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The Problem of Religious Toleration
Why should one tolerate other religions, especially when one thinks that they are false?  If one thinks that correct religious belief and practice are necessary to gain eternal salvation and that false religious belief and practice will secure only eternal damnation, one has a very strong reason for not tolerating false belief and practice.  Indeed, one may well have a duty to others to try to stop them from acting in ways that will guarantee their eternal misery.  How can a person with an even modest concern for the well being of others not be moved by this argument?  

Of course, one should attempt to steer people to the right path by means of persuasion and argument if possible.  But the question of religious toleration that I will discuss in this paper is, if persuasion and argument do not work to save the soul of a person whose beliefs and practices are mistaken, why shouldn’t one resort to force and fraud to do this?  Surely the harms done by force and fraud are minuscule compared to the gains achieved if a person converts from a false religion to the correct religion.  And surely the respect one owes a person cannot outweigh in importance the infinity of infinity of happiness the person will acquire as a result of conversion and the infinity of infinity of misery a person will have if they fail to acquire the correct religious beliefs.  

Religious toleration, as I shall understand it in this paper, is the idea that one ought not forcibly or coercively interfere with another person’s religious beliefs and practices or with the right of that person to associate with others of like mind, even if these beliefs and practices guarantee that this person will suffer an infinite amount of misery.  When put in this way, the idea of toleration sounds downright paradoxical.  Yet, the idea of religious toleration is the cornerstone in the development of the liberal rights of freedom of conscience and association that are enshrined in laws and constitutions throughout the world.  What, if anything, can make sense of the idea of religious toleration in the light of the propositions stated above?
My purpose in this paper is to examine the principal political arguments that have been given in favor of religious toleration and to assess their merits. The basic thesis of this paper is that a sound political argument for religious toleration is not possible except under special conditions, which are not universally present in the modern world.  Arguments for religious toleration are possible outside of these special conditions, but they must be arguments from within the particular religious traditions at issue.  In what follows I will first lay out the principal concepts of religious toleration and political argument.  Then I will elaborate the basic approach to freedom of conscience and discuss three basic arguments for freedom of conscience that have been offered.  After the exposition of each argument I will show why I think the argument cannot work in general when seen against the background of the propositions above.  Finally, I will discuss the special conditions under which political arguments for freedom of conscience can work and discuss the limitations of the arguments under these special conditions. 
What Is the Issue of Religious Toleration?

Religious toleration involves, first and foremost, religious liberty.  Religious liberty is the freedom to believe and change one’s beliefs as one sees fit without forcible or coercive interference by others or without being discriminated against by others.  It also involves the freedom to practice one’s beliefs as one sees fit at least as long as that practice does not damage the basic interests of other non consenting adults.  These two elements of religious liberty are guaranteed by the freedom of conscience.  
Religious liberty also involves the freedom to associate with other like minded people and to break off one’s association with people with whom one does not agree.  The freedom of association guarantees that one may form religious associations with others who are also willing and one may exit such associations if one sees fit.  This freedom of association is primarily a freedom from coercive interference by others and from economic and political discrimination by others.

There are powerful motives, however, that lead people not to want to grant religious freedom to adherents of other faiths.  These motives lead to deep conflicts between religions.  One conflict that arises is over the proper vehicle of salvation.  The main religions of the world all promise that one will attain a transcendent good if one lives in accordance with those religious beliefs or suffer a transcendent evil if one fails to live in accordance with these tenets.  The claims each religion makes for itself sets it against all the other religions.  It is the basis of the immense amount of effort that goes on in the world today to proselytize on behalf of different religions.  Missionaries from many faiths span the globe attempting to win adherents to what they regard to be the one true faith.  
But this kind of conflict has also led to a great deal of violence between peoples.  Violent conflict occurred in Europe in the 16th through the 19th centuries between adherents of Catholic and Protestant forms of Christianity.  It persists in some parts of Europe to this day.  Violent conflict existed between Buddhists and Hindus in India before Buddhism was essentially eradicated in India.  The desire to convert people to Islam is part of the basis of the Muslim conquests of North Africa, Spain, the Middle East and Central and South Asia.  And it is part of the motive for the Christian conquests of the Americas and the colonization by Christian states of other parts of the world.  And the desire not to lose people to the advancing trends of secularization in the modern world is one of the motives driving terrorism in the modern world.  The willingness to convert people to the true faith or to put an end to heresy and apostasy by violent means has been, in short, one of the driving forces in recent human history.  
Obviously, economic and political motives have often been the main reasons for these violent activities though they were covered with a veneer of altruism.  Still it cannot be believed that altruism never played a role in these conflicts and the fact that altruistic motives were so often given as the principal reasons says something important about the extent to which people thought that these might be good reasons for violence.  In short, the key importance of disagreements on the proper vehicle for salvation has led to the suspension of religious liberty throughout history.  In this paper I will focus on the conflicts that arise between religions as a consequence of each of their claims to being the sole vehicles to salvation.

Political Argument and Transcendent Interests

Religious conflict in Europe during the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries is often thought of as the reason for the rise of the idea of religious toleration in liberal thought. The violence and war set off by religious disagreements is said to have led to stalemate and exhaustion and the preferred solution to the conflict was religious toleration.  This conflict and its solution is also often thought of as one of the main reasons for the rise of liberal constitutional thought in modern Europe and America.  Whether these historical claims are true or not is not the subject of this paper. What is perplexing about this is that while liberalism has undergone a long and highly sophisticated development, the idea of religious toleration that is thought to be at its root is not very well understood, or so I shall argue.  
Here I want to lay out the problem of religious toleration as I see it.   The central difficulty is that in the case of religious beliefs, at least as they have been traditionally understood by the world’s major religions, the interests and obligations at stake in religious belief are of a fundamentally different character than other secular interests.  The interests at stake in religious belief are transcendent interests.  They are universal interests, had by all human beings.  They are interests that transcend in importance all of the interests that we normally experience in the ordinary world.  They always necessarily outweigh in importance all other interests and as a consequence they cannot be traded off with any other interests.  As Pascal puts it, the interest in salvation implies an infinity of infinity of happiness and the loss of salvation involves an infinity of infinity of misery.
  All the interests that we normally enjoy in the secular world we live in are insignificant in comparison with these transcendent interests.
Political arguments, in contrast, are arguments for institutional and legal structures that use premises that invoke interests that can be fully enjoyed and more or less enjoyed in a normal human life and that can be traded off with one another.  What Locke called the civil interests such as health, life, liberty and property are included in this.  But the definition allows more than this.  It includes pleasure and aesthetic values as well as scientific interests.  These are all interests which can be traded off with one another.  Indeed it is the possibility of trade off that makes politics possible.  What this definition does not include are the types of interests that are usually thought of as the interests in salvation and in eternal life in heaven or hell.  Also it does not include the interest in nirvana at least as it is understood by many Buddhist sects.
  
The political arguments people have offered for religious liberty are no exception to this definition.  The freedoms of conscience and association are thought to rest on fundamental interests that individuals have in being accorded respect by other people and in living their lives as they see fit and in learning from their mistakes.

So the basic problem with giving a political argument for religious toleration is that the interests that ground a political argument for religious toleration are always and necessarily outweighed by the transcendent interests invoked in religious belief and practice.   So, political argument is necessarily impotent in the face of these kinds of beliefs, except in a set of cases to be described below.  In any case, this is the burden of the arguments I will elaborate below.

The Political Arguments for Religious Toleration

What I want to do here is first lay out a basic argument for freedom of conscience and freedom of association and then, against the background of this basic argument, consider three main traditional arguments for religious toleration.  
The foundation of my argument is first, that the interests of the members of society ought to be advanced by the institutions of the society and second, that those interests ought to be advanced equally by those institutions.  The purpose of society is the advancement of the well being of citizens.   The well being of each citizen is worthy of equal concern because each citizen is equal in worth to every other citizen.  As I will argue, each citizen has profound interests in having his religious freedom protected.  And I will provide a political argument, based on these ideas, to the effect that the suppression of the religious freedom of some citizens is a fundamental violation of the principle that each citizen is worthy of equal concern.  We will then explore whether this argument can survive the challenge posed by the transcendent character of religious belief.
The arguments I discuss will not be limited to this egalitarian welfarist view.  I will also discuss other arguments that appeal to the value of autonomy, the idea that we must be skeptical about religious belief and the various arguments grounded in the thought that religious persecution is self defeating.  All of these arguments will be presented and tested against the challenge posed by religious belief.
The argument for religious toleration proceeds by enumerating the interests protected by such freedoms and some background facts that help us understand the implications of failure to protect those interests.  Furthermore, it must be grounded in the equal importance of the interests of each person.  These are the background facts I appeal to in the defense of liberal rights.  First, people are diverse and changeable with regard to matters relevant to their interests.  What tends to promote the good of one person may not promote the good of others because people have different talents, experiences, background education and different susceptibilities to happiness and unhappiness.  Second, people disagree pervasively about the truth in matters concerning religion, morality and politics.  We must recognize that we are all fallible in our own capacities to achieve the truth.  Third, people have cognitive biases towards their own interests when they elaborate conceptions of religion, politics and morality.  The beliefs that an individual has reflect her interests in various ways because they reflect the social milieu in which she lives and the experiences she has had in life.  
The liberal freedoms essential to religious freedom advance certain fundamental interests.  Let us discuss the freedom of conscience first.  Each person’s interest in learning the truth in religious matters is advanced in a variety of ways.  Each learns best by trial and error.   But in order to start the process of learning by trial and error one must be able to formulate without fear those beliefs that are most congenial to one.  It is important that a person be able to reflect on his own beliefs and have his beliefs responded to by others without fear of interference. If a person’s beliefs are never given consideration as a result of being banned, then that person’s opportunity to learn from that consideration is closed off.  

It is also important for the person to have access to a wide variety of other beliefs against which he can challenge his own views and from which he can learn.  Again trial and error in the development of one’s beliefs require that one have access to many different beliefs and many different challenges to one’s own beliefs.  The banning of beliefs can therefore be harmful to a person’s ability to learn from trial and error even if the person does not agree with them.
Furthermore, reflection on beliefs and on the alternatives to those beliefs develops one’s capacity to reflect and evaluate beliefs and the development of that capacity helps one learn and acquire better and more defensible beliefs.  Each person develops her capacity by learning from her mistakes and this cannot happen if the state tries to take over the process of learning for her own good.  Furthermore the development of the capacities of thinking for herself and taking an active role in defining her life can only occur as a consequence of that person having to take responsibility for her own actions and beliefs.  So banning beliefs or imposing beliefs threatens to stunt the development of this capacity and thus threatens to stunt each person’s ability to learn and think for her self.
While the banning of certain beliefs may harm those whose beliefs are banned more than anyone else, the implication of the arguments above is that restrictions on freedom of thought harm everyone by cutting off opportunities for reflection and learning.  Normally everyone learns better in an environment where there is freedom of thought than one in which some thoughts are forbidden.
The background fact of cognitive bias noted above implies that if one group succeeds in having its beliefs imposed on others, the beliefs those others are required to believe will reflect the interests of those who are imposing them and not their own interests, at least in the normal case.  Each person has an interest in being able to believe what he thinks is true in order to correct for the cognitive biases of others. 
Furthermore, freedom of religious belief enables each person to have the sense of being at home in the world in the sense that the religious beliefs are his way of making the world intelligible to him and are a way of enabling him to acquire an orientation in the world.  And since each person is different and requires different ways to achieve these interests, each must have freedom.  To live in a world where one is not permitted to believe what one is inclined to believe is to live in a world that is likely to become opaque and inaccessible to one or indeed hostile to one.  Indeed, it often implies that the persons who are required to express adherence to beliefs they think false will fail to have any beliefs at all in the long run.  They will not be able to think through the ideas they are inclined to believe in and they will not find any reason to think through the beliefs they are required to believe.  The implication is often a state of non belief and a consequent lack of orientation in the world.
Notice that for one group of persons to forbid the adherence to and expression of the beliefs of another group of persons is a way of setting back that second group of persons’ interests and at the same time a way of giving the advantage to the group of persons whose beliefs are sanctioned by the state.  This is because the interests in being at home in the world and in correcting for cognitive bias will be set back for one group and advanced for the other group.  And even the interest in truth will be more set back for those whose beliefs are banned than for those whose beliefs are officially permitted.  This is a clear violation of the equality of the importance of the interests of each person.  Indeed, the violation of equality is so clear and public in this context that the oppressed group has good reason to think that its interests are not given equal consideration with those of the dominant group.  But this would imply a setback to another fundamental interest of persons.  It would involve a setback to the interest in having one’s equal moral status recognized and affirmed.  To be treated as an inferior in this way would be a disastrous loss of status within the community.  Hence, prohibition of a particular religious belief is a public violation of equality and thus is ruled out by justice.

This sketch of the interests in freedom of conscience can be extended fairly easily to freedom of religious association.  One has interests in freedom of association because one has interests in being at home in one’s world.  Free association advances this interest by enabling one to play a large role in molding the world around one according to one’s own needs by deciding what associations to be a member of and even which associations to create.  Furthermore, one’s interest in being at home in the world is advanced by one’s being surrounded and affirmed by like minded persons.  And it is important to the advancement of that interest that I have the ability to exit religious associations with which I no longer agree. 

To the extent that learning the truth in matters of religion arises in part from one’s interactions with others, it is important for one to be able to choose the associations one is a member of and to be able to change them when they are no longer satisfactory.  Finally, being a member of a particular association enables one to correct for the cognitive biases present in the society at large.  It is a way in which I can acquire the confidence to pursue my beliefs and practices and my reflections on these.

Since people are very different and disagree on so many different issues it is important that there be no restriction on the kinds of associations that can arise.  The suppression of religious associations, like the suppression of religious belief, must be experienced by many as a publicly clear setback to their interests and a clear advancement of the interests of those who are suppressing the association.  As a consequence it must be seen by all as a publicly clear violation of the equality of the persons in the suppressed group.  Once again, the suppression of religious association must be seen by the members as implying that their interests are not as important as those of the other members of society.  Hence it involves a setback to the interest in having one’s equal moral status recognized and affirmed.  

The argument I have given implies that, one, each person has interests in having the power to decide what to believe in matters of religion, what those beliefs require him to do in life and who to associate with in the exercise of his religious beliefs and obligations.  Two, each person’s interest in deciding these matters without interference or fear of discrimination has a preeminent importance.  If a person is forced to adopt a different set of religious views or conception of her obligations or if undue burdens are imposed on her as a result of her religious beliefs and practices, she is clearly being treated as an inferior.  And, three, each person has a right grounded in equality not to have her religious freedom suppressed for the sake of the interests of other members of the community.  
The Harm Principle

One principal implication of the above arguments is the harm principle.  This principle states that one may not interfere with another’s behavior without that person’s consent except for the purpose of preventing harm to others.  This principle implies that paternalistic and moralistic interferences are forbidden except if one has the person’s consent or if the person is under the age of consent.  
Paternalistic interference with another’s activity is interference intended for his good but against his will.  Contemporary legal examples of paternalistic interference are legal prohibitions on the use of recreational drugs.  In the past, legislation outlawing alcohol altogether or forbidding certain kinds of sexual behavior between consenting adults has had paternalistic motives.  In all these cases, the actual or proposed legislation attaches penalties to activities the state regards as dangerous to the agent.  It aims to stop people from doing things they want to do that are dangerous to them.  In other cases of paternalistic interference, the state attempts to force people to do things for their own good that they do not want to do.  The state does this, for example, by means of laws requiring persons to wear seat belts while driving their cars.
Moralistic interference with another’s activity is interference against his will that is intended to prevent his acting immorally.  Traditional examples are prohibition of homosexual behavior among consenting adults on the grounds that homosexuality is wrong.  Legal prohibition of prostitution is another example.

Though modern liberal democratic states do engage in some paternalistic and moralistic interference in their citizens’ behavior, they tend to respect the harm principle reasonably stringently when it comes to questions of freedom of conscience and freedom of association.  Here the idea is that people may believe what they think merits belief and associate with whomever they wish as long as they harm no non consenting adults.  
The grounds for these freedoms from paternalistic interference with the beliefs and associative behavior of persons are given in the arguments above but let us briefly extend these arguments to make their connection with anti paternalistic considerations clearer.  Each person has a right to control her own beliefs and associations with others and the state has no authority to interfere with these for that person’s own good.  This idea is based on the reasons above and on the reasons that each person is normally more concerned with her own welfare than the state is and each person is distinct from others in many different ways and so she has very different interests from others.  So, each person is normally a better judge of his or her own interests than the state is and has an interest in having the right to be the judge of his of her own interests.  And a person is more likely to regulate her beliefs and association in ways that are properly connected to her interests.  For the state to interfere in an adult’s process of belief formation and reflection for that adult’s own good would be for it to dabble in things that it does not have a good understanding of.  John Stuart Mill argued that these facts and interests provide a powerful ground for rejecting paternalistic interference in a person’s action. 
 

Let me briefly spell out an alternative argument for the rejection of paternalism that does not rest merely on interests and equality.  Some have argued that individuals have rights to having their autonomy respected as long as they do not harm others or at least as long as they do not interfere with the autonomy of others.  The idea here is that we owe respect to the capacity of each adult person to take charge of his life.  To interfere with a person’s own decisions regarding his life would be to fail to acknowledge the special status of that person’s autonomy.
  Respect for the autonomy of a person implies that one must not interfere paternalistically with that person’s activities.  This argument is not grounded in a conception of the interests of person but rather in the idea that we owe respect to each person.  But the consequences are, for our purposes, quite similar regarding the permissibility of paternalism.  As we will see the limits of this argument are also very similar to those of the interest based arguments.
Why Religious Intolerance Need Not Violate the Harm Principle

I will not go into any more detail on the arguments for the harm principle, because the proponent of religious intolerance of the sort that I am describing need not deny these arguments.  What a proponent of intolerance can say is that defenders of the harm principle do accept certain important qualifications to the principle.  John Stuart Mill argued that paternalistic action may be justified when the person towards whom the interference is directed is ignorant of the facts at hand and is not in a position to learn from his mistakes.  We know that he would want to us stop him were he to know the facts of the case.  So Mill argued that if we see a stranger about to cross a bridge that we know will collapse if he walks on it and we know that he does not know this and we also are unable to communicate this to him, we may be justified in forcibly stopping this person from walking on the bridge, for his own good.
  We can see how Mill would think that this restriction might be desirable despite the interests in making one’s own choices.  The key factor justifying interference in this case is the ignorance of the walker and the disastrous consequences of non interference for the walker, consequences which undermine the capacity of the person to learn from his mistakes.  The person may fall to his death as a result of walking on the defective bridge or be permanently injured.  The combination of involuntariness and the disastrous consequences seem to provide an intuitively compelling argument for paternalistic interference.
Even if we adhere to the respect for autonomy approach to the harm principle we can see that cases of the sort described above would seem to be ones in which the duty not to interfere paternalistically with the walker is overridden or defeated.  The thought here would be that given the ignorance of the walker and the disastrous consequences of failure to interfere, there is reason to interfere with the walker’s activity.  One way to see how this could be justified is to see that the forcibly restrained walker would unquestionably give her approval after the fact to the action of the restrainer.  The hypothetical consent or retrospective consent of the walker might be sufficient to justify paternalistic interference.

But from this we can see that there are clear counterarguments to both the interest based and autonomy based arguments for religious freedom, which can and have actually been offered by those defending religious persecution.  The trouble is that the qualification to the harm principle can be used to develop an argument for religious intolerance.  The basic idea is easy to see.  The religious intolerant can argue that the unbeliever is ignorant of facts that are crucial to his well being, namely the facts concerning the transcendent interests in adhering to the one true faith and the disastrous consequences of adhering to a false faith or no faith at all.  Thus the unbeliever is acting involuntarily when he fails to adhere to the true faith.  Furthermore, there is a sense in which the unbeliever is in a significant danger that he will learn from his mistakes too late, since it is quite possible that he will not learn his mistake until he experiences the sufferings of the damned.  These facts seem to defeat the interest based argument for the rejection of religious paternalism.  

And in any case, the interest in learning from one’s mistakes and any of the other interests pale in importance when compared to the transcendent interests in being an adherent of the one true faith.  Here, it appears that the importance of the transcendent interests overrides the significance of the interests that ground freedom even if they do not defeat it.
This argument can be seen also to qualify the rights based approach.  The religious intolerant can reasonably think that the unbeliever would retrospectively consent to the actions of the religious person were the religious person to succeeded in converting him.  After all, the unbeliever is moving towards a disastrous outcome out of ignorance and involuntarily.  Once he can be made to see this, he will surely thank the religious persecutor for her efforts.  The prospect of going to hell for all eternity out of ignorance is surely far worse than the prospect of being severely injured or killed by walking over a defective bridge.  Hence, the widely accepted qualification of the harm principle described above can justify persecution of unbelievers.  The harm principle, as it is normally conceived does not provide a clear barrier to paternalistic intervention on the part of the religious intolerant.
The Argument from Equality and Skepticism

Let us consider two other types of arguments for religious toleration: an argument from skepticism and the argument from the self-defeatingness of religious persecution. One historically important argument proceeds from a kind of moderate skepticism and equality.  The argument comes from John Locke.  The basic idea is that each person can see that each faith holds its own view to be better supported by the evidence than those of the others.  But there is no known authority that can adjudicate between these different views.  Each faith can see that it is symmetrically placed with respect to the question of justification of its views.  That is, each faith can see that no one is able to provide persuasive arguments to the others.  

The argument then says that if one faith insists on imposing its view on others even though it has no better reason to impose its views than others have for imposing theirs, it is treating the others as inferiors.  For why are the members of the other faiths not allowed to impose their own views?  Only by treating the others as unequals or inferiors, can a group of religious persons assume the right to impose their views on those others.


The skepticism described above is meant to be only a moderate skepticism.  It says only that the claims of each religion cannot be proven and that adequate arguments have not been provided to others.  It does not say that the claims are not justified.  So it is not a full fledged version of skepticism.  In that respect the argument attempts to avoid clashing with the religious points of view it is trying to reconcile.  
Why the Argument from Skepticism and Equality Must Fail

Still, there is a puzzle about this argument that seems to undermine it.  The question is: how can the various proponents of the religious views think that they are all symmetrically placed with respect to the question of justification without thinking that their own views lack justification?  How can the premise that asserts that each person can see that they are no better at justifying their views to others than anyone else is be compatible with the thought that their views are better supported by the evidence than the other views?


The problem here is that there is a conflict between two central tenets of the argument.  The first premise is that each faith thinks that it is right and that it has good reason to think so.  Another premise states that each church can see that the others are similarly placed with respect to justification of their views and it is because of this symmetry that they ought to think that imposing their views on others would amount to treating them as inferiors.  


But there is a deep tension between these two claims.  The tension can be appreciated once we see that part of what we do when we justify a belief is show that the reasons for having those beliefs are superior to or simply defeat the reasons for alternative beliefs.  The purported justification of religious belief, as Mill argued, is in large part based on a purported showing that the belief is better supported than the alternatives.
  Therefore, if I think that my beliefs are no better supported than other people’s different beliefs, then I have in effect abandoned the claim that my beliefs are well supported.  If this is true, however, then for a religious person to concede that her view is symmetrically placed with respect to justification with other views is for her to opt for a more full fledged skepticism. But this is incompatible with the first premise of the argument and the standpoints of most religious views.

So if we are to pursue the argument and avoid a deep clash with the religious views that we are trying to reconcile, then we must abandon at least the strong form of the symmetry view.  We must reject the idea that each is symmetrically placed with regard to justification in the sense that no one is better justified than anyone else.  Of course, there remains a version of the symmetry idea that can survive.  That is the idea that each faith or religious view thinks that it has superior reasons on its side to all the others.  So the symmetry claim is a psychological claim and not an epistemological claim.  It just says something about what people think and offers no statement about the relative merits of the support each group can offer for its own views.

Is there a sense in which we treat another as an inferior when we impose a view on that person that we have not been able to persuade him of?  It does seem that, given the interests each person has in having his autonomy respected, we are treating the other as an inferior by failing to respect his autonomy while at the same time insisting on respect for our own autonomy.  In effect, treating a person paternalistically in this way does seem to be a way of treating him as an inferior.

But let us note here that we have come back to the earlier argument, which we have shown is not a successful support for religious toleration.  For we showed that the anti paternalist argument has an important qualification attached to it that everyone seems to accept.  The thought was that in cases of ignorant actions that may lead to disastrous consequences for the agent, others are permitted to act paternalistically towards them.  If someone is likely to give his retrospective consent to one’s paternalistic actions towards them, then the paternalism can be justified.  The religious person can argue that the case of the unbeliever satisfies this condition completely.  We saw that the usual qualification to the anti paternalistic argument is satisfied by the religious version of the paternalistic argument.

Does the paternalism amount to treating the person as an inferior?  In one sense it does.  It amounts to treating that person as inferior with respect to knowledge that is essential to his well being.  But it seems in cases like the collapsing bridge case, there is an important underlying argument from equality that favors paternalistic intervention.  The thought is that one is not taking that person’s interests or the value of his autonomy seriously by allowing that person to crash to his death.  Thus it would appear that there is an important way in which one is not treating that person as an equal when one fails to save him from disaster.  Indeed, it seems arguable at least that one displays greater concern for this person as an equal by acting paternalistically in this case than by not so acting.  


But this conclusion seems to apply to the case of the religious proselytizer as well.  Surely all the considerations that support the thesis that paternalism might be justified in his case also show that considerations of equality may actually favor the religious person imposing his view on the others out of paternalistic concern for their well being.  The same justifying elements of ignorance, potential disaster and the possibility of retrospective consent seem to be present.  So it would appear that the religious person could make a good case for the thesis that paternalism is both permissible and perhaps required by the principle that one ought to treat another as an equal in the case of those who would otherwise be damned in the absence of imposition.  I conclude that the argument from skepticism and equality fails to provide reasons for accepting religious toleration.
Arguments from the Self Defeating Character of Religious Persecution

Another type of argument that has played a major role in political thought is the argument from self defeat.  This would be a very powerful type of argument were it to succeed, for it attempts to appeal to the religious person’s own values in trying to show the wrongness of religious persecution.  The basic idea is that religious persecution is either a waste of time or is positively pernicious from the standpoint of the persecutor.  

There are a number of variants of this kind of argument.  I will list them here but I will only discuss one of them.  One variant of this argument is based on the idea that the kinds of institutions necessary to carry out religious persecution end up becoming corrupt and hence corrupt the persons who are carrying out the persecution.  Two examples of this may be the institution of the Inquisition in medieval France.  It has been argued by some that because the inquisition had the right to impose fines and confiscate the assets of indicted heretics, the inquisitors began to indict persons on the basis of a charge of heresy so as to fill the coffers of the Inquisition.  Another example also comes from the experience of European Inquisitions.  The only two ways of getting conviction of heretics were through confessions and through the testimony of witnesses.  What seems to have happened is that many individuals chose to settle scores with others by claiming to have witnessed them in the crime of heresy.  These kinds of problems seem to have been endemic throughout the period of the Inquisition in Europe.  One can see that in many cases, people were charged with heresy without being guilty of it and the inquisitors as well as ordinary persons were drawn into a web of corruption by the activity of persecution.  Not only did the inquisition not always convict heretics, it undermined the salvation of many of its practitioners.
 

Another kind of self defeatingness argument that is particularly relevant for the modern era is grounded in the thesis that religious persecution often brings about civil strife among persons of different religions.  So, far from saving souls, religious persecution can bring about warfare among different religious groups that may destroy the persecutors or limit their influence in the long run by producing a backlash against them.  
Furthermore, a variant of the above argument plays a role here as well.  To the extent that religious persecution produces religious war, it tends to produce military and political leaders who use religious ideas to stir up the population purely for their own political benefit.
  Thus it threatens to have a deeply corrupting effect on the participants. 
The above two arguments are cautionary notes, they cannot show that religious persecution is generally self-defeating.  There are many instances where religious persecution has succeeded.  The Spanish inquisition must be seen as a major success from the point of view of the inquisitors.  And the medieval inquisitions against the Albigensians and the Waldensians were successes in that they eliminated heretical views from Europe for hundreds of years.  The Roman persecutions of heretical movements in the late Christian Roman Empire were also generally successful in wiping out alternative forms of Christianity.  And the list goes on in Europe as well as in other parts of the world.  So it is not clear how general the above arguments from self defeat are.  
The views and arguments of Augustine and Aquinas are quite clear on these matters.  The Church may, in order to protect itself, forbear from trying to impose its doctrines on others.  But when the Church is capable of doing so, both argue that there are at least significant circumstances in which it has a duty to do so on its own or it has a duty to call in the civil powers to help it do so.  
I want to focus attention on a particularly deep and interesting argument from self-defeat that was given its most complete form by John Locke though he was not the first person to develop the argument.  The argument that Locke gives can be described in terms of three premises.  First, the acquisition and rejection of beliefs is not subject to our voluntary control.  Second, religious persecution only works by coercing people into adopting beliefs or rejecting them.  Third, the coercion attempts to get people voluntarily to adopt or reject beliefs by threatening sanctions or punishment for failure to adopt or reject the beliefs.  People adopt the beliefs or reject beliefs as a means to avoiding punishment.  

We can see that these three propositions imply that religious persecution cannot work.  Indeed Locke adds that religious persecution is likely to be highly counterproductive since instead of producing converts to the faith it will produce only hypocrites who mouth the faith in order to avoid persecution.


This argument clearly has a lot going for it.  But it is not a knock down argument by any means.  Augustine seems to have held a version of the view at one time.  But he abandoned the argument after the successful struggle of the Catholic Church and the Roman state against the Donatist heresy in the fourth century.  The Roman army suppressed the heresy by killing or exiling the leaders and disbanding their meetings.  Eventually the heresy disappeared.  Augustine noted that in fact many former Donatists became genuine Catholics and expressed satisfaction at having been forced to change by the Roman authorities' persecution of the Donatists.
   

The argument Locke gave is defeated because the second premise described above is not true.  Religious persecution does not need to change people’s beliefs directly; it can change them indirectly by altering their environment.  It is quite possible for a person genuinely to find belief under circumstances that are partly the product of coercion.  The idea is that if a person lives in a community in which most people express adherence to the beliefs in question, partly as a result of prior coercion, that person may find certain of his or her beliefs genuinely changing over time in the direction of the required beliefs.  And to the extent that those beliefs are reinforced in the community by constant repetition and effective opinion leaders, that person may find that her beliefs acquire a certain amount of stability as a consequence.  There is a great deal of evidence from social psychologists that suggests that people’s beliefs do indeed change in the direction of greater conformity when they live in environments of like minded people.

Coercion is used in these cases but it is not in an effort to change beliefs directly.  Coercion is used to stop people from freely associating with others and to stop people from freely expressing their views or even practicing their religious beliefs.  This kind of technique has been used with great success by persecutors throughout history including modern political persecutors.  Once you alter the environment in which people who hold undesirable beliefs live by expelling their effective opinion leaders and shutting up any expression of the undesirable views, you can often get a large number of people slowly to change their beliefs in a direction away from the unorthodox views they once held.
Note again how the Donatist example above undermines the force of the anti paternalist and self defeat arguments for religious toleration offered so far.  It seems to undermine the anti paternalist argument because the former Donatists expressed gratitude at having been saved from the heresy.  They admitted that they had been confused and were headed down the path to damnation but for the violent suppression of the heresy.  The retrospective consent they gave undermines the case that their rights were violated or that their interests were genuinely set back.  So it is hard to see how their rights to or interests in autonomy are violated in these cases.  
The Bases of Religious Toleration

We have seen then that the arguments that derive from the harm principle, the idea of equality and the danger of self-defeat all fail to provide solid bases for religious toleration.  I submit that these are the three principal kinds of political arguments that have been offered for religious toleration.

What follows from this, I argue, is that no purely political argument for religious toleration can succeed in enlisting persons of a certain common kind of religious view in the cause of religious toleration.  What I mean by this is not that many religious people would reject religious toleration.  I mean that religious persons who adhere to the doctrine that outside the church there is no salvation can accept the common political principles that are usually thought to underlie toleration such as the harm principle and its various grounds such as a principles of anti paternalism, equality and rationality and still be able to argue for the necessity of religious persecution.  These arguments simply don’t work, even if the main premises are accepted, once a person accepts the doctrine that outside the church there is no salvation.
I have tried to show that because of the nature of the supposed interests in salvation, namely that they are transcendent interests, they can never justifiably be traded off with the more secular interests typical of political argument.  As a consequence, even if one does adhere to the political principles stated above, if one takes account of the transcendent interests at stake in salvation, one cannot generate an argument for religious toleration given the principles themselves and the secular interests that normally accompany those principles.
This does not mean that religious persons cannot support religious toleration.  There are a number of possible grounds of toleration that are available to religious persons.  There are, I think, three different kinds of pressures towards religious toleration.  First, there are instrumental reasons for religious toleration some of which we discussed above under the rubric of self defeat arguments.  Clearly there have been many circumstances where the most prudent thing for a particular faith to do is to live and let live.  This is not the result of a valuing of secular goods above those of the transcendent goods of salvation; it is the result of the thought that the goods of salvation are not likely to be promoted by means of persecution in those circumstances.  As we noted above, sometimes the circumstances of society are ripe for the coercive spread of religious ideas and sometimes they are not.  If a religion is in the minority in a particular society, it is often not desirable for it to try to impose itself on the rest because they will likely be destroyed by the others.  But clearly this kind of instrumental argument has limited appeal.  I will move on to discuss two other strategies for the defense of religious toleration. 

The second strategy for the defense of religious toleration derives from the modern drive to ecumenism and religious pluralism.  And the third strategy arises because some religious views require religious toleration as a part of their own religious doctrines.  Both these strategies support the idea that religious liberty may be non instrumentally valuable.  In each of these two strategies, the basis of religious toleration is grounded at least in part in a transformation of the religious views themselves.  
Ecumenical Thought and Religious Pluralism

The defenses of religious coercion discussed above depend for their justification on the doctrine that outside the Church, there is no salvation.  This doctrine has been at the core of Christian teachings for nearly two millenia.  And it is precisely this doctrine that has either been slowly rejected or radically reinterpreted over the last century by many Christians.  Among Protestant Christians, ecumenism and religious pluralism have been on the rise since the end of the nineteenth century.  And among Catholics, ecumenism and a kind of religious pluralism has been more informally on the rise but it became official church doctrine with the Second Vatican Council.
I will call religious inclusivism the idea that it is possible to achieve salvation through a wide variety of faiths.  The doctrine, so important to Christianity throughout its first two millennia, that outside the church there is no salvation is abandoned or radically reinterpreted in favor of the idea that many different religions can provide reasonable vehicles of salvation.  For many Christians the set of religions included within the set of vehicles of salvation has expanded to include, in addition to all forms of Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Hinduism.  Indeed some theologians have thought that some secular ideologies could serve as vehicles of salvation.
  

The religious inclusivist, as I understand this term, need not think that all religions have the same worth.  She may think that some religions are better than others in various respects.  The differences may be ones of effectiveness or suitability to particular societies and persons, among other things.  Religious inclusivism, as I understand it, is even compatible with the thought of some Catholic theologians that while there is no salvation outside the Catholic Church, other faiths are in some way versions of this one true faith so that those others are actually within the Church even though they are members of some other faith.  What is important for our purposes is that the different religions on this view are all adequate to the task of ensuring the salvation of the adherent.    
Unlike the instrumental argument for toleration discussed above, the ecumenical and pluralist spirit of a lot of modern religions makes possible the adoption of religious liberty as defensible for its own sake by many religious people.  The basic idea is that once one has accepted the idea of religious inclusivism, though the interest in salvation is still a transcendent interest, the difference between pursuing salvation through one church as opposed to another is not a matter of transcendent interest.  The reason for this is that the different religions are all adequate vehicles to salvation.  As a consequence, the interests in being able freely to live according to one’s religious views and form religious associations with like minded people are more like the kinds of interests in going one’s own way that are prominent in the arguments justifying liberal rights.  Religious inclusivism makes plausible the idea that each person must figure out for himself what religious practices are best and what religious views are most worthy of adherence.  Religious inclusivism even makes room for a certain experimental attitude towards different ideas and practices.  This is because it suggests that different paths to salvation are possible and so it leaves open the possibility that each person should have the room to figure out which path is most congenial.  In short, religious inclusivism is a reason for thinking that each person's interest in deciding what the best beliefs and practices are for him is really important.  And if this is so, then the principles of anti paternalism and equality can now support religious liberty.  Moreover, those who think of themselves as under religious obligations can now see that others can satisfy their religious obligations through their own faiths.

So since the importance of adhering to one faith rather than another is greatly diminished, inclusively inclined religious persons can see that violations of liberal rights are setbacks to interests of sufficient weight as to make them unacceptable.  The interest in salvation, for the inclusivist religious adherent, does not function to outweigh the interests that are protected by liberal rights.
One important worry about inclusivism is that it is not clear what status nonbelievers have for these kinds of views.  Some theologians I call inclusivists have argued that anyone who has a worldview that includes moral, political, and spiritual values in effect is a member of a religion.
   This is a view that many inclusivists are likely to agree with but it need not be universal.  Hence, the question of toleration for atheists still is a live one if we attempt to take the standpoint of religious persons seriously.  

Another point to be noted here is that religious inclusivism of the sort that I have described here is not universally accepted among religious people.  It involves a major transformation of religious belief away from the kind of exclusive claims made by religions throughout history.  Most of the world’s major religious faiths have signed on to one or another version of inclusivism but many members of these faiths are still critical of them. And there seems to be some retrenchment from inclusivist ideas in contemporary religions.  So it is not clear exactly how solid a basis for religious toleration religious inclusivism will be in the future. 

Other Bases of Religious Toleration

I do not want to claim that the above ideas of religious inclusivism are the only possible bases of religious toleration.  What I want to argue is that these kinds of modifications to religious beliefs are the only kinds of modifications to religious beliefs that make specifically political arguments for religious toleration possible.  
The other bases of religious toleration come entirely from the religious views themselves.  For example, some religions assert that it is a sin to persecute others on the basis of their religions even though those others will go to hell if they do not convert.  Some religions assert that it is not the business of individuals to try to force people to change to the one true faith, that is God’s affair and so it is not permissible to attempt to force conversion.  Other religions think that whether one is saved or not depends only on the morality of the person and not on his beliefs.  All of these are possible justifications for religious toleration.  They derive from the religious views themselves.  They are not political arguments in that they do not invoke the kinds of interests and values that are distinctive of political arguments.  
Furthermore, these are somewhat precarious bases of religious toleration in a number of ways.  For one thing, if the views of the members of the religion change, they may abandon religious toleration as a principle.  Second, the character of the religious toleration may vary from religion to religion.  One may think that it is a sin to persecute others but one may not think that it is a sin to forbid educational institutions that teach other religions.  Or one may think that it is permissible to stop people from saying things one regards as blasphemous though the religion of which the person is a member may not think there is anything wrong with it.
Conclusion

I have canvassed a number of political arguments in favor of religious toleration and found most of them wanting.  Aside from merely pragmatic considerations, I have argued that political arguments for religious toleration and religious liberty can only succeed for those who accept the exceptional doctrine of religious inclusivism.  For those to whom religious inclusivism is right, the ordinary political arguments of liberalism can be reasonably successful in supporting religious toleration.  Finally, some religious views that continue to accept a traditional version of the doctrine that outside the church there is no salvation can still accept religious toleration as a part of their own religious doctrine.  Their arguments for religious toleration are not political ones at all.  Indeed, for these the political arguments are of no weight at all.

This conclusion is messy; it does not display the neatness one hopes for in philosophical argument.  It is an attempt to find a basic philosophical answer to the question, why religious toleration?  In it I hope to have contributed to a more unified and powerful answer to the question. 
� It is worthwhile distinguishing this kind of conflict from two other sources of conflict between religions.


Violent religious conflict can also erupt over sacred spaces.  When two religions claim the same piece of land to be sacred and impose incompatible requirements on the use of that ground, violent conflict sometimes arises between them.  Examples of this kind of conflict are the conflict between Jews, Christians and Muslims over parts of Jerusalem.  Another example is the conflict between Hindus and Muslims over the mosque in Ayodhya.  


There can be conflict over what practices are permissible and what are not.  When a religion deems certain forms of behavior forbidden or required and others do not forbid or require this behavior, calls for legal prohibition arise.  Examples of this sort are blasphemy laws and at least sometimes laws permitting abortion and homosexuality.  Another example of this is the French law prohibiting girls from wearing scarves to public schools.  Many Muslims think that it is a religious obligation for Muslim girls to wear scarves.


I will not discuss how one ought to deal with these kinds of political problems in this paper.  I will focus exclusively on the problems that arise when different religions make exclusive claims to offer vehicles of salvation to adherents.  My sense is that an understanding of this problem can help understand the others but I will not be able to go into it here.
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