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India is highly diverse with many religions, languages, cultures, and communities. Managing this diversity needs
more than laws; it requires values like tolerance. For civil servants, tolerance is essential because they deal with
people from different backgrounds every day. It helps them remain fair, respect differences, and ensure equal and

inclusive governance.

“Mutual tolerance is a necessity for all times and all races.” - Mahatma Gandhi

Tolerance Meaning

Tolerance refers to a fair, objective, and permissive attitude towards individuals whose opinions,

practices, religion, race, nationality, ethnicity, gender, culture, or beliefs differ from one’s own.

It is the ability to accept and respect differences without prejudice, hostility, or discrimination. It does

not necessarily mean agreeing with others; rather, it means respecting their right to be different.
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Tolerance goes beyond passive acceptance. It involves openness, mutual respect, constructive dialogue, and the

willingness to coexist harmoniously despite disagreements.

Tolerance in the Indian Ethos

Tolerance is deeply embedded in India’s civilizational heritage.

e From ancient times, India witnessed the coexistence of Buddhism, Jainism, Shaivism, Vaishnavism, and
several other traditions without large-scale religious conflicts.

e The edicts of Emperor Ashoka advocated respect for all faiths and peaceful coexistence.

e During the medieval period, the Bhakti and Sufi movements promoted harmony, inclusiveness, and
spiritual unity.

e Emperor Akbar’s policy of Sulh-i-Kul (peace with all) and the establishment of Ibadat Khana reflected
the spirit of religious tolerance and dialogue.

¢ In modern India, the Constitution stands as the greatest symbol of tolerance. The values of liberty, equality,
fraternity, and secularism ensure respect for diversity while protecting individual rights.

e India’s acceptance of Parsis, Jews, Tibetans, Sri Lankan Tamils, and other refugee communities further

demonstrates its long tradition of tolerance.

Thus, India’s cultural continuity over thousands of years has been possible because of its ability to accommodate

diversity while preserving unity.

Importance of Tolerance in Civil Services

Tolerance is a foundational ethical value in civil services that enables administrators to function with
fairness, sensitivity, and constitutional responsibility in a deeply diverse society like India. It allows civil servants to

rise above personal biases and ensure that governance remains inclusive, impartial, and people-centric.

¢ Foundation of Objectivity, Impartiality and Justice: Tolerance enables civil servants to rise above
personal prejudices and biases. An officer can be objective, impartial, and just only when he respects all
communities equally and treats every citizen with fairness.

o Essential for Managing Diversity: India’s diversity changes not only across states but often across
districts and villages. Civil servants must work among people with different customs, languages, beliefs, and
lifestyles. Tolerance helps them understand local realities and deliver inclusive governance.

e Constitutional Obligation: Tolerance is embedded in the constitutional values of secularism, liberty,
equality, and fraternity. Articles 19 and 25 guarantee freedom of expression and freedom of religion, making
tolerance an ethical and constitutional duty of public servants.

Promotes Social Harmony: Communal tensions, caste conflicts, and identity-based disputes can threaten

peace and development. A tolerant administration acts impartially, resolves conflicts fairly, and prevents
social divisions from escalating into violence.

Strengthens Democracy: Democracy thrives on debate, dissent, and diversity of opinion. A tolerant civil

servant respects differing viewpoints and protects the right of citizens to express themselves within
constitutional limits. As Voltaire famously observed: “lI disagree with what you say, but | will defend to

the death your right to say it.”
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Builds Public Trust: Citizens develop confidence in institutions when officials listen respectfully to
grievances and treat everyone with dignity. Tolerance strengthens the legitimacy and credibility of
governance.

Facilitates Teamwork and Collective Decision-Making: Administration involves coordination among
officers from different regions, cultures, and professional backgrounds. Tolerance promotes cooperation,
mutual respect, and constructive problem-solving.

Helps Adaptability in All India Services: An IAS, IPS, or IFoS officer may be posted anywhere in the
country. A vegetarian officer posted in an area where animal slaughter forms the basis of livelihood must
learn to separate personal beliefs from professional responsibilities. Tolerance helps officers adapt to such
situations while maintaining neutrality.

Promotes Social Progress and Innovation: Societies progress when they remain open to new ideas.
India’s acceptance of modern education, constitutional democracy, liberty, equality, and scientific thinking
reflects the role of tolerance in enabling social transformation.

Protects Human Rights and Human Dignity: Tolerance safeguards the rights of minorities, vulnerable
groups, and individuals holding differing opinions. It promotes peaceful coexistence and prevents

discrimination, violence, and exclusion.

Challenges to Tolerance

In a diverse and plural society, tolerance is continuously tested by a range of social, technological, and political

factors that shape how individuals and communities perceive and respond to differences.

Echo Chambers and Algorithmic Bias: Social media algorithms often expose people only to like-minded
views, reinforcing prejudices and reducing acceptance of alternative perspectives.

Growing Culture of Instant Outrage: People increasingly react emotionally rather than engaging in
dialogue, leading to intolerance towards differing opinions and viewpoints.

Identity Insecurity: Individuals who feel their culture, language, religion, or community is under threat may
become less accepting of diversity. For example, anti-migrant sentiments in some regions arise from such
fears.

Rise of Hate Speech and Online Radicalisation: Digital platforms can amplify extremist narratives,
communal propaganda, and misinformation, undermining social harmony.

Declining Inter-Community Interactions: Urbanisation and social segregation often reduce meaningful
interactions between different communities, increasing stereotypes and mistrust.

Politicisation of Social Differences: Caste, religion, language, and regional identities are sometimes used
for political mobilisation, creating divisions rather than fostering inclusiveness.

Lack of Emotional Intelligence: Inability to manage emotions, criticism, and disagreements often results
in intolerance towards opposing views in workplaces, institutions, and society.

Balancing Tolerance with Security Concerns: Civil servants often face the challenge of respecting
diversity and dissent while simultaneously maintaining law and order and protecting national interests.
Historical Grievances and Collective Memory: Past conflicts, riots, or perceived injustices are often

revived to fuel present-day mistrust and hostility between communities.
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¢ Economic Anxiety and Competition: Fear of losing jobs, resources, or opportunities can generate

resentment towards other groups, making societies less tolerant and inclusive.

Limits of Tolerance: Why Excessive Tolerance Can Be Harmful

Tolerance is a virtue, but it should not become acceptance of injustice, violence, or unethical behaviour. True

tolerance respects diversity while firmly upholding justice and constitutional values.

e Zero Tolerance Towards Injustice: Corruption, terrorism, caste discrimination, gender violence, and
human rights violations must never be tolerated. For example, respecting cultural diversity does not mean
accepting honour killings.

e Bounded by Constitutional Values: Tolerance should operate within the framework of the Constitution.
While dissent is welcome in a democracy, activities that threaten public order or national security cannot be
accepted.

e Tolerance with Accountability: Being tolerant does not mean ignoring wrongdoing. Civil servants must
listen patiently but act firmly against violations of law.

¢ Lessons from Mahabharata: Lord Krishna tolerated Shishupala’s mistakes up to a limit but punished him
when the threshold was crossed, showing that tolerance must be balanced with justice.

e Avoiding Encouragement of Wrongdoing: Excessive tolerance towards unlawful acts can embolden
offenders and create larger problems in the future.

e Protecting the Vulnerable: A tolerant society cannot remain silent when weaker sections face exploitation,
discrimination, or oppression.

¢ Maintaining Administrative Discipline: Excessive leniency towards corruption, negligence, or indiscipline
can weaken governance and public trust.

e Firm Action in Extraordinary Situations: During riots, terrorism, or threats to national integrity,

authorities may need to take decisive action to protect society.

Thus, tolerance is not the acceptance of everything; it is the ability to respect differences while firmly opposing

injustice and wrongdoing.

Innovative Ways to Inculcate Tolerance

Tolerance in a diverse society can be strengthened not only through awareness but also through experiential

learning, institutional innovation, and sustained community engagement.

o Diversity Immersion Programmes: Expose students, civil servants, and public officials to different
cultures, religions, and communities through exchange visits and field immersion.

e “Walk in Their Shoes” Exercises: Role-reversal simulations where participants experience the challenges
faced by women, persons with disabilities, migrants, or marginalized communities.

¢ Community Dialogue Circles: Regular forums where people from different backgrounds discuss local
issues, reducing stereotypes and promoting mutual respect.

e Digital Literacy and Fact-Checking Campaigns: Equip citizens to identify fake news, hate speech, and

misinformation that often fuel intolerance.
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¢ Inclusive Public Spaces and Festivals: Organising multi-faith celebrations, cultural fairs, and heritage
walks encourages interaction among diverse groups.

e Tolerance Labs in Schools and Training Academies: Use case studies, ethical dilemmas, and conflict-
resolution exercises to develop openness towards differing viewpoints.

o Interfaith and Intercultural Youth Clubs: Bringing young people from diverse communities together for
social service activities helps build lasting bonds.

e Storytelling and Experience Sharing Platforms: Encouraging citizens and officials to share personal
experiences can humanise differences and reduce prejudice.

e Recognition of Inclusive Leadership: Rewarding public servants, teachers, and community leaders who
promote harmony and social cohesion creates positive role models.

e Seva-Based Community Projects: Joint participation in cleanliness drives, disaster relief, blood donation

camps, or environmental campaigns shifts focus from differences to common goals.
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