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The French law banning “ostentatious” religious
symbols, including Islamic headscarves, or hijab, in

public schools has been met with domestic protest and
criticisms from human rights groups and Muslim com-
munities. Among supporters, some defend the ban as
an appropriate response to rising ethnic and religious
tensions (which may be responsible for recent incidents
of backlash against Muslims, and a rise in anti-
Semitism, including Muslim students denying the
Holocaust as taught in history classes). Some feminists
object to the headscarf as a religious symbol of
women’s oppression, while some Muslim women find
the hijab liberating and that it enables them to assert
their distinct identity. Others argue that the French
Constitution enshrines secularism, which mandates
educating French youth secular republic values and the
removal of all religious symbols from public space.
Such efforts are challenged by citing incidents in which
some students demanded exemption from courses on
the biology of human reproduction and sex-segregated
physical education on grounds of their religion. Critics,
however, find the ban discriminatory and in violation
of religious freedom, the principle of tolerance, and cul-
tural pluralism.

By protecting equal rights to freedom of expression,
association, and conscience, France’s liberal secular
constitution must also promote religious tolerance and
pluralism, and yet this constitutional framework is
inevitably intolerant of violations of these and other
fundamental principles. How does a liberal society
negotiate the problem of minority groups wishing to
uphold illiberal practices (if wearing the headscarf can
be characterized as such)? Just how pluralistic and tol-
erant is the liberal society required to be? To wrestle
with these questions, one must ask how much weight
to give to pluralism and tolerance when balanced
against liberal democratic commitments. But such an
assessment quickly gets into complex matters of judg-
ment and balancing competing values.

Consider, first, the liberal commitment to pluralism,
to the protection of moral, cultural, or religious diver-
sity. Arguments that defend the desirability of diver-

sity typically suggest ways to mitigate the perceived
conflict between pluralism (along with religious free-
dom and cultural diversity) and other values—a con-
flict apparently triggered by the dispute over the
proposed French ban on “ostentatious” religious
symbols.

Particular Reasons, General Principles
One such argument in favor of pluralism is moral

particularism. This is the view that the relevant factors
or reasons for determining the rightness of an action
(say, the ban on the headscarf) vary according to cir-
cumstance. Such a ban can thus be right in one situa-
tion, but wrong in another and, typically, one finds

more than one morally relevant factor when assessing
the ban’s rightness. Moral particularists would urge us
to consider more factors than simply a general moral
principle (for instance, religious freedom, multicultur-
alism, or equality) as relevant in assessing the legisla-
tive ban. Either the principle of religious freedom or
secular republicanism alone is considered insufficient.
More situational factors must be considered. For
instance, for moral particularists, it is relevant to
inquire whether wearing the headscarf in public
schools erodes important secular republic values and
institutions, or whether Muslim girls are necessarily
unfree in their worship as a consequence of the ban on
headscarves in public schools. One cannot make an
appropriate assessment of the ban without investiga-
tion of these claims.

Though generally in favor of pluralism, the moral
particularist does not necessarily oppose the ban on
the ground of religious freedom or multiculturalism.
She opposes making judgments guided by principles
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alone. If a symbolic article of cloth turns out to be so
significant for people identified with the relevant tra-
dition, such that a ban would seriously harm or
undermine the welfare of the affected group, then
moral particularists might oppose such a ban.
However, the particularist may also support the ban if
it is demonstrated that the display of such a symbol
has (due to changing circumstances) become an
affront to the French society’s efforts to uphold liberal
democracy. One changing condition might be that the
events of September 11, 2001 and its aftermath (as well
as the expanding immigrant Muslim population and
existing anti-Semitic attitudes in France), which have
created rising tensions. Such tensions might have
become dangerously inflammable, necessitating the
ban on the display of religious symbols.

Equal but Different
Another argument for pluralism is grounded in the

principle of equality of opportunity for citizens to
exercise their rights, combined with the notion of

equal respect without regard to their cultural traditions
and religious affiliations. This principle reflects histor-
ical lessons that failures to show equal respect toward
minorities contributed to discrimination and mistreat-
ment. Those Muslims who find wearing headscarves
an important part of their identity can point to this
line of argument against discrimination. They can
contend that the French state, in legislating this ban,
denies their equal freedom to practice their religion
and denies them equal respect, which may fuel dis-
crimination against them and their marginalization in
French society.

Those who defend pluralism and hence oppose the
ban on the ground of equality, however, must address
the problem of accommodating cultural practices that
perpetuate inequality. To insist that girls wear head-
scarves, as some feminists argue, is to allow parents
and authorities in the Muslim community to force girls
to wear this symbol of women’s subjugation. One way
to justify endorsing equality of cultural groups and
their right to religious freedom without at the same
time endorsing their unequal treatment of their own
members is, as political theorist Will Kymlicka has pro-
posed, to insist that groups enjoying certain immunities

or privileges (such as special prayer time away from
class or work, or exemption from military service, or in
this case, allowing religious authorities to enforce the
wearing of headscarves) must let their members to opt
out of practices that may infringe upon their rights and
liberties guaranteed by the larger society’s constitution
and laws. Thus, a woman who chooses not to wear the
hijab must not be forced to do so by religious authori-
ties. But girls are minors, whose parents, as it is stipu-
lated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
decide their religious upbringing and education.

Special privileges or exceptions (unequal treatment)
for members of certain religious or social groups in a
liberal democratic society, Kymlicka argues, can gen-
erally be defended on the ground that such arrange-
ments are necessary for minority or historically
mistreated or otherwise vulnerable groups to exercise
their equal constitutional or citizen rights. Thus, some
affirmative action programs in the US, which intro-
duce inequalities, can be defended on ground that
they level the playing fields for historically mistreated
groups.

It is unclear whether permitting headscarves in pub-
lic schools offers any special privileges or whether
such “special” treatment is warranted on grounds of
leveling any previously unleveled playing fields—e.g.,
due to past discrimination or historical mistreatment.
To respond, opponents of the ban might argue that it
may result in future discrimination against all Muslims
by stigmatizing their religious practices.

The headscarf ban may prompt some Muslim par-
ents to withdraw their children from public schools,
possibly boosting the burgeoning of Muslim schools.
Such an exodus has serious repercussions for the

French society’s efforts to promote equal citizenship
and secular republicanism among its growing immi-
grant population through its education system.
Students educated in Muslim (or other religious)
schools may receive less instruction on secular liberal
republican values if instruction leaves out certain
important events in human history or the biology of
human reproduction. On the other hand, some parents
would find no option but forgoing the economic bene-
fit of public education, which may leave them disad-
vantaged—unless they give up, forced by state policy
and their financial situation, their choice for their chil-
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dren’s religious upbringing. These consequences on
promoting equality must be considered in assessing
the overall impact of such a legislative ban.

Choices and Options
Yet another argument in favor of pluralism is the

principle of liberal choice. This seems to be the argu-
ment my colleague William Galston makes when he
contends that pluralism is intrinsic to liberalism:
“Liberalism requires a robust though rebuttable pre-
sumption in favor of individuals and groups leading
their lives as they see fit, within a broad range of
legitimate variation, in accordance with their own

understanding of what gives life meaning and
value.” The liberal choice argument for pluralism
elaborates what Galston calls “the principle of expres-
sive liberty.” Kymlicka also argues along this line that
diverse cultural traditions are good for a liberal soci-
ety because diversity provides options and allows cit-
izens to make meaningful choices among valuable
ways of life. Kymlicka applies this understanding to
his defense of protections for minority communi-
ties—specifically, native indigenous communities—
within a liberal society.

The liberal choice-based argument for pluralism,
however, may work in favor of the French ban. Such
an argument entails clear limits to the scope of diver-
sity and multiplicity. It does not demand liberal citi-
zens to surrender their constitutional and human
rights to their religious or indigenous communities. It
is the safeguard of these rights (including the freedom
of choice) that gives purpose to the preservation and
protection of these communities in the first place. As
soon as a community ceases to offer any meaningful
options for liberal citizens—or worse, undermines the
liberal choices of citizens (i.e., the community’s mem-
bers)—it loses the raison d’être for protection by the lib-
eral state.

Yet the tension between promoting the options the
Muslim ways of life offer and securing the rights to lib-
eral choices of citizens (in this case, women and girls)
is unlikely relieved due to its involvement of minors.
While one could argue that the Muslim way of life
offers citizens one more option for meaningful choices,
this option may carry with it the price that some chil-

dren might be raised in ways that close their minds to
alternative options or stunt the development of their
capability to make choices.

Unreasonable Pluralism
Yet another argument for pluralism is the cognitive

argument articulated by the philosopher John Rawls.
He recognizes that we may have to accept human 
cognitive limitations—“the burdens of reason.” Such
burdens are responsible for unavoidable differences in
perspectives and evaluative assessments—even if we
are sufficiently informed and make the best judgments
we can. Such reasonable pluralism is a human condi-
tion. Rawls further argues that we ought to accommo-
date reasonable pluralism because it is a lesser evil
than political efforts to coerce people into moral agree-
ment, which often have meant the use of brute force.
Given our bloody human history of atrocities, vio-
lence, war, and repression, Rawls concludes that pro-
tecting reasonable moral pluralism is prudent—
warranted by practical reasons.

This argument is not readily adoptable as a defense
of moral cultural pluralism. What concerned Rawls are
disagreements between reasonable, deliberative, and
critically reflected moral judgments. Existing cultural or
religious diversity can hardly be characterized as rea-
soned or reasonable moral disagreements. For instance,
moral culture—understood for the sake of argument as
a body of inherited informal moral knowledge embod-
ied in traditions and socially transmitted in communi-
ties—is not necessarily a body of deliberative,
well-informed, critically reflected, reasonable moral
judgments. Moral judgments formed on bases of faiths
and beliefs in divine commands out of this world may
fit this description even less comfortably.

For the sake of argument, let us assume that cultural
diversity evidences reasonable disagreement. Let us
see where this might take us. One criterion Rawls may
suggest we to use to assess whether a group qualifies
for protection in a just liberal state is that the views,
judgments, or beliefs of reasonably disagreeing indi-
vidual members are protected within the group. This
reading of Rawls reveals a rather strict scope for
diversity and plurality. The state would not measure
up to Rawls’ criterion if it permits diversity character-
ized by unreasonable pluralism. Meanwhile, any rea-
sonable disagreements (even if they concern the
Holocaust, or evolutionary human biology, or
women’s inferiority) must be tolerated by the just lib-
eral state, unless their potential to incite harmful acts
is evidential and imminent.

This brief tour of the selective arguments that can be
made in favor of pluralism or multiculturalism sug-
gests that pluralism is not a first-order ethical princi-
ple. It is premised on and limited by competing or
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more fundamental values. One is unlikely to make
prudent judgments in the abstract—relying on a prin-
ciple like pluralism—about the French ban on “osten-
tatious” religious symbols in public schools without
first answering a host of questions about the specific
situations relevant to the ethical assessment at hand.

The Intolerance of the Principle of Toleration
Supporters of the ban argue that the Muslim head-

scarf symbolizes anti-liberal views about women’s
inferiority that must not be tolerated. This position
seems to presume an equivocation of tolerance with
“acceptance.”

Toleration as a moral disposition or a policy neither
demands acceptance of, nor indifference toward, toler-
ated views. It demands putting up with those views
while permitting condemnation of them as wrong,
misguided, or objectionable. To condemn and to take
action to forbid the expression of views that one con-
siders unacceptable is to step beyond the bounds of
tolerance. Although “toleration” is commonly thought
of as “acceptance,” “indifference,” or “making no judg-
ment,” it is an evaluative, judgmental disposition or
policy. The synonym of tolerance is restrained moral

indignation. Tolerance is a praiseworthy temperament,
a virtue, though intolerance is not necessarily a charac-
ter defect or a bad policy. Toleration prescribes a policy
of patient forbearance in the presence of something that is
disliked or disapproved of. It is a cognitive disposition
between acceptance (or endorsement) and indifference
(or neutrality). In ordinary language practices, we tend
to ignore these subtle differences partly because we
think we can tell what the speaker means in a particu-
lar context. But in policy debates, equating toleration
with either acceptance or indifference blinds us to
important distinctions useful for making policy assess-
ment.

It is important then to clarify that to tolerate x means
to view x as wrong, to disapprove of x, and to condemn
actions implementing x, yet to adopt a policy to put up with
the expression of x. To tolerate a belief (e.g., about
women’s inferiority), as some feminists see symbol-
ized by the hijab, is to have taken a side in judging such
beliefs as being wrong, yet at the same times adopt the
policy of putting up with the beliefs thus expressed.

Notice the distinction between responses to views
and responses to actions. In ordinary language, we talk

about toleration not only of views but also of actions.
However, as we say that we are tolerant of, say, the
practice of wearing the headscarf, we normally mean
that we judge that the practice poses little harm or that
its alternative—such as banning the practice—may
result in more harm. In such a case, we are not using
“toleration” in the strict sense of “condemning,” but
“putting up with.” It would be morally perverse to
condemn an action with harmful consequences and
yet at the same time put up with it.

The French policy of intolerance toward the display
of “ostentatious” religious symbols in public schools
may be valid if one produces evidence that the views
they symbolize or the acts of displaying them clearly
have harmful consequences. This would be a more
plausible course of argument for the ban than, say,
arguing that the views symbolized by the practice are
wrong or objectionable. This is because, even if one
finds them wrong or untrue, the principle of toleration
demands one put up with them. (When the French
government defended expelling radical Islamic clerics
on ground that their preaching of wife beating, ston-
ing, and women’s subjugation was incompatible with
French republican ideas of human rights and equality,
it is on the defensive for breaching tolerance. The gov-
ernment would have a stronger case if it limited its
argument to contend that such speech acts incite vio-
lence against women.) Likewise, denials of the
Holocaust, which is against French law, could also be
prohibited on the grounds not that such expressions
are false or wrong, but that they have harmful conse-
quences. (The French government, however, is yet to
establish the connection between the illegal act of
denying the Holocaust and its ban on the hijab and
other religious symbols). Meanwhile, schoolchildren
should be taught methods for critically examining evi-
dence and refuting false or wrong assertions, rather
than being sheltered from such assertions. One must
give evidence for presumed harmful consequences,
evidence that must be presented to the public and
evaluated by experts.

Citizens of a liberal democratic society committed to
toleration of diverse cultures (or religions) are not
reduced to indifference or the inability to act in the face
of practices or expressions that are demonstrably
harmful. In such cases, the liberal state is committed to
protecting citizens’ life, liberty, and rights is not violat-
ing the principle of tolerance when it acts intolerantly
toward such practices and expressions. It is acting on
the imperative of preventing harm. In cases where the
potential harms are publicly contested, the tolerance
principle alone is insufficient to guide moral judgment.

An evaluative inquiry of the moral standing of such
a policy as the French ban on the ostensible display of
religious symbols in public schools is limited if the
inquiry applies the normative tools of pluralism and

17

Toleration as a moral disposition or a policy
neither demands acceptance of, nor indifference

toward, tolerated views.



Philosophy & Public Policy Quarterly

tolerance alone. An evaluation of this and other more
complex policy issues inevitably requires us to draw
upon a host of other competing norms such as equality
of liberties and rights, liberal choices, harm prevention,
and democratic deliberation. When equal protection of
citizens’ lives, their basic security and liberties are rea-
sonably perceived as under threat, insisting on the
moral priority of pluralism and tolerance is to lose
sight of their liberal purposes. However, such judg-
ments are highly demanding on informed assessments
of comparative harms of alternative courses of action
on various parties involved. Where even informed
assessments fail to bring consensus, it is crucial to
defer to democratic procedural decisions, which
require informed, critical public deliberation.
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