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Shared Life Without Shared First Principles
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ABSTRACT

Toleration becomes philosophically difficult where people disagree sincere-
ly about practices that shape a shared world. Neither agreement on every
first principle nor indifference to every disagreement can be assumed. This
essay distinguishes pluralism as the existence of differences from pluralism
as a commitment concerning their coexistence, and toleration from endorse-
ment, accommodation, and noninterference produced by powerlessness. En-
gaging Forst’s analysis of toleration, Rawls’s account of public reason, and
Mill’s treatment of liberty, it examines how a person can object to a practice
while denying that the objection alone authorizes its suppression. An illus-
trative shared educational venue tests the argument against incompatible
uses, burdens imposed on third parties, internal dissent, and disputed
boundaries of membership. The essay develops a relational account of toler-
ation: its justification depends not only on the content of what is tolerated
but on who claims authority, over which conduct, through which reasons,
and at whose expense. It also argues that a limit on toleration does not be-
come legitimate merely because it is described as necessary for coexistence.
The interpretation and application of that limit require the same scrutiny as
the practice being limited.

Keywords: pluralism; toleration; public reason; accommodation; disagreement; reciprocity;
conscience; authority

Conceptual analysis and critical reconstruction. Cases introduced as illustrations are hypothetical, not
empirical findings.
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1. A shared room and incompatible uses

Consider an educational association whose members hold different
religious and philosophical commitments. Some wish to begin every
meeting with an observance they regard as essential to collective life.
Others regard participation in that observance as incompatible with
their own commitments. A third group objects not to the observance
itself but to its being presented as the association’s shared position.
No participant can resolve the disagreement simply by restating the
sincerity of the conviction at issue. The dispute concerns the use of a
common setting by people whose first principles differ.

Several questions have been combined. May some members perform
the observance? Must others participate? May the association de-
scribe it as its own act? Can time or space be allocated without re-
quiring endorsement? What happens if separation defeats the pur-
pose some members attribute to it? Each question concerns a differ-
ent relation of permission, participation, representation, or accom-
modation. Treating them as one question about whether the obser-
vance is acceptable makes the conflict less, not more, precise.

The example is illustrative rather than a report of an actual institu-
tion. It isolates a problem that does not depend on deciding which
comprehensive view is true. Even a participant convinced that one
view is correct must distinguish that conviction from a claim to di-
rect every other participant’s conduct. Conversely, an appeal to coex-
istence cannot avoid the fact that some shared decisions exclude al-
ternatives. The room cannot be used in every incompatible way at
once.

The philosophical task is therefore not to declare that everyone
should agree to disagree and leave the architecture unchanged. It is
to explain what disagreement permits, what it does not by itself au-
thorize, and how common action can proceed when no arrangement
leaves every preference unaffected. The analysis extends the
collection’s distinction between holding a commitment and possess-
ing jurisdiction to impose it (Silentii 2026a, Essay X).
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2. Difference, pluralism, and toleration

Descriptive pluralism identifies the presence of different beliefs,
practices, or values. Normative pluralism concerns how such differ-
ences should be regarded or accommodated. The former does not
logically establish the latter. A setting can contain several views
while one group seeks to eliminate the others. Alternatively, people
can defend a principle of coexistence while living among people
whose convictions are largely similar. The existence of difference
and a justification for its preservation are distinct matters.

Toleration also differs from simple approval. Forst analyzes its struc-
ture through an objection to a belief or practice, reasons for accep-
tance despite the objection, and limits beyond which acceptance
ends (Forst 2026, sec. 1). This framework explains why toleration is
not indifference. A person can regard a practice as mistaken while
also holding that the mistake is not a sufficient reason to prohibit it.
The two judgments concern different questions.

Noninterference can occur without toleration in this normative
sense. Someone may refrain from acting solely because intervention
is impossible or costly. Accommodation goes further than refraining:
it changes arrangements to make another’s participation possible.
Endorsement expresses a positive judgment about a practice or be-
lief. These relations can overlap, but an entitlement to one does not
automatically establish an entitlement to all. Permission to engage in
an activity does not necessarily require others to affirm its value.

The distinction is especially important in shared institutions. A per-
son can have a claim not to be compelled to express a belief without
having a claim to prevent anyone else from expressing it. A group
can have a claim to conduct a practice within its own activity without
having an automatic right to define that practice as the common
identity of everyone using the same venue. The relevant object of tol-
eration must be specified before its boundary can be discussed.
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3. Why objection does not settle authority

The central argument begins by separating evaluative judgment
from jurisdiction. Believing that a practice is wrong supplies a reason
to criticize it. Whether it supplies a reason to restrict it depends on
additional premises about the kind of wrong, the authority of the
proposed decision-maker, the rights and interests affected, and the
consequences of intervention. Without those premises, the inference
from disapproval to permission to control remains incomplete.

This is not a claim that no moral judgment can justify intervention. It
is a claim about what must be established. A disagreement about
taste, an allegation of deception, and evidence that an activity pre-
vents others from using an agreed resource do not raise the same is-
sue. Describing all three as offense would conceal relevant differ-
ences. Conversely, describing every unwanted experience as harm
would allow the scope of another’s liberty to depend entirely on the
objector’s reaction.

Mill’s discussion of liberty distinguishes disapproval from the
grounds for coercive interference, while leaving difficult questions
about conduct affecting others (Mill 1859, chaps. 1 and 4). The
present argument develops that distinction relationally. Who is act-
ing upon whom? Is the claim about private conviction, shared con-
duct, compulsory participation, or an institution’s public representa-
tion? A practice can be permitted in one relation and restricted in an-
other without the difference being inconsistent.

The educational venue demonstrates this point. An observance con-
ducted by willing participants is not identical to a requirement that
every member perform it. Nor is a requirement of orderly schedul-
ing identical to a declaration that the observance is false. A reason
can justify one restriction without justifying another. Toleration be-
comes more determinate when the claimed power is described at the
level of the actual relationship rather than through an all-or-nothing
judgment about the belief involved.
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4. Public justification without a universal private vocabulary

Shared decisions often require reasons addressed to people who do
not accept the same comprehensive premises. Rawls’s account of
public reason concerns fundamental political questions and a speci-
fied public political forum; it does not require every private or asso-
ciational conversation to exclude comprehensive religious or philo-
sophical language (Rawls 1997). This restriction of scope matters. A
theory of justification should not be enlarged into a universal rule
about everything a person may say.

The problem can be stated without assuming that all justifications
must become identical. A participant may have several reasons for
supporting a common arrangement. One reason arises from a reli-
gious commitment; another concerns the practical conditions of
shared participation. The existence of the first does not erase the sec-
ond. The question is whether the arrangement can be explained to
others in terms that recognize their standing without requiring them
to accept the speaker’s whole worldview as a prior condition of being
heard.

Publicly assessable reasons are not necessarily reasons everyone ac-
cepts. People can disagree about evidence, proportionality, relevant
interests, or the meaning of equality. Accessibility means that a claim
can enter a shared process of examination; it does not mean the
claim has already won universal assent. Confusing public justifica-
tion with guaranteed agreement would make the requirement im-
possible precisely where it is most needed.

Nor does a change of vocabulary establish genuine justification. A
private demand can be restated in administrative language without
changing its substance. The relevant question is whether the reasons
actually bear on the shared problem and can explain the distribution
of costs. Calling an arrangement neutral, necessary, or inclusive does
not settle what it requires of particular participants. Those terms
must themselves be opened to the same inquiry as the comprehen-
sive claims they are meant to mediate.
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5. Accommodation and the claims of third parties

Accommodation can allow people to participate without surrender-
ing commitments unrelated to the activity’s purpose. Yet it is not
costless by definition. It may alter schedules, redistribute tasks, re-
quire additional resources, or affect the options available to others.
An adequate analysis must identify these effects rather than assume
that accommodation is either always harmless or always an unfair
exception.

Suppose some members of the educational association request a dif-
ferent meeting time. The change might be easy, or it might prevent
other members from attending. The relevant burden is not estab-
lished by the sincerity of either request alone. The association must
understand what the activity requires, whether alternatives exist,
and whose participation each arrangement makes possible or diffi-
cult. A reason to accommodate one person can coexist with reasons
not to impose the whole cost on another.

A distinction between exemptions and externalized duties is useful.
Permission not to perform a task can require someone else to per-
form it, but it need not do so in every case. A task might be unneces-
sary, replaceable, or divisible. The institutional question concerns
the actual structure, not a general assumption that every exemption
either liberates or exploits. What matters is how the undertaking
continues and how its burdens are assigned after the proposed
change.

There can also be limits on compulsory affirmation. A participant
may owe others access to a shared activity without owing approval
of their comprehensive views. Requiring accurate description or re-
spectful procedure differs from requiring personal endorsement.
Conversely, a claim not to endorse a belief does not by itself establish
permission to misrepresent its adherents or obstruct obligations al-
ready undertaken. The boundary concerns conduct within a relation-
ship, not a demand that private conviction be made uniform.
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6. The authority of the group and dissent within it

Collective freedom can support a group’s ability to sustain distinctive
practices. An association organized around a particular form of
study or observance would lose its purpose if every defining commit-
ment had to be removed whenever an outsider objected. Yet internal
members can also possess claims that the group’s official self-de-
scription does not settle. A group is not necessarily one voice, and the
person who speaks for it may not represent every experience within
it.

The distinction between a voluntary undertaking and an assigned
identity is relevant but not sufficient. Participation may involve vary-
ing degrees of knowledge, dependence, and available exit. A person
can meaningfully accept demanding practices, but an earlier agree-
ment does not automatically authorize every later demand. More-
over, the loss associated with departure can include investments and
relationships created within the association. These facts do not prove
that the group must abandon its purposes. They identify questions an
appeal to voluntariness must answer.

Forst’s distinctions among conceptions of toleration also reveal that
permission granted at another’s discretion differs from a relation
grounded in reciprocal standing (Forst 2026, sec. 2). This difference
helps explain why the internal structure of an association matters. A
member allowed to differ only as long as the leader happens to ap-
prove occupies a different position from a member whose participa-
tion is governed by intelligible terms and avenues of challenge.

External intervention raises a separate burden. An outside institu-
tion can misunderstand an association or override forms of partici-
pation that members value. Identifying a problem inside the group
does not automatically justify every outside response. The same
questions recur: what authority is claimed, what evidence supports
the intervention, which persons are represented, and what alterna-
tives have been considered? Neither collective identity nor the lan-
guage of protection supplies immunity from examination.
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7. Real collisions and the limits of neutrality

Some conflicts cannot be resolved by allowing each person to pro-
ceed independently. A common resource has limited capacity. A joint
statement cannot simultaneously assert incompatible propositions in
the same respect. A shared activity may require an agreed sequence
or standard. In such cases, toleration cannot mean that no one expe-
riences a restriction. The task is to determine what the restriction
does and how it can be justified.

Neutrality itself has several possible objects. A procedure may avoid
judging ultimate truth while still distributing time unequally. A rule
may apply the same words to everyone while affecting their prac-
tices differently. A decision-maker may lack hostile intentions while
misunderstanding a relevant burden. These distinctions show why
neutrality cannot function as a single certificate. Its meaning must
specify what is held constant, what differences remain relevant, and
which effects are being evaluated.

The existence of unequal effects does not automatically establish that
a rule is impermissible. Sometimes the activity cannot be conducted
without a requirement that burdens people differently. But such a re-
quirement needs a connection to the undertaking and attention to
feasible alternatives. Treating all burdens as irrelevant would ignore
the practical meaning of participation; treating every burden as deci-
sive would make shared action dependent on the absence of any con-
flict, a condition the problem does not grant.

Where no arrangement avoids loss, justification includes acknowl-
edgment of what remains unsatisfied. A settlement need not be de-
scribed as perfect harmony in order to be operative. Participants
may accept a procedure while retaining reasons to criticize its out-
come or seek revision. This possibility connects toleration with the
previous essays’ account of bounded finality: common action can oc-
cur without pretending that disagreement has vanished or that every
burden has been morally canceled.
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8. Tolerating rejection of toleration

A difficult case arises when a participant rejects the very terms un-
der which different views coexist. It is tempting to resolve the matter
through a slogan that toleration cannot include intolerance. But the
slogan leaves the central work undone. What is being rejected:
another’s belief, another’s permission to act, another’s standing in a
common procedure, or another’s basic security? These are not equiv-
alent forms of opposition.

A person may believe that all other comprehensive views are false
while accepting that their adherents may participate in shared life.
Intellectual exclusivity does not automatically entail coercive exclu-
sion. Conversely, someone may speak approvingly of diversity while
using institutional powers to deny others a hearing. The relevant as-
sessment concerns claims and conduct, not a favorable or unfavor-
able self-description.

A restriction intended to preserve common participation must identi-
fy the interference it addresses. Evidence that someone disputes a
principle differs from evidence that they are obstructing a shared
undertaking or threatening others. The means used to respond must
also be examined. A claim that restriction is necessary for coexis-
tence cannot be self-validating, because the power defining the
boundary is itself capable of excluding inconvenient dissent.

The problem therefore remains reciprocal. Persons who invoke toler-
ation cannot automatically exempt their own boundary decisions
from reasons, evidence, or review. At the same time, a participant
cannot use the language of liberty to make every obligation to others
optional. The essay offers no universal list of permitted and prohibit-
ed views. It identifies the distinction a boundary argument must pre-
serve: disagreement about the common order is not identical to con-
duct that defeats the standing through which disagreement can be
expressed.
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9. Objections from relativism and imposed consensus

The relativist objection holds that toleration makes truth irrelevant.
If incompatible views are permitted, it may appear that the account
treats them as equally correct. But permission and truth are different
predicates. A judgment that someone may hold or express a view
does not entail that the view is well supported. The separation allows
criticism to remain serious without making every critical conclusion
a warrant for control.

The opposite objection holds that a framework of reciprocal standing
covertly imposes one comprehensive doctrine. The objection has
force against any claim to be entirely without normative premises.
This essay makes no such claim. It begins from the problem of sus-
taining a shared undertaking among persons whose claims are to re-
ceive consideration. The resulting standards are conditional on that
undertaking and require justification; they are not presented as con-
clusions derived from the bare fact of disagreement.

A further objection concerns asymmetry. Some participants may ac-
cept restraints that others reject, allowing cooperative commitments
to be exploited. That risk cannot be eliminated by conceptual defini-
tion. It requires evidence about conduct, the seriousness of breaches,
and the possibilities of response. Yet the risk does not show that a
framework must abandon all restraint in advance. It shows why tol-
eration includes boundaries and why those boundaries need proce-
dures rather than resting entirely on confidence in goodwill.

Finally, a procedural account may leave substantive disagreements
unresolved. This limitation is intentional but not empty. Clarifying
whether a dispute concerns access, endorsement, scheduling, author-
ity, or harm can change what arguments are relevant. It can reveal
that one party has demanded too much or that a proposed accommo-
dation leaves an important burden unaddressed. Precision does not
guarantee agreement. It prevents a dispute about one relation from
silently deciding every other relation as well.
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10. Conclusion: coexistence as an answerable relation

Shared life does not require that every participant share every first
principle. It does require some account of how incompatible claims
enter common action. Toleration is one such relation, but it must be
distinguished from approval, indifference, accommodation, and re-
straint produced only by inability to interfere.

The essay has argued that objection does not by itself establish juris-
diction. A person’s conviction must be connected to the authority,
conduct, and consequences at issue before it can justify imposing a
restriction. The same requirement applies to decisions made in the
name of coexistence. A boundary on toleration cannot acquire legiti-
macy merely by announcing that it protects toleration.

Pluralism therefore leaves judgment in place. Some disputes can be
resolved through separation, some through revised arrangements,
and some only through an operative settlement that leaves objec-
tions intact. What must not be assumed is that one institution’s settle-
ment has erased the persons or reasons it could not fully accommo-
date. A shared world becomes intelligible not when every difference
receives endorsement, but when disagreement can be specified with-
out allowing either conviction or the administration of coexistence to
claim unlimited authority.
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