day European public culture. In Spinoza’s Enlightenment ideal of 
toleration, a tolerant republic is to be attended by a certain public self-
restraint on the side of critical speakers, whereas a pervasive contemporary 
defence of tolerance connects tolerance to an apology, or even advocacy, 
of unrestrained individual self-expression.1  

As the quotation indicates, this current notion of toleration cannot 
protest a position safeguarding the Western legacy. Whether the goal of a 
tolerant society is to somehow promote or protect an individualised right 

                                                            
1 Although the cry “we are Charlie,” massively vented in France and elsewhere 
after the 2015 murderous attack on journalists of the French satirical weekly 
Charlie Hebdo, may be ascribed various significations, among which compassion 
with the victims and a mere outcry against terrorist violence, it also represents one 
expression of this notion. The slogan epitomises support of a “right to insult’ as a 
necessary part of endorsing a tolerant society.  
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to expression and an individualist take on liberty has precisely been a topic 
for contestation within the West’s proper intellectual tradition. Below, I 
will juxtapose Enlightenment and contemporary debates on toleration, 
arguing a continuity of concerns, albeit through dislodging—instead of 
affirming—the narrow “liberal” reading of the Western tradition. Before 
embarking on the historical references, I will briefly characterise the 
contemporary field of philosophical debate on toleration.  

The latter decades of the twentieth century saw a true revival of the 
philosophy of toleration. The debate, for one part, turned on the 
acceptability of various liberal premises in the defence of toleration, for 
another part it problematised political practices associated with the liberal 
view. Criticisms varied from pointing out conceptual inconsistencies in the 
liberal idea of toleration, to a dismissal of the very idea of toleration. The 
first sort of critique focuses on the internal consistency of the liberal 
conceptual framework, which derives the value of toleration from 
principles such as honouring individual freedom and autonomy and 
minimal state interference with citizens’ expressions, the law’s neutrality 
with respect to content seen as befitting a pluralist society.2 Several 
authors alerted to various internal tensions between these premises.3 Two 
such conceptual tensions stand out. The promotion of autonomy could 
issue in the intolerance of worldviews that do not highly value autonomy, 
revealing the substantialist rather than mere formal or universalist status of 
this liberal value, thus casting doubt upon liberalism’s pluralist creed. 
Next, relying on the negative notion of freedom, which refers both to 
minimal government interference with society and to citizens’ undisturbed 
liberty of action, is to overlook the political necessity of creating adequate 
choices for citizens to choose from, for them to become autonomous 
subjects.  

The second type of critique is concerned rather with the dissonances in 
liberal political practices. In the wake of the notion of “repressive 
tolerance” coined by Marxist Herbert Marcuse in 1965, the concept of 
tolerance became suspicious for its supposed liberal bias, more precisely, 

                                                            
2 An explicitly liberal, end-twentieth century theory of toleration was developed by 
Rawls 1972 and 1996. I cannot here enter into the details of his argument, nor into 
those of the extensive debate it triggered. The criticisms of liberal ideas on 
tolerance as indicated below did in part refer specifically to Rawls’s work, but 
were generally directed towards a more broadly conceived of liberal political-
philosophical framing of toleration.  
3 The debate was spearheaded by the work of Mendus 1989 and 1999. Other 
contributors are e.g. Raz 1988, Tate 2008 and Heyd 2008. 
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its “passive” and “permissive” mode of practicing tolerance4. This critique 
sees tolerance wrapped up, not with freedom, but with the tyranny of the 
majority or/and with practices of governmentality. The latter, Foucauldian 
concept, was employed for rethinking toleration foremost by American 
philosopher Wendy Brown (2006 and 2008). It has toleration refer, not to 
the practice of checking the power of the state, but to socio-political 
practices that reproduce accepted ideas, thereby creating “docile subjects”, 
aiding the legitimacy of the liberal state rather than its critique. This “anti-
tolerance” position criticises the liberal state for its selective choice of 
targets of intolerance, such as parading free speech while tolerating many 
wrongful socio-economic practices (Marcuse), for using the very discourse 
of tolerance for legitimising states involved in actual aggression against 
internal and foreign “Others” (Brown), or for having multicultural 
“tolerance” becoming a “racist” form of “culturalising” the Others that are 
to be tolerated (Žižek 1997 and 2008). Brown pointedly charged 
liberalism’s promotion of tolerance with effectuating “a general retreat 
from the more ambitious liberal and left political agendas”, abandoning 
more “participatory models of civic and political life” (Brown 2006, 87).  

A still different sort of response, more sympathetic to the idea of 
toleration than the last one, came from philosophers who aimed to repair, 
rather than renounce, the notion of toleration by elaborating it within other 
than liberal-democratic theoretical outlooks. The clearest candidates here 
have been the deliberative and recognitional theories of democracy. The 
already mentioned claim that autonomy is not a mere formal, but actually 
substantialist ground for the defence of toleration led authors within these 
schools to suspect its unsuitability for accommodating present-day’s “post-
secular society”. Concerns about fairly accrediting the claims of an 
increasingly diverse citizenry occasioned elaborations of the idea of 
tolerance that avoided the overbearing secular outlook of liberal theory. 
Framing the requirements of public reason in terms of a principled secular 
rationality, such as characterised John Rawls’s liberalism, would be to 
affirm toleration as a one-way practice, favouring secular tolerators over 
the non-secular tolerated. To Jürgen Habermas, the societal condition of 
postsecularism was reason for revisiting his own theory of deliberative 
democracy. If the discourse theory of democracy is to avoid asymmetrical 
burdens for secular versus religious citizens, it should open up public 
reasoning to both secular and religious types of reasons. Habermas 
                                                            
4 Frankfurt School theorist Marcuse himself, to be sure, did not merely dismiss the 
liberal heritage on this point. He rather drew on a history of tolerance as in 
principle tantamount to a resistance to power, which should be evoked again over 
and against the mere “permissive” conception of his days.  
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allowed for the possible contributions to moral insights that religious 
citizens may provide. Other authors (foremost Festenstein 1999; Bohman 
2003, 2003b; Forst 2013 and 2013b) had already set out to apply the 
theory of deliberative democracy to novel framings of tolerance, which 
could render tolerance, rather than the mere condonation of plural views of 
the good, a moral problematic of social justice. From similar concerns but 
with distinct philosophical references, authors such as Paul Ricoeur and 
Anna Galeotti sought to link toleration to a more active theory of 
democracy by turning to the philosophy of recognition. They charged the 
legalistic approach of tolerance with allowing legal rights to toleration 
exist side by side with disdain for the identities to be tolerated in the public 
sphere. This problematic necessitates active rather than passive forms of 
toleration, i.e. practices of mutual recognition, that could work against 
people’s unequal statures in public life.  

I can only skim this rich field of present-day philosophical debate, but 
suggesting some of its features may suffice as background to the 
arguments below. I aim to show how the crucial present-day philosophical 
problematisations of tolerance do not arise in contradiction to, but as 
continuations of certain conceptual offerings of Enlightenment precursors. 
Rather than countering the individualistic take on tolerance by taking leave 
of the very concept of tolerance, I venture a different “genealogy” of the 
idea of toleration. I will outline the coexistence of “liberal” and 
“republican” orientations on tolerance, tracing the latter primarily to 
Spinoza, and contrasting his with the ideas on toleration of John Locke, 
Immanuel Kant and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing.  

What I will dub a republican—over and against a liberal—approach to 
toleration needs two conceptual momentums, both of which were 
proffered already during the Enlightenment. First, a shift from arguing 
tolerant states towards arguing tolerant public spheres and societies, which 
was certainly not as extensively accomplished in the Enlightenment as it is 
in recent approaches, but which did unfold with Spinoza, with a follow-up 
in Lessing. Second, it needs the idea of tolerance as a not merely 
permissive political stance, but as a device for redressing power 
imbalances in society and as resulting from the efforts of citizens and state 
alike to arrive at a communal freedom by way of the safeguarding of 
mutual respect. Several openings to such a prospect for tolerance were 
available by the end of the eighteenth century.  
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1. The tolerant state and a tolerant citizenry: Spinoza 

In response to the Wars of Religion, Enlightenment philosophy 
developed various outlooks on why and how to curb the state’s right to 
prioritise one religion over others. Tolerance being perceived as necessary 
solution to religious social conflict, the conceptualisation of the limits of 
governmental power was a prime step in averting civil strife. This step did 
not necessarily, nor mostly, entail a view of a secular state. But expecting 
the state to abstain from prosecution on the basis of faith did henceforth 
become an essential part of the modern view of democracy—constitutional 
checks on state power being democracy’s proper gospel. The range of 
themes deemed relevant to the relation between tolerance and democracy 
meanwhile varied widely. Though religious identity was clearly a 
predominant one, broader notions of the freedom of thought—the libertas 
philosophandi—or the freedom of the arts came into the picture as well. 
Furthermore, thinking about tolerance as motive for curbing state power 
quickly moved on to thinking the role of toleration for democratic 
legitimacy in a broader sense than democracy’s constitutional order, 
entwining, in a variety of ways, the fates of toleration and democracy. 
Philosophers differed considerably as to locating a tolerant democracy 
merely on state level, tolerance being consequential to legitimate state 
power, or extending tolerance to civil society, that is, to a mutual 
obligation of citizens.  

In taking tolerance to be a device for securing the stability of the state, 
the theory of tolerance would remain swayed by a Hobbesian mindset. 
Thomas Hobbes’s theory of the state in terms of the institution of one 
political body, a centralised power requiring submission to it, ensued from 
his premise that the state exists to keep men from fear of destruction, and 
that it hence is in the interest of the state to refrain from feeding civil 
strife. I will refer to this angle as the instrumental conception of toleration: 
toleration as an instrument for ensuring a stable state. If this instrumental 
conception of tolerance stayed around as a major intuition up to now, we 
also witness the development of a second, moral perspective on tolerance: 
toleration as a form of moral action, rather than state rationality. 
Toleration is to impact on the well-being, not just guarantee the survival, 
of subjects. In this perspective, intolerance is problematised not as 
(merely) unwise, but as immoral. The moral perspective may, meanwhile, 
apply to state actions as well as to citizens’ behaviour. In the first case it 
indicates a state having to sustain a tolerant society by aiding citizens’ 
capacity for respectful interaction, in the second, it refers to citizens’ own 
duty of respectful interaction. In the work of Hobbes’ contemporary 
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Spinoza, the instrumental and moral stands already occur side by side, and 
the latter in both the statist and civic applications.  

Spinoza defended his argument for religious toleration, as well as 
freedom of thought and artistic practice, in the Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus (1670). The instrumental angle is clearly influencing an essential 
aspect of his defence of tolerance, in holding that sovereigns may 
rightfully treat as enemies all those who disagree with them, adding, 
pointedly, “but the point at issue is not what is their right, but what is to 
their interest” (Spinoza 1991, 292).5 If this amounts to a straightforward 
instrumental argument, these wordings at once unhinge the Hobbesian 
political logic resulting in absolutist political rights. Spinoza has been 
taken to support the Hobbesian absolutist conclusion, for stating that the 
transfer of natural rights to the sovereign confers on the latter the supreme 
control of power. However, a caveat is woven into this argument, which 
effectively annuls that conclusion. For the true transfer of power by all to 
one sovereign body will constitute a democracy, of which the interest is 
“the welfare of the whole people, not the ruler” (1991, 243), and that 
sovereign body has, by the same token, the subject’s obedience as its due.  

Spinoza in fact distances the defence of toleration from a (conventional) 
natural rights argument. Spinoza suggests that natural rights are wanting as 
rational ground for the legitimation of political power, as they generally 
associate with might rather than right. From the idea of natural right 
accrues the right to each to guarantee one’s survival, whereas human laws 
cannot be determined by the right of each, as they have to be determined 
by a collective power.6 “Nature’s right .. does not frown on strife, or 
hatred, or anger, or deceit, or on anything at all urged by appetite,” 
warranting the conclusion that “the unrestricted right naturally possessed 
by each individual should be put into common ownership” (1991, 238; 
239). Spinoza’s democracy is defined as “a united body of men which 
corporately possesses sovereign right over everything within its power” 
(1991, 241).  

Spinoza, first, derives the defence of religious toleration from a 
theological argument on the inescapability of obedience to God. It is the 

                                                            
5 Spinoza also eventually states that, as cruel and violent ruling would destroy the 
state and hence not be in its interest, such rulers also do not have the absolute 
power or the absolute right to such deeds (Spinoza 1991, 292). But this possible 
finale to the instrumental argumentation is not the point I wish to make in the 
following.  
6 Goetschel 2004 interprets Spinoza along similar lines, concluding to a specific, 
non-contractual perspective on politics, no longer positing the free, self-sufficient 
individual, but the free multitude as what is to benefit from political order.  
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devotion to God that constitutes an individual right (1991, 292), and it is this 
specific “natural right” to piety which must overrule the sovereign’s claim to 
religious truth. Religious truth cannot be determined by some single idea of 
“revealed religion”, for systematic and historical reasons. Religious insights 
will always be subject to different accounts of the available texts, to which 
the differences between the original prophets already testify, as do those 
between the later theologicians, the texts moreover refering to historically 
specific contexts rather than timeless circumstances. Religious truth can only 
ensue from a hermeneutic enterprise, a series of interpretations of the 
renderings of the prophets. This interpretive process of discovering, in good 
faith, one’s own understanding of God’s will, is subject to two requirements. 
First, a will to the good for its own sake—instead of for fear of evil, which 
would imply a heteronomous life, a life of bondage (Spinoza 1991, 109); 
second, a will to realise the only legitimate religious purpose—“to love 
one’s neighbour” (Spinoza 1991, 221).  

Secondly, Spinoza changes the end of the state from the mere 
guarantee of survival to liberty, famously stating that “the purpose of the 
state is, in reality, freedom” (Spinoza 1991, 293).7 The realisation of this 
freedom impels tolerance. As Spinoza already formulates in the book’s 
long subtitle and repeats in various places, it is not just possible to grant 
freedom of thought without endangering the peace of the commonwealth; 
this peace is actually endangered by not granting this freedom. The 
sovereign cannot with impunity discipline individual thought and 
expression, as this would affect those who with good intentions seek to 
further freedom. Laws disciplining expression would merely play into the 
hands of the mere quarrelsome who seek to unsettle the state and bend it to 
their private will. This already indicates how, while conditional on 
freedom of thought, the republic’s survival would actually be endangered 
by allowing a mere expressivist, “liberal” understanding of it. A 
distinction is put in place between freedom of speech, which is absolute 
(as founding the democratic collective), and free speech, which is not.  

I want to draw attention to two further, vital characteristics of Spinozist 
(republican) politics. First of all, Spinoza admonishes the state to not be 
averse to taking on an enabling, or educational, role, discrediting the 
notion of a passive, permissive type of tolerant state politics. A second, 
momentous turn in the conception of political freedom is the way in which 
Spinoza involves speech in his argument on toleration, as was already 
apparent from my opening sentence.  

                                                            
7 The Latin original has “reipublicae”, which the English translation renders as 
“state”.  
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1.1 The enabling state 

First, Spinoza’s turn to the responsible state. If repeatedly insisting on 
the necessary obedience to the state, and often equivocating on whether he 
discusses the state in general, or its republican form in particular, 
Spinoza’s argument plainly builds up to an argument about the tolerant 
republic, the state as a democratic commonwealth. Spinoza assigns this 
state, tasked with realising freedom, a role in actively promoting a tolerant 
citizenry, an argument that he has precede, and found, the very argument 
of freedom as the state’s purpose.  

 
It is not, I repeat, the purpose of the state to transform men from rational 
beings into beasts or puppets, but rather to enable them to develop their 
mental and physical faculties in safety, to use their reason without restraint 
and to refrain from the strife and the vicious mutual abuse that are 
prompted by hatred, anger or deceit. Thus the purpose of the state is, in 
reality, freedom (Spinoza 1991, 293). 
 
It is imperative to grant freedom of judgment and to govern men in such a 
way that the different and conflicting views they openly proclaim do not 
debar them from living together in peace (Spinoza 1991, 297). 

 
It is this configuration of the state’s responsibility that underpins 

Spinoza’s forceful (and often thought disquieting) reminders of the 
necessity of submission to the sovereign—but which, I have argued, is to 
be read as a submission to the rule of law in a democracy. While it is often 
argued that Spinoza’s argument follows the path towards an authoritarian 
conclusion, this reading neglects Spinoza’s republican angle to democracy. 
The desired state being a republic, the citizenry constitutes the 
commonwealth. If obedience to the state indeed issues from the necessary 
transfer of individual right, such obedience falls to the commonwealth, the 
community of citizens.  

Spinoza accepts the grim ontology that is implied in a Hobbesian state 
of nature, but disavows its use for justifying government in any form for 
being better than no government. It cannot justify dictatorial rule as the 
laws of human reason—in distinction to the laws of nature—“aim only at 
the true good of men” (Spinoza 1991, 239). The republic rightfully views 
individuals’ penchants for acting on their proper natural rights as being a 
liability for the commonwealth. Democracy is the society that counters 
individual passions for the good, and the purpose of communal freedom 
renders mutual disdain, denigration and hatred illegitimate actions. In thus 
connecting the political duty to tolerate to an enabling duty of politics, 
Spinoza fundamentally changes Hobbes’ reasoning, concluding to a 
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positive rather than negative conception of the freedom that justifies the 
existence of the state. The freedom that the state is to foster implicates an 
interest in building a citizenry capable of realising the communal freedom 
the citizens cannot but want as rational prospect.  

1.2 Enabling speech 

The elaboration of Spinoza’s involvement of the issue of speech in 
delineating the realm of toleration, needs to start with careful 
consideration of his wordings in the preface to the Tractatus. Spinoza 
argues how the persecution of religion under a despotism would be 
“disastrous” to “a free commonwealth”, as laws that condemn beliefs and 
words were precisely the source of religious strife. Laws such as found in 
absolute monarchies without the separation of church and state are to be 
banished, as coercing “the citizen’s free judgment is altogether 
incompatible with the freedom of the people”, the communal freedom.8 
Quoting Tacitus, Spinoza admonishes that if under civil law, “’only deeds 
were arraigned, and words were not punished’, persecutions of this kind 
would be divested of any appearance of legality, and disagreement would 
not turn into persecution” (Spinoza 1991, 51). If interpreters from such 
wordings deduced the defence of a principled right to free speech,9 
Spinoza’s wordings actually compound this right, first of all with a moral 
stricture, but with a legal injunction as well.  

Freedom of speech is asserted as the quintessence of the freedom of the 
republic, in the sense that there is an internal relation between individual 
and communal freedom. This very internal connection then immediately 
warrants a proviso: rather than formulating an individual right to free 
speech, freedom of speech can only work as the guarantee of individual 
freedom of speech which is oriented towards the communal freedom of the 
citizens. This connects the political duty to tolerate to a civic duty, a duty 
on the part of the citizen, likewise issuing from the notion of the freedom 
of the commonwealth.  

                                                            
8 The Latin has “communi libertati”, which I would translate as “communal 
freedom” instead of “freedom of the people” as the English translation has. This 
literal translation is, again, a more precise term for the argument that I aim to 
develop—it better references the republican argument characterising Spinoza’s 
work. The German and Dutch translations of the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus 
also use the literal translation.  
9 For instance Israel (2000), who, likewise, points out Spinoza’s republicanism but 
does not subsequently see a tension between this characterisation and his 
understanding of Spinoza as a (rare) champion of individual freedom.  
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Spinoza formulates the pledge of obedience to the sovereign as the task 
to obey the distinction between acting against, and communicating with 
the sovereign. If this is a restriction of actions towards the sovereign, it 
spills over—necessarily, if the “sovereign” is the commonwealth of 
citizens—into a restriction on the interactions within civil society.  

 
If [a man] submits his opinion to the judgment of the sovereign power, 
(which alone is competent to enact and repeal laws), and meanwhile does 
nothing contrary to what is commanded by that law, he deserves well of 
the state, acting as a good citizen should do. (...) The individual citizen can 
say and communicate to others what he thinks without infringing the right 
and authority of the sovereign, that is, without violating the peace of the 
commonwealth (Spinoza 1991, 293). 

 
The distinction made between deeds and words directs the behaviour 

expected from the citizen towards the sovereign—and, by inference, 
towards his fellow citizens.  

 
If anyone holds the opinion that the sovereign is not possessed of full 
power, or that promises need not be kept, or that it behoves everyone to 
live as he pleases, or if he holds other such views as are directly opposed to 
the said covenant, he is guilty of sedition, not so much because of his 
judgment and belief as because of the action that is implicit therein 
(Spinoza 1991, 294). 
 
The “action” against the sovereign, which Spinoza disallows, for him 

covers seditious speech, for “it is undeniable that words can be treasonable 
as well as deeds” (1991, 292). The distinction between words and deeds 
subsumes a distinction between words, between speech acts: speech 
coinciding with insurgent action is disallowed, speech coinciding with 
persuasion is allowed as being precisely beneficial.10  

Spinoza’s often supposed “political authoritarianism” then is no longer 
that.11 He obliges political authority to passive (the state benefiting from 

                                                            
10 We could reformulate this in terms of John Austin’s distinction between 
illocutionary and perlocutionary speech acts—the first constituting immediate 
action, the second depending on time for its effect, as is the case with, for example, 
persuasion. Spinoza, then, considers only perlocutionary acts rightful acts—the 
performative effect of speech is to depend not merely on the speaker’s willful 
intention but on the response it allows to arise.  
11 My reading contradicts the one by Rainer Forst. Forst assumes that Spinoza is 
mostly Hobbesian in his view of toleration: Spinoza does not arrive at an 
egalitarian view of “reciprocal justice between citizens”, and hence does not live 
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allowing critique) as well as active (as regards its citizens) stances towards 
toleration, and though starting the argument for toleration in the 
chronology of the text with the instrumental view of a “reason of state”, 
the systematical logic of the argument begins “from the other end”, where 
the necessity for toleration arises from the needs of civil society. His 
defence of freedom of speech is formulated over and against an “unbounded 
license” justifying “seditious speech” (1991, 298), as the latter only 
represents a lust for power, not for good judgment or peace. I would not 
understand such a stipulation, as is often the case today, as a (conceptually 
and politically problematic) formulation of a limit to tolerance: it is framed 
as a condition for tolerance, without which a democracy cannot exist. A 
tolerant state is a state resisting harm through law as well as speech. Civil 
authorities may never renege on their duty to protect minority religions or 
sects, however much they are hated (provided that they in turn hurt no 
one). As a corollary, citizens’ speech may contribute neither to a disregard 
of the rule of law, nor to civic hatred. Spinoza does not ground freedom of 
speech in an absolute individual natural right; he draws on the material, 
performative effects of speech for a consideration of how to best provide 
public peace. Freedom of speech, then, is to function as guarantee both 
against sovereigns’ usurping power and against incendiary civic speech 
that undermines democratic public life. 

Submission to state authority is predicated on the premise that “by this 
authority alone men can be restrained from harming one another even 
when their opinions are in open conflict” (Spinoza 1991, 297). Harm is no 
longer the mere harm to institutional state power, and includes the harm 
individuals inflict on others, exemplified by inflammatory speech, which 

                                                                                                                            
up to his notion that the purpose of the state is freedom (Forst 2013, 208). 
Spinoza’s defence of toleration would, according to Forst, remain tied to a 
“permission” conception of justice which does let the sovereign prevail over the 
churches, but also grants the sovereign the right to intolerant measures. As is 
apparent from my reading, I think Forst’s interpretation gives too little credit to, 
first, Spinoza’s hints at the moral agenda pertaining to the state, which overrides 
the Hobbesian, instrumental position on state power, second, Spinoza’s thoroughly 
republican argumentation for tolerance, and third, Spinoza’s compounding of 
speech and freedom. If Spinoza indeed does not arrive at founding democracy on 
an individualist freedom, as Forst reproaches him for, he is concerned with 
tolerance as a feature of society at large, or, of a public freedom, a freedom of the 
public sphere. Forst’s objection that Spinoza does not entertain a proto-liberal 
notion of freedom formulated as a claim towards the sovereign, is, besides 
arguable, in actual tension with Forst’s own intent of grounding tolerance in a 
moral (justice oriented rather than ethical) habit: the lack of such a liberal premise 
would actually benefit the latter orientation. 
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is responsible for the civil disturbances that harm the commonwealth and 
thereby go against the democratic rule of law, coming about where “all the 
citizens undertake to act, but not to reason and judge, by decision made in 
common” (Spinoza 1991, 297). Harm to the state, we may say, is the harm 
inflicted by citizens upon citizens, which meanwhile leaves in place 
individual reason and judgment. The submission demanded has become a 
submission of both state and citizen to a recognition of the duty towards 
democracy, being the rule closest to “the most natural state” (Spinoza 
1991, 297). Spinoza, if initially employing the instrumental view of 
tolerance as sustaining state power and political order, shifts that very 
mode of reasoning towards one involving a moral imperative obliging both 
state and citizenry, formulating a reciprocal democratic duty. Seditious 
speech, hating and despising others, constitute not mere personal vices, 
exonerated by the freedom of speech, but an intolerable attack on the 
sovereignty of the commonwealth.  

I will continue with contrasting Spinoza’s view of tolerance with other 
Enlightenment approaches, viz. those of Locke, Kant and Lessing.  

2. The tolerant state and the division of the citizenry: 
Locke  

John Locke’s most mature conception of toleration is articulated in his 
A Letter concerning Toleration from 1689. His argument for religious 
toleration contains many elements similar to Spinoza’s. He too insists on 
the separation of state and church, denying government any dominion in 
matters of the “salvation of the soul” as well as the authority to deprive 
individuals of their civil rights on religious grounds. However, in the 
course of the argument, crucial differences arise. I will focus on two such 
differences. First, as to the epistemic principle guiding the acceptance of 
religious knowledge; second, as to the political principle underlying the 
subject’s relation to the social covenant.  

Spinoza founded toleration of belief on the “natural right” of individual 
obedience to God, regardless of religion as well as of specific readings of 
religious texts as long as these remain a search for the right way to honour 
neighbourly love—the worldly expression of God’s love. This requirement 
directly ensues from the (any) love for God, that is, from religion as such, 
and can only be judged on the basis of one’s works (Spinoza 1991, esp. ch. 
14). Locke does engage the argument that cruelty and persecution cannot 
be considered Christian, but he nowhere extends this to a general, formal 
characteristic of the search for religious belief, on the contrary. Locke 
connected the toleration of belief to an a priori political argument, viz. to 
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an expectation of the political trustworthiness of specific religions. 
Locke’s variety of the separation of state and church is, on the one hand, 
based on the notion that spiritual salvation, or the care for the soul, cannot 
belong to the dominion of civil powers. On the other hand it involves a 
differentiation of religions with respect to their capacity for civil 
obedience, and a similarly motivated dismissal of atheists. Religions that 
obey other “masters” than the state, such as Catholics and Muslims, are to 
be withheld toleration; atheists can, for their very lack of belief, not be 
trusted with promises and hence not with abiding by the social contract. 
Locke thus replaces Spinoza’s hermeneutic principle by an infallibilist 
criterion—some religions are, from the political point of view, simply bad 
religions. Unlike Spinoza, Locke does not value plurality of opinions as 
such. For reasons of state, religion, as well as the absence of religion, are 
removed again from the realm of personal considerations about care for 
the soul. Religions get defined by the political motives they allegedly hold, 
and no longer as mere varieties of piety, to be judged a posteriori—by the 
works of the individual believers.  

The second difference concerns these philosophers’ framings of the 
nature of the social contract, or, the stature of natural rights as ground of 
the social covenant. In Spinoza’s republican prospect inheres a specific 
notion of citizens being colegislators, which maintains the internal relation 
of individual and communal well-being, or, of individual right and 
everyone’s public participation. In Locke, the natural rights tradition gets a 
more principled Hobbesian follow-up, employing it to conceptualise the 
legitimate relation of state and citizen rather than one between the citizens. 
Natural right gives rise to individualist claims to negative freedom: one is 
entitled (on certain conditions) to non-interference by the state, or to its 
interference when others trespass one’s rights to property or worship. The 
law is conceived of, in accordance with Locke’s general political 
philosophy in the Two Treatises, as being in place as an external, third 
agent—next to state and subject—for safeguarding individual rights 
against usurpations or prosecutions by either state or fellow-citizens. The 
laws guarantee the individuals’ original natural rights and the individuals 
should respect each others’ legal rights. The laws do not, as in Spinoza, 
coincide with the constitution of the citizenry, that is, with the erection of 
a communal power forming a comity.  

Locke’s state furthermore is not religiously neutral, it is a Protestant 
state condoning Protestant sects, and granting civil rights to individual 
believers from other religions. Locke thus confounds the secular nature of 
power in the political domain—a central concern to Spinoza, whose 
Tractatus held a principled rejection of political power of the clergies. A 
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curious tension arises between the duty of the state never to deprive 
minority believers of their civil rights, on which Locke insists (2003, 238), 
and his political invalidation of certain religions. This could indeed only 
work when the law is not, also, “theirs”; “their” beliefs disqualifying them 
on beforehand as colegislators. The law is a realm as such external to 
citizenship, meant to preserve existing state authority, and one connoted as 
Protestant. If the law gives the citizens equal rights, it at once presupposes 
different civic status and is, legitimately even, liable to a preconceived 
distrust of some of the citizens.12  

The instrumental conception of toleration steers the argument much 
more centrally than in Spinoza: religious prosecution is, though indeed 
unchristian and unethical, eventually simply irrational, unwise. Tolerance 
has no necessary or substantial relation with participatory democracy. 
Locke conceives of a permissive and passive form of toleration by the 
state; it has no bearing on citizens’ joint and active responsibility for the 
commonwealth, and does not issue in a civic duty to mutual respect—the 
raison d’être for a Spinozist democracy.  

3. The arrogant prince and the individualised citizen: 
Kant  

Kant’s single explicit sentence ever on toleration comes from his 1784 
essay What is Enlightenment?, and it is actually rather devastating for a 
liberal plea for tolerant states—the widely held notion of the meaning of 
modern tolerance. Kant thinks the concept precisely unsuited to a modern 
state based on the rule of law.  

 
A Prince who does not regard it as beneath him to say that he considers it 
his duty, in religious matters, not to prescribe anything to his people, but to 
allow them complete freedom, a prince who thus even declines to accept 
the presumptuous title of tolerant, is himself enlightened (Kant 1991, 58, 
italics in original).  

 
Tolerance, in the Kantian perspective, should not be boasted by an 

                                                            
12 This runs counter to e.g. Richard Ashcraft’s diagnosis of Locke’s “political 
radicalism”. Ashcraft argues that Locke did not ground freedom of belief in natural 
right, and that “Locke’s argument, to put it simply, is not a defence of right; it is a 
challenge to authority” (Ashcraft 2009, 59). My argument is, again, also at 
variance with Forst’s reading of Locke, which precisely recrutes Locke (instead of 
Spinoza) for a “horizontal” rather than “vertical” notion of tolerance. (Forst 2013, 
221)  
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enlightened political regime. I evidently cannot here enter into the larger 
framework of Kantian moral philosophy for deducing a Kantian theory of 
toleration. What I do want to point to are various remarks by Kant that 
interestingly compare to Spinoza’s views.  

Kant first of all thought that granting “general freedom of religion” 
will characterise the enlightened society (Kant 1991, 51), a position, by the 
way, that had received broader support already by the end of the 
eighteenth century. Still, where Locke had compromised on a principled 
adoption of that tenet, we see Kant here siding with Spinoza. I will focus 
on the way in which several of Kant’s notions relevant to the topic of 
toleration closely follow Spinoza’s, while defaulting on the latter’s 
republican constancy. If Kant expressed distrust towards any tolerant self-
image arrogated by a state, he did conceptualise the state’s obligation to 
tolerate. He also supplied thoughts on the apposite appropriation of the 
freedom of expression by the citizen in his behaviour towards the 
sovereign. In his essay on the relation of theory and practice from 1792, 
Kant for instance writes: “Thus freedom of the pen .. must not transcend 
the bounds of respect and devotion towards the existing constitution, 
which should itself create a liberal attitude of mind among the subjects” 
(Kant, 1991, 85). Spinoza had likewise formulated a requirement of public 
self-restraint, qualifying the way in which opinions are to be submitted to 
the government. Like Spinoza, Kant sees this as logically ensuing from the 
citizen’s ineluctable allegiance to the law. Although the devotion clause 
applies as well to the citizen’s behaviour towards the monarch, Kant has it 
eventually appertain to the notion of an original contract, which ordains 
that what “a people cannot impose upon itself” cannot become legitimate 
law (Kant 1991, 85). He thus renders the law the product of the co-
authorship of all, a premise which can but issue in the tenet of the people’s 
freedom of expression. Kant does, moreover, in his overall work project 
the republican form of state as the desired outcome of the progressive 
development of humankind. What is more, like Spinoza, Kant thinks that 
the state is well advised to take on responsibility for its subjects’ capacities 
for cosmopolitan citizenship, which tentatively moves beyond a mere 
permissive notion of state tolerance. Next to what already is 
communicated in the quote above, in his Idea for a universal history 
(1784), he writes that it would be recommendable if rulers spared money 
for “public educational institutions” (Kant 1991, 51) in order to contribute 
to a cosmopolitan mindset of the members of society. The state, then, 
though it should not boast its own tolerance, should take pride in assuming 
educational tasks towards moulding enlightened citizens.  

Nevertheless, one Spinozist slant on tolerance is notably missing. The 
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people’s freedom of expression is gets a narrow individualistic reading. 
The civic restraint required by Kant unequivocally pertains to the citizen’s 
duty to the government, and to a rather specific set of citizens for that. It is 
formulated as the mode in which the subject—as a “scholar”, a “learned 
individual” as Kant keeps repeating—who aims to contribute to political 
improvements is to submit his ideas to the ruler. The requirement of 
respectfulness is an obligation towards the formal order of law; it does not 
hold an obligation between citizens, there is no suggestion of its impacting 
on civic culture in general. Spinoza added a procedural criterion to the 
requirement of free speech as such, one respecting the substance of the 
message the citizen wants to impart, while disciplining its form with an 
eye to the avoidance of a culture of contempt which would bar people 
from living together in peace. Kant does not comment on the form that the 
arguments exchanged in public should take in order to preserve social 
harmony. Kant’s “restraint” is conducive to preserving the stability of the 
formal constitutional power; it contains no stipulation of the quality of 
public reason in its civic signification.13  

Tolerance, to Kant, is the citizen’s lawful due, provided he in turn 
expresses his ideas with due devotion to the order of law. Its use, though, 
is primarily commissioned the critical “learned” citizen. Legal tolerance is 
to affirm the individual’s autonomy, which is the origin of the law as such. 
Kant’s citizen is the voting bourgeois, an individualised citizen entitled to 
respect for his natural rights. Kantian tolerance is caught up with respect 
for citizens’ equal status as lawgivers. There is no indication that tolerance 
should partake of a disposition to a civic reciprocity that surpasses the 
juridico-political level.  

4. Socio-cultural tolerance and anti-identity politics: 
Lessing  

The last philosopher I want to involve is Lessing, for his theatre play 
Nathan der Weise (1779), one of the most radical texts on toleration that 
saw the light during the Enlightenment. Though not a philosophical text as 
                                                            
13 Kantian moral philosophy may be seen to provide a bridge towards such a 
reciprocal duty to respect—respectful tolerance—between individuals, which is 
what for instance Forst has argued (2013, § 21). This is too large a subject to 
discuss here. I do not, however, think such a ‘civic’ conception of tolerance could 
be inferred from Kantian morality, which can be, and frequently is, seen as an 
eventually subjectivist philosophy. In any case, Kant’s more directly political 
essays do not testify to such a “Spinozist” conception of democracy as a comity, a 
communal power favourable to tolerant civic interaction.  
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such, the play is clearly motivated by a Spinozist deism and principled 
defence of a pluralism of religious and intellectual ideas. It also adds 
themes to Spinoza’s framework, announcing societal concerns that would 
fully resurface only at the end of the twentieth century. The topic of 
tolerance gets a focused consideration far beyond the legalistic framework 
in which it originally emerged. The play moreover moves beyond 
Spinoza’s predominantly “civic” angle. Lessing conceives of the necessity 
of tolerance as a socio-cultural practice of encounter, tolerance becoming 
an active practicing of respect in a pluralist society, one necessitating 
radical reflections on the character of selfhood. The play portrays personal 
identities as products of contingent circumstances, resulting from 
ascriptions—both by others and by the self—rather than being innate, 
unchangeable essences. The will to tolerance involves a will to relativise 
identity, including one’s own.  

The play is set in Jerusalem at the time of the crusades. Its title 
character is the rich Jewish merchant Nathan, who is the centre of a story 
that pivots on a series of blood relations and chance encounters between 
people of the Jewish, Muslim and Christian creeds. Nathan lives with his 
daughter Recha and Daja, the Christian companion of Recha; he is 
befriended with Al-Hafi, a dervish, with whom he plays chess. Recha is 
early on in the story saved from a fire by Curd, a crusader. Through a 
variety of narrative plots, Curd gets into contact with Saladin, a sultan, and 
eventually Nathan too gets acquainted with Saladin. The play develops as 
a mystery of identities. The Christian Curd falls in love with the daughter 
of the Jew, not without some inner turmoil, as she is a “jew girl”; Curd 
then turns out to be part Persian and part Christian, the son of Saladin’s 
dead brother Assad and a German woman; Recha turns out to be adopted, 
and born a Christian girl; Curd and Recha are found to actually be brother 
and sister. A train of interreligious goodwill is set in motion, partly 
because several of the characters are indebted to another for saving their, 
or a beloved one’s, life, partly because the characters had been willing to 
enter into conversations that crossed the borders of religious and social 
identities. They eventually learn to respect and/or love each other—
toleration is reaped from the will to listen and recognise each other’s 
worth. The carousel of mistaken identities—in religious, national, and 
familial respects—makes for an inter-religious utopia. All characters have 
to learn to relativise familiar identities—their convictions about their and 
others’ proper origins and the religion they had adopted. In response to the 
Enlightenment debate about “revealed religions” and their claims to 
possessing the one religious truth, the three monotheistic religions in the 
story are ready to give up that claim. That point is given further 
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momentum in Curd and Recha embracing both Saladin and Nathan as their 
fathers. Fatherhood as such has become a non-biological, social 
distinction, mirroring the way in which the characters now share in mere 
different versions of God the Father.  

Lessing’s narrative draws a large terrain of interaction and selfhood 
into the debate on toleration. On the one hand, the story seems to team up 
with the much later concerns about impressing the need for active 
recognition of substantial otherness, countering liberalism’s promotion of 
“abstract legal subjects” with “identity politics”, the esteem for citizens’ 
particular provenances. On the other hand, however, it precisely conveys a 
contrary, deconstructionist message: toleration should do away with the 
politicisation of identities, as intolerance precisely feeds on this.14 The 
tensions and trade-offs between these two positions of course continue to 
pervade present-day social strife.  

5. Rekindling Enlightenment  

I have argued a historical framework of thinking tolerance different 
from the familiar one which has it steeped in liberal framings of toleration. 
Of the selected authors, Locke comes closest to that particular position on 
tolerance, characterised as a permissive, instrumentalist and passive 
conception of it. Kant provides a nice touch in denying the state a self-
congratulatory pose on tolerance. He at once refutes, like Spinoza, a mere 
negative notion of freedom if it comes to the state’s role vis-à-vis society: 
the state should support citizens in acquiring cosmopolitan awareness. 
Kant subsequently, however, has tolerance bear on an exclusively 
legalistic conception of citizenship, the natural rights argument enlisted for 
a democracy protecting excellent individual contributions to political 
administration. Kant thus ends up as a wavering liberal; if the state is 
denied a mere passive sort of condonation, this does not translate into a 
like assignment for the members of civil society in their mutual exchanges. 
When it comes to practicing toleration, his projected “republic” will 
remain mired in liberal-democratic creeds.  

Spinoza erects a different paradigm, assigning tolerance to citizens’ 
disposition toward both the sovereign and fellow citizens, or rather, the 
sovereign as signifying a communal instance of sovereignty. He wrests 
from the Hobbesian, instrumental lead an insistence that tolerance is 
“instrumental,” not just to legitimate political power, but to a participatory 
democratic society. He drafts an eventual moral, no longer mere 

                                                            
14 See for an interesting discussion Phillips 1999.  
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instrumental, angle to tolerance, outlining a common responsibility for the 
commonwealth which impacts on and restricts what citizens may 
justifiably express. “A wrong occurs when a citizen or subject is forced to 
suffer some injury at the hands of another, contrary to his civil right” 
(Spinoza 1991, 244). Such wrong has been perceived in a linguistic 
perspective, the intersubjectively conceived of structure of communicative 
action adding a concern to the aspirations towards freedom that the 
defence of tolerance fundamentally harbours. As infringements of civil 
right, such wrongs moreover enter into the radius of the rule of law.  

Spinoza’s linguistic angle, drawing the form that argument should take 
in the public sphere into his account of tolerance as founding value of 
democracy, partakes of a future line of thinking towards democracy as the 
practice of reasonable communication between citizens of diverse and 
conflicting provenances. Lessing opened up this approach to further 
framings of tolerance surpassing in some ways even Spinoza’s broad 
political problematisation, though losing its specific political-philosophical 
purport. Fleshing out the sort of reflection that is involved in the everyday 
recognition of alterity, i.e., reflection on the very nature of collective and 
personal identity, Lessing prefigures the later elaboration of the notion of 
recognitional tolerance. One theorist of the latter formulated the motive 
that may be ascribed to the range of current critical responses to liberal 
takes on tolerance:  

 
The standard liberal view—namely, the extension of equal rights and 
opportunities .. is not the kind of inclusion that is especially relevant for 
contemporary claims of toleration .. Legal inclusion coupled with a public 
disdain for those who are different .. have so far failed to ensure equal 
respect and equal dignity (Galeotti 2002, 96-97). 
 
Many in the Enlightenment were quick to point out that a Hobbesian 

imposition of political identity—in our times also imputed to the liberal 
state—would not parry subjects’ religious motives for mutual strife, and that a 
democratic underpinning of tolerance, heeding the fact of societal pluralism, 
was indispensable. But the most crucial insight to be reaped from an 
awareness of the varied Enlightenment heritage of reflections on toleration is 
that the intrinsic link between tolerance and democracy is by no means 
exhausted by these concepts’ connections with a “liberal” ideology, or 
political philosophy. Strengthening the awareness of the recurring systematic-
philosophical issues that have been in play within European thought over the 
ages, helps understanding tolerance to be an intrinsic feature of participatory 
democracy, directed towards public, not mere individual freedom, thus 
serving, not abrogating, the struggle for real societal freedom.  
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