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Is it possible to formulate a republican challenge to liberal toleration? Toleration will strike many as 

an essentially liberal concern not readily shared by other political traditions. In contrast to the 

liberal emphasis on individual freedom of conscience, republicans are usually associated with the 

communitarian ideal of civic unity, exemplified by Rousseau’s revival of the idea of a civic religion 

to bolster devotion to the common good and to the norms and institutions of the republic 

(Zurbuchen, 2002: 47). To be fair to Rousseau, his civic religion is supposed to confine itself to a 

few essentials relating to the requirements of good citizenship, after which ‘everyone may hold 

whatever opinion he pleases’ (Rousseau, 1997: 150). What will not be tolerated is sectarian 

intolerance for that is destructive of the unity of the state: anyone proclaiming that there is no 

salvation outside the Church must be driven out! The contemporary French doctrine of laïcité, in no 

small part inspired by Rousseau, while still too communitarian for liberal tastes is similarly 

complex, combining ostensible state neutrality with respect to religion, and a perfectionist 

commitment to individual and political autonomy with an emphasis on civic unity (Laborde, 2018). 

 

The communitarian strands of this sort of republicanism is readily contrasted with liberal toleration, 

for even where it is tolerant, it draws the limits of toleration at the point at which civic unity is 

apparently threatened, rather than at the point at which individual liberty is at risk of being 

undermined. The republicanism adopted here is instead the neo-Roman republicanism which 

centres on the notion of freedom as non-domination (Pettit, 1997). Rousseau helped to create a 

modern republicanism which was not simply communitarian, but also populist in the way it married 

the notion of sovereign power with democratic self-government, but neo-Roman republicanism is 

resolutely constitutionalist in orientation and defends the primacy of individual freedom from 

domination rather than Rousseauan positive freedom (Pettit, 1997: 8). To be free, on this view, is to 

be freedom from the possibility of arbitrary, or better, uncontrolled, interference in one’s life (Pettit, 

2012: 58). While Pettit insists that there remains clear blue water between this republicanism and 

contemporary liberalism (1997: 9), it is certainly arguable that the resulting view, which prizes 

individual freedom and the rule of law, if not negative liberty, is actually much closer to egalitarian 

liberalism than might at first appear (Rawls, 1996: 205). 

 

This certainly complicates matters, for unlike a communitarian, perfectionist, populist 

republicanism, it will be more difficult to formulate a challenge to liberal toleration on this basis. 

That this should be so is not really surprising, for in contrast to the popular self-image of the  liberal 

tradition as sole defence of liberty against monarchical despotism in the modern era, the history of 

modern political thought is now understood to be a more complex affair in which republican ideas 

played a central role, from the Harringtonians, through Montesquieu to Rousseau and beyond. It is 

only in the aftermath of the French Revolution that republicanism is seriously challenged by a self-

consciously liberal mode of thought which distinguished sharply between the collective liberties of 

the ancients and the individual liberties of the moderns (Constant, 1988). Subsequently, the  
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republican tradition loses its definition, although it contributes to socialist ideas about wage slavery 

(Gourevitch, 2013), nationalist ideas about national political culture, and of course, ‘liberal’ ideas 

about the importance of constitutions and the rule of law as bulwarks to freedom (Montesquieu, 

1989). While a sharp contrast can be drawn between republican and libertarian ideas about freedom 

and politics, it should be no surprise, that the lines between egalitarian liberalism and republicanism 

should be more blurred. That toleration must, however, continue to play an important role in 

guiding social relations in a world marked by deep and persistent ethical religious, and political 

differences, will not be disputed here. Toleration will not be rejected but reframed in republican 

terms. This primarily entails a challenge to how we think about different ‘regimes’ of toleration, i.e. 

how we think about the way relations between tolerator and tolerated, are situated in a context of 

social norms and institutions affecting their relative power and authority, rather than the moral 

grounding for toleration in some conception of equal respect, on which liberals and republicans may 

find common ground. 

 

 

What is liberal toleration? 

 

There appears to be a special connection between the idea of toleration and that of liberalism. The 

historical emergence of liberalism is typically traced back to developments in the seventeenth 

century such as natural rights and social contract theory and the idea of state sovereignty and the 

regimes of toleration established following the conclusion of the wars of religion with the Treaty of 

Westphalia (Rawls, 1996: xxvi). For liberals and their critics alike, it seems that it is not too much 

to say that the history of toleration is the history of liberalism (Cohen, 2014, 1; Galeotti 2002, 23). 

 

In order to regain a critical perspective on the relation between liberalism and toleration it is 

necessary to revisit the history of the idea and to challenge the common assumption that toleration 

is the invention of liberalism. Forst notes that the term ‘tolerantia’ makes its first appearance in 

Cicero, figuring in an account of stoic dignity as a capacity for endurance (2013: 37). While this is 

essentially a matter of one’s relation to oneself, it takes the more familiar form of a cluster of norms  

and attitudes governing social relationships, particularly those between believers, heretics, and 

members of rival religions in the Christian era. Toleration figures here not only as a political 

practice, but also as a sophisticated set of, primarily theological, reflections on that practice. 

Augustine, for example, argues for freedom of conscience as essential for authentic faith but later 

comes to argue that this is nonetheless consistent with a measure of coercion where this can help to 

render someone open to the  gift of God’s grace (Rohr, 1967;  Forst, 2013: 54-5). Locke’s argument 

regarding the effectiveness of persecution is best situated within this long-standing debate, rather 

than seen as a radical departure from it (Forst, 2013: 224). The theological account of the value of 

freedom of conscience later gives way to modern, secular notions of autonomy, but along the way 

there is a long history of attempts to explore the theological bases for toleration, including those 

which focus on the distinction between essentials and adiaphora, or inessentials, echoed in 

Rousseau’s notion of a minimalist civic religion. This strategy of seeking to uncover a basic unity 

which permits toleration of inessential differences remains popular into the Enlightenment era 

(Forst, 2013: 267). Even the briefest reflection on the history of toleration reveals that liberalism 

and toleration are not born twins, but rather that liberalism, is both shaped by and in turn 

appropriates key elements of these earlier debates about toleration and its permissibility.1  

 

What distinguishes a modern, liberal, approach to toleration, from earlier approaches? The liberal 

conception appears to have two closely related features. Firstly, it appeals to secular grounds for 
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toleration, i.e. for justifying restraint despite one’s objection to the object of toleration. This is 

supplied by some account of the value of individual freedom, often autonomy (Raz, 1988; Forst, 

2013: 9. The story of modern toleration is the story of the emerging autonomy of morality (Forst, 

2013: 336). Secondly, and perhaps more controversially, liberal conceptions of toleration entail a 

shift from a vertical conception to a horizontal conception of toleration, i.e. from toleration as 

practiced by the sovereign towards his subjects (Heyd, 2008: 173) to toleration as a virtue or an 

attitude adopted by citizens with respect to one another. Forst characterizes this in terms of a shift 

from a ‘permission’ conception to a ‘respect’ conception of toleration (Forst, 2013: 6). 

 

On the permission conception of toleration a minority enjoys a measure of freedom from 

persecution, albeit without enjoying the same rights and status of the majority. They enjoy this 

freedom with the permission of the ruler, i.e. not as a right. This permission may be withdrawn at 

any time, however, so whatever toleration one enjoys is not secure. It does not necessarily rely on 

any principled self-restraint on the part of the ruler concerned but is rather a product of a modus 

vivendi. There is nothing distinctively liberal about this style of toleration - pre-modern Christian 

debates about toleration assumed that if toleration was permissible, then it would have this form. 

The Ottoman millet system similarly took the form of toleration as permission (Gray, 2000). The 

tendency to trace the roots of liberalism back into the seventeenth century tends to obscure this 

point, encouraging the idea that the sort of religious toleration established by the Peace of 

Westphalia marked a radical break with earlier ideas about toleration and overlooking the 

underlying continuity with them. This is bound up, no doubt with the larger liberal narrative of 

itself as the sole standard bearer for freedom in the modern era rather than as just one particular 

strand of thought about it. 

 

The permission conception continues to attract support from perfectionists, value pluralists and 

‘realists’ some of whom identity as liberals (Gray, 2000; Williams, 2005; Smith, 2008) but it is 

clearly deeply problematic, even from a liberal perspective. Once citizens are to be regarded as 

having equal rights and dignity, the idea that some have the authority to grant permission to others 

to exercise their fundamental freedoms can only be regarded as a denial of that equal standing and 

as such, an insult. This is why Goethe believed that (permission) toleration could at best serve only 

as a way-station on the road to recognition (Forst, 2007). Paine famously rejects this model of 

toleration, praising the French revolutionary government for affirming a general right to freedom of 

conscience and thereby rejecting both ‘toleration’ and ‘intoleration’ (Paine, 2000: 94). The 

significance of this move is that the state becomes a guarantor of equal rights, rather than an agent 

of toleration as such, because it now foregoes the role of enforcing religious orthodoxy on behalf of 

a church. Toleration survives now as a virtue practiced by citizens with respect to one another, with 

the state merely overseeing these relations, ready to step in should the intolerance of some threaten 

to invade the rights of other citizens. The state itself refrains from making the sort of ethical 

judgments that might prompt it to act as a direct agent of toleration itself. 

 

On the republican view adopted we can go further than this. If domination consists in being exposed 

to the possibility of arbitrary or uncontrolled interference in one’s life, then permission toleration is 

a textbook case of domination (Honohan, 2013). The fact that one is presently free from persecution 

by the authorities is no doubt preferable to being actively persecuted, but one’s freedom is not 

secure. One must not only live with the possibility that persecution may return, possibly without 

warning, but one’s everyday social relations will be shaped by the need to keep one’s head down in 

order to avoid drawing attention to oneself. This does not only threaten to damage one’s self-esteem 

and self-respect, i.e. one’s sense of self-worth and sense of entitlement to recognition as an equal, in 

doing so it compounds one’s unequal status by fostering adaptive preferences that discourage one 

from taking up opportunities that might risk provoking the dominant party. Republicans must 

clearly reject permission toleration. 
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Republicans will share the liberal commitment to equal respect but they have reason to be wary of 

the appeal to respect for autonomy as a basis for the practice of toleration, at least on some 

interpretations of what this entails. This is not because autonomy has simply been replaced by 

freedom as non-domination in republican thought, although this is the view of some prominent  

republicans  (Pettit, 1997: 82). In fact, as conceived here autonomy, recognition, and non-

domination are inseparable. It is because respect for autonomy in the context of interpersonal 

relations will strike the republican as insufficient. While a principled commitment to toleration 

grounded in respect for autonomy is superior to permission toleration insofar as it will be more 

robust across a range of contexts, it still appears to afford considerable latitude to the tolerating 

agent to determine when and how to tolerate. To be secure from domination one must not be 

secured against the possibility of uncontrolled interference, and the while the respectful tolerator 

has more powerful reasons to refrain from interference, in the absence of these controls the 

possibility of domination remains. A republican account of toleration directs our attention then 

towards the problem of unequal power in social relations and the degree to which liberal toleration 

is sensitive to the way that the power to tolerate may be very unequally distributed. This, it will be 

suggested, is as true of liberal multiculturalism as it is of more traditional liberalism. 

 

 

 

Regimes of toleration 

 

The republican emphasis on freedom from domination not only helps to clarify what is wrong with 

the permission conception of toleration, but it also complicates the neat picture of a historical switch 

from the vertical, state-centred, permission conception, to the horizontal respect conception in 

which toleration is practiced by citizens towards one another. To focus on whether this picture is 

accurate is to focus not on moral foundations, but on the configuration of different ‘regimes’ of 

toleration, i.e. norms, practices, and institutions and the power relations that both shape them and 

are shaped by them (Walzer, 1997; Brown, 2009). While republicans have good reason to endorse 

the moral argument for toleration grounded in mutual respect, they also have good reason to dissent 

from the ‘liberal’ conception of a regime of toleration in which the state has simply dropped into the 

background because it is no longer involved directly in the business of toleration to be replaced by a 

‘flat’, non-hierarchical regime of toleration in which, ideally, citizens practice toleration with 

respect to one another. This picture is at best an idealization of a much messier reality. It assumes a 

distinctively individualist model of social relations which represents the parties as similarly situated 

and endowed with roughly equal power to interfere with one another, as in the model of seventeenth 

century social contract theories. As such, it relies on the questionable notion of a clean break 

between modern and pre-modern worlds, with hierarchy and equality, freedom and oppression. The 

reality of the contemporary regime of toleration is rather different and the republican tradition, with 

its insistence that we are not as distant from a world of masters and servants as we like to think, is 

well placed to cast a critical eye over it. 

 

Liberalism’s tendency to fall back on a simplistic, atomistic, social ontology has long been a target 

of critics (Hegel, 1991: 276; Honneth, 2014). To be sure, while libertarians continue to rely on this 

model, egalitarian liberals have distanced themselves from it, first by pointing to the way the basic 

structure of society situated us differently with respect to one another, and more recently, by 

adopting a new appreciation of the role of social groups in the social order. That said, liberal 

multiculturalism’s discovery of the importance of groups has not prompted much reflection on the 

nature of social formations more generally, as evidenced by the way all social collectivities were 

readily assimilated to the idea of ‘cultural’ groups, contributing to an unhelpful ‘culturalization’ of 

politics (Honneth, 2003: 161). What is still missing from this picture is an appreciation of the role 
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of  powerful agents and institutions other than the state, and in particular of the way that powerful 

corporate actors, primarily in the form of private business corporations dominate the social and 

political world as much as they do the economy. 

 

Just as liberalism’s hegemonic narrative of itself as the political theory of modernity has been 

challenged by scholars of seventeenth and eighteenth century political thought who have recovered 

the persistence of republicanism in this era (Pocock, 1985; Robbins, 2004) the current neo-

republican revival has in recent years begun to trace the survival of republican ideas well beyond 

the French Revolution into the nineteenth century and the arguments of early socialists against 

wage-slavery. Just as liberals appropriated republican constitutionalism, socialists were inspired by 

republicanism’s expansive conception of social freedom to transform it into a radical critique of 

market relations and of corporate power (Gourevitch, 2013; O’Shea, 2019). This is instructive for 

the case at hand. 

 

We cannot make sense of the contemporary regime of toleration without an appreciation of the 

place of private corporations within it. As Anderson has argued, they function in many ways as a 

form of ‘private government’ wielding considerable power over their employees (2019). To be sure, 

they do not wield the legal authority held by actual governments, employees do have a right of exit, 

and they are constrained by laws regulating their freedom of action (Breen, 2015) but it remains the 

case that they retain extensive powers over their employees and beyond, to the extent that they have 

the power to dominate, even if this power is not unlimited. As Pettit notes, domination may be more 

or less intense (1997), and while corporations may vary in the intensity of the power they wield, 

they retain sufficient discretion to pose a problem from a republican point of view. 

 

Socialist republicans have concentrated on the power of employers to control the organization of 

work within firms, but it can also be argued that the discretionary power wielded by corporations is 

also relevant to the question of toleration as it extends beyond the organization of work and into the 

sphere of regulating employees in their ethical, political, and religious commitments. Take, for 

example, the case of the American woman who was fired by her boss for giving President Trump 

the finger as his motorcade drove past her (BBC, 2017). She was not at work, and not wearing any 

uniform or insignia identifying her as an employee and yet she could be sacked because her boss 

was intolerant of her expression of her political beliefs. Where employers have the option of 

penalizing their employees’ political beliefs in this way, we would be justified in concluding that 

permission toleration survives even if it is not obviously practiced directly by constitutional 

democracies themselves. The Trump case is an extreme one, on account of the way the employer 

was free to extend his reach out into the public sphere, but there are many examples in recent years 

of employees even in countries with  our robust employment rights than the US coming into 

conflict with employers over the issue of religious practice and the expression of their religious 

commitments in the workplace. What often remains in the background in debates about the rights of 

persons of faith to express their faith commitments ‘in public’ is the assumption that employers 

retain extensive discretion to regulate their employees within the workplace. Perhaps relatively few 

employers would choose to exercise their power like the boss in the Trump case, but while many 

may be relatively tolerant and forbear to interfere, if they have the discretion to intervene in this 

way then the relation is one of domination.  

 

This power may extend beyond questions of political and religious difference to less well-defined 

ethical projects. Consider the way that contemporary workplaces have increasingly blurred the strict 

division between the private life of the employee and their ‘public’ life as an employee in favour of 

more ‘flexible’ network relations in which short term projects play an ever larger role. Sociologists 

have argued that this entails a blurring of the public and private aspects of the employees’ life as the 

growing importance of social networking brings our personal qualities and relations to the fore in 
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the work environment (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007: 461-3). This sets the scene for the 

disciplinary power of the modern form to seek to mould their workers into ‘entreployees’ (Rose, 

1992). To view this simply through the lens of the sociology of work, or an exclusively Foucauldian 

focus on the ways in which selfhood is produced, would be to miss two important phenomena. 

Firstly, that of the discretion still afforded employers to discipline employees. Secondly, way that 

contemporary ethical projects are not confined to religious doctrine or ‘cultural’ identity, however 

defined, but extend to questions of the moulding of dispositions and the cultivation of virtues by 

organizations who increasingly reach into our ‘private’ lives to advance their goals. 

 

At this level, of course, there is a question about wider cultural imperatives and social power, 

reaching beyond individual corporate agents to encompass their relations to other corporate actors, 

competitors, lobby groups, management consultants, states, etc. It might be thought that once we 

leave identifiable agents of toleration/domination behind we are no longer directly concerned with 

questions of toleration and in a sense this is true. There is obviously a difference between the 

relatively intense personal domination as exercised by the boss in the Trump case, and the structural 

factors, the legal, political, economic, and cultural factors, both normative and institutional which 

structure the relations between agents, individual and corporate, and which enable more or less 

intense forms of personal domination (Gourevitch, 2013: 604). If we are concerned with developing 

a republican analysis of the wider regime of contemporary toleration, these background conditions 

must be regarded as of central importance, while they will drop out of the picture if our 

deliberations are framed solely by the ideal of dyadic mutual toleration. 

 

This outline of the contemporary regime of toleration and the place of corporations as agents of 

toleration would not be complete without noting a further complication. As Mill noted, the state 

does not simply drop out of the picture once it apparently relinquishes its role as a direct tolerator 

(1989: 8). Ideally, it confines itself to upholding citizens’ rights and refrains from making the sort of 

additional evaluative judgements required for toleration.2 It does not directly tolerate itself but 

regulates the practice of toleration by its citizens. Of course, in doing so, it becomes the focus of 

attempts by groups of citizens to recruit its power to regulate others, for better or ill. Democratic 

states are themselves always open to the possibility of capture by the organized intolerant. To the 

extent that corporations have the legal and social power to regulate their employees’ lives, they too 

can become a direct focus of social and political pressure by lobby groups (Young, 2011: 149). 

Historically this has typically served equality to the extent that unions etc. have lobbied against 

various discriminatory practices, etc. but it is not obvious that this must always be the case and we 

may see more controversial attempts to direct corporate power in the future by activists, e.g. the 

efforts of the US right to police the academy. In addition to this dispersed focus of activism, there is 

the issue of corporations, and social media corporations in particular, taking on a quasi-

governmental role in the regulation of toleration in social media, by now central to the 

contemporary public sphere. To the extent that states do not closely regulate the actions of social 

media corporations, they are afforded the discretion to become second order tolerators, enjoying 

considerable discretion to determine what is and is not tolerable on their platforms, i.e. in what has 

become our shared public space. Their libertarian rhetoric cannot disguise the fact that they 

dominate public space in ways inconsistent with freedom from domination. In all of these ways, the 

disciplinary power of contemporary corporate agents to mould and tolerate or not, the lives of their 

employees, and to act as arbiters of toleration for the public sphere, is sufficiently significant to 

challenge the idea that we have left permission toleration, just because states, arguably, do not 

practice it.  

 

 

Recognition: authority and conditionality 
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Liberals and republicans can agree that the permission conception assumes that the tolerators and 

tolerated are not recognized as equals. Their unequal legal status reflects a more fundamental moral 

inequality: the tolerated do not ‘count’ as equals in the eyes of the tolerating party. One significant 

challenge to the liberal interpretation of the contemporary regime of toleration focuses on the role 

of social recognition in reflecting and sustaining this status difference. Evidently, informal social 

norms and attitudes must form a central part of any regime of toleration. Liberal multiculturalism 

has argued that problematic forms of social recognition have persisted even if formal legal norms 

are ostensibly committed to equality (Galeotti, 2002). Some even argue that egalitarian ideas about 

equality, respect, and dignity, can themselves reflect a fundamental intolerance of cultural 

difference (Taylor, 1994). In view of this last, the liberal multiculturalist proponents of 

‘recognition’ have argued not for equal respect, but rather for a form of ‘inclusion’ rooted in the 

‘positive acceptance’ of minority cultural practices and identities. 

 

This is typically understood to pose a challenge to the notion of toleration per se, to the extent that 

toleration must always contain an ‘objection component’, i.e. a reasoned, or unreasoned objection to 

another, which is then denied practical force, without being eliminated, by some ground for 

acceptance (King, 1976). ‘Recognition’ holds out the prospect of replacing objection and the 

attitude of forbearance that follows from it with positive ‘acceptance’. Understood in this way, 

‘recognition’ features as an alternative to toleration rather than a form of it, as is sometimes 

suggested (Galeotti, 2002; Walzer, 1997). In popular parlance, toleration of differences is to be 

replaced with the ‘celebration’ of these differences. 

 

This is typically understood to involve a revaluation of minority cultural practices and identities. 

Given the way our relations to ourselves are bound up with social attitudes to culture and identity, 

positive evaluation of these becomes a form of positive social recognition for the members of the 

culture in question (Taylor, 1994: 25-6). To view minority cultures in a negative light is to withhold 

recognition from their members. One obvious problem with such a move is most cultures and social 

identities are deeply shaped by problematic social norms and attitudes, sexist, racist, sectarian etc. 

Indeed, given the way social identities are usually interrelated, there may be no way to extend social 

esteem to one without necessarily withholding it from another, something often overlooked in these 

debates, which typically assume ‘cultures’ to be so tightly bounded that they can be judged in 

isolation from one another. This poses an insurmountable challenge to the hope of simply replacing 

toleration. Taylor suggests that, at most, there may be some presumption that other cultures may 

turn out to have real value, in effect, a plea for greater openness in our attitudes to minority cultures 

(1994: 66-7). Galeotti rejects the idea of blanket endorsement of cultures on the grounds that it 

would violate liberal neutrality (2002: 104). As she rejects the idea of the state engaging in direct 

ethical evaluations of cultural practices but is also critical of the idea that equal rights are sufficient 

to ensure ‘inclusion’ it is not clear what sort of ‘positive acceptance’ she has in mind. It cannot be 

equal respect for the simple reason that she thinks that not every group is entitled to it, but only 

those who have suffered historical injustices (Galeotti, 2002: 112). 

 

In the end, the ‘recognition’ challenge to toleration turns out to be much more limited than talk of 

the celebration of differences suggested. Not all differences can be judged worthy of ‘recognition’ 

and unless these are simply to be eliminated, thee would seem to be room for retaining toleration as 

an appropriate response to some of these differences. While we might have good reason to 

reevaluate our attitudes to cultural differences in general, and to resist assuming that assimilation 

and homogenization are to be preferred to diversity, we must still judge differences on a case by 

case basis and revision to our evaluations cannot always be positive.  

 

Republican toleration, it has been suggested, entails a form of social recognition (Honohan, 2013). 

If the regime of toleration is composed of both formal institutions and informal norms and attitudes, 
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then a concern to ensure that toleration is not dominating must include an account of social 

recognition. It must, however, take a different form to that of liberal multiculturalism (Laborde, 

2008, 21-3). The first point to note is that recognition of the worth of particular identities and 

practices, one application of recognition as social esteem (Honneth, 2003) may be positive and even 

‘inclusive’ without being equal. The standard assumption is that minority cultures are simply 

undervalued and even stigmatized so that the remedy must involve rectifying this recognition deficit 

(McBride, 2013). This is indeed, often the case, but it doesn’t follow that social esteem is itself 

unproblematic. Marginalized people are not simply excluded, but included in unequal ways, and 

even where their cultures and identities are seen as worthy of esteem, they can be esteemed in ways 

that do not alter their subordinate place in the social hierarchy. The condescension involved in 

orientalism, for example relies on prizing the exotic, while at the same time holding the ‘oriental’ at 

arms’ length (Fanon, 2008: 98). Just as the educated Greek slave can be esteemed by his Roman 

owner while remaining a slave, positive acceptance in the form of esteem recognition does not 

necessarily deliver inclusion as an equal (Pettit 1997: 22-3).  

 

Franz Fanon in his account of the recognition struggle between the white master and black slave 

identifies the underlying problem - the failure to address the unequal power relations between the 

parties concerned and the way that the desire for the recognition of the other can in fact cement 

relations of domination by failing to place in question the authority of the master to extend or 

withhold recognition (Fanon, 2008: 3) On this view, the problem is not whether one lacks the 

master’s esteem, but rather that one continues desire it, even when one opts to affirm one’s 

‘difference’. While liberal multiculturalism is motivated to address inequalities rooted in the 

recognition order of contemporary societies, the limited nature of their analysis of social recognition 

prevents them from seeing that a call for dominant groups to revalue different others is an 

inadequate response to this problem. Esteem recognition is not an alternative to the insult offered by 

permission toleration, but essentially just another version of it to the extent that the power of 

dominant groups to recognize or not is not placed in question. 

 

Treating recognition as a good which can simply be redistributed, thereby remedying the 

recognition deficit experienced by the marginalized is the wrong way to think about recognition 

(Honneth, 2003). As Fanon’s more Hegelian account of recognition as a complex struggle reveals, 

it is not possible to think about social recognition without understanding it in terms of authority 

relations, the authority to recognize or not, and to be recognized in turn as an authoritative 

interpreter of the relevant social norm. To claim social recognition is already to recognize another 

as having the authority to grant this recognition. In the case of social esteem, claims to the 

recognition of the worth of one’s practices, identity, contribution or achievements requires one to 

recognize the other as an authoritative judge of these things, but it does not entail that the dominant 

party must recognize the claimant as having equal authority to make these judgments and to 

interpret the criteria used to make them. This sort of recognition exchange, then, has the same 

conditional structure as permission toleration. It may be good to enjoy the positive social esteem of 

the dominant but it is not secure and it does not mean that one now counts as an equal: the 

underlying difference in social authority remains. 

 

Closely related to this basic inequality in social, i.e. normative authority is the fact that esteem 

recognition is fundamentally conditional. It lies in the gift of the master to dispense it or not as he 

sees fit and it must be earned by those who seek it (Fanon, 2008: 171). They must show that they 

have exhibited the traits valued by the dominant party, made the sorts of contributions that he 

values, and will continue to do so if they are to retain the esteem of the dominant. In interpersonal 

relations this aspect of esteem is a valuable source of social regulation (Brennan & Pettit, 2006) but 

when applied outside the realm to whole classes or groups of people, it is more problematic, 

cementing, rather than challenging their subordinate status. Consider, Booker T Washington’s 
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attempts to present freed slaves, as worthy of white America’s esteem in virtue of the industry and 

good characters and his conviction that their merits will, in due course, be recognized (1995: 20). 

We see the same pattern at work with respect to immigrants, who must earn their place in society 

through their contribution, a contribution which can readily be overlooked or dismissed. The 

conditionality of esteem recognition and the unquestioned authority of socially dominant groups to 

dispense it, means that it has essentially the same structure as permission toleration and is just as 

insecure. The liberal multiculturalism regime of toleration must strike republicans as inadequate for 

the very same reasons then. 

 

 

 

Respect recognition and republican toleration 

 

If esteem recognition for cultural minorities is deeply flawed, this does not mean that social 

recognition does not have an important role to play in republican toleration. The form of recognition 

involved, however, is that of equal respect, rather than that of unequal esteem. The fundamental 

distinction between these two modes of recognition is often overlooked in debates about the 

‘politics of recognition’ and while Taylor acknowledges that recognition of human dignity is an 

important mode of social recognition he appears to offer a caricature of it as requiring social 

homogeneity (Honneth, 2003: 122-3). While the function of esteem recognition is always to 

distinguish its object from others, whether positively or negatively (McBride 2013), respect 

recognition is something every person is entitled to simply in virtue of being a person (Darwall, 

1977: 38) and is, in principle, enjoyed by all, to the same degree. It serves to assert one’s 

unconditional entitlement to be regarded as an equal in the face of distinctions of esteem, deserved 

or otherwise. While positive esteem must be earned, equal respect is an entitlement which may be 

demanded of others, and these demands cannot reasonably be rejected. As such it forms the basis of 

equal citizenship, liberal and republican and provides the only secure basis for toleration, i.e. 

acceptance in the face of objection, grounded in recognition of the other’s equal status, rather than 

one’s esteem for them. 

 

Equality is often relegated simply to the legal sphere by those who argue for cultural recognition 

(Galeotti, 2002: 96). This overlooks the way that a public system of rights is itself an embodiment 

of recognition respect (Honneth, 1995: 118-21). That said, there is still a sense in which the 

recognition afforded by the legal order may be insufficient, e.g. if the law is in effect a dead letter 

through biased or ineffective enforcement and especially if the equal status supposedly guaranteed 

by it is not reliably recognized by one’s fellow citizens. What is needed here is not conditional 

esteem, however, which would only grant good treatment to the currently favoured, but rather 

recognition of one’s entitlement to be regarded and treated as an equal. Respect recognition must 

have primacy over esteem if one’s status and freedoms are to be secured against the whims of 

others. Respect can be demanded as of right from another, regardless of their private attitudes 

towards me. While authority relations in the case of esteem are always unequal, in the case of 

respect, each member of the community of equals enjoys the same normative authority to control 

the attitudes of others, and to be controlled in turn (Feinberg, 1980). 

 

Some argue that it doesn’t matter why people tolerate each other as long as they do in fact tolerate 

one another (Williams, 2005). This argument is motivated by the perceived difficulty of finding a 

public basis for acceptance. It is surprising, however, to see this view presented as a ‘realistic’ view. 

From the republican perspective, respect recognition is not something merely symbolic, but rather is 

fundamentally practical insofar as it is central to structuring our relations to others and determining 

the sorts of consideration and treatment for which we are eligible. As such, its absence is of great 

practical consequence. In this case, bare toleration would be deeply unsatisfactory because it would 
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afford its objects the security to live their lives openly as equals if they were unable to count on 

most of their fellow citizens practicing the appropriate self-restraint with respect to them, restraint 

grounded in equal respect. To be thrown back on relying solely on the legal order, with a policeman 

on every corner, would clearly be inadequate as a protection against domination, to say nothing of 

the way that order would in turn be shaped over time by citizens unmoved by considerations of 

equal respect. 

 

One might imagine an alternative objection. This would point to the way that even on the respect 

conception of toleration, individual citizens in practice exercise discretion over whether or not to 

respect, and/or over how to interpret the demands of respect in particular cases. Any account of 

toleration must include not only objection and acceptance components, after all, but also some 

account of the limits of toleration (Forst, 2013: 24) and citizens would enjoy considerable discretion 

on each of these issues. If republican freedom is essentially a matter of freedom from the possibility 

of arbitrary or uncontrolled interference, then the practice of toleration, even respect toleration, 

appears to permit the exercise of precisely this sort of dominating discretion. Would it not be better 

to focus on eliminating such lacunae from the republican social and political order, i.e. for the state 

to devote itself to combatting domination rather as Paine seems to suggest? In contrast to the liberal 

regime of toleration, however, this republican order would aim to eliminate the sort of discretionary 

judgment involved in toleration. 

 

This is not a plausible, or attractive, picture. It would entail an order in which freedom of thought 

and action would be severely constrained. Eliminating the sorts of judgment involved in toleration, 

a combination of (negative) esteem and respect, would rob us of the regulatory power of esteem 

judgment in not only in personal relations, but also constrain our evaluative judgments in the sphere 

of personal and political deliberations. As noted above, in democratic states the practice of 

toleration has both interpersonal and political aspects. In interpersonal relations one must consider 

whether some sort of response is called for, and if so, what sort of response, i.e. should one bite 

one’s tongue, express disapproval, or seek to intervene? In the political sphere one must consider 

whether or not the practice in question breaches the limits of toleration such that one must initiate 

and/or support campaigns for legal regulation? It would be impossible to imagine a democratic 

republic which did not only allow but also protect the freedom of citizens to make these sorts of 

judgments for, if nothing else, they would be unable to exercise the sort of democratic control over 

their government that would ensure that its power was not dominating, because inadequately 

controlled.  

 

Republicans must insist on the fundamental freedom to make these sorts of judgments and must, 

therefore defend the idea that citizens should practice respect toleration with respect to one another. 

They must also, however, be vigilant against the possibility that this discretionary authority might 

become dominating. A republican regime of toleration will attend closely not only to the way the 

power to tolerate, directly and indirectly, is distributed across different sorts of agents, corporate 

and otherwise, but also to the way social norms themselves afford greater social authority to some 

to make these judgments. Republican vigilance cannot simply be a matter of relying on formal 

institutional mechanisms to ensure that no one enjoys uncontrolled discretion to tolerate or not, 

although this is of great importance: no one should enjoy absolute, i.e. unconstrained, authority to 

make these sorts of judgements. As the social authority to make and express these sorts of 

judgments is typically unevenly distributed and more subtly so than the notion of multicultural 

recognition allows, if republican citizens are to ensure that the practice of toleration in their daily 

lives is not dominating, they must, in consequence be highly reflective about the relevant social 

norms and attitudes shaping these judgements. This sort of critical reflection, of course, must 

involve self-reflection as much as scrutiny of others.  
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This account of republican toleration suggests that there are differences in the way that (even 

egalitarian) liberals and republicans think about the regime of toleration, even if they do not differ 

significantly on the question of the moral foundations of toleration. Some republicans will, of 

course, dispute this, suggesting that the ideal of non-domination can replace notions of respect and 

autonomy as a foundation. Pettit, is well known for the claim that autonomy, for example, is not a 

political value (1997) and while equal recognition is connected to non-domination it is not wholly 

clear what role it plays here, whether as a means or simply a heuristic in the form of the ‘eyeball 

test’ (Pettit, 2014: xxvi). The account presented here suggests an alternative view in which the 

interest in equal recognition grounds the interest in freedom from domination. Autonomy, however, 

also plays a central role here, both in relation to respect recognition and the realization of non-

domination. In the case of recognition it is intimately connected to the idea of respecting another as 

an equal where this is taken to require a norm of mutual justification as an implication of respecting 

other’s capacity for autonomy. It also figures as essential to realizing non-domination in practice, 

for the sorts of control required over formal political institutions and over informal social norms and 

attitudes requires citizens to adopt the sorts of critical reflection essential to autonomy.  

All of this would require further argument, however. It is sufficient to note here that even if 

republicans share similar moral foundations to egalitarian liberals, as one might expect given their 

complex history, there are reasons to think that there is, nonetheless, a distinctively republican view 

of toleration and its place in our lives. 
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1 Forst rejects the claim that traditional toleration is too focused on doctrine and private belief (Galeotti, 2002: 86) as 

religious toleration was historically concerned with communal practices and doctrines that are inseparable from the 
personal and collective identities of the faithful (Forst, 2013, 172). 
2 ‘Ideally’ for even if the state relinquishes its role in monitoring its citizens religious or ethical projects, it may still 

tolerate in a more limited way even on this view. Even when it confines itself to vigilance with respect to rights 

violations it may find itself ‘tolerating’ extremist groups in the sense that it may refrain from banning and or charging 

members simply in order to better monitor their activities, however controversial this policy may be from a rule of law 

perspective. 

 

 


