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Abstract: This essay explores the concept of ‘religious other,’ indicating the 

metaphysical, cognitive, ethical, and political challenges that the religious other 

presents. In doing so, it draws a distinction between religious other which is a legitimate 

object of religious toleration and religious other that is not a  proper object of religious 

toleration. It rejects the concept that religious laws such as Sharia family laws could be, 

and should be, the legal other of municipal  laws of  a modern democratic state. It 

defends the Habermas-Forst dissolving of the paradox of tolerance that there can be no 

tolerance without intolerance but does not entertain a concept of limitless, indiscriminate 

religious toleration. 

 

RELIGIOUS TOLERATION is a distinctive approach to religious diversity in our 

time. It is a right approach. It makes the world big enough for all to live. For social 

justice, toleration is an important vehicle in our time and all times. As Laozi 

indicated, "Toleration brings about fairness."(Dao De Jing, 1996, 92/ch.16). For social 

good, religious toleration is a policy of prudence in our time and all times. In our 

time, as Jürgen Habermas says, "Tolerance protects a pluralistic society from being 

torn apart as a political community by conflicts over worldviews."(Habermas, 2009, 

258). Philip L. Quinn thus claims, "Religious toleration is a more urgent global 

political issue." (Quinn, 2001, 59). For individual persons, “An authentic person is of 

great mind and profound virtue and therefore can tolerate things,” reads Zhou Yi (The 

Book of Change) (Zhou Yi, 1999, 25).
1
 Tolerance both broadens humans and makes 

them excellent. 

That being said, the concept of religious toleration is one of the most difficult 

concepts in our time, and religious toleration is one of the most contentious practices 

in our time. The concept of religious toleration is somehow elusive too. How to define 

the ‘religious other’?’ How to define the content, scope, and basic precepts of 

religious toleration? How to distinguish between religious others that are legitimate 

objects of toleration and those which are not? How to see that X is a legitimate object 

of toleration in one context but not in another, or in one sense but not in another? 

Here, it should be emphasized that indiscreet, unreflective, and limitless toleration is 

self-destructive and unsustainable. As the traditional Chinese concept of wu ji bi fan (

物极必反 when things arrive at their limits, they turn into their opposites) indicates, 

extremity produces self-destruction. How to define the limit of religious toleration? 

Why some extreme approaches to religious toleration are self-subverting, self-

sabotaging, and self-destructive? These and other questions pertaining to religious 

toleration require responsive, concerted answers. 

                                                 
1 The Chinese sentence is, "君子以厚德载物Junzi yi hou de zai wu." 
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I. What is the Other That Should Be Tolerated? 

 

What is the other? What is the other that should be tolerated? Toleration is always 

toleration of the other. Only what is an other can be an object of toleration. Indeed, as 

[Jürgen] Habermas, Thomas Scanlon, Rainer Forst and various philosophers have 

emphasized, only the other that one can reject with good reasons can be an object of 

toleration. Meanwhile, the other can be an object of toleration, of rejection, or of 

endorsement. 

In a sense, the ancient is the other of the modern. Man is the other of woman; the 

sun, the other of the moon; the heaven, the other of the earth; the transcendent, the 

other of the immanent. By this token, a salient feature of the other is that it is an 

irreducible, autonomous opposite or difference. It belongs to the nature of otherness 

that it is irreducible and autonomous. Ontologically, the reality of the other lies in its 

irreducibility as a difference. Emmanuel Levinas thus observed that metaphysically, 

the other was the other precisely because its alterity could not be "reabsorbed into my 

own identity"(Levinas, 1969, 33). Cognitively, the voice of the other challenges any 

monopoly or unification of claims to truth, knowledge, or reason. It manifests a kind 

of distinctive incommensurability, incompatibility, and alterity. It represents non-

consensus and dissonance. Ethically, the other is a stranger and foreigner to our sense 

of identity, to our way of life, just as we are strangers and foreigners to his/her 

identity and way of life. The other poses challenges and threatens to our identity. It 

presents a constraint to our way to be free, good, and happy. Politically, the other is 

an alterity, an anomaly to be reckoned with. It represents non-identity, non-affiliation, 

and non-allegiance. 

The religious other should be understood in this sense. The religious other has 

not only an ethical dimension, but also metaphysical, cognitive, and political 

dimensions. Say, as the other of modernity, religions are metaphysically, cognitively, 

ethically, and politically irreducible, autonomous anomalies of modernity. They bring 

about metaphysical, cognitive, ethical, and political dissonance, and non-allegiance 

with modernity. They are forces constraining the modern way to be free, good, and 

happy. Also, when a religion is the other to another religion, it is a metaphysically, 

cognitively, ethically, and politically autonomous, irreducible anomaly, and opposite 

to the other religion. For this reason, we need be discreet and reflective in conceiving 

tolerable religious other to modernity. For example, religious laws cannot be, and 

should not be, recognized as the legal other of municipal laws of a modern democratic 

society though they can the ontological others. All the same, the right to be a religious 

other is the right and freedom to be an autonomous, irreducible anomaly, opposite, 

difference, dissident, or stranger. Such right and liberty cannot be taken for granted. 

At least, we should draw a distinction between civic/human rights and liberty and 

moral rights and liberty here. 

Notwithstanding, the other can be an object of rejection, oppression, 

endorsement, homogenization, or toleration. The equation, "the other = the object of 

toleration", does not exist or does not bear up to scrutiny.  John Horton indicates this 
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point when he identifies two kinds of things that should not be objects of toleration: 

“On the one hand, some things should not be tolerated, because they should not be 

permitted; on the other hand, some things should not be objected to, hence are not 

appropriate objects of toleration.”(Horton, 1996, 33). It should strike us as self-

evident that racism is, and should be, an object of rejection, not an object of 

endorsement or toleration. Terrorism of various forms is, and should be, an object of 

rejection, not an object of endorsement or toleration. So are, should be, certain 

backward rites or practices that violate persons' basic human rights and human 

dignities, even if they might be "traditional". In short, no all others can be, should be, 

legitimate objects of toleration. Toleration is a form of social practice that is 

intermediate between endorsement and rejection.
2
It has its distinctive, independent 

class of objects.  

By this token, no all religious others are legitimate objects of religious toleration. 

Surely, religious terrorism is not, and should not be, a proper object of religious 

toleration. Religious laws and practices that violate basic human rights and dignity 

should not be the proper objects of social and religious toleration. Here, we must 

distinguish among religious toleration in the ontological sense, the cognitive sense, 

the ethical sense, and the political sense. It is not, and should not be, the case that if 

religious other should be tolerated in one sense, it should necessarily be tolerated in 

another sense or in all senses. For example, even if we recognize ontologically, 

cognitively, or ethically religion X as a religious other, we should still ask, "Should 

laws of religion X be tolerated as the other of municipal laws of a modern democratic 

state?" Here, it would not be unreasonable for us to recognize religion X to be an 

ontological, cognitive, or ethical other on the one hand and to argue, on the other 

hand, against tolerating its laws as the legal other of municipal laws of a modern 

democratic state. In other words, the toleration of religion X as the ontological, 

cognitive, and ethical other does not entail elevating its laws above municipal laws or 

placing them alongside municipal laws.  

For the purpose of the present enquiry, we should press a bit the point that 

religious laws such as Sharia Laws should not be the legal other of municipal laws of 

a modern democratic state.  The principle of separation of the state and church must 

stand in a modern democratic state. No short-cut or circulation around this principle! 

This can also be seen from what can be called "the overloaded argument". It goes 

something like this, if Sharia Laws could be the legal other of municipal laws of a 

modern democratic society, so could other religious laws such as that of Christianity, 

Buddhism, Confucianism, or Judaism; as a result, a modern democratic state would 

be overloaded with legal others and therefore there could be no the rule of law in the 

true sense. 

In a modern democratic state, the political identity of citizenship of religious 

members has primacy over their religious identity when it comes to the matter of 

laws.  A democratic Sittlichkeit must be "firmly anchored in the identity of 

                                                 
2 Here I rephrase Thomas Scanlon's statement that "tolerance involves an attitude that is 

intermediate between wholehearted acceptance and unconstrained opposition." See Scanlon, 

The Difficulty of Tolerance, 187. 
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citizens"(Forst, 2004, 321). By this token, religious laws cannot, and should not, 

define crimes or felonies in a modern, democratic state outside municipal laws of 

such a state. They cannot, and should not, exempt crimes and felonies in a modern 

democratic state under the name of religion. When religious laws, as institutional 

rules of a given religious community, are in conflict with the basic constitution and 

municipal laws of a modern democratic state in which such a religious community is 

housed, they should be overridden by the latter. In short, there must be no any 

religious states within a democratic state. 

Here, a distinction exists between the legitimate sovereignty of religious other as 

itself and the legitimacy or illegitimacy of religious other as the proper object of 

religious toleration. The former is a necessary condition for the latter, but not a 

sufficient condition. For conceptual clarity, we should draw the following distinction. 

We can conceive P as a necessary condition for Q in the sense that if Q, then P; but P, 

might not Q. We can conceive P as a sufficient condition for Q in the sense that if P, 

then Q; but Q, might not P. We can conceive P as a both necessary and condition for 

Q in the sense that if P, then Q; if Q, then P. Therefore, we should appreciate that its 

being ‘an other’ is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for religious other to be a 

proper object of religious toleration. By this token, we can put the relation between 

otherness and toleration perspicuously in terms of follows: if T, then O; O, might not 

T. Here, T = toleration. O = Religious otherness.  

Every religious other has a sufficient reason to exist as its own. It does not follow 

that every religious other has a sufficient reason to be legitimately the other of a given 

[other] being. Michael Walzer indicates, “Toleration makes difference possible; 

difference makes toleration necessary.”(Walzer, 1997, xii). It should be added here that 

toleration does justice to others that are legitimate objects of toleration; no all others 

should be tolerated and no all differences are legitimate objects of toleration. 

Difference is a necessary condition for toleration, but it itself is not a sufficient 

condition for toleration. An illegitimate other is not a proper object of toleration. An 

other might be the legitimate object of toleration in one sense, e.g., in the cognitive 

sense, but not in the other sense, e.g., the legal sense. Thus, the concept of religious 

other gives rise to the question of what kind of religious other we ought to tolerate, 

not terminate the question. It invites question of the legitimacy of toleration of what is 

considered to be religious other, not erases the question.  

The relationship between sovereignty and legitimacy is an interesting topic in its 

own. Suffice it here that (1) sovereignty and legitimacy are both necessary for the 

object of toleration; they are also importantly connected; (2) there can be different 

kinds of sovereignty, e.g., the ontological, cognitive, ethical and political; having one 

kind of sovereignty need not mean having another kind, or general sovereignty; there 

can be different kinds of legitimacy, e.g., the ontological, cognitive, ethical and 

political; having one kind of legitimacy need not mean having another kind, or 

general legitimacy.  With regard to (1), two kinds of error can occur. One is to take 

for granted something, e.g., religious laws, to be a legitimate object of toleration 

because of its sovereignty.  Reversely, another is not to recognize the due legitimacy 

of something to be a proper object of toleration even though its sovereignty is 

recognized. With regard to (2), a common error is to argue for one kind of legitimacy, 
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but appeal to a different kind of sovereignty, for example, to argue for religious laws 

as the “legitimate” objects of legal toleration by appealing to the ontological, 

cognitive, and ethical sovereignty of such laws. All the same, toleration exhibits a 

distinctive unity and contradiction of two conflicting parties with both sovereignty 

and legitimacy. 

A clarification is in order here. The other is a legitimate, sovereign, and 

irreducible difference, or opposite. This does not mean that the other is negative. 

Otherness or alterity does not connote negativity, disvalue, or vice. Thus, yin and 

yang, woman and man, moon and sun, ancient and modern, long and short, and the 

like are the other to one another. This is distinguished from the dichotomy of good 

and evil, justice and injustice, compassion and cruelty, the right and the wrong, and 

the like, in which one party is a positive value and virtue, and another party is a 

disvalue and vice. The other is not a priori a disvalue and vice. Admittedly, toleration 

of the other implies toleration of what one considers to be wrong from one's own 

perspective and with one's subjective reasons. Nonetheless, toleration of the other 

reflects a distinctive unity and contradiction of two conflicting parties, not a form of 

paradox of the co-existence of the right and the wrong, the good and the evil, and the 

like. 

 

II. Habermas on Religious Other 

 

According to Habermas, "Pluralism and the struggle for religious tolerance were not 

only driving forces behind the emergence of the democratic state, but remain 

important impulses for its consistent development up to the present day."(Habermas, 

2009, 257). Habermas aspires for an open, inclusive constitutional democracy. 

Toleration of religious other is a defining feature of such a democracy.  

Habermas recognizes religious other as cognitive foreigner, though he firmly 

believes that religious other can be brought to the table of rational communication. 

Thus, for example, he indicates, "religious and metaphysical worldviews of prophetic 

origin have the form of doctrines that can be worked up intellectually and that explain 

and justify an existing political order in terms of the world-order they 

explicate.”(Habermas, 1987, 188). For him, toleration of religious other is called for 

where "there is no reasonable hope of a cognitive resolution of the disagreements" 

pertaining to religious beliefs and practices (Habermas, 2009, 257). In short, 

Habermas rightly indicates that religious toleration would be called when (a) there is 

such a religious other which one has good subjective reasons to reject and (b) at the 

same time, the reasons to bear with such an other triumph the reasons to reject it 

(Ibid., 257–258). 

So far, so good. Habermas further insists that (1) tolerance differs from 

indifference and (2) tolerance is reciprocal. The reciprocity of tolerance and the 

distinction between tolerance and indifference require that conflicting parties 

mutually engage one another. For them to engage one another fruitfully, Habermas 

insists, conflicting parties must have what he dubs as a "new epistemic attitude" in the 

public sphere of a democratic society, understood as an open-minded attitude to 

follow the communicative rationality, capable of mutually "adopt[ing] each other’s 
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perspective"(Ibid., 254). Here, Habermas is more ambitious than merely to ask 

conflicting parties to listen to one another. He suggests that (1) having a "new 

epistemic attitude" is a necessary condition for religious other to be the object of 

religious toleration; and (2) operating with a new epistemic attitude, conflicting 

parties can be reconciled with the public use of reason and on the basis of common 

aspiration for truth. Thus, at the end of the day, Habermas' strategy of tolerating 

religious other starts with recognizing it to be the cognitive other, but situating it 

within the authority of cognitive modernity and modern reason. 

We can compare Habermas to Lyotard here. Lyotard calls for full recognition of 

the cognitive sovereignty of what is conceived to be the other. Habermas would not 

make such a call. Richard Rorty characterizes Habermas as “a liberal who is 

unwilling to be an ironist” (Rorty, 1989, 61). Habermas’ view on the sovereignty of 

religion in our time increases the stock value of Rorty’s label. His equalitarian 

recognition of the political sovereignty of religions makes him politically liberal. His 

modernist recognition of the cognitive sovereignty of religions demarcates him from 

an ironist. An ironist would emphasize the right to cognitive sovereignty for religious 

other.  

This leads us to the matter of religious other as the political other. Here, 

Habermas' concept of “constitutional patriotism” indicates that religious laws cannot 

be legitimately the legal other of municipal constitution of a modern democratic state. 

That being said, Habermas does not advocate a limited concept of religious other as 

the political other that excludes it from being the legal other of municipal laws of a 

modern democratic state. He should have explicitly rejected any concepts of religious 

laws as the legitimate, legal other of municipal laws of a modern democratic state. He 

could have given a direct negative answer to such questions as whether religious laws 

such as Shari Laws should be placed alongside municipal laws of a modern 

democratic state, functioning as legal laws within or above those municipal laws. He 

could have been more vocal in insisting that there should be no legal other of 

municipal laws of a modern, democratic state. Instead, we are left alone with 

wondering. 

Habermas indeed insists that "in a constitutional state, all enforceable legal norms 

must be capable of being formulated and public justified in a language intelligible to 

all of the citizens."(Habermas, 2008, 76). However, to be justified in a language 

intelligible to all citizens is one thing. To be acceptable and legitimate in a modern 

democratic state is quite another. Thus, for example, one can claim that Sharia Laws 

are justified in a language intelligible to all citizens, just as any racist claims can be 

justified in a language intelligible to all citizens. That the reasons justifying Sharia 

Laws are intelligible to all citizens is not the same as that these reasons are acceptable 

and legitimate to all citizens. Habermas aspires for "an inclusive civil society in 

which equal citizenship and cultural difference complement each other."(ibid, 69). He 

should have insisted that such a society is possible if and only if there is no exception 

to the rule of law and there is no the legal other to the municipal laws of a modern 

democratic state, including the basic constitution of such a state. 

Habermas might have missed various opportunities to address directly the issue 

of the legal other. In Europe: the Faltering Project, Habermas mentions that when he 



RELIGIOUS OTHER AND TOLERATION 75 

 

Journal of East-West Thought 

 
 

wrote the essay, "What is meant by 'Post-Secular Society'? A Discussion on Islam in 

Europe," he was reading three pieces of news over a single weekend and one of them 

was: "the Archbishop of Canterbury is recommending that the British parliament 

adopt parts of Sharia family law for its local Muslim population."(Ibid, 65). 

Habermas could have taken this opportunity to address directly whether Sharia family 

law should be the legal law of part of the British society and whether such a 

designation of Sharia family law as the legal other of the family laws of the British 

society in general is appropriate. His ambivalence showers us with cold water. His 

aspiration for an open, inclusive society lets him hesitant in a crossroad. 

Antoon Braeckman indicates that with regard to the role of religion in a 

constitutional democracy today, Habermas “focus [es] unilaterally on the moral-

cognitive and epistemic aspects of religion, disregarding its continuing power of 

symbolic community-building.” (Braeckman, 2009, 280). Braeckman’s view is 

suggestive. Habermas' worry is that the religious power of ethical integration could 

become unconstrained and unbridled. He proposes an epistemic constraint and 

advocates “constitutional patriotism”. When all is said and done, he leaves one 

baggage behind and unattended: the emphasis that there can be no, and ought not be, 

religious other as the legal other of municipal laws of a modern democratic state. This 

certainly leaves much to be unsettled. This is dangerous, consider the religious 

continuing power of legal community-building.  

Habermas’ insights and illusions as described above return us back to issues 

about defining religious other and distinguishing religious other as a legitimate object 

of religious toleration from religious others as a proper object of other social 

practices, e.g, endorsement or rejection. We often take for granted the links between 

otherness and legitimacy, sovereignty and legitimacy, others and toleration. No 

wonder, we often founder upon the same rock at the end. We often misplace or 

misuse the concept of the inviolability of religious other in our practice of religious 

toleration. The presence of the other is a challenge. To recognize properly and 

respond properly the presented other is a greater challenger. 

 

III. The Rights to be religious other 

 

Now we should explore the right to be an autonomous, irreducible anomaly, opposite, 

or difference (RRO). Distinctions exist among the rights to ontological other, 

cognitive other, ethical other, and political other. This in turn complicates the link 

between RRO and religious toleration. Equally crucial, RRO as a basic human right is 

a right necessarily assumed under the rule of law. Its content cannot be taken for 

granted indiscriminately. 

Here, we can conceive RRO to be a necessary ground for religious toleration if 

we can conceive follows: if RT, then RRO; not RRO, not RT; RRO, might not RT 

(C1). Here, RT = religious toleration; RRO = the right to be an autonomous, 

irreducible anomaly, opposite, or difference; that is, the right to be religious other. 

Accordingly, we can conceive RRO to be a sufficient, but not a necessary, ground for 

religious toleration if we can conceive follows: if RRO, then RT; RT, might not RRO; 

Not RRO, might RT (C2). We can conceive that RRO is a both necessary and 
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sufficient ground for religious toleration if we can conceive follows:  if RT, then 

RRO; not RRO, not RT; if RRO, then RT (C3). By this token, we can see that after all 

is said and done, cases still vary. In some contexts, we have C1, in other contexts, we 

have C2, and in further other contexts, C3. 

It goes as follows. Granted that the right to be a religious other is RRO that 

belongs in a distinctive class of basic human rights. Where does this lead us to? It 

might lead us to where is not in our map in hand. 

First, the content of RRO is contextually defined as much as it is from the 

concept of basic rights of religious freedom. To start with, religious other does not 

exist in itself, but exists as religious other of a particular X. X = a being, e.g., a 

religion, law, art, state, A, B, C, Y, and so on. In other words, even in the 

metaphysical sense, religious other exists as the counterpart of its opposite. The 

content of RRO is defined with reference to the counterpart of a religious other, that 

is, a given particular X. The right to be the other of B is not the right to be the other of 

C, or vice versa. The right to be the other of B in context W is not necessarily the 

same to the right to be the other of B in context W
+
. 

Second, following the Hohfeldian Model to conceive RRO to consist of privilege, 

claim, power and immunity, we cannot talk indiscriminately about RRO. We cannot 

take for granted religious other's privilege, claim, power and immunity. For example, 

it is self-subverting and self-sabotaging to talk about RRO of municipal laws of a 

modern democratic state. According to the Hohfeldian Model, the anatomy of a right 

consists of: (1)privilege; a privilege is one’s entitlement to be exempted from certain 

general duty; (2)claim; “A claim-right can entitle its bearer to protection against harm 

or paternalism, or to provision in case of need, or to specific performance of some 

agreed-upon, compensatory, or legal or conventional specific action” (3)power; “To 

have a power is to have the ability within a set of rules to alter the normative situation 

of oneself or another” and (4)immunity; “One person has an immunity whenever 

another person lacks the ability within a set of rules to change her normative situation 

in a particular respect.”(Wener, 2005, 229-235). Conceiving in the Hohfeldian Model, 

the content of RRO must be defined in contexts.  

Third, as Thomas Scanlon indicates: "The idea of tolerance can never be fully 

identified with any particular system of such rights and limits, such as the system of 

rights of free speech and association, rights of privacy, and rights to free exercise (but 

nonestablishment) of religion. . . . Many different systems of rights are acceptable; 

none is ideal. Each is therefore constantly open to challenge and revision."(Scanlon, 

2003, 198). In other words, in some contexts, RRO might be a necessary, but not a 

sufficient condition for religious toleration. In other contexts, RRO might be a 

sufficient, but not a necessary condition for religious toleration. Given the 

problematic nature of the concept of RRO of the municipal laws of a modern 

democratic state, the alleged "RRO of the municipal laws of a modern democratic 

state" is not a necessary condition or a sufficient condition for religious toleration. 

Fourth, the norm of prudence, in addition to that of social justice, can be a norm 

for social policies and practices and might call for religious toleration in given 

contexts. Religious toleration based on social prudence is not necessarily grounded in 

the norm of basic religious rights, and thus in RRO. This means that in some contexts, 
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RRO might be neither necessary nor sufficient condition for religious toleration. Forst 

indicates: "Intolerance is a specific form of injustice, and toleration de demand of 

justice."(Forst, 2004, 317). In my opinion, in some contexts, intolerance might be 

called from the point of view of prudence and in other contexts, toleration might be 

called from the point of view of prudence. Thus, Forst rightly notes, "There may be 

pragmatic reasons to tolerate the intolerant, at least legally, even if they cannot 

demand it." (Forst, 2004, 322). 

Now, RRO belongs in the category of basic human rights. According to 

Habermas, human rights differ from moral rights. “Human rights are juridical by their 

very nature.”(Habermas, 1998b, 190). Basic human rights are that which citizens 

necessarily grant to each other if they are to extend their lives together under the rule 

of law (Habermas, 1998a, 118—125). They are claims arising from the rule of law 

and derived from laws, while moral rights are claims derived from the concept of the 

human being qua human being. For conceptual clarity, we might conceive here that 

rights are granted necessarily if and only if they are granted, but it is not the case that 

they might not be granted; by contrast that rights are granted contingently if and only 

if they might not be granted. Given that human rights are rights that are necessarily 

assumed under a unified system of laws, that is, a unified system of laws 

democratically established and enacted on in such a modern democratic state, we 

cannot conceive RRO to include the alleged rights to be the legal other of municipal 

laws of a modern democratic state. Such alleged rights would not be what citizens 

necessarily grant each other in order to extend their lives together under the rule of 

law. They cannot be derived from the concept of the rule of law but threaten to 

destroy the integrity of a unified system of municipal laws. 

At the end of the day, there can be no, and ought not be, indiscriminate toleration 

of all religious others. There is no, and cannot be, indiscriminate RRO. There is no, 

and cannot be, RRO of the municipal laws of a modern democratic state.  Justice, 

prudence, or good is not indiscriminate, indiscreet, and undifferentiated.  

 

IV. Reasonableness, New epistemic Attitude, and Toleration 

 

A discussion of reasonableness in religious toleration is in order. At issue is whether 

we better distinguish between reasonableness as a quality of ethical and practical 

fairness and prudence and being rational as a quality of cognitive normativity in a 

democratic Sittlichkeit.  

According to Habermas, cognitive justifiability or acceptability is a necessary 

condition of reasonableness. To be practically reasonable, citizens must be 

cognitively rational. To put it in logical term, if PR, then CR. Here, PR = practical 

reasonableness. CR = being cognitively rational. As he says, “secular and devout 

citizens can fulfill the normative expectations of the liberal role of citizens, however, 

only if they likewise satisfy certain cognitive conditions and ascribe to each other the 

corresponding epistemic attitude.” (Habermas, 2009, 119). Therefore, he insists that 

religious other be cognitively rational, e.g., meeting the cognitive expectation of 

normativity, and adopting a new attitude geared to meet the normative expectation of 

modernity.  
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Evidentially, this concept of reasonableness has both insight and illusion. It has 

insight in the sense that a salient feature of religious toleration is reciprocity, as 

Habermas, Scanlon, Forst, and other philosophers indicate. Reciprocity presupposes 

intersubjectively cognition, or recognition of claims that are intersubjectively 

justified. That being said, a distinction exists between reasonableness as a quality of 

practical and ethical fairness and prudence, which is necessary for toleration of 

religious other as the ethical other or as the political other, and being rational as a 

quality of cognitive normativity, which might butter ethical or political toleration of 

religious other, but is not necessary for the latter. Taking reciprocity in ethical 

toleration of religious other as example. Forst rightly indicates, "Reciprocity in this 

context of justification means that one does not make any claim to certain rights or 

resources one denies to others, and that one does not project one's own reasons 

(values, interests, needs) onto others in argument for one's claims." (Forst, 2004, 317). 

Here, what is required is an attitude of practical and ethical fairness and prudence that 

"does not project one's own reasons (values, interests, needs) onto others in argument 

for one's claims", not necessarily to justifying before others that one's own projected 

reasons (values, interests, needs) have truths and are cognitively valid. 

At the core of Habermas’ concept of reasonableness is the idea of a new 

epistemic attitude. For religious other, the attitude consists of two elements: (1) 

religious members' willingness to reconcile their faith with "the independence of 

secular from sacred knowledge and the institutionalized monopoly of modern 

scientific experts"; and (2) religious members' willingness to recognize "the priority 

that secular reasons enjoy in the political arena."(Habermas, 2006, 14). Thus, for 

religious other, the burden is one of self-adoption and transformation to be rational. 

To be rational is to operate with the constraint of the communicative rationality. The 

task of religious other is as much reaping the cognitive benefit of stepping out its own 

solipsism as fulfilling its cognitive obligation to act as a rational citizen in the public 

realm of a democracy. As reciprocity, non-religious citizens should be opened to the 

appreciation of religious insights into and wisdoms of good life. Habermas' view here 

can draw criticism of two sorts, summed up in the questions "Why should practical 

reasonableness necessarily imply a new epistemic attitude or cognitively being 

rational?", "How meaningful religious other remains the cognitive other if it is 

obliged to have such a new epistemic attitude?", and "What is left with religious 

toleration if religious other were not conceived to be the legitimate cognitive other 

that should be the object of religious toleration?" 

In light of the above, the reasonableness of all citizens, religious and non-

religious alike, should be conceived to consist of a new political attitude of practical 

and ethical fairness and prudence, which is exhibited in recognizing and submitting to 

the sovereignty of municipal laws of a modern democratic state in the social-political 

arena of a modern, democratic state. It is associated more with what Habermas dubs 

as “constitutional patriotism” and more with the concept of solidarity in abiding by 

laws for ethical, prudential reasons. Equally crucial, the concept of reasonableness as 

consisting of a new political attitude of practical and ethical fairness and prudence 

enriches the concept of the strategic nature of human reason to be geared not only for 

mutual understanding, but also for mutual cooperation. 
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With regard to reasonableness, Bracechman summarizes Habermas’ concern as 

the following: “How … would religion from a discourse-theoretical perspective 

contribute (or alternative: be a threat) to the development of constitutional democracy 

and its normative principles?” (Bracechman, 2009, 281). He is not off mark by 

reading Habermas’ answer as follows: “Religion can only contribute to the 

deliberative process of opinion and will formation provided it makes its own 

cognitive or epistemic contribution to the ongoing argumentation. More particularly, 

religion’s contribution can only consist of the provision of insights or comparable 

cognitive content which would not otherwise gain a place within the debate, or at 

least not in the same way.”(Ibid).  

Not surprisingly, a remedy for Habermas' insight consists of follows. First, a 

phenomenological return to religious other of all dimensions—metaphysical, 

cognitive, ethical and political. Second, a critical construction of the reasonableness 

of a citizen in practicing religious toleration as the practical and ethical fairness and 

prudence to recognize that in a given context, which sense of religious other is a 

proper object of toleration. Religious toleration should be practiced on the platform 

built by the municipal laws of a modern democratic state, as Habermas insists, and the 

reasonableness of a citizen, religious or non-religious alike, consists of the fair and 

prudential attitude to abide by municipal laws of a modern democratic state 

(Cf.Habermas, 2009, 258).  

When all is said and done, we are returned to what  Habermas dubs as  

"constitutional patriotism", modified and appended with what can be called "legal 

patriotism". We are led to see that the reasonableness of a citizen that is called in the 

context of religious toleration is ethical and political. It can be buttressed by, but is 

not identical to, cognitively rational attitude. To be reasonable for a citizen is part of 

the norm of justice and part of the norm of prudence. The performing reasonableness 

of citizens, as well as that of practices and institutions of a democratic state, arises 

from being ethically and practically fair and prudent, not necessarily from being 

cognitively rational. As Habermas insists, there should be performing unity—

procedural unity under the rule of law—for all religions and secular sections of a 

society.  A performing unity is possible only if we reject any concepts of religious 

legal other of municipal laws of a modern, democratic state.  

 

V. From Cognitive Competence to Existential Competence 

 

Given what is said above, we can see here that having what Habermas calls "a new 

epistemic attitude" is a virtue and a value; abiding by municipal laws of a modern, 

democratic state in interaction with religious other is a norm of obligation. Practical 

and ethical reasonableness is buttressed by cognitive competence, but demands 

existential competence utmost. 

Having what Habermas calls "a new epistemic attitude" is a value and advisory. 

Such an attitude is something we better to have, but not obliged to have in order to 

practice religious toleration. Such an attitude is not a norm of obligation also because 

it is not a claim rising from one’s basic rights of religious freedom or from the basic 

rights of religious freedom of other persons. It is a claim of practical good, not of 
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basic justice. In comparison, observing the principle of the rule of law and abiding by 

municipal laws of a modern, democratic state is a norm of obligation, not merely a 

value or a virtue. This is not merely something we better to have, but something 

necessary and prerequisite for us to practice religious toleration. It is a claim of basic 

justice, not merely of public good; a claim of responsibility that one necessarily bears 

in a human community, not merely a policy of prudence or expedience.  

Religious toleration does not require that religious other must de facto have 

concepts of truth and good life compatible to that of citizens to whom it is religious 

other. Religious claims to good life, happiness, and the like can be, and should be, 

tolerated as long as they are allowed by municipal laws of a modern democratic state, 

even if they are cognitively incompatible to modernity’s cognitive expectation. 

Cognitive compatibility or solidarity is not a required condition for religious other to 

be a proper object of toleration. Instead, "we need to show tolerance only towards 

worldviews we consider wrong and habit we do not appreciate."(Habermas, 2008, 

69). Cognitively, religious other might remain "infinitely foreign", to borrows a 

phrase from Levinas (Levinas, 1969, 194).  

Noteworthy, according with Habermas’ view of religious toleration, as an object 

of toleration, a given religious other, say, X, can be rejected by its tolerator with good 

epistemic reasons. As Habermas says, "Rejection is a condition necessary for all 

kinds of tolerant behavior. We can only exercise tolerance towards other people’s 

beliefs if we reject them for subjectively good reasons."(Habermas, 2004, 10). Thus, 

religious other X, should be tolerated only under a circumstance consisting of three 

conditions: (1) no reasonable hope of cognitive resolution of disagreement, (2) 

reasons to endure X triumph reasons to reject X, and (3) by laws, X belongs in the 

category of objects of toleration (Habermas, 2009, 257–258). By this token, toleration 

of X here requires the existential competence as the minimal requirement from all 

conflicting parties. 

A further point is this. Religious toleration is not religious endorsement. Instead, 

as Scanlon indicates, “Tolerance thus involves an attitude that is intermediate between 

wholehearted acceptance and unrestrained opposition.” (Scanlon, 2003, 187).
 

According to Habermas, “Tolerance toward those who think differently should not be 

confused with the willingness to … make compromise.”(Habermas, 2009, 261). 

Religious toleration lives in the tension of rival, even incompatible, claims to truth, 

value, meaning, and the like. “Tolerance becomes necessary … only when the parties 

with good reason neither seek agreement concerning controversial beliefs nor think 

agreement is possible.”(Ibid). Religious toleration presupposes no  cognitive unity. 

Instead, it implies merely that all parties be advised to be dialogical, cooperative, and 

democratic under the rule of law. In turn, this allows that abiding by municipal laws 

of a modern, democratic state is a norm of obligation, while having a new epistemic 

attitude is a value and virtue. 

A stronger claim can be made here: religious toleration is accompanied by the 

cognition of both a citizen’s obligation not to be a legal other and a citizen’s freedom 

to be a metaphysical, cognitive, and ethical other; it demands the existential 

competence to be metaphysically, cognitively, and ethically sovereign and 

autonomous but legally confirmative.  
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Conclusion 

 

I would like to conclude this enquiry with these remarks. Religious other that should 

be tolerated is metaphysically, ontologically, cognitively, ethically, and morally 

irreducible and autonomous, but legally not autonomous in a modern democratic 

state. The legal right to be religious other does not include or imply the right to be 

religious legal other of the municipal laws of a modern democratic state. The concept 

that the rights of religious freedom arise from the rule of law excludes the concept of 

the legal other of the rule of law. There can be no true rule of law without integrity of 

the law.  

The existence of religious other and diversity is a distinctive color of modern 

time. Religious toleration implies bearing with religious other in terms of its 

otherness, especially its cognitive otherness. That being said, true and endurable 

religious toleration is not unconstrained. The Forst-paradox of tolerance, "it is wrong 

to reject the wrong," should dissolve in the understanding that from the point of view 

of practical and ethical fairness and prudence, better to tolerate the other which one 

considers to be wrong in given contexts and with qualifications. The paradox that 

there can be no tolerance without intolerance should dissolve in an understanding that 

in terms of practical and ethical prudence, there should be just and prudent toleration 

without unjust or imprudent intolerance and endurable toleration is always reflective, 

discreet, and as merited, and has its proper limit and category of objects. Religious 

toleration, thou burden!  
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