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Abstract 

Tolerance is one of the most complex concepts in modern political thought. This master’s thesis aims to create an 
understanding of the place of tolerance in a modern society, raising two main questions: What is tolerance? and What 
is the relevance of tolerance as a way of relating to diversity in a modern complex society, namely, Finland? This choice 
of topic is based on my personal interest in the recent developments in Finland, where a large amount of asylum seekers 
has resulted in a heated public discourse about tolerance. The aim is to find out if mere tolerance still holds a place in 
the Finnish society or if we should aim for something more such as accepting, even affirming diversity. 

This research is a qualitative theoretical inquiry in which the hermeneutic research methodology is utilized. Tolerance 
is analysed hermeneutically, basing on various texts that examine the concept from different points of view, and especially 
on a philosophical level of understanding. The research follows the post-positivist tradition, according to which one 
cannot expect to discover absolute truths or fully objective information when performing qualitative research. Also, the 
methodological nature of hermeneutics is subjective and the results largely depend on the researcher’s personal position. 
The interpretative nature of the inquiry is made visible through the structure of the thesis. 

The data of this research is divided into two groups: the ‘classics’ and the ‘21st century’ texts. The basis of the interpre-
tation of the texts is the gadamerian hermeneutic circle and a four-phased hermeneutic inquiry. The first phase of inquiry 
consists of a description of the researcher’s pre-understanding of the topic, while also including a brief look into the 
special characteristics of tolerance in the Finnish context, as well as the concepts of diversity, difference, and social 
identity. The second phase is called the hermeneutic dialogue and it aims to shed light on the concept of tolerance 
through interpretation of chosen texts. This is followed by the fusion of horizons, in which the focus is on creating a 
new understanding of the topic by combining the researcher’s pre-understanding and the interpretation of the texts. 
The aim is to distinguish the ideas that are essential for understanding tolerance and for answering the research ques-
tions. Finally, in the fourth phase of the research, the understanding created by the inquiry is discussed more profoundly. 

The results of the research are two-fold. On the other hand, it is observed that due to its negative and patronizing 
starting point, tolerance in the traditional sense has outreached its usefulness and there is a need to construct a ‘new 
tolerance’. Yet, it is also pointed out that rejecting tolerance in 21st century Finland is essentially unreasonable. Human 
fallibility and diversity of values and ways of life lead to a situation where agreeing to disagree can be the most sensible 
thing to do. The place of tolerance is in between intolerant opposition and positive recognition. In a modern democratic 
society, the aim of peaceful coexistence and wish to avoid conflict form the basis for mutual tolerance. Moving from 
negative tolerance to a more expansive understanding, where differences are acknowledged and valued, is essential. 
Instead of arguing between tolerance and intolerance, the ultimate aim should be the normalization of living among 
difference and diversity. 
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Suvaitsevaisuus on yksi modernin poliittisen ajattelun kompleksisimmista käsitteistä. Tämä tutkimus pyrkii luomaan ym-
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ennakkoymmärryksen kuvauksesta, katsauksesta suomalaisen suvaitsevaisuuden ominaispiirteisiin, sekä moninaisuuden, 
erilaisuuden ja sosiaalisen identiteetin käsitteiden esittelystä. Toisen vaiheen hermeneuttisen dialogin kautta pyritään 
valottamaan suvaitsevaisuuden käsitettä tulkitsemalla valittuja tekstejä. Tätä seuraa horisonttien fuusio, jossa painopis-
teenä on uuden ymmärryksen luominen yhdistämällä tutkijan ennakkoymmärrystä ja tekstien tulkintaa. Tavoitteena on 
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Tutkimuksen tulokset ovat kahtalaiset. Toisaalta, tulkitaan että negatiivisen ja holhoavan lähtökohtansa vuoksi suvaitse-
vaisuus perinteisessä mielessä on ylittänyt hyödyllisyytensä ja on syntynyt tarve rakentaa ’uusi suvaitsevaisuus’. Voidaan 
myös todeta, että suvaitsevaisuuden hylkääminen 2000-luvun Suomessa on pohjimmiltaan kohtuutonta. Ihmisen erehty-
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tapa toimia. Suvaitsevaisuuden paikka on suvaitsemattoman vastustuksen ja positiivisen tunnustamisen välissä. Moder-
nissa demokraattisessa yhteiskunnassa rauhanomaisen yhteiselon ja konfliktien välttämisen tavoitteet luovat perustan 
vastavuoroiselle suvaitsevaisuudelle. Siirtyminen negatiivisesta suvaitsevaisuudesta laajempaan ymmärrykseen, jossa eri-
laisuus tunnustetaan ja sitä arvostetaan, on välttämätöntä. Sen sijaan, että väitellään suvaitsevaisuudesta ja suvaitsemat-
tomuudesta, perimmäisenä tavoitteena tulisi olla moninaisuuden ja erilaisuuden keskellä elämisen normalisointi. 
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1   INTRODUCTION  

Assimilation, integration, radicalization. Racism, xenophobia, cultural relativism. Culture, 

race, religion. Migration, refugees, immigrants. Equality, prejudice, minority, majority. Re-

verse discrimination, pluralism, equal opportunities. Conservatism, liberalism, National So-

cialism, multiculturalism.  

These terms provide us with only a glimpse of what underlies the current debate on diversity 

and tolerance in Europe. For the past year or so, Finland and the whole of Europe have 

experienced an unprecedentedly large influx of asylum seekers. This has resulted in a shift 

in how the media and ’ordinary’ people perceive tolerance. Viewpoints of the extreme right 

have been rapidly gaining political respectability and visibility in the media. There’s even 

been debate about how tolerance is now an extremity; extremist thinking just like racism or 

highly nationalist views, while those who find it a fundamental starting point of democracy 

and human rights have been left baffled with their new location in the extreme. The debate 

has somehow hardened with pejorative terms such as suvakkihuora1 being an everyday oc-

currence applied to the other ‘extreme’: these ‘tolerants’ who believe human rights should 

cover each and every one. We appear to have a seemingly more divided Finnish society than 

before, or at least the internet and social media have made the division more apparent. 

We are faced, both in private and public spheres, with questions of what is it that unites us 

and what divides us. Diversity is one of the key words of our time. Instead of giving way to 

fear and prejudice, it is important to gain knowledge and understanding of the complex field 

of diversity. One way of relating to diversity is tolerance. But is it necessary to go beyond 

that in a diverse complex society? Tolerance is indeed the first step when facing diversity, 

and it surely seems much better than conflict. But still, tolerance is seen as a negative word; 

to tolerate and to be tolerated involves an unequal position. Tolerance implies that the toler-

ator has the ultimate power of choosing to tolerate or not tolerate. 

The idea for this thesis came about from my own observations of the aforementioned devel-

opments and concepts. I want to find out if tolerance really is an outdated concept altogether. 

Should we instead aim for respect, recognition, or perhaps solidarity? Or does mere tolerance 

hold a place in our societies and interactions? Instead of focusing on individual experiences 

                                                
1 A pejorative Finnish term which can be translated as ’a tolerant whore’. This term is fairly commonly used 
by people who describe themselves as ‘immigration critics’, especially in social media platforms. 
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and views, I want to take a more abstract and philosophical approach to my topic. I have not 

collected an empirical data but instead chosen a few key sources for my core data and use a 

hermeneutic research approach in the analysis of my texts. Through the interpretation of the 

chosen texts, I aim to better understand the concept of tolerance and how it works as an 

approach to diversity. I have defined my research questions as: 

-‐   What is tolerance? 

-‐   What is the relevance of tolerance as a way of relating to diversity in a modern com-

plex society, namely Finland? 

 

It is said that tolerance fails to challenge an unjust status quo and instead silences the minor-

ity, the oppressed. Tolerance is indeed insufficient in many ways. Yet, I do not attempt to 

argue that tolerance is the best way to approach diversity. The negative starting point of 

tolerance and the unequal relationship that it imposes between the tolerator and the tolerated 

are, more or less, facts. What I am trying to find out is whether tolerance, despite its short-

comings, has some kind of a role, or a place, or meaning in a modern complex society when 

it comes to facing diversity, especially the kind of diversity that one does not like or fully 

approve of. 

 

The starting point of this thesis is the Finnish context of 2016 and the aim is to understand 

how tolerance works as a way of relating to diversity in Finland and in other Western coun-

tries where intolerance has raised its profile. The idea of research as a process is hardly a 

new or original one, but this thesis is indeed constructed on the basis of the hermeneutic 

circle in a way that is very processual. In order to reach my aim, I first take a look into my 

pre-understanding and tolerance in the Finnish context, after which I am delving into history: 

where did it all start, how did the concept come about, and what did the classic thinkers have 

to say about it. My interpretation of the ideas of Locke and Mill will give me a basis for 

understanding the current ‘21st century’ texts, and vice versa. In the hermeneutic fusion of 

horizons I am combining all this, my pre-understanding and my interpretation of the classics 

and modern texts, based on which I am hoping to reach an understanding of tolerance now. 

Basically, I am starting and finishing with the present; in between I will embark on a circle 

of finding out about it through the interpretation of classic and modern texts, finally ending 

with my own interpretation of the whole. The structure of all this is based on four phases of 

hermeneutic inquiry which will be further elaborated in chapter 2.  
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2   METHODOLOGICAL STARTING POINTS 

2.1   Choosing the method 

This thesis is a qualitative theoretical inquiry in which I utilize the hermeneutic research 

approach. In Creswell (1998, 15) Denzin and Lincoln define qualitative research as ”study 

(of) things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in 

terms of the meanings people bring to them.” The choice of qualitative approach is natural 

for my research since I aim to create an understanding of my topic through interpretation of 

chosen texts from my own viewpoint. This interpretation is affected by my own pre-under-

standing, beliefs and ways of reasoning. In the following, I will discuss my choice of meth-

odology for this thesis, as well as some general notions of the larger theoretical framework 

of my research.  

The material for this thesis can be divided into two main groups: a) the classics and b) mod-

ern 21st century sources. In the ‘classics’ group I have chosen to include the ideas of John 

Locke and John Stuart Mill. This decision is based on the fact that they are the very first 

Western philosophers to delve into the question of tolerance from both political and social 

starting points, and they are still some of the most, perhaps indeed the most, quoted thinkers 

on the topic of tolerance. In the ‘classics’ group I do not only include original sources from 

Locke and Mill, but also some newer sources that discuss their work. The second group, 

‘21st century’, includes articles and other texts by prominent and current political philoso-

phers who have taken up the question of tolerance on an abstract level, while also possessing 

a clear 21st century point of view.  

I believe that including these two distinct groups of sources is beneficial for my research in 

many ways. First, it puts things in a historical framework and helps to create a picture of the 

origins of tolerance as a topic of philosophical, political, and sociological discourse. Sec-

ondly, it brings light to the continuum of the discourse on tolerance; where did it start – 

where are we now. And thirdly, it helps to understand the spherical nature of this discourse; 

what are the constant integral questions, and moreover, what could be the answers? This 

thesis does not attempt to be a comprehensive overview of tolerance but rather a fairly con-

cise inquiry of tolerance from a very specific point of view. I am aiming to create an under-

standing of the place, or relevance, of tolerance in the context of a complex diverse society 

of the 21st century, specifically, Finland. My chosen texts are mostly written by European 
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researchers and philosophers, while the key texts are primarily by British and Finnish writ-

ers. This emphasis can be explained through the fact that my context of interest is Finland 

and because Britain has a strong tradition of political philosophy and the study of tolerance. 

Tolerance is a universal phenomenon but I am specifically interested in the context of Fin-

land, and have therefore chosen sources that I believe to be useful for my interests.  

My thesis is a hermeneutical analysis of tolerance, based on various texts that examine the 

concept from different points of view, especially on a philosophical, or abstract, level of 

understanding. In this research, I am following the post-positivist tradition in which the un-

derlying idea is that when researching human beings, it cannot be expected to discover ab-

solute truths or fully objective information. According to post-positivism, the researcher is 

not an objective by-stander observing the object of research but more or less involved with 

it. This links it closely to my methodological approach, hermeneutics, which also emphasizes 

contextuality and the role of the researcher’s own understanding and interpretation of the 

concepts.  

According to Cohen & Manion, reality can be seen as something that is negotiated and con-

structed in interaction between people, and might therefore have different meanings for dif-

ferent individuals. In such case, the researcher herself recognizes her own subjectivity and 

essentially rejects the whole idea that knowledge could be attained objectively, especially in 

the context of qualitative research. (Cohen & Manion, 1994, 6) The methodological nature 

of hermeneutics is highly subjective and the results depend largely on the researcher’s posi-

tion. Even though I attempt to diminish this subjectivity by examining and interpreting a 

variety of texts, the subjective nature of hermeneutics is still present. However, subjectivity 

is so integral to hermeneutics that it is impossible to avoid and such attempt would be more 

or less redundant. Indeed, it could be said that in this research, hermeneutics is not only a 

methodological starting point but also an epistemological one. The interpretative nature of 

hermeneutics goes hand in hand with my inquiry and the foundations of this thesis. 

2.2   Hermeneutics as the methodological basis of the research 

Hermeneutics refers to the theory and process of interpreting. Etymologically, it originates 

from the Greek word hermeneuein, which means to understand or to interpret. (Patton, 2002, 

113) The choice of hermeneutical approach is somewhat natural since the thesis is largely 
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about interpreting and forming an understanding of tolerance and its relevance as an ap-

proach to diversity in modern society. In my research I am following the hermeneutic tradi-

tion of analysing, re-analysing, and interpreting a theory or concept.  

Hermeneutics as research methodology originates from the interpretation of the religious 

texts of the Bible, Qur’an and Talmud. Later, it was broadened to cover the interpretation of 

philosophical and other texts. Palmer emphasises the role of pre-understanding and proposes 

that the hermeneutic method includes two components: verstehen (understanding) and 

erklaren (explaining), both of which take place in reflection to the past and the present.  

(Palmer, 1969, 78-82) In my thesis, both these components will be present. After stating my 

own position, I will introduce the understanding of tolerance of others, after which I will 

create my own interpretation, or explanation of it. 

Bleicher defines hermeneutics as the theory or philosophy of the interpretation of meaning. 

It is the methodology and philosophy of text interpretation. A central part of the hermeneutic 

approach is understanding that the interpreter and the object that is interpreted are linked by 

a context of tradition. This implies that the researcher already has a pre-understanding of the 

object as she approaches it, therefore being unable to have a completely neutral mind. How-

ever, as suggested before, the hermeneutic approach does not aim for objective knowledge, 

but for the explanation and phenomenological description of human existence in its full tem-

porality and historicalness. (Bleicher, 1980, 2-3) Indeed, because my research is hermeneu-

tic, I anticipate my pre-understanding of the topic to evolve during the research process, and 

therefore, even though I have defined precise research questions, doing that is not pivotal 

and the final research task may develop during the process. Nevertheless, I hope that during 

the research process I will avoid getting so deep into the topic that I will forget my original 

purpose: finding out what the relevance of tolerance is today as a way of relating to diversity. 

To help this, I have defined my key texts and stuck to them as well as possible. 

Now, I will introduce hermeneutics and the hermeneutic circle as a basis for my research 

process. In my research, different stages or phases of hermeneutical inquiry do not follow 

each other in a chronological order but are somewhat simultaneous, coincidental, and also, 

process-like. The hermeneutic circle refers to the idea that understanding the text as a whole 

requires reference to individual parts of the text and understanding the individual parts in 

reference to the whole text. This means that neither the whole text nor its parts can be 

understood without reference to each other. This leads to a hermeneutic circle between the 
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whole and the individual parts. According to Gadamer (2004, 29) the idea of the circular 

nature of hermeneutics, in which the whole should be understood through the particular and 

vice versa, comes from the rhetoric of the Ancient Greece. Grasping the hermeneutic circle 

can be illustrated through the example of language learning: in order to understand a sen-

tence in a foreign language, we first need to be able to construe its parts. Understanding the 

sentence is also influenced by the earlier and following sentences and an expectation of a 

meaning that they might give. This expectation might however change during the process. 

Understanding of the whole text becomes coherent through the new expectations of mean-

ings. So understanding of the whole means that the parts of text are compatible with the 

whole. (Gadamer, 2004) 

In my research I have combined different streams of hermeneutics but the basic principle is 

the hermeneutic circle, which leaves the researcher with a fair amount of freedom. I also aim 

to follow the idea of critical hermeneutics where interpreting texts is strongly linked to the 

societal conditions and historical situation in which they were produced. In my research, this 

means that I am paying strong attention to the context in which the early writings on toler-

ance were created and remember this starting point when reflecting upon them and the mod-

ern context. My choice of key texts is also linked to this idea of critical hermeneutics; I have 

chosen texts from two distinct groups which also clearly reflect the historical and societal 

situations in which they were written. 

In hermeneutics, the interpreter of the text has to strictly focus on the meaning and avoid 

getting side-tracked. She needs to constantly go back to her pre-understanding, based on 

what the immersion into the material and its meaning brings about. So, Gadamer’s idea of 

the hermeneutic circle is that before exploring the texts the interpreter has a pre-understand-

ing of the matter. After exploring, the understanding changes. As the interpretation of the 

material starts, the interpreter's understanding of the meaning starts to form but it is never 

final: it is in constant change as the process goes forward. (Gadamer, 2004, 32) Moreover, 

Martin Kusch explains the idea of Schleiermacher, who suggested that the hermeneutic cir-

cle is spiral-like and endless. Understanding is a never-ending task. The interpreter can 

deepen her understanding of the researched matter endlessly and the interpretation does not 

have a true endpoint. (Kusch, 1986, 39) Therefore, I do not even expect to reach a distinct 

point where the meaning and relevance of tolerance would be perfectly clear. 
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According to Koski (1995, 28), Gadamer never intended to provide the researcher with a 

clear and detailed research method. He aimed to illustrate a holistic and comprehensive way 

of thinking, working and researching. Gadamer divided textual analysis into four phases 

which I have adapted for my researches purposes in the following (modified, based on Koski, 

1995): 

1.   Specification of pre-understanding: the researcher aims to acknowledge her own 

pre-understanding of the topic. As the researcher, I am explaining the ideas that I 

have about the themes that I am about to discuss. Some of it might be so intuitive 

that it is difficult to put into written form. 

 

2.   Hermeneutic dialogue: the researcher specifies the texts’ portrayal of the topic that 

is being researched. I am explaining what my texts, the classics and the 21st century 

ones, tell about tolerance. 

 

3.   Fusion of horizons: the researcher creates a new understanding of the topic in which 

she combines her pre-understanding and the views that the texts express. In this phase 

of the research, I am distinguishing the ideas that are essential for understanding tol-

erance in the chosen context and for answering my research questions 

 

4.   Application: the researcher aims to utilize the new understanding created by the re-

search process. I will try to form some kind of a conclusion of tolerance as a way of 

relating to diversity. 

 

These phases are more or less intertwined during the research process but for structural clar-

ity the structure of my thesis is constructed so that it follows the four phases. In chapter 3, I 

discuss my own pre-knowledge of the topic. Chapter 4 consists of my interpretation of the 

texts’ portrayal of the topic. Horizons are merged in chapter 5, where I am reflecting upon 

tolerance and diversity in the context of a modern complex society, namely Finland. This 

reflection will be based on a dialogue of my pre-understanding and interpretation of the 

sources. Finally, in the discussion I use my new understanding to introduce a conclusion 

about the topic. 
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3   PRE-UNDERSTANDING OF THE TOPIC 

In this chapter I am reflecting upon themes that are relevant for this research, as well as 

clarify the main concepts that are used in the thesis. I aim to specify my own pre-understand-

ing, while not forgetting to mirror it critically to the societal and cultural reality I am a prod-

uct of. While tolerance in the Finnish context is something I have a fair understanding of 

through my own experience, and simply by knowing about Finnish history and following 

the news, I am mostly discussing it based on recent research. This, I hope, helps the reader 

to get a better-rounded picture of the context, compared to simply basing it on my own de-

scriptions. In this chapter, I am also introducing the concepts of difference, diversity, and 

social identity which are closely linked to the overall aim of the research. Instead of giving 

an all-encompassing review of these concepts, I am focusing on aspects that are relevant for 

my topic. This chapter also forms the first phase of my hermeneutic inquiry: specification of 

pre-understanding.  

3.1   The researcher’s relation to the topic 

My own ideas of tolerance were fairly cursory before the research process: “Tolerance is 

good, and intolerance is bad”, “I don’t really like the tone of the word tolerance.”, “Perhaps 

tolerance is not enough and we should rather aim to respect and recognize others.” As the 

research process has progressed I have found myself really questioning tolerance or alterna-

tively doubting that human beings are truly capable of much more. I come from a very ‘or-

dinary’ Finnish middle-class background. Of course, diversity is omnipresent in all human 

environments, but it could be said that I grew up in a fairly traditional culturally and socially 

homogenous Finnish setting. My own take on diversity has always been somewhat open; I 

enjoy experiencing new things, learning about different ways of life, and I always try to keep 

an open mind towards the unfamiliar.  

During my life-time, Finland has become more and more diverse. In fact, the whole world 

has become seemingly smaller and more diverse due to the ease of travel and communica-

tion. To me, this development is fascinating and I have myself enjoyed from many of its 

benefits through travel, living abroad and making friends from all over the world. I indeed 

consider myself to be tolerant. I believe in equality and human rights for all. Noting this 

position or personal paradigm is worthwhile, and the fact that I find diversity to be an en-

riching quality of humanity is likely to influence not only my interpretation of the texts that 
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I have in hand but also the very definition of research questions and the conclusion I come 

to. Indeed, Gadamer (2004, 33) has suggested  that the researcher should not get into the 

texts straight away, setting off from their own pre-understanding, but first look into the jus-

tification of her pre-understanding; its origin and trustworthiness. As I started the reading 

process of various texts already before defining my research questions or methodology, this 

pre-reflection was naturally impossible to perform. However, during the research process I 

aim to acknowledge my position and its effect on my interpretation as alertly as possible. 

Indeed, Gadamer suggests that the very basis of hermeneutics is the fact that the interpreter 

is tied to her societal and cultural reality and already has a connection to the theme or topic 

she studies. Yet, the researcher should know that being tied to the topic does not mean that 

it should not be criticized and questioned. Part of the work is therefore familiar and part is 

new, and the true place of hermeneutics is in between the familiar and the new. (Gadamer, 

2004, 37)  

3.2   Tolerance in the Finnish context 

When discussing diversity in Finland, it it is important to note some special characteristics 

of the Finnish cultural and historical context. History has a significant impact on how 

diversity and difference are perceived in the specific cultural context; and Finland has a past 

that somewhat differs from its Northern European neighbours. On the other hand, today, 

Finland is following the rising European trend where nationalism and populism have become 

noteworthy both in party politics and public discussion. So, while Finland is not downright 

comparable to its Nordic neighbours, the developments have been in many ways similar and 

the discourse of tolerance has followed the same paths, even though generally a bit behind.   

Suurpää (2002, 48-49) points out the difference between the Nordic welfare-state ideal and 

the Finnish traditional national framework. The Nordic welfare model is based on the prin-

ciple of universal equal treatment and on the idea of individualism, where each person is 

foremost an individual, not a representative of a certain collectivistic group. ‘Finnishness’, 

on the other hand, has been historically constructed on the basis of shared culture, history, 

language, and collectivistic tradition. Sense of community and communality are considered 

relatively self-evident. Finland has been a relatively ethnically homogenous nation ever 

since fairly recently. The increase of social and cultural diversity in our society has brought 
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a challenge to a nation where cultural cohesion has been largely based on collectivistic pre-

sumption. (Suurpää, 2002, 49) 

Lehtonen & Löytty (2003) also point out the uniqueness of Finland in its historical 

development. In the Finnish contemporary culture, diversity has not been as prevailing as 

one might expect based on Finland’s location on the border of the East and the West. Finnish 

society and culture are still strongly marked by its ‘peasant’ past. Urbanisation has taken 

place relatively late and for a long time Finland lacked a strong middle-class, as well as a 

cultured intelligentsia. This has been manifested in an emphasis on cultural and social 

uniformity, and it has proven to be a relatively problematic starting point for tolerance of 

cultural and social diversity. Even though in reality, Finland is a diverse country and Finnish 

people are truly diverse, these points of view are rarely brought up and highlighted in public 

discussion. Diversity is often overlooked when defining ‘Finnishness’. Nevertheless, 

Finland does not lie in isolation; Finland and Finnishness have always been, and are more 

and more, defined by factors outside of Finland. (Lehtonen & Löytty, 2003, 8-9) 

According to Lehtonen & Löytty (2003), failing to fully acknowledge the diversity within 

Finnishness leads to normativity. Shunning the internal diversity and portraying a unified 

group of ‘us’ leads to a situation where diversity is valued differently based on if it is seen 

as intrinsically Finnish or not. While Lehtonen & Löytty portray Finland historically as a 

fairly withdrawn and homogeneous country, they also pay attention to the fact that Finland 

has without a doubt for a long time been under outside cultural influence. This development 

has significantly increased ever since the 1960’s and even more so after joining the European 

Union. (Lehtonen & Löytty, 2003) 

The parliamentary election of 2011 was a big game-changer for Finnish toleration debate. 

The Finnish political field was shaken by the success of the Finns Party, a populist and 

nationalist-oriented party that suddenly won nearly 20% of the votes. The political and media 

elite were left baffled. Another sign of increase of value-conservatism was the fact that the 

Centre Party doubled its support in the 2015 elections after switching its liberal chairperson 

to an openly conservative one. At the same time, the liberal-conservative National Coalition 

Party also saw the opportunity gain more votes by re-introducing its old traditionally 

conservative slogan of ‘Koti, uskonto ja isänmaa’ (Home, religion and fatherland). Yet, 

Finland has not been alone with these developments. The rise of nationalism has been 

evident all over Europe, and the refugee situation and recent terrorist attacks have in some 
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places taken the situation to the brink of escalation. In the middle of all this, the proponents 

of tolerance, human rights and multiculturalism have been left with few arguments. 

(Vihavainen et al, 2015, 11-13) 

3.3   Diversity and difference 

In order to meaningfully answer my research question of the relevance tolerance as a way of 

relating to diversity, it is essential to conceptualize diversity, and difference as the very basis 

of diversity. I am also introducing the concept of identity which I think is useful for under-

standing the ways an individual relates to diversity. Identity is the understanding of who we 

are and how we relate to others. It is the very basis of the distinction of ‘us’ and ‘them’, and 

therefore the starting point of tolerance and intolerance.  

3.3.1   The concept of difference 

The essence of difference can vary greatly. It can be seen as an enriching natural quality of 

humanity, as a basis for marginalization or discrimination, and as anything in between. Dif-

ference is reasserted by exclusion: if you are French, you cannot be Spanish; if you are a 

woman, you cannot be a man; if you are Muslim, you cannot be Christian. The feeling of 

‘sameness’ is created through lived experiences and commonalities of everyday life, but it 

is also a product of both the social and the symbolic spheres. Although difference is often 

defined through exclusion and opposites, it is also possible to be different without being 

opposite.  

When talking about difference, it is essential to ask what it exactly is that is being discussed. 

Is it the difference that a group deemed as different (f.e. immigrants) articulate themselves, 

where the aim is to locate their own group as a legitimate part of the surrounding society? 

Or is it the difference that is defined from the outside that essentially segregates ‘them’ from 

‘us’? Difference can be seen through the negative, as marginalization or exclusion of the 

other or, on the other hand, it can be seen as a source of diversity, and heterogeneity, as 

something inspirational in nature. Yet, as mentioned above, it is characteristic to approach 

difference from the point of view of dualism and binary oppositions. Derrida (1976), how-

ever suggests that the oppositions and differences that appear to be determinate are actually 

fluid in nature, and that there is no point in closure. His work suggests an alternative to the 
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rigidity of binary oppositions; that there is ambivalence rather than stability, that meaning is 

not a constant but a variable.  

The concept of difference strongly involves the idea of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Still, in a modern 

complex society, this distinction is hardly self-evident. In order to differentiate ‘them’ from 

‘us’ you need to be able to first define ‘us’. This has become more and more of a challenge. 

Intersectionality marks our time; no one is a member of only one ingroup, but instead we 

identify ourselves in multiple crossing and overlapping ways. Moreover, defining ‘them’ is 

an equally challenging task. ‘Them’ is not a homogenous group that can be put in the same 

box: ‘them’ is just as intersectional and diverse as ‘us’. Dividing people into us and them is 

a simplification that fades the diversity of both sides. Nevertheless, disregarding differences 

altogether is not the ultimate solution as it would easily lead to neglecting especially the 

rights of minorities.  To acknowledge and avoid discrimination, understanding and recog-

nizing differences between groups of people and cultures is important in policy-making, as 

well as in everyday life. (Brewer, 2010) 

Suurpää (2002) discusses the different hierarchies of difference. She points out that not all 

difference is equal but that differences hold a fairly rigid hierarchy. While difference gives 

meaning to social relations, not all differences have the same position in them. Suurpää’s 

research shows that individual difference and autonomy are much more valued when people 

talk about their primary groups, or ingroups, of close friends. Conversely, anonymous for-

eign groups represent an outgroup whose differences are not considered self-evidently en-

riching. The hierarchies of difference vary along a continuum where on one end is the idea 

of self as a unique person, and at the other the perception of the self as identical to the mem-

bers of her own group and maximally different from members of other groups. (Suurpää, 

2002, 87, 91-92) 

3.3.2   The changing space of diversity  

Diversity is, in a way, the mosaic of differences. The multifaceted world of today, in which 

traditional political, social, and geographic boundaries have faded, is giving way to new 

more complex and diverse representations of human identity. Crisp (2010, 1) claims that 

diversity has become the most persistently debated characteristic of modern societies: it has 

become the characteristic quality of our social and cultural worlds. As Crisp points out, our 

social and cultural worlds; ethnicity, nationality, gender, religion, occupation, politics; are 
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increasingly multifaceted, and we now constantly face a multitude of ways in which to define 

ourselves and others (2010, 4). This is largely a consequence of unprecedented intercultural 

exchange and globalization. The boundaries of nation-states have become smaller and 

smaller due to technological and political advancement. Provincial, homogenized ways of 

living have for long characterized human history, but that is no longer the case: we live in a 

world defined by diversity. 

In a modern complex society, people are differentiated and divided based on a variety of 

social dimensions, including religion, gender and sexual orientation, age, economic sector 

(e.g. professional, service, technology), political ideology, ethnicity, and recreational pref-

erences. These group memberships are an essential basis of shared identity and social iden-

tification. However, the majority of these differentiations are crosscutting in nature; having 

multiple group memberships means that one’s social world cannot be reduced into a single 

ingroup-outgroup distinction. This intersectionality is highly descriptive of the nature of di-

versity in complex societies. Individuals have multiple ingroup memberships that are cross-

cutting categories. (Brewer, 2010, 11-13) Without a doubt, it is then essential to understand 

that neither ‘us’ or ‘them’ is a homogenous group, and that reinforcing dichotomies affirms 

cultural fundamentalism.  

Hall points out the importance of culture in the disctinction between us and them. Making a 

cultural difference increases the sense of community and group solidarity, as well as upholds 

the feeling of separation when comparing to other cultures. However, Hall argues that 

cultures are actually imagined communities. Because we cannot truly know everyone 

belonging to the same nation, we are essentially connected by the idea or story of a culture 

that is sustained by different cultural and societal systems and patterns. Hall therefore 

suggests that people actually only differ in the ways in which they imagine themselves. (Hall, 

2003, 94-95) 

Lehtonen & Löytty point out (2003, 11-12) that these days diversity is foremost seen as a 

question of ethnicity, and although that is a relevant aspect of diversity, there is much more 

to it. Some differences are seen as inherently part of ‘us’, whereas some differences are seen 

as ‘deal-breakers’ that ultimately means exclusion from ‘us’ into ‘them’. Diversity can 

therefore be seen as inclusive; someone is different but in the limits of ‘us’, or as exclusive; 

someone is different in a way that makes her part of ‘them’. In fact, the sense of belonging 

is an essential factor in the building of communities and for people’s position in them. 
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Lehtonen & Löytty suggest that belonging is generated in two ways: discursively, in how us 

and them are portrayed; and in social interaction, in situations where belonging is indicated 

through actions. The relations of diversity and belonging are often approached from the point 

of xenophobia, e.g. the fear of foreign or unknown, and xenophilia, e.g. the affection for 

foreign or unknown. Yet, both of these approaches are problematic as they indicate that 

diversity is strange as a given, that one can merely choose between refusal and curiosity. 

(Lehtonen & Löytty, 2003, 12-13)  

3.3.3   Social identity 

Jenkins (2008, 5) defines social identity as the understanding of who we are and of who other 

people are, and reciprocally, other people’s understanding of themselves and of others. De-

bate about identity has become hugely active ever since the 1990’s, and virtually everybody, 

sociologists, political scientists, historians, philosophers, and psychologists, have plenty to 

say about it. In the identity discourses, postmodernists have emphasized difference, and it is 

also one of the main concepts I have introduced in my thesis, due to its strong association 

with diversity and tolerance. The issue of tolerance is largely related to the construction of 

identity, and especially social identity, which can be seen to be largely constructed through 

differences and ingroup-outgroup distinctions. Social and symbolic systems construct clas-

sificatory systems which then impose meaning and order in social life. According to Jenkins 

(2008, 19-20), discussing social and individual identities as separate dismisses the fact that 

they are largely intertwined; the processes by which they are produced, reproduced and 

changed are analogous, and both are innately social.  

Hall defines culture as a shared system of meanings that people belonging to the same 

community, group, or nation use to make sense of the world around them. Being able to 

identify and place ourselves in a field of meanings, helps us to define ‘us’ and ‘them’ – 

creating and knowing our own identity. Hall suggests that culture is one of the most integral 

ways of forming, maintaining and changing our identities. (Hall, 2003, 85-86) However, 

according to Jenkins, identity should not be seen as simply a part of the superstructure of 

culture. Social identities are processual, aspects of the constant organisation of interaction 

and everyday life. Collective identities are constructed in transaction and interaction and 

they are, or at least have the potential to be, flexible, situational and negotiable. Identity is 

also a matter of ascription: by individuals of themselves, and of individuals by others. In the 
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collective sense, the same applies: groups identify themselves and are categorised by others. 

This collective part of identification is also inherently political. (Jenkins, 2008, 101-102) 

Jenkins’ model of collective dialectic of identification shows the entanglement of group 

identification and social categorisation and how that is reflected in the interactions between 

individuals.  

Jenkins points out that both difference and similarity play an important role in collective 

identification and in the construction of individual and social identities. Collectivity means 

having something in common, whether it be trivial or important, real or imagined. The 

discourses of community originate from the conflicts of modernisation and industrialisation. 

During that time, the meaning of life was no longer as secure and consensual and people did 

not ‘know their place’ as they used to. Yet, today community is still a powerful everyday 

concept in terms of which people organise their lives and understand the circumstances in 

which they live and the quality of their social relations. According to Jenkins, community is 

one of the most important sources of social and individual identity. It is argued that when 

geo-political boundaries become less important, symbolic boundaries become more 

important. The more stress there is on communities to change as part of this development, 

the more vigorously boundaries will be symbolised. This leads to difference being 

constructed and emphasised and we-ness being affirmed in opposition to them. (Jenkins, 

2008, 104-105, 108-109)  

Jenkins suggests that individual identity emphasises difference, whereas social identity 

emphasises similarity (2008, 116). Still, the similarities and differences emphasised by 

collective identities are a social and historical construction, not necessarily an objective 

‘truth’. The aforementioned helps to understand tolerance as a concept; especially the 

starting point of a need to tolerate.  
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4   TOLERANCE AS SEEN THROUGH THE HERMENEUTIC              

DIALOGUE 

In this chapter, I am presenting the second phase of my hermeneutic research process. The 

aim is to shed light on the concept of tolerance through the interpretation of my texts. I am 

explaining and specifying what my texts, the classics and the 21st century ones, have to say 

about tolerance and begin my own interpretation of them. This interpretation is later ex-

panded in the fusion of horizons in chapter 5. This chapter forms the second phase of my 

hermeneutic inquiry: the hermeneutic dialogue, in which I am interpreting the texts’ por-

trayal of the topic. Before the actual dialogue, I go through some terminological notions 

because those are somewhat necessary when discussing a concept as ambiguous as tolerance. 

4.1   Terminological notions 

During my research process and reading of various texts, I have not found a clear consistency 

in the use of the terms tolerance and toleration. Some writers have used them 

interchangeably, some have preferred one over the other but have not stated why, some have 

had an strong preference but the grounds for that have seemed more or less vague. Toleration 

is sometimes seen as the older version of tolerance. It has also been suggested that toleration 

is tolerance that is backed by law or juridicial precedent. Orlenius (2008, 468-469) proposes 

that toleration is a value, something that refers to international policies and established 

agreements to be found in manifestations of human rights and legislation, whereas tolerance 

is a virtue and an act of allowing ideas and behaviour that one dislikes or disagrees on. Yet, 

Orlenius (ibid.) agrees that the distinction is indefinite and that the two concepts are so 

intertwined that making such distinction may be futile. 

The distinction between tolerance and toleration does not have a significant analytical value 

for this study, and I do not feel a need to create a separation between the more theoretical 

and normative reflections on one hand and the experienced ideals on the other. Furthermore, 

the nouns tolerance and toleration both have the same verb, to tolerate, and the same 

adjective, tolerant, which makes me wonder if the distinction between the two is somewhat 

artificial in the first place. I have not found strong grounds for the preferrance of one term 

over the other, nor for using them concurrently. Therefore, for the sake of clarity and 

coherence, I have chosen to consistently use tolerance as the term to describe the 

phenomenon that is being discussed. Toleration might however appear in citations. 
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Another terminological observation that I feel is relevant to discuss is an observation of 

language. When choosing this topic for my thesis I had to pay attention to terminology in 

my mother tongue Finnish and the language in which I am writing the thesis, English. In the 

Finnish language we have a word for tolerance but it is not the exact equivalent of it. The 

Finnish word suvaitsevaisuus is used in the same way as tolerance but I find the tone of it to 

be slightly different. While tolerance is associated with physical enduring or forbearing, 

suvaitsevaisuus has a slightly more positive tone (UNESCO, 2014, 62). Although the tone 

of the words is different, it has become evident during the research process, and reading of 

both English and Finnish research, that they describe exactly the same phenomenon. It is 

nevertheless meaningful to note that this kind of linguistic differences that occur between 

languages can have a strong influence in the level of impressions and feelings. Perhaps in 

the English-speaking world the starting point for understanding the phenomenon of tolerance 

differs from the Finnish-speaking world, because the word describing the phenomenon has 

a slightly different ring to it. 

4.2   Historical beginnings 

When trying to understand tolerance today, it is essential to take a look at its historical be-

ginnings. Historically, the concept of tolerance emerged from the efforts to deal with the 

violent and harmful effects of religious conflicts. Tolerance and intolerance can be traced 

back through the history of humankind to the very start when people started to live in groups 

and interact with one another. Based on historical developments, it is relatively easy to 

conclude that tolerance has generally led to peaceful coexistence and evolution of human 

history, whereas intolerance has almost always led to conflict and war. (Walzer, 1997) 

Tolerance has manifested in different ways from one age to another. In the Ancient times, 

Greek and Roman worlds were unable to tolerate what stood outside of their civilized 

spheres: the ‘barbarians’. In the Middle Ages, intolerance originated from religion, 

especially the conflict between Christian and Muslim worlds but also within the Christian 

church itself, where division occurred first between Catholics and Orthodox, and later 

between Catholics and Protestants. (Lévai & Vese, 2003) Tolerance was originally tolerance 

for groups, and tolerance for the individual was an idea of Enlightenment. During the 

medieval times and for long after that, tolerance was a matter between the governing powers 

and various groups, and between various groups, but not a matter between individuals. This 
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can be explained through the fact that during those times communality held a much larger 

importance than individuality. (Afdal, 2006, 109) 

The seriousness of intolerance can be observed in several historical happenings, but the 

devastation of the first half of the 20th century marks an important turning point. After the 

first and second World Wars, the humankind was ready to cultivate the spirit of tolerance in 

an unprecedented way. After that, tolerance has become a central objective in democratic 

thought, and is manifested widely in the legislation of liberal societies. The efforts made 

after the wars have had the result of ending armed conflicts in large areas of the world, 

averting from violence as a means of settling problems in international relations, and setting 

regulations for relations of different kinds of human groups. This has been mostly 

emphasised in Western Europe and Northern America. (Lévai & Vese, 2003)  

Lévai & Vese (2003) suggest that history, among its other missions, also holds an important 

role in supporting and cultivating the spirit of tolerance in humankind. After the second 

World War, international organisations such as the United Nations were established with the 

agenda of promoting and retaining peace and human rights. As stated in the Charter of the 

United Nations, tolerance also became a central part of the global agenda: “We the peoples 

of the United Nations (are) determined -- to practice tolerance and live together in peace 

with one another as good neighbours” (The United Nations, 2016). The place of tolerance 

in the center of global political interest culminated when 1995 was declared the Year of 

Tolerance. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) declared the Principles of Tolerance that were signed by its member states and 

November 16th was announced as the international annual Day of Tolerance. (UNESCO, 

2016) 

4.3   Tolerance according to Locke and Mill 

The question of tolerance and its limits is definitely not a new one. Along with Locke and 

Mill, Kant, Rawls, and Voltaire are some of the famous classic thinkers who have made 

significant contributions to the understanding of the concept of tolerance. I have chosen to 

look more closely into the views of Locke and Mill because what they have in common is 

the idea of freedom and people’s natural right to liberty and tolerance. Orlenius suggests 

(2008, 468) that it was indeed Locke and Mill who created the grounds for the idea of toler-

ance as a quintessential value of democracy and illuminated the importance of tolerance in 
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a society based on liberalism. Their writings suggest that democracy requires participation 

and respect for diversity, and is closely linked to human rights.  

John Locke (1632-1704) published his famous A Letter Concerning Toleration in 1689. In 

the Letter, he was foremost concerned with religious tolerance and wanted to set limits on 

the authority of governments and priests with respect to religious belief. In Locke’s time, 

England was not a safe place to be non-Anglican and religious tensions were simmering. 

(McKinnon, 2006, 7-8) Locke suggests that intolerance of religious belief is fundamentally 

unreasonable, since religious belief is a matter of individual conscience, which cannot be 

subject to the human will. He also claims that people cannot be compelled to hold religious 

beliefs other than those that they do in fact hold. Therefore, attempts to influence individuals’ 

beliefs are doomed to failure. For Locke, when it comes to matters of religion, the intolerant 

are acting highly irrationally. Not only should one tolerate other Christians but also other 

denominations.  Yet, fairly surprisingly, Locke does have a clear limit to his (religious) tol-

erance: atheism. He deems atheists as so ungodly that tolerance cannot be extended to them. 

(Locke, 1689/1983) 

As a predecessor of Mill, Locke already observed the same kinds of basic principles of lib-

erty and tolerance. He stated: “No private person has any right, in any manner, to prejudice 

another person in his civil enjoyments … If any man err from the right way, it is his own 

misfortune, no injury to thee: Nor therefore art thou to punish him in the things of this life, 

because thou supposes he will be miserable in that which is to come.” (1689/1983, 31) Like 

Mill, he believed that individual freedom should not be limited as long as it does not harm 

others. For Locke, it is ultimately in the hands of God to decide upon the right and the wrong. 

He believed in peaceful coexistence and avoidal on conflict. The violent tactics and various 

punishments that were used on those who were unwilling to convert were wholly un-Chris-

tian to him, and he believed that it would eventually lead to a state of war between the parties 

involved.  

Although Locke essentially speaks about religious tolerance, he later comes to a more 

general notion of the limits of tolerance by suggesting that “No opinions contrary to the 

human society, or to those moral rules which are necessary to the preservation of civil 

society, are to be tolerated”. (1689/1983, 53) So, not only is it atheism that is intolerable, 

but also opinions that contradict the fundamental morals of the society. Locke’s justification 

of tolerance could be described as sceptical. He believed that people cannot be changed by 
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force and therefore they should be tolerated. He also claimed that differing views should be 

tolerated because there is no definite and objective criteria for determining who is right and 

who is wrong. He viewed attempts for uniformity as wishful thinking, hypocrisy, and even 

a cause of revolt. In the Letter, Locke argues that tolerance of both religious and civil liberty 

is no longer a matter of debate but part of the public good. (ibid.) 

While Locke’s arguments are mostly limited to religious belief and practice, John Stuart Mill 

(1806-1873) aimed to address the culture of intolerance, as well as the power of institutional 

authorities. His scope of tolerance is significantly wider than Locke’s; Mill observes that 

tolerance works as a political ‘damper’ in any area of human life where the majority might 

tyrannize the minority. By tyranny of the majority Mill is referring to the power of public 

opinion, and he concluded that there are two forms of it. The first one is law, which has 

coercive influence through the threat of physical force, such as being arrested or imprisoned. 

The second one is social mores, or norms, that have coercive influence through less tangible 

channels of social disapproval, marginalization, or shunning. (McKinnon, 2006, 10-11) 

On Liberty is, unsurprisingly, a philosophical work mainly concerned with human liberty. It 

marks the transition to a more modern understanding of tolerance that is not only mainly 

concerned with religious differences. For Mill, tolerance is the way to cope with social, cul-

tural, and political plurality. He introduced three arguments for (political) tolerance: 1) harm 

principle: power should not be used to enforce an idea perceived as the truth but only to 

prevent serious harm done by one person to another, 2) utilitarian consideration: false opin-

ions, just like true ones, lead to productive social learning processes, and 3) ‘romantic’ jus-

tification: unusual ways of living should be tolerated because they hold value in their unique-

ness and originality. (Mill, 1859/1954) 

Mill is widely known for developing the Liberty Principle which lays down two conditions 

for the interference of society with an individual: an action interfered needs to be a) other-

regarding and b) harmful. Consequently, social interference with individual’s life is not per-

mitted if individual action does not involve others, whether or not it is harmful to the indi-

vidual. (McKinnon, 2006, 10) Mill states that “The only part of the conduct of anyone for 

which he is amenable to society is that which concerns others. In the part which merely 

concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body 

and mind, the individual is sovereign.” (1859/1954, 75) Still, this does not yet delve to the 



21 
 

 

essence of tolerance. In fact, Mill does not tackle the question of tolerance outwardly; it is 

mostly blended in with his overall considerations of liberty and humanity.  

Mill has clearly taken influence from Voltaire whose much quoted words, “What is tolera-

tion? It is a necessary consequence of our being human. We are all products of frailty: fal-

lible, and prone to error. So let us mutually pardon each other’s follies. This is the first 

principle of the law of nature, the first principle of all human rights.” (as quoted in Popper, 

2008, 314), provide a foundation for understanding tolerance from the point of view of fal-

libility. Mill, however, holds a sceptical view of this. While he agrees that everyone is and 

knows themselves to be fallible, only few find it necessary to take any precautions against 

their own fallibility (Mill, 1859/1954, 79-80) So, Mill believes that the rationale of fallibility, 

along with individual freedom, is the basis for mutual tolerance, but he is not too hopeful 

that the majority of people would be able to recognize it. According to McKinnon, Mill 

believed that the Liberty Principle protects individual liberty in different areas of human life. 

It gives them the liberty of conscience; liberty of thought, opinion, and feeling. It also gives 

an individual the liberty of pursuits; doing as they like so long as what they do does not harm 

others. And finally, it gives people the liberty of combination among individuals; the free-

dom to unite, for any purpose that does not involve harming others. For Mill, the Liberty 

Principle acts as the very principle and justification of tolerance. (McKinnon, 2006, 10-12) 

The subject of tolerance (the tolerator), and the object of tolerance (the tolerated), can be an 

individual or a society. Mill’s text portrays the classic liberal scheme which consists in a 

dichotomy between and individual and the society or the state. In On Liberty, this dichotomy 

is portrayed for example in the clear distinction between the self-regarding sphere and the 

other-regarding sphere. The self-regarding sphere includes the actions and attitudes that have 

consequences only for the individual herself. Mill’s work suggests that the state should be 

lenient and tolerant towards the individual because individualism is the key to well-being 

and human development. This conception of tolerance in the relation between the individual 

and the state is a narrow one. Mill does not put any emphasis on groups as actors of tolerance. 

He believes that individuality is the utmost key to happiness and individual and social pro-

gress, and tradition and customs that groups possess are an obstacle to this. For Mill, groups 

are merely gatherings of individuals, in which they can progress and fulfill their individual-

ity. (McKinnon, 2006, 94-95) 
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For both Locke and Mill, tolerance is essentially an issue between the state (as the provider 

of law and order) and individual (as the moral and spiritual being). Although their views of 

tolerance are disputable and perhaps not quite applicable in the present context, they also 

give a good basis for understanding the philosophical starting points of the current state of 

tolerance. Locke and Mill give us good reasons for preferring tolerance as a way of relating 

to diversity, at least if the option is holy war or social turmoil. It seems that for Mill and 

Locke, tolerance is ultimately a question of being rational and sensible. For Locke, because 

no one but God knows the ultimate truth and because peace is better than conflict, tolerance 

is the right approach to differing (religious) views. Mill then raises the more secular ideal of 

individual liberty above all else, and justifies tolerance on the basis of giving as much free-

dom as possible to as many people as possible.  

4.4   Tolerance in the light of 21st century thinkers 

Whereas Locke and Mill mainly discuss the need and justification of tolerance, the 21st 

century writers are concerned with how to define tolerance and how to understand its 

adequacy, or inadequacy, in the modern world. Today, individual and religious freedom are 

seen as basic pillars of Western democracy and the focus of the debate about tolerance has 

shifted. Also, while Locke and Mill discuss tolerance mainly from the point of view of 

tolerance that the state or society extends to individuals, nowadays tolerance between and 

within individuals or groups is a question of equal, if not even larger, interest. Afdal (2006) 

also points out that today not only is there disagreement about what tolerance is exactly, but 

there is also disagreement about how to describe the disagreement. Giving a description that 

would satisfy everyone is nearly impossible. Nevertheless, I am presenting some of these 

viewpoints, namely the ones of Catriona McKinnon (& Dario Castiglione), Sune Lægaard, 

Peter Jones and Sara Shady & Marion Larson, who are all modern scholars of philosophy.  

Lægaard observes that tolerance essentially means putting up with differences one dislikes 

or disagrees with, e.g. religious beliefs, modes of behaviour, or cultural practices that differ 

from one’s own. Tolerating is about suffering or enduring the existence, presence or 

expression of something, even when one would rather not. (Lægaard, 2010, 22) McKinnon 

goes even deeper with her definition and introduces six essential structural features of toler-

ance, in which she believes most contemporary theorists agree on. These features provide us 
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with an understanding of the complexity of tolerance; that while it can be seen as a question 

of putting up with something one dislikes, structurally there is more to it.  

So the structural features of tolerance according to McKinnon (2006, 14) are: 

“1. Difference: what is tolerated differs from tolerator’s conception of what should be done, 

valued, or believed. 

2. Importance: what is tolerated by the tolerator is not trivial to her. 

3. Opposition: the tolerator disapproves of and/or dislikes what she tolerates, and is ipso 

facto disposed to act so as to alter or suppress what she opposes. 

4. Power: the tolerator believes herself to have the power to alter or suppress what is toler-

ated. 

5. Non-rejection: the tolerator does not exercise this power. 

6. Requirement: toleration is right and/or expedient, and the tolerator is virtuous, and/or 

just, and/or prudent.”  

These features are, in a way, stating the obvious. Yet, it is also the most elaborate and de-

tailed description of tolerance I have come across during this research process and I believe 

that it gives a solid basis for understanding the phenomenon of tolerance. For example, if 

one dislikes something but has no power to change it, it is not a case of tolerance. Also, if 

one dislikes the actions or beliefs of a person but finds it wholly trivial and unimportant, it 

is a case of indifference, not tolerance. McKinnon & Castiglione (2003) observe that con-

temporary theoretical statements on tolerance propose at the same time its necessity in mod-

ern democratic societies, and its impossibility as a coherent ideal. When discussing tolerance 

and intolerance in modern life, it is often pointed out that the commitment that liberal soci-

eties have to tolerance is becoming more and more difficult, and, yet, more urgent than is 

usually recognised.  According to McKinnon & Castiglione, liberal democratic societies 

have somewhat succeeded in accepting the need of recognising and accommodating differ-

ence but have failed to understand its depth. (McKinnon & Castiglione, 2003, 2)  

McKinnon points out that tolerance is a matter of putting up with something you oppose: the 

motto of the tolerant person is ‘live and let live’, even if what she lets live is shocking, 

frightening, disgusting, or enraging (McKinnon, 2006, 3). The controversiality of tolerance 



24 
 

  

is apparent. McKinnon also observes how tolerance is linked with the schism between the 

liberals and the conservatives of our societies: “The secular righteous on the left reject it as 

the pet indulgence of pampered liberal elite whose self-interest it serves by providing them 

with convenient excuses for blocking any agitation aiming at real social change. The secular 

righteous on the right reject it as the corrupt policy of the morally spineless who lack the 

insight and strength of will to improve the moral character of society and their fellow citizens 

through zero tolerance.” (2006, 3) 

Here, we have bumped into the negativity and controversiality of tolerance, which are vali-

dated again and again in various writings, and in all of the 21st century texts, for example 

here in Lægaard, who is defining the circumstances of tolerance: 

“a) The existence of difference, b) towards which one party has a negative attitude such as 

dislike or disapproval that provides this part with a reason for eradicating, persecuting, 

prohibiting or otherwise acting against the difference, and c) the actual power, or belief that 

one has such power, to act on this reason. To tolerate is, under these circumstances, not to 

act on the reason provided by one’s negative attitude. So toleration is negative in two senses: 

It presupposes a negative attitude and the act of tolerating consists in refraining from acting 

in specific ways.” (Lægaard, 2010, 23)  

According to Lægaard, tolerance is one of the ways of relating to diversity characteristic of 

modern multicultural societies. He points out that tolerance presupposes the existence of 

differences of some sort and always involves a subject and an object. Lægaard discusses the 

negativity of tolerance; how it is thought to be inherently oppressive and a paternalistic 

phenomenon. While he seems to agree with many others that we should go beyond tolerance, 

he also discusses the possibility that there might be some forms of tolerance that are 

affirmative and positive. For example the idea of ‘social toleration’: while one might 

disagree with some Muslim practices, she may still ‘think well of Muslims themselves’. So 

here, a person may be well disposed towards a group while disapproving of their practices. 

Lægaard points out that this can be true, yet it shows that the object of tolerance is the 

practice rather than the person or group as such. In this situation, the person or group is 

recognised as fellow citizens, which is, according to Lægaard, not tolerance but something 

else. (Lægaard, 2010, 22, 28-29) 

Shady & Larson also hold a very sceptical view of tolerance. They believe that discussions 

that emphasise tolerance cannot be more than monologue that is disguised as dialogue. They 
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find tolerance to be inadequate as the ultimate goal because it maintains too much distance 

between people and their ideas. The emotional distance of the tolerator and the tolerated is 

too wide and leads to objectification, not to true understanding. Yet, while Shady & Larson 

do not find tolerance to be a desirable goal as such, they profess that learning to tolerate 

others is progress and can be the first step towards mutual understanding and even 

reconciliation. (Shady & Larson, 2010, 87) 

One might claim that tolerance does not have a place in modern complex societies due to its 

condescending or patronising form. Jones however argues (2010, 49) that this view is mis-

taken. He believes that tolerance can indeed inhabit the world of justice, equality and rights. 

In the West, the development of tolerance is associated with the Reformation. The religious 

differences and conflicts that stirred up made tolerance an urgent issue. During that time, 

tolerance was something that was extended from rulers to subject, hence the idea of its con-

descending nature. However, Jones suggests that we should view tolerance in a horizontal 

fashion; it should be something that democratic citizens extend to one another. Jones claims 

that tolerance does not have to be unilateral; it can be bilateral or multilateral, therefore it 

can be mutual. (Jones, 2010, 49) 

Through the processes of globalisation, individualisation and multiculturalism, difference 

has become altogether more pervasive in our lives. This has led to a renewed interest in 

issues of tolerance as we are trying to adapt our understanding and vocabulary to match the 

modern challenges we face. McKinnon and Castiglione (2003) suggest that, historically 

speaking, the tolerance debate has reached its third phase. Originating from the religious 

debate and social and political conflicts that divided European societies, tolerance was 

originally supported along two different lines of reasoning. One was highly secularist and 

sceptical, undermining the truth and relevance of religious beliefs for social and political 

coexistence, while the other one was slightly latitudinarian and aimed to question the power 

we have over our own beliefs and the nature of imposing outward conformity on inner 

beliefs. The second phase of toleration debate established the state more firmly as the neutral 

intermediary over its citizens’ different views of the good life. Religious beliefs, and religion 

at large, was becoming a private rather than a public matter. The relationship between the 

individual and the state was characterised by two main principles: the assimilation of the 

individual into the democratic society, and the strict separation of public and private. 

McKinnon & Castiglione observe that the modern conception of tolerance is based on this 
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idea of indifference to the private lives of individuals, the idea of ‘live and let live’. 

(McKinnon & Castiglione, 2003, 2) 

4.5   The paradox of tolerance 

Tolerance is often described as a paradoxical ideal or phenomenon. There are many of these 

paradoxes. One of them is the high level of formal agreement on the importance of tolerance 

on one hand and the high level of disagreement of what tolerance is on the other. (Afdal, 

2006, 97) Also, when discussing tolerance, one cannot evade the question of intolerance: 

Does tolerance involve being tolerant of the intolerant? What are the limits of tolerance, and 

how do we define them? The limits of tolerance and the question of tolerating the intolerant, 

has been baffling many for a long time. One of the most notable scholars to tackle this issue 

is Karl Popper, who has noted that unlimited tolerance will eventually lead to the disappear-

ance of tolerance altogether. He suggests that extending unlimited tolerance to those who 

are intolerant, not being prepared to defend a tolerant society from the intolerant, will destroy 

the tolerant, and tolerance with them. (Popper, 313, 2008) 

According to Suurpää, what tolerance and intolerance have in common is the mindset where 

difference is established as an immutable quality, while still shunning the idea of similarity 

and wanting to preserve individualism. Suurpää describes this as a ‘Cain and Abel’ syn-

drome (2002, 50). Jones also points out that the position of tolerance versus intolerance is 

not necessarily a position of outright opposition. He raises the example of abortion; those 

who oppose the intolerance of abortion might believe that abortion is wrong but deserving 

of tolerance, but they are more likely to believe that the intolerants’ objection to abortion is 

mistaken. Hence, their opposition to intolerance of abortion is not a question of tolerance vs. 

intolerance, but a question of rejection of the whole belief in which the intolerance is based 

on. The opponent of intolerance of abortion is not primarily seeking for people to become 

tolerant of it, but to recognize that they have no good reason for their objections and, there-

fore, give them up. So, according to Jones, arguing for tolerance is not a question of arguing 

that people should tolerate something because they are wrong to object to it. Hence, opposing 

intolerance does not necessarily mean advocating tolerance, and absence of intolerance does 

not necessarily imply the presence of tolerance. (Jones, 2010, 41) 

While the early defenders of tolerance, Locke and Mill, did not foresee this situation, their 

theories do give a valid answer to the limits of tolerance. The key to this debate is mutuality. 
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Popper also suggests that our duty to tolerate exists only on the basis of mutuality, and we 

should even tolerate others’ intolerance as long as they are willing discuss it in rational the-

ories and proposals. If a group’s or individual’s intolerance starts to harm others or manifest 

violently, no tolerance should be extended to them. Locke and Mill did not know that one 

day we might see the rise of a democratic society where tolerance is the accepted principle. 

Neither did they foresee that in such a society, minorities would arise who are unwilling to 

reciprocate the tolerance offered to them by the majority. Popper paints a picture of a society 

where we have minorities who accept violence and who would try to abolish democracy, 

tolerance, and freedom of speech in order to gain power and standing for their values and 

ways of life. (Popper, 2008, 314-315)  

Based on Voltaire and Mill’s claim of fallibility, one might easily conclude that anything 

goes, any kind of behavior and beliefs can be defensible, since we are all prone to error. This 

relativistic idea might, however, be deceptive. In the light of the recent developments in 

Finland and other parts of the world, Popper’s observations do not seem very far-fetched. 

The fear of being intolerant could potentially lead to tolerating actions and beliefs that are 

totally intolerable and against the principles of a democratic and tolerant society. Moreover, 

allowing the limits of tolerance to fade is dangerous for democracy and freedom.  As Popper 

states: “We do not only have the right but we may have the duty to withdraw toleration from 

those who conspire to destroy it.” (2008, 320) 

The limits of tolerance are both philosophical and practical. A person is left with no practical 

guidance about when, if ever, to stop tolerating the intolerant. Abramson (2002, 100) points 

out that as long as they do not act violently or otherwise break the law, legally we are obliged 

to tolerate neo-Nazis, white supremacists and other hate-groups, no matter how much we 

despise them. A part of the paradox of tolerance is that we are legally obliged to tolerate 

those who would not tolerate us in return. Citizens of liberal societies have been required to 

accept that all groups have equal rights to express their views publicly. Yet, Abramson 

claims that both tolerating and suppressing hate groups are risky approaches. One of the 

strongest arguments for tolerance for all is the idea of a “slippery slope”: once we give the 

government the right to suppress one doctrine, it may lead to more suppression based on 

vague reasons. (Abramson, 2002) 

Not all moral critique is intolerance. I believe that those who violate the concept of mutual 

respect cannot claim to be victims of intolerance. What is tolerable is a question that should 
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always be open for negotiation, indeed it would be intolerant to define the limits of tolerance 

and systematically choose not to tolerate absolutely anything outside those limits. The 

content of the tolerable should always be open for argument while still protecting especially 

the voices that are in danger of marginalisation. Calling those who do not approve of 

intolerance intolerant themselves seems like a misuse of the term altogether.  
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5   THE FUSION OF HORIZONS: UNDERSTANDING TOLERANCE 

AND DIVERSITY 

In the hermeneutic fusion of horizons, the researcher creates a new understanding of the 

topic in which she combines pre-understanding and the views that the chosen texts express. 

In this third phase of the research I am aiming to distinguish the integral ideas that are es-

sential for understanding tolerance in this context and for answering my research questions. 

While my aim is to understand tolerance as a way of relating to diversity, I am first briefly 

discussing other approaches that an individual or group might have to diversity. The aim of 

this is to place tolerance on the map with these other approaches and understandings: form-

ing a picture of their overlapping and distinctiveness. After this I am going to the actual point 

of my thesis: distinguish the integral ideas that have risen from the ‘classics’ and ‘21st cen-

tury’ groups of texts and reflecting upon them and modern Finland. I am also bringing along 

some other sources that are especially concerned with the relation of tolerance and diversity.  

5.1   Other ways of relating to diversity 

While tolerance is the emphasis of this research, and perhaps one of the most common con-

cepts that one comes across when discussing difference today, it is only one of many ways 

of relating to diversity. Indeed, suggested alternatives for tolerance are somewhat endless. 

In my key texts and other material that I have gone through for this thesis, the most frequent 

approaches along with tolerance have been recognition and respect, which have both been 

discussed extensively and which both, perhaps unsurprisingly, seem quite as complex phe-

nomena as tolerance. Some other suggestions for a better alternative for tolerance are soli-

darity, acceptance, affirmation and inclusion. For the purpose and focus of this research, 

going through all of these in detail would be quite excessive. Yet, I believe it to be beneficial 

to briefly discuss respect, recognition, and affirmation, especially in relation to tolerance, 

since these are often seen as both conflicting and overlapping approaches. It is, however, 

good to point out that the narrower tolerance is understood the easier it is to draw a distinc-

tion between it and other concepts. Thus, the wider tolerance is understood, the more over-

lapping these different concepts become. 

Abramson suggests that both tolerance and respect are necessary. Tolerance teaches us the 

negative (do not discriminate against others), whereas respect teaches us the positive (em-

brace others as a way of enriching our own lives). The ideal of respect envisions a society 
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that is held together by its members’ genuine appreciation of what they find to admire in 

each other. Abramson argues that the distant position of tolerance should be supplemented 

with the more intimate, psychological ties of respect. (Abramson, 2002, 98-99) Lægaard, 

however, seems to have slightly different understanding of respect. He suggests that it is 

even more ambiguous than tolerance or recognition. The uses of respect and recognition are 

sometimes practically indistinguishable and may refer to the same thing. Traditionally, re-

spect is seen as an attitude directed to others, while dignity is assumed to be a universal 

status common to everyone; something that a person senses within oneself. So, according to 

Lægaard, when comparing it to tolerance or recognition, respect is mostly concerned with 

individual similarities rather than collective differences. In contemporary discussions, the 

reciprocal nature of respect is emphasised, hence the notion of ‘mutual respect’. Lægaard 

suggests that tolerance and recognition are not the same as respect, but being able to respect 

a fellow human being may require them. Respect does not need to be a competitor nor in 

conflict with either tolerance or recognition. (Lægaard, 2010, 24-25)  

To the contrary of the negative nature of tolerance, recognition - as public acknowledgement 

of person’s status and worth - is usually seen as a more positive approach. Recognition in-

dicates a positive attitude to difference which is routinely expressed through policies of 

recognition involving positive acts, such as giving special group rights for protecting and 

supporting the group identities or differences of a minority. Lægaard observes that it is easy 

to see why tolerance and recognition are seen to be in conflict or even totally incompatible. 

Tolerance presupposes a negative attitude and involves not acting, while recognition holds 

a positive assumption and requires doing something. (Lægaard, 2010, 24) 

Gutmann suggests that tolerance and recognition should be separated altogether into differ-

ent contexts. She considers recognition to be a question of a larger societal level, whereas 

tolerance takes place in everyday practices. (Gutmann, 1996, 157-160) Lægaard however, 

does not agree with Gutmann’s strategy of separating tolerance and recognition to different 

contexts. He believes that recognition involves a positive attitude to the broader culture; the 

logic of recognition is pervasive and acts of recognition always encompass the whole of the 

culture even if only directed to particular elements at the time. It becomes impossible to 

‘merely’ tolerate elements or practices of the culture when the positive attitude expressed 

through recognition of other elements contradict the negative attitude that is presupposed by 

tolerance. (Lægaard, 2010, 24-26) 
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Even after the patronising nature of tolerance has been argued, many people remain unhappy 

with it due to its negativity; to tolerate is still to object. Goethe observed that “Tolerance 

should really only be a passing attitude: it should lead to appreciation. To tolerate is to 

offend” (1998, 116). Nowadays, this argument is often expressed as an argument for recog-

nition: people deserve more than tolerance - they deserve recognition. According to Jones, 

recognition is a very indefinite concept that has been applied to various conditions and rela-

tionships. The basis for wanting recognition instead of tolerance is the idea of wanting pos-

itive acknowledgement of status or merit. But if the starting point is indeed a negative one, 

recognition cannot be extended. (Jones, 2010, 51)  As Jones states: “People can recognise 

rather than tolerate only if they can ascribe positive value to one another’s differences, and 

we can reasonably demand recognition only if we can reasonably expect people positively 

value one another’s differences. If that positive valuing is not a reasonable expectation, we 

cannot reasonably expect people to substitute recognition for toleration.” (2010, 51) 

Jones observes that religion provides the paradigm circumstances for tolerance: requiring 

the adherents of one faith to extend equal recognition to other faiths would require them to 

abandon their own, for example, being a Muslim means rejecting Hinduism and Christianity. 

Despite not being able to recognise other religions as equal to her own, a devout Muslim is 

still able to tolerate them. However, tolerance and recognition need not be mutually exclu-

sive alternatives. Jones also suggests that there is no conflict between tolerance and respect, 

instead, he believes that respect provides one of the best kind of basis for tolerance. (Jones, 

2010, 50-53) 

Nieto classifies the ways of relating to diversity into four levels: tolerance; acceptance; re-

spect; and affirmation, solidarity and critique. Tolerance is the very first level: the capacity 

of enduring even unpleasant differences. Nieto, however, speaks for the fourth level that 

combines affirmation, solidarity and critique. This level means that differences are accepted 

and embraced as valid and valuable. Also, it suggests that culture is not fixed or unchange-

able, and that it can be criticized.  According to Nieto, what sets this approach apart from 

the others is that conflict is not avoided, but accepted as an inevitable part of life and cir-

cumstances where different values and ways of life meet. Diversity is not only ‘celebrated’ 

but also challenged and reflected upon. (Nieto, 2000, 339-340)  
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Lægaard suggests (2010, 25), that these different approaches to diversity might not be mu-

tually exclusive and seeing them as dichotomies is unnecessary. He points out that for ex-

ample tolerance and recognition can be practiced at the same time if the object of tolerance 

is not the same as the one that is recognised, or if tolerance and recognition happen in dif-

ferent contexts. In our daily lives it might be too much to ask to fully recognise all diversity 

and differences that one comes across. Also, Nieto points out that affirmation, solidarity and 

critique may form the most desirable approach to diversity but it is also very difficult to 

achieve (2000, 340). Perhaps, then, mere tolerance is the solution when these other ap-

proaches are simply not a realistic option, or when we are still in the process of achieving 

them.  

 

5.2   Tolerance and diversity based on the key texts 

Comparing the views of Locke and Mill with modern scholars is a challenge because they 

are concerned with very different aspects of tolerance. Locke and Mill saw tolerance as a 

way to avoid conflict and ensure the freedom of people. They were also arguing for tolerance 

in a society that was much less diverse and much more intolerant than the one we are living 

in today. The writers of the ‘21st century’ texts are more concerned with a question of the 

sufficiency of tolerance. 

Locke introduces a view of tolerance that is sceptical. He also brings about the idea of rea-

sonableness: that tolerance is the reasonable thing to do, as long as the object of tolerance is 

reasonable. I want to avoid stretching too far with my interpretation of Locke since in A 

Letter Concerning Toleration (1689/1983), he is principally discussing religious tolerance. 

Perhaps he considered those observations as applicable to other walks of life, perhaps he did 

not. In this piece of writing that I have chosen to interpret, Locke does not really go into 

more political or individual levels of tolerance, even though it should be noted that in his 

time the religious was also largely political. Although his notions of other aspects of life than 

religion are sparse, there are two things that relate closely to my question of interest. Firstly, 

he sees tolerance as the basis for peaceful coexistence, and secondly he, already in his time, 

observed that civil liberty is not a matter of debate but part of the public good. He also 

observed the fact of human diversity, and how attempting to forcefully change that would 

lead to unrest.  
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Mill was aboard with Locke’s observation of diversity. Indeed, he suggests that “There is no 

reason that all human existence should be constructed on some one or some small number 

of pattern. … Human beings are not like sheep; and even sheep are not undistinguishably 

alike.” (Mill, 1859/1954, 125) Mill points out that not one mode of life suits everyone, and 

the things that help one person to cultivate her higher nature can be hindrances to another. 

In Locke’s and Mill’s writings, what stands out is the ideal of freedom. For Locke, and 

especially for Mill, tolerance is of utmost importance in a society where diversity is a fact 

and all people should be equally granted individual liberty. Mill’s Liberty Principle states 

that a person’s life should only be interfered in if they are acting in a way that is harmful to 

others (1859/1954). So, basically, ideas, beliefs, and actions, even if dislikeable should be 

tolerated as long as they pose no harm to anyone.   

In the chapter that discusses my pre-understanding of the topic, I am pointing out some as-

pects of social identity and its relation to tolerance. Brewer’s research shows that social 

identity complexity (belonging into several overlapping social ingroups based on e.g. eth-

nicity, age, political ideology, economic situation, free-time activities) is associated with 

tolerance of diversity and acceptance of outgroups. This correlates significantly with atti-

tudes toward affirmative action and multiculturalism. (Brewer, 2010, 24-25) Plurality of 

complex modern societies raises difficult questions in different settings, such as schools, 

neighbourhoods, cities, and organisations. There are various ways of dealing with the 

challenges that come from diversity. Barry (2001) divides different approaches to diversity 

into two groups: multicultural approaches which emphasize active support and recognition 

of differences, and classical liberal approaches which argue for tolerance of diversity and 

depoliticization of group differences. It can be seen that these different ways of relating to 

diversity are somewhat ideological and even political. Based on Barry, Locke and Mill are 

clearly placed in the classical liberal group, whereas the 21st century writers quite clearly 

follow the approach that aims for recognition, even though some are sceptical of ever 

reaching this aim. However, based on my texts, I believe that the division should not be quite 

as harsh. I believe that in their time, Locke and Mill simply did not see the possibility of 

something more than tolerance. Also, while the contemporary writers either argue for more 

than tolerance, they all also proclaim the role of tolerance in our lives, even if grudgingly.  

Nevertheless, modern proponents of multiculturalism often claim that ‘mere’ tolerance is 

not enough. Verkuyten suggests that whereas multiculturalism implies that differences are 

not ignored or eliminated but instead publicly affirmed and recognised, toleration would be 
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a grudging act of generosity from the powerful who are forced to put up with minorities. 

Thus, he claims that toleration is a weak substitute for recognition and affirmation. 

(Verkuyten, 2010, 147-148) Verkuyten is one of the many writers who do not believe that 

tolerance is suitable for our time.  There are, however, several scholars who disagree. 

Mendus & Edwards (1987) propose that no modern society can claim to be tolerant in a 

civilized way if it does not move from the negative aspect of tolerance to the positive duties 

associated with tolerance. The idea of ‘live and let live’, or the outlook that neither the state 

or any individual is to interfere with other man’s life unless the law so demands, is simply 

not enough in the plural society when we are discussing matters of today, such as minority 

rights. Instead, Mendus & Edwards suggest a ‘new tolerance’ which involves cherishing 

minorities and those whom we dislike. (Mendus & Edwards, 1987, 4-5) This idea sounds all 

good and pleasant, perhaps even too much so: because we dislike tolerance in its traditional 

sense, let us dismantle it and pick and choose the parts that we do like. Yet, if I look back 

into the 21st century texts, there is plenty of support for a kind of ‘re-evaluation’ of tolerance.   

One example of the ‘new tolerance’ that Mendus & Edwards propose is Jones’ (2010, 49) 

idea of horizontal tolerance. Jones’ suggestion that in a modern democratic society we 

should get over the patronizing perception of tolerance and instead see it as something that 

democratic citizens extend to one another. Indeed, the origins of conceptualising tolerance 

come from hundreds of years back when democracy, let alone equality, were still relatively 

new and rare concepts. If one takes into consideration the reality of Locke and Mill’s time, 

it is easier to understand why tolerance is seen as essentially patronizing and negative. The 

society was more hierarchical and tolerance was something that was mainly extended to 

subordinates. Today, while equality is not a state we have reached, human relations can be 

considered less hierarchical. Perhaps it is justifiable to say that in a modern democratic so-

ciety the nature of tolerance should shift from vertical to horizontal. Although Lægaard 

(2010) and McKinnon (2006) are not quite as ready as Jones to redefine tolerance in a way 

that bypasses the whole paradox of negativity, they also seem to want to give new under-

standings of tolerance a chance. Although they are arguing for more than tolerance, they also 

suggest that the relevance of tolerance today should not be overlooked (Lægaard, 2010, 28; 

McKinnon, 2006, 3). 

Nowadays, being tolerant is often connected with a ‘laid-back’ attitude. Jones (2010, 39) 

describes this understanding of a tolerant person as someone who is relaxed and easy-going; 

who, when faced with diverse beliefs or ways of life, accept them without complaint. Rather 
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than objecting, the tolerant person may celebrate diversity as a positive good. Jones’ version 

of a tolerant person is someone who does not seek for things which they could complain or 

protest about but instead they approach the world with a tendency of neither to condemn nor 

to object. This new version of tolerance could be seen as a positive alternative for the more 

orthodox use of the word. (Jones, 2010, 39)  

According to Afdal (2006, 101), today’s conceptual field of tolerance is so complex that it 

should not be understood along either-or dichotomies nor as different points of view on one 

issue, as a continuum. As I have observed earlier, describing tolerance as negative or positive 

depends on one’s interpretation of the concept. Afdal identifies different conceptual 

dimensions of tolerance, one of which is its scope: this dimension goes from thin to thick 

tolerance. Historically, tolerance has been a thin concept that mainly concerns religious 

liberty and freedom of conscience, and it was more of an institutional question than an 

ideological one. The thin kind of tolerance was merely an argument against intolerance. 

(Afdal, 2006) If we want to create a ‘new tolerance’, we need to see it as something much 

broader. Tolerance should be more than just the ethic of strangers based on which we remain 

indifferent yet in good terms with cultures and ways of life other than our own. 

Like Afdal, Williams suggests that tolerance can be understood expansively or restrictedly 

(2005, 20). The restricted or narrow understanding of the concept encompasses the actions 

that refrain from suppressing a practice or doctrine despite one’s strong disapproval. In the 

restricted understanding, the tolerator also has the power to suppress the practice being tol-

erated but they choose not to. The restricted interpretation is what is usually seen as the 

‘negative toleration’ due to its strong element of disapproval or dislike. The expansive read-

ing of tolerance encompasses all cases when people have different ways of life or different 

moral commitments, but nonetheless, manage to live together in peace. (Williams, 2005, 20-

21) This expansive understanding is what I believe to better describe the place of tolerance 

in a modern complex society.  

5.3   Reconsidering tolerance in 21st century Finland 

Although the nature of this research is highly abstract, now is the time to try to come back 

to the real world, so to speak. The whole purpose of this research has been to create an 

understanding of tolerance in the context of Finland today. While Jones (2010) urges us to 

reconsider tolerance as an approach to diversity, Vihavainen, Hamilo & Konstig (2015) put 
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forth ideas about tolerance that make this reconsideration even more puzzling. They suggest 

that paying attention to diversity actually increases intolerance while the contrary, ignoring 

it, increases tolerance. Behind this phenomenon is authoritative human psychology. Vi-

havainen et al describe authoritative people as groupish; authoritarity makes people support 

the kind of society and structures that emphasize sameness and minimize the diversity of 

people, beliefs and behaviours. This authoritarity is not problematic as long as the society is 

homogenous. In a homogenous environment, authoritarity can remain in a dormant state; 

people can remain tolerant since they do not feel their unity being threatened. When a group 

is faced with a normative threat that threatens its sameness, togetherness and following of 

common rules, the group’s latent tendency for authoritarity awakens. (Vihavainen et al. 

2015, 127-129) 

According to Vihavainen et al, the dynamic of authoritarity has its own distinct mechanism 

that has been thoroughly considered only fairly recently. When authoritarians awaken to 

defend their values, libertarians who promote tolerance and diversity awaken as well. While 

the libertarians actively promote diversity, the intolerants become more intolerant because 

now their normative threat is growing even larger. The more tolerance is celebrated the more 

intolerant the intolerants become. And as they become more active in expressing their intol-

erant views, the tolerants become more persistent in expressing their values. Vihavainen, 

Hamilo & Konstig claim that this process feeds itself, leads to societal polarization and in-

creases hatred on both sides. (Vihavainen et al. 2015, 129-130) 

Understanding this mechanism is essential when considering the answer to my research 

question. What Vihavainen et al (2015) portray is a vicious circle where confrontation of 

values leads to more polarization. In modern Finland, the authoritarians have felt the threat 

of diversity to their sameness so great that in 2014 first layman street patrol groups were 

established and hate-speech and threats of violence have become somewhat normalized.  If 

it is indeed true, that celebrating diversity only makes intolerant people more intolerant, we 

are facing a major dilemma. It is clear that due to the effects of globalization, Finland is only 

becoming more and more heterogeneous in the future. If the relentless highlighting of toler-

ance leads to a totally opposite outcome, we need something else. Traditionally, the creation 

of a nation has happened through differentiating a group from others, emphasizing and max-

imizing differences between this one group and others and minimizing differences within 

the group. In this model of nation-building, differences within the group are embraced as 

long as they do not substantially disturb the group’s unity. Traditionally tolerance, then, has 
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come into question when something is deemed wrong but the group has no legitimate basis 

for not tolerating it. In Finland today, political and social polarization seems to be much 

more complex of an issue than just division into conservatives and liberals. The findings of 

Vihavainen et al (2015) do not mean that we should stop being tolerant but they do illustrate 

that the whole Finnish tolerance discourse is a minefield where good intentions may lead to 

a totally opposite outcome. This is perhaps somewhat of a sidetrack when it comes to my 

topic, but I believe that it sheds light on the complexity of tolerance in the modern Finnish 

context. 

Reasonableness is a characteristic of tolerance that appears both in the ‘classics’ and the ‘21st 

century’ texts. The suggestion that tolerance is the reasonable approach is intriguing and 

could well be relevant in the Finnish context and overall. McKinnon & Castiglione (2003, 

8) suggest that although tolerance is imperfect and transitory in character, it is a necessary 

ingredient for democratic societies to be able to accommodate reasonable difference 

reasonably. This does not sound like a very exciting proposal to make, but has the starting 

point of tolerance not been the whole time more or less passive, and perhaps, reasonable? 

According to McKinnon & Castiglione, “The more open-minded attitude to difference, 

which is a requisite of social coexistence in multicultural democratic societies, where no one 

has a privileged position from which to dispense tolerance, is the kind of attitude that ordi-

nary language tends nowadays to identify with tolerance – what, in a non-technical sense, 

could be called a ‘reasonable’ response to difference.” (2003, 7) So, perhaps even today, 

reasonableness is indeed the very core of facing difference. Like McKinnon, Forst (2003, 

81) argues for the consideration of reasonableness in the context of tolerance: simply because 

you find some some beliefs or practices ethically wrong does not make them unreasonable 

to hold or immoral. Therefore, you should be tolerant within the limits of reasonableness 

and reciprocity. 

Tolerance is normally regarded as a virtue, but finding something objectionable and not 

trying to prevent it does not seem like a very virtuous thing to do. One might wonder how 

allowing something that you perceive as bad would be a good thing. According to Jones 

(2010), tolerance can be a virtue only if it rightly takes exception to what is tolerated. It is 

essential to note that the nature of tolerance depends greatly on what it is that we are required 

to tolerate. Putting up with a mildly irritable feature of a co-worker is not the same as 

tolerating something you have a strong moral objection to. (Jones, 2010, 39) Still, Suurpää 

(2002) points out that in immigration policy discussions, tolerance has, along with 
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multiculturality, been defined as the attribute of a humane person. Tolerance is indeed one 

of the ‘power-words’ of modern Finland. What is characteristics to such terms is their strong 

relation to values and feelings, as well as their ambiguity. Also, according to Suurpää, Finns 

are particularly worried about the country’s reputation: we are worried if Finland is portrayed 

as tolerant, and therefore, as modern and international. (Suurpää, 2002, 213-214) 

Earlier, I discussed the historical background of diversity and tolerance in Finland. This 

showed that ‘Finnishness’ has been traditionally constructed on the basis of cultural and 

social uniformity (Suurpää, 2002, 49). This is one of the many features that need to be con-

sidered when reflecting on tolerance as a way of relating to diversity in contemporary Fin-

land. Today, we are increasingly finding that social conflicts are not between different 

groups but between different cultural values, attitudes, and expectations within people them-

selves. Yet, public recognition and acceptance of one’s culture are crucial for self-worth and 

well-being (Phinney, 1999; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2010) Tolerance is indeed a 

prerequisite for the operation of a democratic society. Modern liberal states also usually tol-

erate some cultural and religious communities even though they stick to homophobic and 

sexist values and harmful practices which seem to contradict public laws and values, and to 

which some of their own members object. Eisenberg (2005, 249) points out that identity-

related interests and values of individuals and groups are often central to cultural clashes as 

well as origins of intolerance. Although not all cultural disputes are about identity, it does 

have a significant role in many conflicts that occur within diverse societies. According to 

McKinnon & Castiglione (2003) due to pressure from both within and without, the 

assimilationist aspiration that was once characteristic to the formation of nation states has 

been slowly reversed. The barriers of the private sphere have been more or less unraveled, 

opening private life to the scrutiny of of the public eye and the criteria of justice. (McKinnon 

& Castiglione, 2003, 2)  

Diversity has become an everyday fact that cannot be disregarded. Harinen & Suurpää (2003, 

7) explain that becoming a member in a  modern society is not only a question of legal status, 

political power or economic position. It also involves the politics of everyday life; the daily 

negotiotations of group belonging, friendship, and social and cultural recognition. As 

discussed earlier, the weakening of geo-political boundaries (due to globalisation and 

freedom of movement) leads to a crisis of social identity that is ‘patched up’ by enforcing 

symbolic boundaries (Jenkins, 2008) This can be clearly observed in Finland: some perceive 

the arrival of thousands of asylum seekers as a threat to Finnish ‘we-ness’ or unity. As the 
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national borders of Finland do not separate ‘us’ from ‘them’, other, more symbolic, means 

are needed. I am inclined to claim that this may also affect the daily negotiations of tolerance, 

especially when it comes to the tolerance of cultural differences and the effects of immigra-

tion.  
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6   RELIABILITY 

In the following, I am mentioning some considerations of the reliability of this research. 

Overall, qualitative research needs to discuss issues of trustworthiness: the epistemological 

starting points and the hermeneutic method of this research make dealing with these notions 

essential. In chapter two, I have introduced the interpretative nature of hermeneutics, and in 

chapter three, I have stated my own pre-understanding of the topic. These form the basis of 

understanding the ethical grounds of my thesis. Yet, in this chapter I am critically looking 

into the reliability and ethics of my research.  

Hermeneutics is essentially subjective interpretation of chosen texts done by the researcher. 

Stating one’s own position is the starting point of hermeneutics, but I believe that due to the 

highly abstract nature of my research, this was not quite as vital as it would have been if I 

had chosen a topic or approach that I had a stronger personal bond with. I have focused 

mostly on establishing my own paradigm. Still, it is to be acknowledged that my position, 

my values, beliefs and experiences, do inescapably influence my interpretation of the topic. 

Therefore, I have tried to make my bias as visible as possible in the beginning of the thesis.  

The idea of relational epistemology; that there is no universal truth, that knowledge is so-

cially constructed and alterable, is central to qualitative research and to hermeneutics. I am 

not trying to establish an objective and absolute ‘truth’ about tolerance, but rather shedding 

light on it through my own interpretation. Metsämuuronen points out, that, indeed, there is 

no value-free research. No matter what the data is, and how it is collected and used, one 

cannot escape the interpretiveness of the analysis. (Metsämuuronen, 2006, 23) The question 

of the validity of the data is prevalent in my research, even though I have not collected my 

data straight from living, breathing human beings. I had the freedom, and the challenge, to 

pick and choose my key texts from an overwhelming amount of sources. This is clearly a 

‘pitfall’ for the validity of my research. Have I only chosen texts that support my pre-existing 

beliefs and values, which I believe to give me the answers I want to hear? And, moreover, 

have I only chosen excerpts and points from the texts that reassert and validate my paradigm? 

Of course, I have tried to avoid this to the best of my ability by choosing texts that are true 

classics or that portray a multifaceted and well-justified understanding of tolerance.  

Metsämuuronen (2006, 24) encourages researchers to critically look into their own work; 

their literature, methodology, and findings, and to form their own opinion of the validity of 
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their research. Throughout the whole research process, I have attempted to acknowledge my 

position as a researcher. Based on the hermeneutic tradition, I have been reading and re-

reading my texts, while also trying to maintain a critical eye for the whole process. I have 

stated my own bias more extensively in chapter 2, but once more, it is worth stating that my 

position is greatly affected by my Western origins. I have been brought up in Northern Eu-

ropean Finland and I am interpreting the texts of other Europeans, and Americans. While 

acknowledging these Eurocentric starting points of my research does not lead to objectivity, 

I believe it to be an important step towards critically assessing it. I cannot claim to be free 

from Eurocentric or otherwise ethnocentric bias, but I have tried to be observant of it. It is 

obvious that I have only looked into a fraction of sources available, and merely scratched 

the surface of the entity of tolerance. However, I believe that the fact that I cannot cover and 

understand all about tolerance does not mean that I should not even attempt to reach an 

understanding of one side of it. I see my thesis as one of the pieces in a huge puzzle of 

tolerance.  

I have strived to make the interpretative nature of my research visible through the structure 

of the thesis. Although I do not repeatedly mention the hermeneutic process of reading and 

re-reading the key texts, I believe that it comes across in different parts of the thesis. In order 

to increase trustworthiness, I have included a number of quotations from the chosen key 

texts. I believe that this gives the reader a chance to evaluate the validity of my interpretation 

by comparing it to the original sources. Naturally, as the nature of hermeneutic inquiry is 

never-ending, I could have included more viewpoints and more texts. The true challenge of 

this research was to define and limit its scope. I aimed to create a coherent whole by only 

including the very most relevant things.  

Descriptive of the paradoxal nature of tolerance is the fact that I started this thesis with a 

presumption that tolerance is necessary, but also deficient. Observing the intolerance around 

me has led to an interest to understand the phenomenon and what is behind it. As a future 

teacher, I also believe that understanding something as fundamentally human as diversity, 

and our ways of relating to it, is beneficial to me both as a human being and as an educator. 
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7   DISCUSSION 

In the beginning of this thesis, two main questions were raised: What is tolerance? and What 

is the relevance of tolerance as a way of relating to diversity in a modern complex society, 

namely Finland? The methodological basis of this research is formed on hermeneutics, the 

hermeneutic circle and four phases of inquiry that I have introduced in the methodology 

section of the thesis. Hermeneutics is essentially about interpretation: I have interpreted my 

chosen texts, the ‘classics’ and the ‘21st century’ ones along the principles of the hermeneutic 

circle. This means that I have sought to understand the texts as a whole through reference to 

individual parts, going back and forth with the texts and my own pre-understanding. This 

process is never-ending in nature, but for the purpose of this research, I have drawn the line 

here. During this research process, I have been hoping to reach some kind of a result, a 

pinnacle. Yet, it has dawned on me that being able to fully do that would require perhaps 

years of dedication to this topic. To be honest I am not even quite sure if I have managed to 

answer my original research questions. This feels slightly discouraging, but not reaching 

clear ‘truths’ or answers is also one of the characteristics of the hermeneutic method. Nev-

ertheless, I will now summarise what I have done, and go through the findings and my per-

sonal interpretation of them. 

In the first phase of my hermeneutic inquiry, which is chapter 3, I illuminated my own pre-

understanding of the topic, explaining my paradigm and position as a researcher. Along with 

my personal position, I also introduced the concepts of diversity and difference, as well as 

the Finnish context of tolerance. The fourth chapter presented the second phase of inquiry 

where the aim was to shed light on the concept of tolerance through the interpretation of key 

texts. The interpretation took place through hermeneutic dialogue; a dialogue between my-

self as the researcher and the texts. This was followed by the third phase of inquiry in chapter 

5: a gadamerian fusion of horizons. Gadamer (1997, 302 ) describes the fusion of horizons 

as a process where the bias and pre-understanding of the researcher encounter and merge 

with the knowledge given by the texts. This would then be followed by active application of 

the new knowledge that has been created. However, due to the abstract nature and scope of 

my research, I have come to a conclusion that separately actively applying my interpretation 

of these highly philosophical texts that I have to the Finnish contemporary context would 

not be a befitting task. Therefore, I am considering the use of the understanding created by 

the research process in this discussion. 
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In a way, tolerance has outreached its usefulness. The need to rethink or reconsider tolerance 

is perhaps more current than ever. My approach to the topic of this research is very abstract, 

yet I am attempting to find answers to a question that is not abstract: what is the place of 

tolerance in contemporary Finland. Diversity and acceptance of difference are essential 

components of democracy and I believe that they also largely contribute to it. A pluralist 

society is a society in which a multitude of different cultural groups exist side by side, each 

of them respecting the other cultures while maintaining their own distinctiveness. In such a 

society, understanding and forbearing difference is essential. One of the sources of intoler-

ance in Finland today is the refusal of multiculturalism. Multicultural ideology advocates 

that the society and organisations within it should include and equally value different cultural 

groups. It is an ideology of mutual respect and recognition of cultural diversity, which makes 

it highly consistent with the ideals of liberal democracy. Multiculturalism and globalization 

have undoubtedly changed the way people see themselves and others, and how they organize 

the world around them. Yet, many people are not willing to acknowledge their privileged 

position in this world, let alone give it up. 

For me, as a future teacher, Lægaard’s (2010) observation that diversity is one of the central 

social circumstances education aims to teach children how to understand and relate to, is 

highly relevant. The question of education is also political since public education is an im-

portant means for the state to handle and express its views about its internal diversity. State’s 

engagement with diversity is backed by the use of its political power, both the legal and 

coercive sort of power, and the less direct power to influence and set social standards about 

appropriate behaviour. So, according to Lægaard, tolerance as an approach to diversity is 

important both for the aims of education and for the broader political reasons relating to how 

the state handles the fact of diversity. (Lægaard, 2010, 22) Sardoč also points out that the 

nature and controversiality of tolerance raise challenges related to the accommodation of 

diversity and recognition of difference in education. Tolerance is a basic virtue associated 

with a liberal conception of citizenship but we may easily fail to understand its role in the 

contemporary world. (Sardoč, 2010, 7) 

It is clear that tolerance as a philosophical concept is and has been in a flux. Tolerance can 

be viewed, at best, as a state of mutual respect and, at worst, as a repressive and patronising 

relation between persons or groups. As it stands, tolerance as a concept is not serving us very 

well. However, I am inclined to claim that tolerance in the level of human interactions is the 

same tolerance as it has always been. We, as humans, cannot like and approve of everything. 
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When an object of dislike comes into our lives we have to choose either to tolerate it or to 

object to it. Ideally, we should also remain open to the idea that our dislike is unfounded, 

and be prepared to go further than merely tolerating. The willingness to acknowledge that 

one way of life is not the only way to reach happiness and fulfillment, and that there are 

other lifestyles and philosophies that are equally worthy, is crucial. Other people’s ways of 

life may differ from your own, but that does not make them inferior. Tolerance is essentially 

the agreement of persons to disagree, and that is a prerequisite for well-being and successful 

co-existence.  

Based on the justification of reasonableness, I suggest that rejecting tolerance in 21st century 

Finland is indeed an unreasonable thing to do. I believe that, in the end, tolerance makes 

diversity possible and diversity makes tolerance necessary. Jenkins (2008, 118) points out, 

that although difference and the perception of someone as a fellow or enemy are largely 

symbolic constructions – something imagined – the feeling itself is not imaginary. For the 

person experiencing this difference, it is reality. Diversity is, at the same time, a universal 

matter but also a highly particular and individual matter. Everyone is different, but in differ-

ent ways. To me, this seems like a unifying rather than a separating factor. People are largely 

strangers to one another. In fact, we are so heterogeneous in our interests and values that, in 

certain circumstances, agreeing to disagree seems like the most sensible thing to do. 

McKinnon reasserts the reasonableness of tolerance as an approach to diversity. She writes 

that “In a world in which pluralism is reasonable, permanent, and not-to-be-regretted, and 

in which the conflicts to be mediated by principles of toleration will not disappear, there are 

no other politically feasible options fit to provide a baseline of fair stability through tolera-

tion on which all further visions of justice depend.” (McKinnon, 2006, 174) Also, Notturno 

(2000, 31) suggests that tolerance is what leads to our allowing differences to exist in the 

first place. Perhaps the place of tolerance is between intolerant opposition and positive 

recognition. It is the ability and readiness to put up with another person’s different nature, 

although it might conflict with what you believe is a good and proper way of life. Of course, 

liberal societies should ask their citizens to do more than merely accommodate or refrain 

from discriminating others. But, I also believe that sometimes ‘more than tolerance’ is not 

realistic. 

Mendus & Edwards observe that historically, tolerance has been accounted as a matter of 

leaving others alone or refraining from harming them. What needs to be discussed is whether 
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this passive view of tolerance is sufficient anymore or has it been, or should it be, taken over 

by a new concept of tolerance, according to which it is our duty to go out of our way to aid 

others and to create opportunities for them. (Mendus & Edwards, 1987) Defining a ‘new 

tolerance’ is definitely something to consider. Creating a more expansive understanding of 

tolerance would be beneficial in the context of a modern democratic society. However, if we 

do not go to the path of explaining tolerance in a way that overcomes its negativity, I find 

the best justification for tolerance to be the one of reasonableness.  

Almond (2010, 133) suggests that tensions in values and ways of life are increasingly seen 

less as private choices and more as expressions of cultural and religious identity, therefore 

reflecting people’s philosophical and political concerns. Moreover, social boundaries in the 

world are constantly under change: they are disappearing and created, strengthened and 

weakened. Vihavainen et al. (2015) pointed out the political polarization that has happened 

in Finland after the 2011 parliamentary elections. So, with the arrival of asylum seekers, we 

have these two realities that have lately influenced the discourse on tolerance in Finland, and 

that have contributed to the fact that, overall, tolerance and the limits of tolerance are a topic 

of wide interest.  

Reflecting upon my pre-understanding, the two groups of key texts, and the other relevant 

sources that I have looked into, I now want to come back to the original aim for this research: 

whether or not tolerance, despite its shortcomings, has some kind of a place in a modern 

complex society when it comes to facing diversity. Of course, there is no simple yes/no 

answer to this. I have established that diversity and difference are all-encompassing attrib-

utes of humanity; we look different, we have different ways of life, different moral commit-

ments, beliefs and values. It is also clear that we are all fallible, prone to error. Based on 

Locke and Mill, and basic human rights, each individual should have civil liberty. In a mod-

ern democratic society, we aim for peaceful coexistence and want to avoid violence and 

conflict. I believe that these circumstances form the basis for mutual tolerance. Yet, I think 

it is essential to move from the negative, patronising understanding of tolerance towards a 

more expansive understanding where we acknowledge our differences, but nevertheless de-

cide to live together peacefully. I believe that the negative starting point of tolerance, the 

disliking or disapproving, is simply one of the circumstances of human fallibility. We simply 

cannot like, or recognise, or respect, everything. Yet, as long as the object of dislike poses 

no harm to others, our dislike alone is not a justification for suppressing it. I think that we 
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should aim to acknowledge and recognise the deficiency of tolerance and, yet, acknowledge 

and recognise its necessity. 

Finally, I want to bring forth the idea of xenosophia. Xenophobia is the fear of the strange, 

the unknown, whereas xenophilia is the affection for the unknown. Lehtonen & Löytty 

(2003) present a new kind of approach to diversity that, unlike xenophobia and xenophilia, 

does not take difference as a given. They suggest that rather than either rejecting or 

embracing difference, a more fruitful approach would be consider how can we live with both 

old and new differences. They call this ‘learning to live with differences’ xenosophia, the 

wisdom of the unknown, and also describe it as the ethics of tolerance and difference. 

However, according to Lehtonen & Löytty, this is not essentially a question of becoming 

more and more tolerant. The aim should be in the normalisation of living among difference. 

The idea of xenosophia is close to Nieto’s approach that combines affirmation, solidarity 

and critique. It challenges the basic ideal of ‘avoiding conflict at all cost’ that tolerance holds, 

and instead suggests that conflict and disagreement are natural in the path towards mutual 

understanding.   

In the future, it would be interesting to continue to explore tolerance in Finland. It would be 

intriguing to compare Finland to another country where the starting points for tolerance are 

different. On the other hand, bringing this topic to a more concrete level could be fruitful: 

finding out about people’s own perceptions of tolerance and their ways of relating to 

difference. Yet, my own interest would lie mostly in delving into this relatively new concept 

of xenosophia.  As diversity and difference are pervasive in our time, should we not try to 

find new constructive ways of approaching them? The world is changing, and political and 

cultural polarisation may escalate if we do not find new wisdom in difference. 
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