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FOREWORDFOREWORD
BY RUTGER GROOT WASSINK, ALDERMAN OF AMSTERDAM

What I take away from the 

conference is that Amsterdam 

cannot pride itself to be tolerant, 

only because of its history. The 

city should look forward and 

accept that the tolerance of 

1668 or 1968 is not necessarily 

the tolerance we need today. 

Tolerance is needed in all 

spheres of daily city life: we 

need tolerance on the streets, 

as much as we need it in schools, 

working places, nightlife and 

sports organizations. However, 

as this bundle makes clear, mere 

tolerance is often not enough. 

For some writers, tolerance 

reflects the position of a 

majority that tolerates the 

existence of a minority that it 

looks down on of even despises. 

Others criticize tolerance for 

no actively inviting people to 

accept and respect each other. 

They state that tolerance is about 

leaving each other alone, instead 

of meeting and connecting. 

Thus, in 2022 Amsterdam needs 

a social contract that takes 

tolerance one step further. 

A city that prides itself in being 

tolerant should embrace and 

celebrate its diversity, and invite 

its inhabitants, organizations and 

companies to do the same. ■

The Amsterdam Conference On Tolerance took place at the 
beginning of 2022. We gathered online with scientists and 
policy makers from all over the world. It was a conference of 
reflection, amidst all the events that characterize Amsterdam 
city life. We took time to reflect on the meaning of tolerance 
in 2022 for cities like Amsterdam that aim to be a safe haven 
for all types of beliefs and identities.
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION
AUTHOR: MENNO VAN DER VEEN

This point of view is defended 

with arguments ranging from 

economic rationales (inclusive 

cities are more attractive places 

for people and businesses); to 

the moral point of view: that one 

ought to respect otherness. 

But what about people that do 

not respect otherness, what is 

their place in a city? What if one 

is confronted with someone who 

hates their neighbors because of 

their beliefs; or someone that 

has no interest whatsoever in 

the people that surround them? 

In such cases, isn’t tolerance 

the only option?

The essayists don’t seem to think 

so, or to put it differently, are not 

giving in so easily. Instead of 

giving up on people that are not 

interested in understanding the 

otherness that surrounds them, 

the essayists are looking for 

ways to engage. 

The ‘active duty’ the writers 

seem to agree on holds that 

one should never just let other 

people be. Rather, we should 

continue organizing debates, 

conversations, and in-company 

training sessions. 

In the education field, the 

development of school 

programs and sports activities 

aimed at staging confrontation 

between people that hold 

different points of view must 

persevere. One should never 

stop creating new spaces 

where people experience 

the otherness and sameness 

of other people. 

This attitude of never giving up is 

the opposite of taking the moral 

high ground. The essayists are 

not so much claiming that some 

principles are better than others; 

rather they are inviting us to try 

to engage with all points of view. 

Still, tolerance is a word with 

historic meaning. It is a principle 

that has attracted many people 

to the city of Amsterdam 

because of the promise of 

freedom that comes with it.

Shouldn’t it be possible to stick 

to the term, but ensure that its 

meaning keeps evolving — just 

as it has these past 400 years?  

Based on the essays in this 

bundle, one would say that if 

tolerance is to be a meaningful 

principle for a diverse city like 

Amsterdam, as well as others 

internationally, it is not to be 

thought of as a set of rules and 

norms. Rather, its maxim is to 

embrace the otherness around 

you, to go out, talk to other 

people, try to understand them, 

and if they don’t want to talk, 

keep on trying. ■

In 2022 the Amsterdam Conference on Tolerance was organized in Pakhuis de Zwijger. 
As the world was still in lockdown because of the Covid-19 pandemic, most of the 
speakers and audience participated online. 

The key question of the 
conference was: suppose that 

a city wants to excel in tolerance, 

what should the social contract 

of that city look like? What 

expectations might citizens have 

towards the city government; 

and what can the city 

government expect of its 

citizens? Just as important, what 

are the legitimate expectations 

of citizens towards each other?

This bundle of short essays 

highlights the key elements of 

the debate surrounding 

tolerance and inclusion that is so 

much part of twenty-first century 

city life. We asked the writers to 

explain what tolerance means in 

their respective field of 

expertise which spans sports, 

working environments, school, 

and city life. We also asked them 

what, from their perspective, 

should be included in the social 

contract of a tolerant city. 

To make them think about their 

contributions and promote 

discussion we came up with 

some tough situations that were 

based on real cases. These are 

two examples of those cases. 

1. In a school of 1500 
students, many are complaining 

about a climate of discrimination 

and racism amongst pupils. 

During break times, various 

groups are hanging out with 

each other and don’t allow other 

groups to cross the borders 

between them. 

In a tolerant city, how should this 

problem be tackled? What can 

be expected from the school 

board and teachers, and what 

are the expectations a school 

may have towards the parents 

of these children?

2. A professional football 
club is known for discriminatory 

‘funny’ songs and outings of its 

(hardcore) fanbase. The basic 

attitude of the management is 

that it doesn’t support these 

outings but that on the other 

hand, they are ‘just words.’ To 

prove its point of view, it 

highlights that the club attracts 

a diverse variety of supporters, 

which is beyond doubt. 

Should, in a tolerant city, the 

club take more serious action — 

and why? 

In the essays, the writers reflect 

on what tolerance means for 

them and their activities. 

One of the first things that 

stands out is that the principle 

of tolerance itself is not much 

loved. For most of the essayists, 

tolerance is a negative term that 

reflects the attitude that moves 

on a scale of (at best) 

indifference towards other 

people; to at worst, abjection. 

The essayists are looking for a 

principle in which the active 

duty to respect and try to 

understand people that differ 

from yourself is inherent.

MENNO VAN DER VEEN studied philosophy and law at the University of 

Amsterdam. His PhD research focused on relational contracting in the context of 

cities and urban development. In his further research he studied the capacity of 

contracts to realize public goals and collective goods from both a symbolic 

(contracts as a metaphor for a relation) and a legal point of view.
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WOKENESS AND TOLERANCE WOKENESS AND TOLERANCE 
IN THE INCLUSIVE SCHOOLIN THE INCLUSIVE SCHOOL
AUTHOR: MARCEL MAUSSEN
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THE ISSUE OF ‘DIVERSITY’

1   Merry, M. S., Educational Justice: Liberal Ideals, Persistent Inequality, and the Constructive Uses of Critique 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020)

It is against this social 

background that the issue of 

‘diversity’ presents itself. That is, 

the fact that within a society or 

institution, people are different 

in terms of age, gender, 

ethnicity, worldview, religion, 

disability, sexual orientation, 

or national origin. This means 

that we cannot conceive of the 

diversity within organizations 

or institutions such as schools 

without situating it against the 

background of the inequalities 

in our societies. 

The broad and complex 

discussion around inequality 

in education is about these 

relations between wider social 

inequalities and what is going 

on in schools.1 The fact is that in 

most Dutch schools, children 

continue to have unequal 

chances to be successful. 

This is in part related to their 

social background and parents’ 

education and profession, 

but also correlates with their 

ethnicity, cultural upbringing, 

and skin color. 

This means that over and beyond 

being alert to how inequalities 

in wider society matter for the 

composition of schools and 

the opportunities of pupils, 

we should also be concerned 

about overt and subconscious 

processes of discrimination 

and exclusion; about the 

impact of dominant norms and 

stereotypes; and about ways 

pupils and staff can engage 

with differences. 

Growing up and attending school in a culturally and religiously diverse city can provide an 

opportunity to learn from others and enjoy a variety of human experiences and expressions. 

But it can also be a painful experience, marked by exclusion, discrimination, and stigmatization 

of oneself and the group one is believed to belong to. 

In our society differences 

correlate strongly with 

inequalities. Inequalities are 

about having more versus having 

less. If we look at Dutch society 

it is obvious that wealth, income, 

education, health, housing, 

prestige, and access to 

important social positions are 

very unequally distributed. 

Because of the ways these 

inequalities have intersected 

over many centuries with 

differences such as gender, 

skin color, sexual orientation, 

religion, and ethnicity, certain 

groups are marginalized and 

disadvantaged, whereas others 

are privileged. 

11 12
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“EVEN IF WE WERE ABLE TO CREATE 
SCHOOLS WHERE OPPORTUNITIES 
ARE FULLY EQUAL, THERE WOULD 

STILL BE DIFFERENCES AND 
POTENTIAL FOR CONFLICT.”

2   Whether that image is correct is another matter. See Maussen, M., Bogers, T., and Versteegt, I., Tolerance and Cultural 
Diversity Discourses in the Netherlands (2012).

3   Walters, S.D., The Tolerance Trap. How God, Genes, and Good Intentions are Sabotaging Gay Equality (New York: 
New York University, 2014)

Rather than hoping that 

difference can be made 

irrelevant or suppressed we 

must acknowledge that we 

need to learn to cope with the 

disagreements, uneasiness, 

and conflicts that are generated 

by contrasting world views, 

identities, norms, expressions, 

and behaviors.

For a long time, tolerance was 

deemed a promising paradigm 

to think about engaging with 

diversity. The ‘tolerant city’ was 

supposedly a city of ‘live and 

let live,’ where expressions and 

communities that deviated 

from the societal norm were 

given some room to exist. 

It was a place where citizens 

and public authorities had 

learned to restrain judgment, 

to not openly express animosity 

in public, and not actively 

oppress or violently persecute 

minorities. These stories about 

tolerance are often used to 

produce an image of Amsterdam 

and the Netherlands as places 

where religious tolerance 

existed in the seventeenth 

century, and where since the 

1960s people and practices 

that were still considered 

deviant and morally wrong 

elsewhere were able to exist 

in the public eye.2 But in our 

age the concept of tolerance 

has been discredited. It is seen 

as falling short of granting equal 

respect to minorities. Tolerance 

means that those who ‘deviate’ 

from the dominant norms merely 

deserve to be ‘tolerated,’ 

whereas in a society that is 

based on equality, all citizens 

— including those belonging 

to cultural, religious, or sexual 

minorities — deserve full equal 

rights and positive recognition.3 

Over the past 40 years we have 

seen a turn away from tolerance 

and towards a politics of 

‘recognition’ and ‘identity,’ 

which aims for a society in 

which all have equal standing 

and there can be more genuine 

acceptance and celebration of 

diversity and difference.

In this short essay I focus 

on ways of engaging with 

difference, especially when 

it entails disagreements, 

contrasting viewpoints, and 

differing values. In exploring 

these concepts, it is helpful 

to think of the school as a mini 

society. This does not mean the 

school is shielded and isolated 

from surrounding society, 

which enters in all kinds of 

ways including stories and 

experiences, social media and 

images, emotions and opinions. 

I mean to say that a school 

has opportunities to shape 

interactions and forms of 

engagement. The teachers 

and school management can 

stipulate some ‘rules of the 

game’ and discuss these with 

pupils. The school is a place of 

learning, not only about specific 

cognitive content but also 

about how to relate and 

interact with others in a 

respectful and pleasant way. 

It can be a place to learn to 

reflect on your ideas and 

identity and how they resemble 

or diverge from those of others. 

Even if we were able to create 

schools where opportunities are 

fully equal, there would still be 

differences and potential for 

conflict. The challenge remains 

engaging across difference in 

ways that strengthen mutual 

understanding and support for 

democratic attitudes such as 

inclusion and openness to 

disagreements, rather than 

undermine them. Some people 

seem to believe that the way 

forward is to make differences 

irrelevant. On the postmodern 

left, we hear people say that 

we can relativize differences 

of world views and identities, 

and that once we ‘stop giving 

a f#ck’ about what others do or 

say we can all be free and equal. 

On the radical populist and 

religious right, we hear that we 

should remove the differences 

that disrupt our societies and 

divert from dominant cultural 

norms by striving for ethnically 

and culturally homogeneous 

nations, and by forcing 

newcomers to assimilate. 

In my view, both perspectives 

are naïve, undemocratic, 

and potentially dangerous. 
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WOKENESS

6  Spinoza 2007, p 239.

An alternative perspective to 

think about ways of engaging 

with differences has been 

gaining popularity rapidly in 

recent years, especially among 

younger generations. It is the 

idea of ‘wokeness,’ which refers 

to the necessity and willingness 

to become ‘aware’ of the many 

inequalities and forms of racism 

and sexism that are present in 

our societies. Being ‘woke’ 

means being alert to the ways 

in which power inequalities and 

exclusion are being reproduced 

constantly. The idea is that by 

exposing the ways derogatory 

meanings continue to be used, 

those who are already ‘awoken’ 

can guide others.

Wokeness has come to be 

associated with moral 

righteousness and entitlement, 

where young people who claim 

to be ‘woke’ are on the lookout 

for insensitive speech and 

action. The support for wokeness 

is often coupled to the idea that 

the ‘woke’ person is more able 

to ‘embrace diversity’ and live 

according to the motto ‘just be 

yourself, and let others be 

themselves too.’ Conversely, 

the not-yet-woke persons are 

still caught up in old-fashioned 

‘norms’ and by consequence are 

‘bothered’ by the ways in which 

other people want to lead their 

lives. However, such a view on 

differences in fact risks 

relativizing and trivializing moral 

and political views. It suggests 

that on the horizon there is a 

society without conflict where 

everyone will be ‘woke’ and 

willing to ‘embrace diversity.’ 

This in turn has led to a hard 

backlash against ‘wokeness,’ 

which is seen as the newest 

fashion in identity politics and 

a tool to silence anyone who 

does not join in the mantras of 

those claiming to speak for the 

oppressed and marginalized.6

So are we left with two failing 

perspectives about how to 

engage with diversity? And 

what does this mean in an age 

in which it seems more relevant 

than ever to offer younger 

generations an opportunity 

to learn the skills and virtues 

to engage with others who are 

different from them, to interact 

in respectful ways, to cherish 

their own values and ideas 

without combatting and 

suppressing those of others? 

TOLERANCE AND ITS LIMITS

4   King, P., Toleration (Routledge, 2013).

5   Forst, R., ‘To tolerate Means to Insult’ in van den Brink, B. and Owen, D. (eds) Recognition and Power. Axel Honneth 
and the Tradition of Critical Social Theory (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007) pp.406-442. Honohan, I., 
‘Toleration and Non-Domination’ in Modood, T. and Dobbernack, J. (eds) Tolerance, Intolerance and Respect: Hard to 
Accept? (2013) pp.77-100.

Tolerance is inevitably tied up 

with inequalities of power and 

with a negative judgement on 

what the ‘Other’ stands for, 

believes, or does. The more 

dominant groups who represent 

the norm may decide to 

‘tolerate’ minorities. In the 

classical definition by Preston 

King, “X tolerates Y, if X 

disapproves of what Y does, 

has the power to do something 

about it, but voluntarily abstains 

from doing so.”4 

The power imbalance that is 

presupposed in this definition 

firstly means that tolerance 

implies there are groups that 

can tolerate and there are 

groups that can merely hope 

‘to be tolerated.’ The latter are 

less powerful. Secondly, 

tolerance is crucially connected 

to dislike and disapproval of 

what the other stands for and 

does. Thirdly, tolerance is 

unstable and temporary. 

Looming over it is the constant 

risk that ‘one day’ there will no 

longer be room for tolerance, 

and individuals and groups will 

again be subjected to exclusion 

and persecution. 

Seen in this light, tolerance is an 

outdated and not very attractive 

concept to use when trying to 

teach children and adolescents 

how to relate to others who are 

different from themselves. 

But there are also more 

contemporary definitions of 

tolerance that are more robust. 

The philosopher Reiner Frost 

speaks of ‘secure tolerance;’ 

and Irish philosopher, Iseult 

Honohan, claims that tolerance 

can exist if people grant each 

other a ‘secure status,’ meaning 

they acknowledge that they are 

of equal worth and deserve 

equal opportunities to live their 

life as they want.5 

These philosophers continue 

to believe in the power of 

tolerance because it fully 

acknowledges that pluralism will 

result in tensions and discomfort. 

Rather than wishing tensions 

away we must see them as 

inevitable and possibly even 

profitable. In a democratic 

society we can handle many 

disagreements related to 

morality, to taste, to world views, 

and convictions. We should not 

teach our children and ask our 

fellow citizens to trivialize and 

relativize their deepest 

convictions and ideas about 

what is good and right. But we 

ask them to acknowledge that 

others may have other ideas 

and convictions about issues 

they themselves feel very 

strongly about and that they 

may even see as constitutive 

of who they are. 

The fact of pluralism is precisely 

that: a fact. It may produce 

moments of joy and trigger 

curiosity, but it can also lead 

to discomfort, doubts, feeling 

offended, or wanting to tell the 

other that she is mistaken. 

The normative commitment of 

a democratic society it to accept 

the fact of pluralism and to 

endorse the common framework 

of rights and liberties that in a 

liberal-democratic society 

should enable us to live together 

peacefully. And even if a person 

continues to think negatively 

about the ways other people 

behave, about the ideas they 

have, or the ways they express 

themselves, she should 

nonetheless and unconditionally 

recognize that they deserve 

equal freedoms and equal 

opportunities.
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SECOND, schools can be 

crucial linkages between the 

more abstract ideas about 

tolerance and diversity, and the 

concrete experiences of day-to-

day interactions in a school 

context. As democratic citizens 

we must learn to act together in 

a respectful and polite manner. 

We must learn the virtue of 

accepting expressions of 

emotions and feelings when 

a fellow pupil or teacher is 

confronted with something 

hurtful or discriminatory. 

In doing so, we can come 

to appreciate that there are 

so many opportunities to 

collaborate and act together 

irrespective of commonalities 

and differences. In order for 

these experiences to actually 

take place in schools, important 

steps are being taken these days 

to ensure ‘social safety’ and 

respectful interactions. 

If we look at the ongoing public 

outcry about the omnipresence 

of harassment, discrimination, 

bullying, and lack of safety in 

society at large, it is clear 

that creating a socially safe 

environment in schools will 

demand great efforts. 

7   See Maarten van Alstein, Omgaan met controverse en polarisatie in de 
klas (Vlaams Vredesinstituut en Pelckmans Pro, 2018)

THIRD, schools present an 

institutional context in which 

pupils and adolescents can learn 

how to engage with differences 

of opinion. Here, pupils 

experience how to conduct 

discussions on societal and 

political topics that are so 

important for democracies. 

In our age of polarization and 

the drifting apart of groups that 

unite around radical views on 

social media, the school can and 

should be a learning space for 

democracy. 

This is not an easy task, and 

many teachers will have 

witnessed societal polarization 

result in polarization within 

classrooms. Still, the fact that 

the school is a social 

environment that is relatively 

‘shielded’ from a polarizing 

world, and where rules of 

behavior and respectful 

interaction can be monitored 

and upheld, provides a crucial 

opportunity to learn and 

experience what democratic 

debate should look like.7  ■

MARCEL MAUSSEN (1972) is an Associate Professor at the Department of Political 

Science of the University of Amsterdam. His scholarly work focusses on the 

governance of diversity, with special interest for religious diversity and the 

accommodation of Islam in France and the Netherlands, regulation of speech, 

tolerance in the context of education, and systemic racism. He lives in the North 

of Amsterdam with his partner and two children.

SCHOOLS AND TOLERANCE

What can schools and school 

teachers in our city do to further 

enhance the abilities of pupils 

to engage with differences? 

The conditions in which pupils 

interact in part depend on the 

ways existing inequalities in 

Amsterdam result in unequal 

conditions in schools. The power 

to shape these structural 

conditions are by and large 

outside the realm of influence 

of school administrations and 

teachers. 

But schools and teachers do 

play a role in helping pupils 

learn about what it means to 

experience difference and 

about the strategies and 

virtues that in a democratic 

society are available to respond 

to differences. So what can 

teachers and schools do to bring 

the social contract of a tolerant 

city to life? I propose three 

suggestions by way of 

conclusion.

“BEING ‘WOKE’ MEANS  
BEING ALERT TO THE  

WAYS IN WHICH POWER  
INEQUALITIES AND  

EXCLUSION ARE BEING  
REPRODUCED  
CONSTANTLY.”

FIRST, schools can combine 

the insights of ‘wokeness’ and 

toleration in framing the 

challenges of diversity and 

difference. ‘Wokeness’ helps 

pupils to become more alert to 

the structural and subconscious 

dimensions of racism, prejudices, 

discrimination, and exclusion; 

and learn to see what they mean 

for the day-to-day experiences 

of themselves and their fellow 

pupils. In addition, tolerance 

suggests that it is okay to have 

strong views and emotions 

about societal, political, 

religious, moral, and lifestyle 

issues, and that it is inevitable 

that other people may have 

other ideas, values, and 

convictions. Tolerance teaches 

us that we should engage with 

those differences in a respectful 

way. It drives us to recognize 

the right of everyone to exist 

and participate in full in Dutch 

society and in the school 

context; and to fight against 

any form of discrimination and 

exclusion because of differences. 
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AMSTERDAM, CAPITAL AMSTERDAM, CAPITAL 
OF TOLERANCEOF TOLERANCE
AUTHOR: CEES MARIS
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The Amsterdam philosopher 

Spinoza was even more radical. 

He argued not only for freedom 

of religion, but for a universal 

‘freedom to philosophize’, or 

the freedom to think critically 

in general: ‘In a free state, 

everyone may think what he 

1  Spinoza 2007, p 239.

wants and say what he thinks.’1 

Thanks to mutual tolerance, 

Spinoza said, people can live 

together in harmony even 

though they endorse 

fundamentally opposing 

worldviews. Look at life in 

Amsterdam:

“I LIVE AROUND THE CORNER 
ON THE LELIEGRACHT, SO I FOLLOW 
IN LOCKE’S FOOTSTEPS EVERY DAY. 
NOT MUCH HAS CHANGED IF YOU 

THINK AWAY THE CARS.”

The city of Amsterdam reaps the 

benefits of this freedom in its 

own great prosperity and in the 

admiration of all other people. 

For in this most flourishing state 

and most beautiful city, people 

of every nation and religion live 

together in the greatest 

harmony, and they ask no 

questions before entrusting their 

goods to a fellow citizen, except 

whether he is rich or poor, and 

whether he generally acts 

honestly, or the opposite.2 

But this overly positive national 

self-image demands some 

critical notes. Dutch tolerance 

always had to be fought for 

against intolerant Calvinism. 

Adriaan Koerbagh died in 1669 

in the Amsterdam Rasphuis 

2 Theological-Political Treatise 20, 23/ Spinoza 2005, p.264

where he was imprisoned for 

blasphemous publications. 

Moreover, Dutch tolerance was 

pragmatic rather than principled. 

As a trading nation, the 

Netherlands had a commercial 

interest in toleration. 

What is worse, Dutch global 

trade had a gruesome downside 

in other continents. The Dutch 

did not find it inconsistent to 

combine their own fight for 

freedom against Spanish 

oppression in the Netherlands 

with conquest and slavery in 

Africa, Asia and the Americas. 

Amsterdam had a share in racist 

colonial slavery, the very 

opposite of freedom. The shine 

of the so-called ‘Golden Age’ is 

thus heavily tainted.

TOLERANCE AND FREEDOM

In 1634 the French philosopher 

René Descartes was living 

opposite Amsterdam’s newly 

built Western Church. His house 

now bears his statement: In what 

other country could one find 

such complete freedom? Here, 

Descartes could freely develop 

his revolutionary philosophy that 

was prosecuted elsewhere. 

In 1685, the English philosopher 

John Locke lived on 

Keizersgracht near the Western 

Church. He had gone into hiding 

there as a political refugee. 

Here he wrote two world-famous 

books: A Letter concerning 

Toleration and Two Treatises on 

Civil Government. Both books 

present a plea for freedom and 

tolerance. I live around the 

corner on the Leliegracht, so I 

follow in Locke’s footsteps every 

day. Not much has changed if 

you think away the cars. What 

were Locke’s arguments for 

freedom and tolerance?

1. All men are reasonable, so 

no one is inferior to another. 

Therefore, everyone has a 

natural right to freedom. 

From this also follows the 

right to participate in the state 

institutions that should 

guarantee our individual 

liberties. This constitutional 

arrangement is called the 

social contract because free 

and equal persons will 

voluntarily agree to it.

2. Although we are all 

reasonable, human knowledge 

is fallible. Absolute truth is 

beyond our reach. Therefore, 

it is unreasonable to impose any 

metaphysical or religious belief 

through state force.

Locke developed these liberal 

ideas under the influence of 

his Amsterdam friends, 

enlightened Protestants 

who continued the tolerant 

philosophy of Erasmus. 

The Netherlands has a long tradition of freedom and tolerance. Amsterdam is in the vanguard: 
it is a cosmopolitan city par excellence, also thanks to worldwide immigration. Dutch tolerance 
has two historical highlights: the seventeenth century and the 1960s. 

The Netherlands came into being 

thanks to our fight for freedom 

at the beginning of the Modern 

Era, in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. At that 

time, the Dutch revolted against 

the absolutist Catholic King 

Philip II, among others in 

the name of religious freedom. 

Its first constitution, the Union 

of Utrecht (1579), guaranteed 

freedom of conscience in Article 

XIII: Each person shall remain 

free in his religion, and no one 

shall be investigated or 

persecuted because of 

his religion. The newly born 

Dutch republic showed 

considerable tolerance 

compared to the surrounding 

countries. Amsterdam was 

then the global 

Capital of Tolerance.
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It is time for some clarification. 

What do tolerance and freedom 

mean exactly? The concept of 

freedom has plural meanings, 

but the modern meaning is: 

the freedom of the individual 

to think and act as she pleases. 

This liberal concept of freedom 

follows from the ideal of 

individual autonomy: each 

individual is responsible for 

her own life. In order to 

conceive and follow one’s 

own ideals, one must be free 

from coercion by others. 

The concept of tolerance is more 

specific. It means that you grant 

others full freedom even though 

you abhor their views or way of 

life. Even if you have the power 

to prohibit them, you do not 

do so for reasons of respect. In 

other words, the social contract 

implies: let’s agree to disagree.

Freedom and tolerance are not 

absolute, for it is about the equal 

freedom of each of us. The limit 

of my freedom therefore lies 

with the equal rights of others.3 

3  In On Liberty (1852), John Stuart Mill has summarized this in the harm principle: the government must leave you be 
free, unless you harm others.

4  According to James Kennedy’s Building New Babylon: Cultural Change in the Netherlands During the 1960s, it was the 
accommodating reaction of the Dutch authorities that made the difference. The governmental elites thought it better 
“to channel the inevitable flow of ‘modern’’ developments than to stem it.” (Kennedy 1995, p 21). Kennedy sees this 
policy as typical of Dutch political culture since the Golden Age.

As for tolerance, then, one 

encounters the Paradox of 

Tolerance: do you also have to 

be tolerant of utter intolerance? 

Answer: yes, as much as 

possible. But with a limit: if 

intolerant people endanger the 

very institutions of tolerance and 

freedom, that should not be 

tolerated. 

The second round of Amsterdam 

as Capital of Tolerance occurred 

in the 1960s. The Netherlands 

was then in the vanguard of an 

international Cultural Revolution, 

an emancipation movement 

against authoritarian traditions.4 

Amsterdam was transformed into 

the progressive ‘Magic Center’ 

of the world. The Provo 

movement provoked the 

authorities with ludic 

happenings. Paradiso became 

an alternative temple for sex, 

drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. 

In the following decades, the 

Netherlands led the world in 

tolerant (albeit not fully liberal) 

policies on drugs, euthanasia, 

abortion, and sexual morality. 

Compared to the Dutch ‘Golden 

Age,’ much has improved. 

The Dutch now live in a 

democratic constitutional state 

with fundamental freedoms and 

social rights. Colonialism and 

slavery have disappeared. Unlike 

Locke, I can freely publish my 

essays on tolerance. 

But history does not follow a 

straight path to progress and 

emancipation. What are the main 

developments since the 1960s? 

The past decades have been 

characterized by increasing 

globalization, large-scale 

migration, and the rise of new 

social media. On the one hand, 

this brings cultural enrichment. 

It creates a trend towards more 

diversity, inclusion, and 

tolerance. But this very same 

process also raises strong 

counter movements of 

intolerance, nationalism, 

populism, a retreat into one’s 

own circle, and polarization.

“THE CONCEPT OF FREEDOM 
HAS PLURAL MEANINGS, BUT 

THE MODERN MEANING IS: 
THE FREEDOM OF THE INDIVIDUAL 

TO THINK AND ACT AS SHE PLEASES.”
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The state only guarantees the 

instrumental goods that 

everyone needs, whatever their 

ideals, notably freedom rights 

and social rights. It is up to the 

individual to decide for what 

purposes to use his freedom and 

income. In short, the best 

solution is a democratic 

constitutional welfare state 

based on mutual tolerance. 

We are lucky to live in such a 

state now, though it is far from 

perfect. But history shows that 

tolerance and freedom are 

fragile even when they are 

enshrined in the constitution. 

Liberal democracy is constantly 

endangered by intolerant 

counterforces, by authoritarian 

extremists on the right and the 

left. So be alert: the fight for 

freedom and toleration never 

ends. Stand up for our social 

contract: let’s agree to disagree. 

■

POLITICAL SOLUTION FOR DIVERSITY

What is the best political solution 

to this increasing diversity in a 

positive and negative sense? 

John Rawls’ political liberalism 

is precisely designed to live 

together peacefully and fairly 

despite fundamental ideological 

differences. This political version 

of liberalism builds on the 

experience of the destructive 

religious wars that tore Europe 

apart in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. 

Back then, history already taught 

that a politics of mutual 

tolerance is better than 

dogmatic strife: see Locke’s 

argument (2). According to 

Rawls, this is still true. 

In an open society, Rawls says, 

inevitably a diversity of 

conflicting views of life will 

emerge on which we can 

reasonably disagree. Absolute 

truth is simply beyond our reach. 

It is therefore unreasonable to 

impose one of these unprovable 

comprehensive ideals on all 

citizens through state force. 

Yet we depend on each other 

in social life. Therefore, justice 

demands that we enter into an 

imaginary social contract in 

which we agree on the following 

constitution. Each individual has 

the right to think and act as he 

pleases in his private sphere, 

provided he respects the equal 

rights of others. The public 

sphere, on the other hand, 

should be neutral. 
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Amsterdam has a well- earned reputation for being a bastion of tolerance. To further enhance its 
standing as a tolerant city and look towards a future of a greater embrace of diversity, it is worth 
stepping back and considering the value of a tolerant social contract in a city. First, we must 
consider what tolerance is.

Why should we have reason to 

value it? I argue that cities 

exemplify the value of diverse 

populations, and that tolerance 

and an embrace of diversity are 

crucial tools for their success. By 

facilitating extensive 

cooperation, experimentation, 

and social discovery, cities 

channel diversity into greater 

individual freedom, more 

cultural innovation, and general 

prosperity. The tolerant city 

doesn’t merely help us negotiate 

cultural disagreements, it helps 

us find new possibilities.

WHAT IS TOLERANCE?

1  Rawls, J., Political Liberalism (New York: Harvard University Press, 1996) pp 54-57.

Tolerance is a liberal practice 

that historically emerged as a 

way to avoid violent conflict over 

differences in religious beliefs. 

In Locke’s seminal essay, 

A Letter Concerning Toleration, 

he argued that we shouldn’t use 

the power of the state to force 

religious beliefs onto others. 

We won’t succeed, Locke 

insisted: we won’t change 

what’s in people’s hearts, and 

attempts to do so risks 

corrupting ourselves in the 

process. Over time, we’ve 

extended this idea of non-

interference more generally 

to cover a much wider range of 

beliefs and values. Liberalism is 

broadly permissive – so long as 

you are not violating someone 

else’s rights, you have wide 

latitude in your beliefs, values, 

and behaviors. John Rawls 

argued that liberal societies 

always face what he called “the 

burdens of judgment.” Rawls’ 

concept relates to well-meaning 

people who do their utmost to 

exercise reason nevertheless 

disagreeing about foundational 

values, how to best interpret 

empirical evidence, how to 

weigh competing 

considerations, and how to 

apply vague concepts to 

particular contexts. This will lead 

reasonable people to differ in 

their values, their religion, and 

their judgments about what 

constitutes an ideal society or 

a good life.1 Liberal freedoms 

of speech, conscience, and 

association will always be a 

source of new ideas, values, and 

ways of living. Liberal societies 

are, simply put, diverse and 

dynamic. Diversity is the 

inevitable outcome of freedom.

Tolerance, then, is a commitment 

to forbearance in dealing with 

this basic fact of diversity. It is 

the least demanding standard 

for respecting civic equality in 

a diverse society. Tolerance asks 

us to accept these differences of 

opinion, values, and behaviors 

that are all within the scope of 

the exercise of our liberal rights. 

You may well deeply disagree 

with these other views or 

behaviors, and perhaps even 

find them offensive to your 

sensibilities. A culture of 

tolerance does not ask you 

to endorse these things, or 

participate in them yourself. 

In this sense tolerance is a kind 

of minimum standard – it just 

requires that you allow others to 

follow their own conscience. 

But what makes tolerance a 

challenge is that you often 

deeply disagree with these 

other beliefs, values, and 

practices. It often seems like 

it would be nicer to be around 

only the values and behaviors 

that you endorse. This is of 

course an understandable 

impulse, and what makes 

tolerance a practice that requires 

some work on our part. A culture 

of tolerance gives all sides of our 

various disagreements room to 

pursue their own visions of a 

good life, but denies each of 

them the right to impose their 

vision of a good life onto others. 

In a tolerant society, we can 

debate and try to persuade each 

other, but we can’t impose our 

judgments on others.

2  Muldoon, R., Social Contract Theory for a Diverse World: Beyond Tolerance (New York: Routledge, 2016)

“IT OFTEN SEEMS LIKE IT WOULD 
BE NICER TO BE AROUND ONLY THE 
VALUES AND BEHAVIORS THAT YOU 
ENDORSE. THIS IS OF COURSE AN 

UNDERSTANDABLE IMPULSE, 
AND WHAT MAKES TOLERANCE A 
PRACTICE THAT REQUIRES SOME 

WORK ON OUR PART.” 

While there is much to celebrate 

about a culture of tolerance, it 

does have its limits in a diverse 

environment. Tolerance itself is 

more a matter of accepting that 

there will be people who have 

views or behaviors that you 

don’t like, and not something 

that gives one reason to value 

diversity. It likewise may seem 

to be a civic virtue of the 

powerful rather than a reciprocal 

obligation of citizens. After all, 

tolerating something generally 

implies the capacity to prevent 

it. But even in societies where 

people have unequal civic 

standing, a culture of tolerance 

meaningfully shapes our 

interactions and helps prevent 

escalating tensions. As we will 

see, even in this reduced 

version, tolerance can help 

support the conditions under 

which the benefits of diversity 

become more apparent. 

But as we move towards that 

environment, we can see reasons 

to not just tolerate difference, 

but positively embrace it.2 

This is a more demanding 

attitude. After all, you have to 

encourage or seek out beliefs 

and behaviors that you disagree 

with. But this more challenging 

stance comes with the benefit 

of seeing others more clearly as 

valuable cooperative partners. 

Instead of putting up with 

each other, we can value our 

differences because we see 

that these differences drive an 

increase in our capacities.
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THE ROLE OF CITIES IN A LIBERAL SOCIETY

Cities are powerful engines of 

growth. Cities like Amsterdam 

have flourished as sites of 

extensive trade. These economic 

gains do more than just generate 

wealth, however. Economic 

gains fuel population growth, 

as people flock towards 

opportunity. Larger populations 

allow for a bigger market, which 

allows for finer divisions of labor, 

driving up productivity and 

social surplus. In turn, bigger 

markets allow for more kinds 

of products and services, more 

revenues for more city services, 

and more cultural production. 

These agglomeration effects are 

well-understood economic 

phenomena, but somewhat less 

appreciated are the gains to the 

realization and exercise of liberal 

freedoms.  

Cities make us richer, yes. But 

the core reason for this – more 

people engaged in productive 

cooperation – is also why cities 

make us freer. Each of us can do 

more because of more and 

different people around us. The 

finer division of labor allows us 

to be more productive. But our 

options for our lives also 

dramatically increase. We can 

choose between a higher 

number of professional avenues. 

There is greater opportunity 

for education. The depth and 

breadth of cultural opportunities 

is similarly enriched. It is no 

accident that cities house 

orchestras, art museums, parks, 

restaurants, and theaters; or that 

cities attract and inspire artists, 

who find new collaborators 

and competitors in an extensive 

creative community. A city 

creates the space for more kinds 

of lives that one can lead. The 

driving force for this is that 

residents of cities are resources 

for one another. We extend each 

other’s capacities. Cities’ greater 

diversity means that it will be 

more likely that a minority 

need or want can be satisfied, 

because there are enough 

people in that minority to make 

catering to these needs and 

desires worthwhile. People 

finding new communities within 

a city can develop their talents 

with like-minded others, find 

challenge from people who 

disagree, and learn from the 

push and pull of collaboration 

and competition.

What we can do, and who we 

can be expands when there are 

other people around. This is 

especially true when those other 

people bring different ideas, 

different values, and different 

skills to the systems of social 

cooperation in which we are 

embedded. Those differences 

fuel the expansion of our 

capacities. A culture of tolerance 

helps to facilitate this. A positive 

embrace of diversity and 

inclusion can accelerate this 

growth of freedom.

TOLERANCE AND INCLUSIVE FREEDOM

3   Muldoon, R., ‘The Paradox of Diversity’ in Georgetown Journal of Law and 
Public Policy, Vol 16 (2018), pp 807-820.

While it is true that cities, 

and the power of expanded 

cooperation that they enable, 

can make us richer and freer, 

this is not guaranteed. It’s easy 

to be pleased about finding new 

kinds of vendors at the market. 

Yet it is perhaps harder to be 

happy about new religious 

groups competing with yours 

for adherents, or political parties 

arguing for the promotion of 

social ends you disagree with. 

Indeed, our history is rife with 

examples of violence brought on 

by too many people disagreeing 

over values. Just because we can 

cooperate with one another 

doesn’t mean that we will. 

But this is the hard-earned lesson 

of liberal society: we are all 

better off if we find a way to set 

aside disputes that arise from 

the burdens of judgment. When 

we instead try to force our 

beliefs onto others, people’s 

reactions can quickly escalate 

to violence. Tolerance is thus 

a crucial social technology. 

A culture of tolerance, where 

we all recognize a reciprocal 

obligation to make room for 

each other, and respect that we 

have different values, judgments, 

and views of the good life, 

allows for us to conceive of each 

other as civic friends who may 

disagree, rather than enemies. 

This can help facilitate the 

generalized social cooperation 

that allows cities to thrive. 

Undoubtedly, we can 

experience tolerance as a 

burden placed on us. To tolerate 

means that you are putting up 

with something that you don’t 

like. But the promise and power 

of cities can make the act of 

tolerance easier, and undeniably 

worth it. The rich diversity in a 

city and the many ways people 

find to exercise liberal freedoms 

bring us enormous cultural, 

social, and economic returns. 

Indeed, it may be the case that 

some of these rich benefits of 

diversity are in part caused by 

the social frictions that it can 

bring about.3

There’s an important 

consequence to this view. 

Because my freedom is caught 

up in a system of cooperation 

with others who help to augment 

my capacities, my freedom is 

enhanced when there are more 

abilities around. We are partners 

in our freedom, even when we 

disagree about important 

questions regarding what makes 

for a good life. Even when we 

disagree, my freedom is 

enhanced by drawing more 

people into a system of 

cooperation with me, and 

helping to ensure that their 

capacities are able to be 

augmented as well. Tolerance 

facilitates our ability to 

recognize each other as civic 

friends, or partners in a social 

enterprise that enhances our 

collective capacities and 

enriches our lives.
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A SOCIAL CONTRACT FOR TOLERANT CITIES

Fostering a culture of tolerance 

in cities is made easier with an 

implicit agreement – a social 

contract – on how we can 

institutionalize the protections 

of tolerance, enhance the returns 

to tolerance, and foster a 

positive embrace of diversity. 

While the details of 

implementation are best left 

to experiments within a given 

context, the core elements of 

such a social contract are clear. 

First, cities should foster a broad 

space of permissions. Individuals 

and associations should have the 

capacity to experiment, try new 

ways of living, and learn from 

each other. This helps to keep 

cities dynamic while enshrining 

the core element of tolerance, 

which is making room for a 

variety of considered values, 

beliefs, and behaviors. Second, 

as part of managing this broad 

set of permissions, we should 

find ways of balancing the 

burdens that our diverse 

interests and activities may 

place on one another. 

Inevitably, city life involves 

creating some impositions on 

each other. Rather than aiming 

to sharply limit these 

impositions, we should 

encourage a focus on balancing 

them, so that everyone feels that 

they are being treated fairly.

A social contract is inevitably 

more about our social and civic 

lives with each other, rather than 

our legal rights with respect to 

the government. It is therefore 

crucial to cultivate many 

overlapping communities within 

a city, instead of pretending it is 

one big community. Cities are 

wonderful expressions of a 

liberal open society, in which 

people may come and go, 

different communities can 

flourish, and experiments can be 

tried. The danger is in becoming 

a Balkanized environment, where 

each sub-community is isolated 

from others, either by spatial 

segregation or due to social 

norms that encourage group 

separation. Individuals should 

be capable of being members 

of multiple kinds of communities 

at once, and so have the 

opportunity to encounter 

people from different walks 

of life. This allows for alternative 

ways to find connection with one 

another, and helps to make us 

more willing to bear some of the 

burdens of tolerance. Sometimes 

our antagonist in one context is 

our friend in another. Making 

that more salient through a rich 

web of interconnections across 

various communities helps 

“THE RICH DIVERSITY IN A CITY AND 
THE MANY WAYS PEOPLE FIND TO 

EXERCISE LIBERAL FREEDOMS BRING 
US ENORMOUS CULTURAL, SOCIAL, 

AND ECONOMIC RETURNS.”

ensure that our disagreements 

can be amicably resolved, rather 

than fester into animosities.

Lastly, cities should work to 

prioritize and highlight the 

very thing that makes them 

so valuable – the gains to 

diversity and agglomeration. 

Trade, the arts, science, and 

other areas of human 

achievement that clearly benefit 

from diverse ideas and skills are 

exemplars of what we can do 

together. Cities that cultivate 

excellence in these areas will 

always have ready 

demonstrations of the value of 

diversity, and the benefits of 

tolerance. These domains are not 

merely examples of tolerance, 

but tools for integration, as they 

pull people into a system of 

social cooperation that offers 

large returns to all. If we are to 

move beyond tolerance and 

towards a positive embrace of 

diversity, we need to show its 

value to all. These are core 

instances of the sorts of 

overlapping communities that 

individuals can be a part of, 

and that help to generate new 

communities.

CONCLUSION

4   Gaus, G., (2021) The Open Society and its Complexities. New York: Oxford University Press

At their best, cities are dynamic, 

prosperous, and always evolving. 

They often exhibit what Gerald 

Gaus calls “autocatalytic 

diversity:” an endless stream of 

new ideas, new possibilities, and 

new ways of living.4  A tolerant 

city can leverage this as a 

resource.  We can all make each 

other freer and more capable of 

living the lives we wish to lead. 

We just need to be sure that we 

are making room for each other. 

A tolerant social contract helps 

to enshrine these values, and 

lays the groundwork for a 

positive embrace of diversity 

and difference. ■
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CONFLICTS IN THE SPORTS SECTOR

But how does this explain the 

ongoing conflicts in the sports 

sector? Where racism is still a 

huge issue in football stadiums, 

and athletes feel like they can’t 

always come out when they are 

gay? Where people with a 

disability still don’t have the 

same opportunities to play 

sports? How tolerant and 

inclusive is this sports sector? 

I often feel that the only people 

being tolerant are the people 

actually ‘standing on the court.’ 

Outsiders are not involved, and 

not really included. Why is it that 

players from rival clubs can be 

good friends but their fans can’t 

stand each other?

The Cruyff Foundation (NGO) 

was founded 25 years ago by 

Johan Cruyff, the legendary 

football player and former coach 

from Ajax Amsterdam and 

Barcelona FC. Back then we 

started to support projects for 

children with disabilities, and 

have continued to do so ever 

since. However, our most 

recognizable project in our 

portfolio is the Cruyff Courts. 

These so-called mini football 

pitches have been built in 

communities all around the 

world. They are often located in 

deprived areas and always with 

the aim of increasing social 

cohesion. But it’s much more 

than a football pitch. We 

educate local coaches who 

engage with children and 

youngsters from the community. 

Through several different 

programs, we teach them how 

to use sports to address certain 

social issues. In addition to these 

coaches and programs, we 

want to include other local 

organizations and involve them 

in the Cruyff Court. After all, 

you can achieve more together 

than alone. We include these 

organizations, such as 

elementary schools, football 

clubs, the municipality, and 

other NGOs, by formalizing 

a so-called ‘social contract.’ 

Sports can connect people from different backgrounds, cultures and religions. It’s a universal 
language which inspires and creates role models. It seems like the ideal platform where 
tolerance can thrive and where people are in total harmony. But is this really true? 

In my work as CEO for the Johan 

Cruyff Foundation, we develop 

children through sports and 

teach them about values, 

respect, social skills, and 

equality. I’ve experienced this 

myself during my years playing 

as a professional basketball 

player. I was very fortunate to 

play in different countries and to 

play with different nationalities 

in one team. It gave me the 

opportunity to learn about other 

people, cultures, and religions, 

and with different perspectives 

on life. I’ve played basketball 

with Black, Asian, Caucasian, 

Muslim, Christian, gay, and 

autistic men. As soon as we 

stepped on to that basketball 

court, we were equal, despite all 

our differences, disabilities, 

religions, cultures, or sexual 

preferences. 

We were wearing the ‘same 

jersey.’ We had respect for each 

other and we found common 

ground. This mutual 

understanding continued far 

beyond the boundaries of the 

basketball court. The results of 

this fellowship were victories, 

championships, and even more 

important, friendships for life. 

To me this is tolerance. 

In this contract each 

organization pledges its 

contribution to the Cruyff Court 

for the years to come. From the 

perspective of the Foundation, 

it is helpful to make groups 

accountable for the success of 

the pitch. Because ultimately, 

the Cruyff Court should be a safe 

public space where people can 

meet, play together, develop, 

and have fun. By including other 

organizations and people — 

literally inviting them on to 

the court — we reach a 

better understanding of their 

challenges. It actually helps 

the community to become 

more tolerant.

Understanding each other, 

having respect for one another, 

and playing together: to me 

these values are the way to 

achieve more tolerance in the 

world. It was the main reason 

for me to participate in the 

Amsterdam Conference of 

Tolerance on 20 January. The 

day involved ‘playing together’ 

with peers, but also listening 

to both positive and negative 

experiences from other sectors, 

and re-evaluating my own 

perspective on the definition of 

tolerance. Its interpretation was 

a core topic of the day, and a 

question that stuck with me even 

after the conference ended was, 

“Is being tolerant ‘to be and let 

be?’ Is this enough, or do we 

really need to get to know each 

other and gain understanding 

and respect by doing so?“ 

Of course, ‘To be and let be’ 

is a great first step towards 

achieving tolerance. It will 

definitely result in fewer social 

issues and conflicts. But will 

it take away prejudice? Or 

thoughts and actions based on 

false or incomplete information? 

Our perspective on life is mainly 

based on experiences within our 

surroundings. As long as we 

don’t change our surroundings, 

our experiences will most likely 

similarly stay the same.  

As a kid, I grew up in a small 

village with mostly white 

residents. I did not go to a 

multi-cultural school. In the 

movies of my childhood, 

villains were played by either 

Muslim, Afro-American, or 

Russian actors. At that time I 

didn’t know any gay people. 

The parents of all my friends 

and classmates had well-paid 

jobs and went on holidays at 

least once a year. To me this 

was the benchmark.

“I OFTEN FEEL THAT THE ONLY 
PEOPLE BEING TOLERANT ARE THE 

PEOPLE ACTUALLY ‘STANDING 
ON THE COURT.’ OUTSIDERS 

ARE NOT INVOLVED, AND 
NOT REALLY INCLUDED.”

37 38

The Social Contract Of The Tolerant City

SPORTS AND TOLERANCE



I was fortunate that my mom was 

working at a daycare center for 

individuals with special needs, 

meaning that people with 

disabilities were a natural part 

of my life. It was only later when 

I changed my surroundings and 

got invited to ‘the court’ of other 

cultures, religions, and sexual 

preferences that my views 

changed with me. And for the 

better! It has enriched me on so 

many levels. It has enhanced my 

perspective on life, my values, 

my friendships, and my way of 

thinking. So ‘to be and let be’ is 

not enough for me anymore. 

I want to go more in-depth with 

people. I want to invite them to 

‘my court’ as I have been invited 

to others. I want to know more 

about the rules of ‘their game,’, 

their victories, and their losses. 

So, would it be enough to just 

connect with other people, 

engage with them, and really get 

to know them? During the 

Amsterdam Conference of 

Tolerance, it was suggested that 

we make a social contract for 

cities, just as we do on a smaller 

scale with the Cruyff Court 

communities. But do we really 

need to sign such a social 

contract? That is, an agreement 

with rules, promises, and values 

to which we hold each other 

accountable. Would this really 

help, and what would such a 

contract look like? Who would 

be responsible for monitoring 

this contract? Would it be the 

municipality or other authorities? 

“THE OUTCOME OF THIS RELATIONSHIP IS 
NOT RELATED TO THE PARAGRAPHS IN THE 

AGREEMENT, BUT IS DETERMINED BY 
CONSISTENTLY ENGAGING WITH ALL 

PARTIES INVOLVED. IT IS A PROCESS THAT 
DEMANDS PATIENCE, FLEXIBILITY, 

LISTENING, AND ADAPTING.”

HOW TO BUILD UP TOLERANCE FOR OTHERS

I’m not sure if such a contract 

would be the solution. Because 

although we use the social 

contract in our Cruyff Court 

projects, it’s been used more 

as a tool to include others to 

our platform. It is a tool to start 

a conversation, followed by a 

relationship. The outcome of 

this relationship is not related 

to the paragraphs in the 

agreement, but is determined 

by consistently engaging with 

all parties involved. It is a 

process that demands 

patience, flexibility, listening, 

and adapting. And even though 

we believe we are doing a 

great job at our Cruyff Courts, 

sometimes we forget about 

these principles. A couple of 

years ago we had the idea to 

empower girls at one of our 

pitches. The main reason was 

that girls are underrepresented 

when it comes to playing sports. 

Together with our local Cruyff 

Foundation coach we organized 

a girls-only football tournament. 

The start was great: a lot of 

happy girls were playing 

football and having fun. 

That was, until some boys from 

the community showed up. 

They didn’t feel welcome at 

the Cruyff Court, they said, 

and claimed it was their court 

where girls weren’t allowed. 

At one point they were even 

throwing eggs at the girls 

because they were angry and 

disappointed that they weren’t 

allowed to use the court. 

During the evaluation of this 

catastrophic project we came 

to a crucial conclusion. In order 

to empower the girls we forgot 

to include the boys. We didn’t 

invite them to the court, 

meaning they became outsiders.

So when it comes to increasing 

tolerance in communities, sports 

can be an effective tool to bring 

people together. It can be a 

great way to get them involved, 

to let them learn from each 

other, and to unite them. But 

we have to take into account 

that building an outdoor 

sports facility and signing a 

social contract in communities 

is not enough. It takes good 

people, solid relationships, and 

quality programs to make sure 

that a diverse group will actually 

meet and engage with each 

other. It’s important to invite 

everyone to ‘the court,’ to listen 

to them, to involve them in ‘the 

game.’ If we do that, there will 

be much more respect and 

tolerance in communities 

worldwide. And the result 

might be a winning team! ■

NIELS MEIJER is CEO of the Johan Cruyff Foundation, that supports and develops 

impactful sports and play projects all around the world. Niels Meijer has been 

CEO of the Johan Cruyff Foundation for 7 years now. Much longer he has been 

involved in the ‘World of Johan Cruyff’. After being a professional Basketball 

player, he successfully completed the Master in Sports Management at the Johan 

Cruyff Institute. He was inspired by the vision of Johan Cruyff and became 

Manager of the Johan Cruyff Institute in Amsterdam. Niels is committed to make 

sport possible for everyone, and that is why 7 years ago he made a switch to the 

Johan Cruyff Foundation. Where he, together with his team, works every day to 

create more space for children for whom sport isn’t a guaranteed part of their 

lives. Besides being the direct of the Cruyff Foundation he is also board member 

of the Dutch Basketball Federation.
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It was March 2018. Since 2006 I had been an active politician in the city of Amsterdam. 
As a city councilor I contributed to the evolution of Amsterdam, especially in urban planning 
and city development. 

As an urban planner I am not 

only interested in bricks and 

asphalt, but also in the ‘city 

system’. The city is more than 

what we see: it is a balanced 

system in which people can live 

and flourish. In my opinion it is 

the place where ideas and 

innovation start. In my years as a 

politician, I realized that there is 

an unbalance in the system that 

is mainly concerned with 

tolerance, or the lack of 

tolerance. In my farewell speech 

in city council on that very day 

four years ago, I called for action 

on the lack of tolerance. It is a 

worldwide problem, but in my 

opinion, the only city that can 

start a movement towards more 

tolerance is Amsterdam.

IS AMSTERDAM STILL AN OPEN AND TOLERANT CITY?

In my speech I referred to 

incidents that occurred in 

Amsterdam. That was in 2018, 

but unfortunately they still 

happen today. Windows of 

Israeli restaurants getting 

smashed, beheaded dolls in 

front of mosques, women 

getting harassed on the streets, 

rainbow flags being set on fire 

in student apartment buildings 

— the list goes on. 

These incidents do not match 

my image of Amsterdam when 

I arrived in this city as a student. 

I came from a rather 

conservative village not far 

from the city, and was delighted 

to live in a place known 

internationally for its openness 

and tolerance. In my years as 

a student, I enjoyed that 

freedom and saw only good 

things in Amsterdam.

As a frequent traveler I meet a 

lot of people, all over the world. 

Because I often travel solo, 

I have enjoyed many 

conversations in restaurants 

and bars with other travelers 

or locals. In almost all of those 

conversations, the reaction at 

me telling them I was from 

Amsterdam was the same. 

People were excited to hear 

that. For the rest of the world, 

Amsterdam is that tolerant and 

open city that I knew from my 

youth. And I always was very 

pleased to hear that; it made 

me proud. I was living in that 

city that so many people envied. 

But maybe I was a little ignorant 

and caught in a tunnel of 

positivity.

Years later, I caught myself 

reacting differently than before. 

More and more, my answer was 

not one of confirmation of other 

people’s positive thoughts of 

Amsterdam. Increasingly, I 

felt the urge to stand against 

that image; it is no longer that 

tolerant city. It is not that 

open city anymore. In fact, as 

an openly gay person, I was 

shocked to discover that I felt 

better in other cities like Madrid 

and New York than I did in my 

own Amsterdam. Significantly, 

that may not have been because 

of an improvement in those 

cities, but rather the downward 

movement in Amsterdam. 

In these other cities, it felt like 

people didn’t judge others, 

there was a feeling of: just live 

your life and enjoy it. 

“IN MY FAREWELL SPEECH 
IN CITY COUNCIL ON THAT 

VERY DAY FOUR YEARS AGO, 
I CALLED FOR ACTION ON THE 

LACK OF TOLERANCE. 
IT IS A WORLDWIDE PROBLEM, 
BUT IN MY OPINION, THE ONLY 

CITY THAT CAN START A 
MOVEMENT TOWARDS MORE 

TOLERANCE IS AMSTERDAM.”

I am aware that this would not 

be the same in every part of 

those other cities. But in certain 

districts, I felt relieved and 

happy, more so than in 

Amsterdam. That feeling got to 

me so much that it was time to 

stand up and speak out.

In my speech for the city council 

in 2018 I proposed a worldwide 

movement of improving 

tolerance, starting in Amsterdam. 

This is the city in which to start 

a global conversation about 

tolerance precisely because 

of the misperception that 

Amsterdam is still an open 

and tolerant city. The issue is 

of course universal, but I am 

nevertheless highly convinced 

that all innovation and progress 

starts in cities, and they can play 

a key role in transitions the 

world needs. That is partly 

because cities are very diverse, 

but also because of the presence 

of institutes and innovative 

businesses. My question for the 

Amsterdam city council was this: 

would it embrace the initiative 

of organizing an international 

conference on tolerance to start 

or further discussions around 

tolerance and especially its 

diminishing presence? 

The council agreed unanimously 

and the idea of the conference 

on tolerance was born.

The conference took place on 

28 January 2022. People from 

all over the globe were together 

online and offline to discuss 

tolerance under a conference 

title of ‘The Social Contract of 

the Tolerant City.’ The main 

questions were: what should 

the social contract of the tolerant 

city look like, what are its 

components, and who should 

sign it? In my introduction to 

the conference, I told the 

audience that my opinion and 

my reflection on tolerance is 

not based on science. Although 

other participants were able to 

give a scientific viewpoint, mine 

was based on my experiences 

in Amsterdam as a city councilor 

and as an inhabitant. Because 

I am also part of a minority that 

experiences a high level of 

intolerance, these are subjective. 

In this essay, the thoughts in my 

mind go straight to the paper. 
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SOCIAL CONTRACT FROM ANOTHER PERSPECTIVE

My first thoughts about a social 

contract were hesitant. Angry 

and sad about incidents in my 

city, I caught myself focusing on 

punishment and repression. In a 

national conference on tolerance 

in November 2020, I was in a 

panel together with rabbi Lody 

van der Kamp in Amsterdam. He 

opened my eyes to another 

perspective on social contracts. 

He told the story of antisemitism 

in the western part of the city. 

Some young guys who were 

being arrested for antisemitism 

got a visit from the rabbi. He 

brought them to the Anne Frank 

House at the Prinsengracht, 

where Frank and her family 

sheltered during World War Two, 

before being deported to a 

concentration camp where the 

diarist died. Van der Kamp told 

us how he saw change in the 

faces of the young men. They 

were unaware of the significance 

and implications of their actions. 

They had no clue what they were 

doing and by showing them 

Frank’s story, their eyes were 

opened. It is not all about 

punishment, it is also and 

probably mainly about people 

being unaware.

That is the main challenge we are 

facing. Making people conscious 

of their acts. I am convinced 

(again: not evidence-based) that 

most of the intolerant acts we 

are facing in Western cities are 

committed out of ignorance. 

Besides ignorance I believe that 

jealousy is part of it too. 

Not getting what you really 

want, and not living the life you 

really want, can be part of the 

reason too for committing these 

acts. That brings me to my 

changed opinion: that it is not 

only repression and punishment 

we should aim for, but another 

way to deal with intolerance. 

And maybe a social contract can 

be part of that.

In my daily life I am working 

on long-term visions for 

municipalities in The 

Netherlands. In my country, 

we have a tradition of 

participation. Let the inhabitants, 

the social organizations, and the 

business owners participate in 

the process of making a long-

term vision for the cities or 

villages in which they live and 

work. But with participation 

comes responsibility; it is not 

enough to say what you want 

and expect it to be written into 

the plans. Rather, it is a matter of 

combining interests and drafting 

a balanced plan. Why am I 

saying this? Because the success 

of a social contract depends on 

the commitment people and 

organizations are willing to show. 

Just as with participation, there 

is a business component in a 

social contract. 

“I AM CONVINCED 
- AGAIN: NOT EVIDENCE-BASED - 
THAT MOST OF THE INTOLERANT 

ACTS WE ARE FACING IN WESTERN 
CITIES ARE COMMITTED OUT 

OF IGNORANCE.”

The word ‘contract’ says it all: the 

level of commitment people and 

organizations are willing to 

agree upon, is pure business. 

Otherwise, a contract would not 

stand.

With that in mind it is important 

to agree on the parties involved 

in the social contract. It is not 

viable to ask individuals to sign a 

social contract, so we are looking 

at organizations here, as well as 

local authorities. But I would like 

to add two more parties to the 

contract. The first is businesses. 

Businesses working with people 

vulnerable for committing 

intolerant acts are very 

important to educate and 

making their employees more 

conscious of the effects or their 

(potential) acts. The second 

party I would recommend 

involving in the social contract is 

schools and universities. They 

can provide the scientific and 

educational aspects of the 

contract so that everything that 

follows is the opposite of this 

essay: evidence-based. My goal 

was to start discussions about an 

issue we are all facing: 

intolerance. I find it unbearable 

that I cannot be myself exactly 

the way I want to be. 

Subconsciously, I am always 

questioning whether it is smart 

to kiss a gay boyfriend on the 

street, or even walk hand in 

hand. I am not the only one, and 

it is not only about LGBTQI+ 

incidents. It is a bigger problem 

that we are facing. My goal is 

reached by organizing this 

conference. Nevertheless, the 

discussion has only just got 

started. I am thankful the city of 

Amsterdam took the initiative to 

start this global discussion, and I 

truly hope it will be just the start 

of a more tolerant world. Is that 

naïve? Maybe, but we are all in 

this together so let’s try the 

hardest we can to let anyone live 

the life they want to live. ■ 

TJAKKO DIJK is a spatial-economic advisor 

at Arcadis and a former city counselor for 

the City of Amsterdam.
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Inherent to the concept of tolerance is the potential of rejection. If we don’t have 
the chance to send someone away or the possibility of ignoring them, we tolerate. 

It is a mental struggle to keep 

on tolerating the things 

or people we find so repulsive. 

What’s more, it is invariably only 

a matter of time until we can no 

longer handle the situation; we 

all have boundaries. In tolerance 

there’s an expectation towards 

the other party to be better or 

more according to your 

preferences. If the other doesn’t 

meet your conditions, they are 

not accepted, only tolerated. 

So basically, tolerating means: 

we do not accept a person for 

who he or she is, and stay in 

conflict.

TOLERANCE VERSUS ACCEPTANCE

Acceptance is a kinder attitude, 

without such a negative 

undertone. If we agree with 

someone, there’s not even a 

need for acceptance; we are 

already on the same team.  

Acceptance is possible when 

someone is from the other side: 

we accept someone with a 

different point of view, we agree 

to disagree with that person 

and accept this. This results in 

regarding other people as equal 

despite all the differences. 

The conditionality of tolerance 

has disappeared in the attitude 

of acceptance. By the mere 

acknowledgment of everyone’s 

equality, we not only respect 

their life (even that of a serial 

killer) but also their entire 

individuality. Because this last 

option seems somewhat 

idealistic and unattainable, 

politicians — especially the ones 

who call Amsterdam a ‘tolerant 

city’ — tend to aim low: we 

expect people only to tolerate 

each other. I disagree here. 

We must aim higher. The level 

we want to achieve is that of 

acceptance.

In order to make the jump from 

tolerance or ignoring or 

rejecting each other, all the way 

to acceptance, people first have 

to get to know these differences, 

understand them, and eventually 

accept them. We never expect 

agreement! People have the 

right to their own opinion, 

religion, culture, and lifestyle, 

so we do not expect surrender 

or assimilation.

The question is: how to reach it? 

How to make people accepting 

of each other, each other’s point 

of views, and resultant behavior?

“TOLERATING MEANS: 
WE DO NOT ACCEPT A 
PERSON FOR WHO HE 
OR SHE IS, AND STAY 

IN CONFLICT.”

A PHILOSOPHICAL DIALOGUE (IN CLASSROOMS) TO REACH ACCEPTANCE

Acceptance can never be a 

top-down instruction: ‘Thou 

shall accept.’ Whenever this kind 

of rule is placed upon (young) 

people, they might know how 

to behave, but the behavior will 

not come from themselves as 

autonomous individuals. And 

those autonomous individuals 

are who we are trying to reach 

in this democratic society based 

on equality.

Already for many years, 

dialogue seems to be the 

answer. Only by meeting 

someone who is different, 

and getting to know a real 

person representing another 

group you’re not part of, creates 

the possibility of an insight. 

That is, ‘They are also human 

beings, I am different but still 

accept them as a person.’ 

People have organized many 

dialogue-tables in the city, 

and have brought a homosexual 

person into a classroom or a 

group of anti-gay people. 

These activities accommodate 

the confrontation that is required 

and we hope these meetings 

between former strangers have 

created insights of acceptance.

But even without real life 

examples, a dialogue is 

possible about any given 

subject. A dialogue can be a 

real ‘meeting’ between different 

point of views, once it is guided 

philosophically. Instead of 

aiming for consensus and 

merely expressing first 

impressions and unreflected 

opinions, in a philosophical 

conversation all participants 

are invited to reflect on their 

own perspective and think 

about the reasons they 

believe what they believe. While 

they reflect on themselves, they 

do this in discussion with the 

opposite opinion. It is only 

possible to build a solid 

underpinning of arguments 

when you know the possible 

counterarguments. That’s why 

it’s necessary for a participant 

to listen carefully to the 

representatives of 

another perspective.
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In a philosophical conversation 

there is no one who has reached 

the truth. There’s no one who 

wins. Because in philosophy 

there are no facts for answers. 

We are just expressing and 

investigating our thoughts, 

opinions, beliefs, and 

convictions. Simply, there are 

values to weigh and concepts 

to define.

What happens in a philosophical 

conversation can be modeled 

out in terms of an idea coming 

from  the early-nineteenth 

century philosopher, Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. He 

had an interesting take on the 

history of ideas. In short, he saw 

a pattern in the development 

of ideas, ideologies, and beliefs. 

First there is the thesis, then 

the anti-thesis, and finally 

the synthesis. 

For example: 
 

Thesis:   First, people believed in God, i.e,.: ‘God exists.’

Anti-thesis:  ‘Prove it! God does not exist.’

Synthesis:   ‘There’s those in favor and those against the position that God exists. But what exactly do 

you mean by the concept, ‘God?’ What would you define as God — for example, is it 

chance, fate, the universe, creating power, or love? And does it matter if you call that God?’

What happens in the synthesis 

is not just the combination of 

the two. It is a deeper insight in 

which one stands above the two 

former perspectives and realizes 

that although contradictory, they 

try to describe the same reality. 

Synthesis prompts new 

questions to emerge, stepping 

over the initial question (‘Does 

God exist?’) to deeper ones, 

where the duality is synthesized: 

‘What is God, what is the nature 

of reality, and does labeling 

make a difference?’

One could compare the 

synthesis to the yin-yang symbol 

of Eastern traditions: the black 

and the white are equally 

intertwined, the opposite and 

contrary forces are actually 

interconnected, interdependent, 

and complementary. The view of 

the whole is key: in the phase 

of synthesis, we take a meta 

(beyond)-point of view, we see 

perspectives for what they are: 

perspectives.

For instance: 
 

Thesis:    ‘Homosexuals are haram/dirty/sinful/against human nature. I reject homosexuals.’

Anti-thesis:   ‘Homosexuality is natural, and you should accept them!

Synthesis:   ‘There are those in favor and those against. But what makes a person gay? What is natural? 

Can you choose who you love? Where do we find rules to know what’s right? How do you 

know this? If someone is sinful in your eyes, what’s the best way to react?’

Basically, the synthesis is a 

dissolvement of the former 

contradiction by asking follow-

up questions, in this case: what 

is homosexuality? Or: how do 

we know what is right? 

This move deepens the yes-no 

discussion to where we can let 

go of our convictions and just 

investigate reality. In this way 

we realize, and the children in 

the classroom do too, how we 

all have our own perspective. 

A perspective is not a bad thing. 

People, and young people as 

well, are entirely entitled to stay 

with their original opinion. The 

result of the philosophical 

conversation is a cognitive 

insight, namely: ‘we are all 

having perspectives.’ This follows 

naturally from the discussion 

itself. Because David realizes that 

Fatima disagrees, they accept 

the structure of opposites. 

The rules of the game are for 

David to defend his stance, but 

to do so he needs to reflect on 

and investigate his position and 

at the same time listen to Fatima, 

and understand what she means. 

In order to respond to her with 

another considered point or 

question, he needs to really 

understand her position, and 

acknowledge that there are 

multiple possible positions, 

not just his own. And the same 

goes for Fatima.
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AN OPEN MIND IN PRACTICE

With an open mind, we, the 

teachers, principals, civil 

servants, or mayors should 

accept that people have all 

possible perspectives. Even 

those that are contradictory to 

our own.  

I can hear you thinking: ‘But 

certain opinions are 

unacceptable, aren’t they? We 

cannot agree to disagree on 

everything! What about 

terrorism? What about 

homophobia? What about 

extreme political opinions?’ 

Of course, it is important to 

check if such an idealistic 

proposition is not naïve, and 

where we should draw the line 

of what is acceptable. 

But, while thinking about it, the 

line was already drawn, ages 

ago. The baseline of how to 

behave socially is protected by 

law, as well as school rules. These 

norms clearly state that no one 

may use or encourage violence 

or constrain another’s human 

rights: this is law. On top of that, 

school rules dictate no bullying. 

As long as people don’t break 

these rules, they may believe, 

plead, and behave as they 

please.

If you’re aiming for the attitude 

of acceptance, you must try to 

accept people who are actually 

believing the exact opposite. Try 

to understand them, don’t reject 

the person. Agree to disagree.

And again, there is a boundary: 

no violence. So the America-

hater may hate all they want, but 

obviously terrorism is forbidden. 

Still they are entitled to their 

opinion. Also being in favor of 

torture or female circumcision, 

or let’s say slavery. Who are we 

to believe someone should not 

have this opinion? As long as 

someone does not break the 

actual law, all opinions are 

admissible. Asking a 

philosophical question is a way 

for that person to reflect on their 

position and for you a way to 

understand their thoughts. 

“TO MAKE THE YOUTH FAMILIAR TO THE 
ATTITUDE OF ACCEPTANCE, I WOULD 

RECOMMEND SCHOOLS TO COMMIT TO 
THE PRACTICE OF PHILOSOPHICAL 

CONVERSATIONS”

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

I would like to ask all of you: are 

you in daily life able to make the 

cognitive leap to understand 

there are different perspectives 

and stand above it? Or are you 

taking sides, judging someone, 

or otherwise devaluing them for 

their stupid alternative 

perspective?

Personally, I made it my life’s 

mission to be wise, understand 

everyone, and be accepting — 

but I must admit, I do sometimes 

hit a wall. If people I know vote 

for horrible political parties or 

believe in farfetched and 

paranoid theories, I feel 

shocked. Within the Hegelian 

dynamics, I am stuck in one of 

the extremes of polarization, and 

even if I try to make the jump 

into synthesis, my emotional 

attachment makes it hard to stay 

up there. It might take a while 

for me to accept that things like 

xenophobia or deep 

irrationalism exist in the world. 

In some cases friendships end, 

but I nevertheless agree to 

disagree. I don’t wish the other 

party bad luck or hate them. 

To make the youth familiar with 

the attitude of acceptance, I 

recommend schools commit to 

the practice of philosophical 

conversations, ideally weekly, 

and about any given topic. 

The philosophical questioning 

enhances their critical thinking 

and leads to synthesis. Pupils 

become aware of the fact that 

their own ‘truth’ is just one 

perspective and understand that 

another person has another 

point of view. Only when this 

is built into the structure of 

education can we expect 

children to rise to the level of 

acceptance, instead of basic 

tolerance. ■

SABINE WASSENBERG (1981) is a philosopher. She’s been teaching philosophy in 

primary and secondary schools for over 15 years. She trains people in philosophy 

for children and gives philosophical 1:1 and group sessions. She writes books for 

children to induce philosophical thinking, educational books for teachers and 

parents and non-fiction about her own philosophy.
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LEVELS OF TOLERANCE FOR DIVERSITY

In his presentation at the 

conference, Mikael Hjerm 

outlined three levels of tolerance 

for diversity. His most basic 

expression was that of 

acceptance, where individuals 

did not interfere with each other, 

accepting their existence but not 

necessarily accepting the others’ 

rights to equality. That level of 

tolerance requires a second, 

more involved degree of respect 

for diversity under which others 

who are different are treated as 

equals. The third level of 

tolerance – both more 

demanding and potentially 

more rewarding and beneficial 

for all – involves the 

appreciation of diversity as 

valuable and worthy of 

esteem, even celebration. 

Modern employers are often 

keen to represent themselves 

as institutions that promote 

tolerance, celebrating and 

benefiting from their members’ 

diversity. However, both 

quantitative evidence on 

issues such as pay equality 

and the representativeness of 

corporate boards and qualitative 

data on workplace experiences 

often find the realities at work 

do not match this rhetoric.

In a tolerant city, citizens and 

civic leaders may expect 

employers to support 

tolerance, respect, and inclusion. 

But history and the evidence tell 

us that this will not uniformly 

be the case. So how can greater 

tolerance be promoted in the 

workplace? What part might 

regulation play and what might 

be the processes through which 

a social contract of tolerance 

might be most effectively 

delivered? To address this 

question, it is useful to consider 

what organization theory, 

and decades of research on 

organizational structures and 

processes, tell us about what 

explains what happens inside 

the workplace.

For a city to be able to think of itself as a tolerant place to live it will need to be a tolerant 
place to work. The intensities and tensions of the social relationships and interactions of a city’s 
citizens are mirrored and often magnified in work organizations whether they are large 
corporations, small firms, public sector providers of services, or voluntary and charitable 
organizations. If tolerance begins with the acceptance of differences of opinions, behaviors 
and even values then this can provide particular challenges in workplace contexts that require 
collaboration amongst diverse individuals to deliver organizational outcomes.1 

1  As Ryan Muldoon outlined in his presentation at the conference.

These are social settings where 

those differences cannot be 

ignored or dismissed as 

irritations between citizens. 

Since diversity – of race, 

religion, political beliefs, social 

values, and so on – is inevitable 

in modern societies, so it is that 

workforces have come 

to increasingly represent those 

complex demographics; and 

often society’s inequalities in 

opportunity or economic reward 

are reproduced at work. Three 

WHAT EXPLAINS ORGANIZATIONAL FORMS?

2   See Cohen, M.D., March, J.G., Olsen, J.P., ‘A Garbage Can Model of Organizational Choice,’ Administrative Science 
Quarterly (1972) 17 (1): pp 1–25. doi:10.2307/2392088

3   This has become a vast literature but for those interested in the underpinning theory for what I am describing here, 
the key reference is DiMaggio and Powell (1983). See https://www.enriquedans.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/
The_Iron_Cage_Revisted_Institutional_Isomorphism_a.pdf

One might begin with an 

expectation that organizations 

are places of rational decision 

making that is oriented around 

effectively and efficiently 

delivering on the objectives 

of that organization. That 

expectation rarely survives an 

encounter with the realities of 

how organizations operate in 

practice and how their members 

behave day-to-day. In fact, 

organizations are places of 

personal, often highly subjective 

if not self-interested, decision 

making where power dynamics 

and political divisions are 

commonplace. 

Models of rational decision 

making are taught in university 

classes on management 

primarily as a basis from which 

more ‘realistic’ alternatives such 

as bounded rationality, political 

coalitions, and, my personal 

favorite, ‘garbage can’ decision 

making are introduced and 

explained.2 But this is not to say 

that organizational practices are 

not in some ways predictable, 

nor is it to be taken from these 

insights that purposeful 

organizational change cannot be 

effected, though it is somewhat 

more complex and tension-riven 

than many airport business 

books or hagiographies of 

here-today, gone-tomorrow 

business leaders would have 

you to believe…

There are some important 

insights from organization theory 

that can help us understand 

what actually happens within 

workplaces. One such insight 

is that organizations are not 

islands, immune from external 

influences of various kinds. 

A second is that the fundamental 

determinant of an organization’s 

survival, never mind relative 

success, is that it is seen to be 

‘legitimate’ and thus able to 

secure the resources needed 

to operate in whatever sector 

it may be. In combination, these 

two aspects have been at the 

foundation of an institutional 

theory understanding of 

organization.3 

“SINCE DIVERSITY – OF RACE, RELIGION, 
POLITICAL BELIEFS, SOCIAL VALUES, AND SO ON 
– IS INEVITABLE IN MODERN SOCIETIES, SO IT IS 

THAT WORKFORCES HAVE COME TO 
INCREASINGLY REPRESENT THOSE COMPLEX 

DEMOGRAPHICS; AND OFTEN SOCIETY’S 
INEQUALITIES IN OPPORTUNITY OR ECONOMIC 

REWARD ARE REPRODUCED AT WORK.”
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Early work in this vein identified 

three ‘pressures to conform’ that 

organizations within proximate 

areas of activity responded to in 

various degrees in order to be 

deemed legitimate. These are 

Coercive: produced by 

regulatory and legal pressures 

to conform, and through 

pressures from powerful actors; 

Normative: resulting from norms 

developed during education and 

professionalization processes 

that inform organizational 

actions; and Mimetic: the 

tendency to imitate other 

organizations that are viewed 

as legitimate and successful. 

Taken together, these three 

forces produce a tendency for 

organizations to adopt similar 

practices and become more 

similar in organizational form. 

This is the case in both the public 

and private sector, though the 

nature of the forces and their 

dynamics may vary 

considerably. Informed by these 

insights, how can we influence 

organizations in order to 

promote tolerance at work?

PROMOTING TOLERANCE AT WORK IN THEORY

4   As my colleague Ed Heery reminded me when reading an earlier draft of this essay, the work of Frank Dobbin is 
instructive here, including on why diversity programs are more effectively delivered by engaging managers in 
solving the problems rather than policing their actions. See Dobbin, F. and Kalev, A., ‘Why Diversity Programs Fail’, 
Harvard Business School, July-August (2016), pp 52-60. 

5   Though note that a key tenet of institutional organizational theory is that such agency may be highly circumscribed in 
practice. 

6   Some of our own research has looked at the difficulties in delivering organizational change despite a concerted 
campaign, in this case in English local government (Ashworth et al, 2009). See Ashworth, R. E., Boyne, G. A. and 
Delbridge, R., Escape from the iron cage? Organizational change and isomorphic pressures in the public 
sector. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 19(1), (2009) pp. 165-187. (10.1093/jopart/mum038)

Let’s consider three options for 

promoting change within 

workplaces: Regulation, role 

models, and (re-)education. Each 

of these maps onto one of the 

forces above. Regulation speaks 

to the notion of coercive forces 

and shapes the context of an 

organization’s operations. This 

might include employment law 

and the regulation of equality, 

diversity, and inclusivity. Such 

regulation impacts directly on 

individual organizations and also 

operates across sectors or 

‘organizational fields’ of related 

employers. 

However, since it is coercive and 

may be experienced as such, it 

is likely to prompt resistance or 

at the very least reluctance on 

the part of those being required 

to change. This means that 

regulation is often restricted 

in its effectiveness, particularly 

amongst the most recalcitrant 

organizations which is precisely 

where we would wish to be most 

effective in promoting change.4  

The other two options look more 

promising in the sense that they 

may be experienced as positive 

choices that are being taken by 

the actors themselves within any 

individual workplace.5 

The identification and promotion 

of role models is born from the 

insight of the powerful influence 

of mimeticism, that is the 

copying of others who are seen 

to be successful. Role models 

promote positive behaviors and 

exemplify successful practices 

and outcomes, thereby 

encouraging imitation. A second 

‘positive choice’ comes through 

(re-) education. This taps into 

normative pressures to conform 

and informs actors of alternatives 

and their potential benefits. 

Both role modelling and 

education are areas of activity 

that civic leaders, civic society 

organizations, and city 

authorities can engage in 

promoting tolerance at work. 

However, lest I be accused of 

the very fallacy that I accused 

others of in discussing 

organizational change, one 

must acknowledge that progress 

is not straightforwardly won.6 

Given this, in the final 

substantive section of this essay 

I will reflect on a specific 

example from my home nation 

that has sought to produce 

positive impact on organizational 

practices and thus the work 

experiences of employees. 
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THE LIVING WAGE CAMPAIGN

7   See https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/ER-04-2017-0083/full/html

This is a UK-wide campaign to 

promote a minimum wage rate 

based on the actual cost of 

living. This may result in 

increases in wages up to 32% 

greater than the minimum wage 

prescribed under UK legislation. 

Work by my Cardiff Business 

School colleagues shows many 

organizations actively sign up 

without any need for strong 

encouragement because the 

Living Wage fits with their 

espoused corporate values and 

strategic mission statement.7 

Such organizations often have 

formal sustainability and 

responsibility policies that they 

have to evidence. Indeed the 

research found a number of 

positive reasons why employers 

report choosing to pay the 

Living Wage. These include 

the objective of establishing a 

positive external reputation with 

key stakeholders as predicted 

by the institutional theory 

approach that emphasizes the 

importance of legitimacy. 

Businesses also report signing up 

because it enhances employee 

motivation or their ability to 

differentiate themselves from 

their competitors. Finally, 

improved employee relations 

are a factor in adoption and this 

is also a central component in 

enhancing respect and tolerance 

at work. The impact of the 

campaign has been impressive 

with over 9,000 employers 

including half of FTSE100 firms 

having signed up. 

However, as we noted above, 

voluntary adoption of new 

progressive practices will only 

take us so far. The research 

shows that there can be a place 

for public campaigning of 

specific organizations, the 

so-called ‘naming and shaming’ 

of poor practices, and the taking 

of action of various forms. 

But the evidence to date is that 

there is a lot less of this than 

might have been expected and 

many employers volunteer to 

pay the uplift in wages without 

being contacted at all. When 

campaigners do contact 

employers, the emphasis is 

typically on the ‘business case’ 

argument that paying the Living 

Wage will produce benefits.

Though the evidence is that 

the social responsibility/social 

justice argument often resonates 

more. Both of these arguments 

are also likely to be valuable in 

campaigns to promote tolerance 

at work, though of course it 

should be noted that the 

motivations of employers will 

vary when facing choices with 

regard to policies on tolerance 

and employee remuneration.

There is a further insight from the 

research that is of particular 

relevance to thinking about the 

approach to a social contract 

through which a city may seek 

to promote tolerance at work. 

Evidence shows that place-

based campaigning is especially 

effective, with ‘anchor 

institutions’ using purchasing 

and influencing power to spread 

the Living Wage in their local 

populations and through their 

supply chains.

This has led to Living Wage 

Cities and City Regions as part 

of the campaign. Moreover, the 

campaign has recently adopted 

the promotion of Living Wage 

Buildings. Indeed, Cardiff 

University’s new sbarc|spark 

building was Wales’ first Living 

Wage building and only the third 

in the UK when the pledge was 

made. 

This pledge means every tenant 

in Cardiff University’s ‘Home of 

Innovation’ is obliged to pay at 

least the real Living Wage to its 

employees and onsite 

contractors. The University 

worked with Cynnal Cymru – the 

sustainable development forum 

for Wales – to receive 

accreditation from the Living 

Wage Foundation. The role of 

partnering with civil society 

organizations to promote 

voluntary self-regulation can be 

important in such campaigns and 

local civic identities can be a 

powerful influence on actors.

So, to conclude, the approach I 

have outlined here to promoting 

tolerance at work is one that 

puts an emphasis on drawing 

actors voluntarily into a 

tolerance social contract 

because relying on legislation 

and coercion is likely to prove at 

best only partially successful and 

can produce negative side 

effects and resistance. When 

considering such a social 

contract, we need not consider 

this only in formal, legal terms 

8   As one of the participants at the conference observed, perhaps it is in preventing intolerance that legislation needs 
to play the larger role.

that produces coercive pressures 

to conform. There may well 

be a requirement for a legal 

underpinning but a social 

contract needs to go beyond 

legal restrictions to embrace 

voluntary discretionary actions 

and structures.8 

A place-based approach would 

see the mobilization of social 

partnerships between willing 

employers, government, and 

employee representative 

organizations. Such action would 

identify and promote role 

models and public sector 

bodies should be active and 

visible in this. Civic leaders 

should ensure that inward 

investors are committed to 

tolerance at work. And speaking 

of role models, it would be good 

to see Amsterdam itself continue 

to be a role model of tolerance 

that other places may seek 

to emulate. ■
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“EVIDENCE SHOWS THAT PLACE-BASED CAMPAIGNING 
IS ESPECIALLY EFFECTIVE, WITH ‘ANCHOR INSTITUTIONS’ 

USING PURCHASING AND INFLUENCING POWER TO SPREAD 
THE LIVING WAGE IN THEIR LOCAL POPULATIONS AND 

THROUGH THEIR SUPPLY CHAINS.”
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If your objective is a tolerant society, you’d better prepare for the worst. Tolerance. 
The very notion of tolerance is problematic. Tolerance as an ideal has been given 
a sense of false respectability. 

It has been equated with 

open-mindedness, respect for 

diversity, and a sense 

of belonging to a global village. 

We tend to consider tolerance 

as the foundational factor 

of a democratic and 

open society. But I would argue 

that tolerance is the opposite: 

it is narrow-minded 

(i.e., grounded in existing power 

relations), disrespectful (based 

on suppressed disagreement), 

and provincial (reinforcing 

essentialization of identity). 

MEANING OF TOLERANCE IN THE NETHERLANDS

Tolerance is not neutral. 

These norms are assumed, 

and they tend to reinforce 

existing power relations. 

They divide people into those 

who are tolerant and those who 

are tolerated, placing those who 

tolerate on top and those who 

are tolerated in an inferior 

position. Being tolerated is a 

temporary privilege that can 

be revoked at any time. At 

best, tolerance translates into 

benevolent indifference. Live, 

and let live. At worst, tolerance 

is a Trojan Horse that destroys 

society from within.

If you would like to understand 

the genuine meaning of 

tolerance in the Netherlands, 

ask a member of any minority 

(no matter how Dutch they think 

they are), and the positive 

connotation begins to show 

cracks, eventually crumbling. 

Those who are tolerated do so 

from an inferior position: they, 

in fact, are expected to also 

tolerate the intolerable. We 

know from the deportation of 

the Jews from Amsterdam what 

the worst face of tolerance 

looks like.

There is little reason why any 

city, and the city of Amsterdam 

in particular, should want to 

build its social fabric around 

tolerance. Working on a social 

fabric that genuinely fosters 

open-mindedness, respect for 

diversity, and a global village 

requires something other than 

tolerance. It requires addressing 

racism, exclusion, and 

discrimination, such that 

minorities can become part of 

the social contract in full, and 

not on the receiving end of it. 

To achieve this, three levels 

of engagement are required: 

dialogue between people, 

engagement between 

communities, and responsible 

leadership and institutions. 

At all these levels Amsterdam 

has started to make interesting 

and, at times, bold moves. At 

each level a lot of work remains 

to be done. The bottomline is 

that leadership comes first, and 

unfortunately, it is also the first 

thing that still seems to be 

lacking. So: forget tolerance. 

What is needed, I will elaborate 

on further in this essay. 

LEVEL 1: DIALOGUE BETWEEN PEOPLE

At the individual level, we 

need to become proficient 

in engaging in meaningful 

connections with others around 

us. We need opportunities to 

connect with others that go 

beyond the proverbial head 

nod. We need opportunities 

and spaces where we can bring 

our full selves to the table. 

This type of dialogue can 

happen when there is room for 

sharing stories and experiences. 

The premise is simple: the more 

people involved in this type of 

connection, the larger the web 

of connectivity there is to come 

together and co-create meaning. 

Of course this is easier when the 

person you are trying to connect 

with is friendly, well-tempered, 

and is like you. When the person 

is quite the opposite of this 

(or even violently opposed to 

you or your views), connecting 

meaningfully will be more 

difficult to achieve and may 

feel less desirable. Still, if we 

can agree on ground rules of 

respect for one another and 

the importance of safe (I respect 

the other and vice versa) and 

brave (I can sit with discomfort 

and express myself when I do 

not feel safe) spaces as the 

framework, then uncomfortable 

interactions can be meaningful, 

even if they require hard work 

or emotional labor. 

These interactions don’t 

simply happen. Individuals 

with opposing stories and 

opinions are more likely to pass 

each other by on the street or 

live in parallel realities online. 

However, there are ample 

examples in the city of 

Amsterdam where individuals 

from wildly different 

backgrounds are brought 

together in order to create 

respectful, safe, and brave 

spaces for dialogue. 

Think of the walking tours of 

‘Allemaal Amsterdammers’ 

in which individuals create a 

mosaic walking tour through 

the city center of Amsterdam 

where each contributes their 

own particular (his)story related 

to a marker in the city and, by so 

doing, foster space for dialogue. 

At the moment, however, the 

bulk of the responsibility for 

creating meaningful dialogue 

between people lies with those 

individuals who recognize its 

importance and are willing to 

put in the emotional labor 

necessary to create those safe/

brave spaces.

“TOLERANCE IS A SET OF  
- HIDDEN - RULES AND SOCIETAL 
NORMS THAT ARE DETERMINED 
BY THE MOST POWERFUL AND 

DOMINANT IN SOCIETY.”
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LEVEL 2: CROSS-COMMUNITY DIALOGUE

As with individuals, the 

challenge lies in getting 

different communities to 

engage meaningfully with 

one another exactly where it 

hurts: where things are tense, 

misunderstandings probable, 

and even when jealousy 

might exist. 

The main difference with 

meaningful engagement at 

the individual level is that 

communities are multifaceted 

by default. They are not 

monoliths even though we 

tend to treat them as such. 

Although similar backgrounds 

and general sentiments may 

resonate throughout a 

community at large, there are 

still a multitude of differing 

opinions and personal stories 

involved in particular cross-

community relations. This 

attribute of communities 

requires a different engagement 

approach which honors both the 

singularity of the experience as 

well as the often overlooked 

plurality of experiences. It 

requires an approach that not 

only recognizes the potential 

messiness of communities 

(in the way in which they are 

organized or represented), 

but actually embraces it. 

Communities themselves 

also need inward-facing 

conversations to recognize 

and own up to their own 

messiness, both before and 

during the process of facing 

outward.

Cross-community dialogue does 

not magically happen overnight. 

The first hurdle to overcome is 

coming to appreciate the need 

for it (often communities have 

their hands full with internal 

matters or struggles). The 

second lies in actually finding 

other communities. Where are 

they to be found and who to 

engage within the communities? 

On top of that, how do you 

identify catalysts who can 

jumpstart the process of 

engagement? 

Over the past years the city of 

Amsterdam has created some 

interesting and productive 

platforms that invite and 

stimulate cross-community 

engagement. One of them is 

the official ‘Mayor’s residence 

dialogue groups’ between 

various communities, initiated 

and chaired by the Mayor of 

Amsterdam. In the dialogue 

group between Muslims and 

Jews, which was put in place 

following the mutual community 

unrest, some remarkable 

cross-community dialogue is 

taking place. Situated exactly at 

the fault line of discomfort, the 

conversation is designed to 

unpack the different layers 

present in this specific cross-

community engagement. 

By understanding in what ways 

individual experiences feed into 

collective ones and through 

recognizing different ‘triggers’ 

within such conversations, this 

cross-community dialogue group 

is creating a pathway which 

empowers the respective 

communities to engage at 

a more meaningful level. 

A second example of actively 

creating spaces for engagement 

between communities is the 

municipality’s recent strategic 

move to no longer allocate 

diversity funding to any one 

single organization, but to work 

with alliances. This compels 

different communities to work 

together (read: engage with 

each other) in order to access 

municipal funding. One such 

alliance is the coalition 

‘Together Against Racism’ which 

unites an independent platform 

for creation and innovation in 

the city, a Black anti-racism 

organization, an anti-

islamophobia organization, 

a Jewish social justice 

movement, and a platform 

against racism. This unlikely 

quintet finds itself naturally 

coaxed into dialogue with one 

another, finding ways to address 

uncomfortable issues between 

communities, such as the 

dialogue on how the Jewish and 

the Black communities struggle 

to address racism and anti-

semitism respectively. The 

members of these communities 

make sure that within these 

coalitions, one uses approaches 

that allow for messiness, fault 

lines of hurt, and finding 

common ground, and use public 

broadcasting and public debates 

in order to disseminate the 

learning.

“CROSS-COMMUNITY DIALOGUE DOES 
NOT MAGICALLY HAPPEN OVERNIGHT. 

THE FIRST HURDLE TO OVERCOME 
IS COMING TO APPRECIATE THE 

NEED FOR IT. OFTEN COMMUNITIES 
HAVE THEIR HANDS FULL WITH INTERNAL 

MATTERS OR STRUGGLES.”
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LEVEL 3: RESPONSIBLE INSTITUTIONS AND LEADERSHIP

Disagreements are part of a 

society, but agreement on 

and respect for a number of 

foundational ground rules are 

needed to be able to weave 

the social fabric of a healthy 

society for all. And it is exactly 

here where the responsibility 

of the city’s official institutions 

come into play: in laying, 

upholding, and protecting 

these foundations. 

Laying, upholding, and 

protecting societal ground 

rules might sound like something 

which already should have 

happened. The truth is that the 

city’s many minorities are 

exposed to all kinds of major 

and minor aggressions, signaling 

that the current foundational 

ground rules do not work for 

everyone. 

The city’s leadership is required 

to constantly check in with itself, 

its population, and its societal 

actors in order to (un)learn and 

move towards updating these 

ground rules. A poignant 

example of this is the extremely 

important movement of 

recognition of institutional 

wrongs done in the past. 

LIEVNATH FABER is a Jewish scholar and programmer with a Friesian father and 

an Israeli mother of Tunisian and Egyptian descent. She is also a birth and death 

doula and advocates for bringing these lifecycle events back into communities. 

She holds a master’s degree in Film Studies from the University of Amsterdam 

and is a facilitator for the Paradigm Project at the Paideia European Institute for 

Jewish Studies in Stockholm. She works on the intersections of Jewish culture 

and heritage, lifecycle and community, and cinema. Currently, Lievnath works 

on co-creating a Jewish hub, Oy Vey, in the city center of Amsterdam, right in 

the middle of the former Jewish quarter. This open, inclusive, and 

unapologetically Jewish hub aims to provide a safe and creative space for 

Jews and non-Jews to express, enjoy, celebrate, co-create, remember, and 

relate to cultural tradition and heritage.

These acts of official recognition 

are necessary to tackle 

institutional racism, exclusion, 

and discrimination. They are a 

precondition for meaningfully 

treating all people equally. It is 

hardly possible to feel equal or 

included if wrongs done to you 

or to your ancestors are not 

even acknowledged or 

apologized for. Recently, the 

city of Amsterdam showed true 

leadership in recognizing both 

its role in the Holocaust as well 

as the history of slavery, and 

offering official apologies for it. 

These are great steps. Actively 

looking for blind spots and 

continuing these recognition 

(and restitution) efforts are 

crucial mandates for the city. 

From laying the foundational 

ground rules, it logically follows 

that it must be a mission to 

uphold them: to speak out 

boldly against any expressions 

that harm groups and minorities 

and to organize competent 

support for all people in the 

city who are indeed harmed, 

in an effort to counter racism, 

exclusion and discrimination. 

Both the Mayor and the city 

council have a distinct 

responsibility here.

Municipal authorities should 

show leadership in addressing 

questions of how we can define 

acceptable disagreement, what 

is acceptable, and what is not. 

And perhaps more urgently, 

to determine the limits of 

acceptable disagreement 

following the aforementioned 

ground rules. The recent visible 

presence of the far-right in the 

anti-corona movement and the 

white supremacist language 

and imagery used in their 

demonstrations in Amsterdam, 

make a good case in point. 

This could have been an 

occasion in which city leadership 

stood up, named exactly what 

was happening in the streets of 

the city and unequivocally 

condemned it. This would have 

sent out a strong message 

about the limits of acceptable 

disagreement. In this regard, 

the city of Amsterdam still 

has steps to make. 

To conclude, the City of 

Amsterdam needs to look 

deeper into the foundational 

factors that can lead not to a 

‘tolerant city,’ but to a woven 

one, with the weft and warp of 

many different strands coming 

together in a whole. To thrive, 

the city needs a layered sense 

of a social contract based on 

open-mindedness, respect for 

diversity, and a global village. 

By accepting this challenge, 

Amsterdam can play a strong 

leadership role, becoming an 

example for other cities and 

municipalities in The Netherlands 

and abroad. Amsterdam has the 

potential to become a genuinely 

diverse city, not only in terms of 

demographics, but in terms of a 

true sense of belonging. ■
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