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Abstract. The work begins with early insights from William James, Sigmund Freud, 

and Carl Jung, highlighting their contributions to understanding tolerance in the context of 

religious beliefs. Building on these foundations, the paper examines key psychological theories-

such as moral development, personality, and social identity - that explain the cognitive and 

social mechanisms behind tolerance.  
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ОПИСАНИЕ РЕЛИГИОЗНОЙ ТЕРПИМОСТИ В ИСТОРИИ ПСИХОЛОГИИ  

Аннотация. Работа начинается с ранних идей Уильяма Джеймса, Зигмунда 

Фрейда и Карла Юнга, подчеркивая их вклад в понимание толерантности в контексте 

религиозных убеждений. Опираясь на эти основы, в статье рассматриваются ключевые 

психологические теории, такие как моральное развитие, личность и социальная 

идентичность, которые объясняют когнитивные и социальные механизмы, лежащие в 

основе толерантности.  
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INTRODUCTION 

From early philosophical inquiries into human nature to modern studies examining 

cognitive and emotional factors, psychology offers valuable perspectives on why people are 

tolerant or intolerant of others’ religious beliefs. 

1. In psychology’s early days, religious tolerance was often approached indirectly, 

explored through broader investigations into morality, prejudice, and social behavior. Key 

figures such as William James, Sigmund Freud, and Carl Jung provided foundational 
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perspectives, each linking human spirituality with psychological processes and, occasionally, 

highlighting the role of tolerance. Modern psychology, however, has taken a more explicit 

interest in the study of religious tolerance, especially within developmental, social, and 

cognitive psychology (Spinoza B., 1670. – P. 34). This paper seeks to trace these developments, 

analyzing how psychological frameworks have historically approached religious tolerance and 

exploring current research that sheds light on its psychological foundations. 

This paper argues that the concept of religious tolerance, as understood within 

psychology, has undergone significant transformation. Initially rooted in philosophical and 

psychoanalytic traditions, the psychological study of religious tolerance has expanded to 

incorporate modern empirical approaches, including cognitive and social psychological 

perspectives (James W., 1902. – P.89). By examining the historical evolution of religious 

tolerance in psychology and analyzing its current psychological underpinnings, this paper 

demonstrates how the concept remains vital for fostering empathy and mutual respect in 

multicultural societies. 

The roots of religious tolerance within psychology are deeply intertwined with broader 

philosophical discussions about human nature, morality, and society. Early thinkers like Baruch 

Spinoza and Voltaire laid essential groundwork for understanding tolerance as a rational and 

ethical response to religious diversity. Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise (1670) argued 

for the separation of religion and state to allow for greater tolerance, a concept that would later 

influence psychological perspectives on religious diversity and freedom. Voltaire’s Treatise on 

Tolerance (1763) was a direct response to religious violence, advocating for reason and human 

rights as foundations for tolerance (Allport G. W., 1954. – P.68). These philosophical ideas 

created a conceptual framework that psychology would later adopt and refine when addressing 

religious tolerance from a scientific standpoint. 

Psychology’s earliest explorations of religious tolerance can be found in the works of 

key figures like William James, Sigmund Freud, and Carl Jung. Each of these thinkers 

approached the concept differently, but all contributed to an emerging psychological 

understanding of religious attitudes. 

Carl Jung’s approach to religion differed significantly from Freud’s. In Psychology and 

Religion (1938), Jung explored the symbolic and archetypal nature of religious belief, 

emphasizing the collective unconscious and the shared spiritual symbols that connect humanity. 

Jung viewed religious tolerance as a form of self-acceptance, where embracing the diverse 
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symbols within the psyche mirrors the acceptance of diverse religious beliefs in society. He 

argued that religious tolerance arises from the individuation process, where individuals 

integrate different aspects of their personality and thus become more accepting of others’ 

beliefs. Jung’s work established a psychological basis for understanding religious tolerance as 

part of personal and spiritual growth. 

As psychology evolved, the study of religious tolerance became more directly 

associated with understanding prejudice and social harmony. In the mid-20th century, 

researchers like Gordon Allport furthered this inquiry by studying the psychological 

foundations of tolerance and prejudice. Allport’s The Nature of Prejudice (1954) was 

groundbreaking in that it linked religious intolerance with broader social biases, suggesting that 

prejudice stems from in-group favoritism and out-group hostility. Allport’s work positioned 

religious tolerance as an aspect of personality and social psychology, indicating that individuals 

who were more open-minded and empathic were likelier to be tolerant of religious diversity. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

As psychology advanced as a field, scholars developed diverse theoretical frameworks 

for understanding religious tolerance, each drawing on unique aspects of human development, 

personality, social identity, and moral reasoning. These frameworks have helped psychologists 

explore religious tolerance in relation to fundamental psychological processes, providing both 

explanations for the origins of tolerance and strategies to encourage it. 

DISCUSSION AND RESULTS 

The psychoanalytic approach, primarily influenced by Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, 

offers one of the earliest psychological lenses for examining religious tolerance. Freud’s 

perspective on religion, while skeptical, contributed significantly to understanding the 

unconscious motivations behind religious intolerance. In The Future of an Illusion (1927), 

Freud argued that religion stems from deep-seated psychological needs, suggesting that 

intolerance may arise when religious beliefs function as defense mechanisms. According to 

Freud, individuals often react intolerantly to conflicting religious beliefs because they 

unconsciously view these as threats to their psychological security (Freud, 1927). In contrast, 

Jung’s work in Psychology and Religion (1938) proposed that tolerance stems from a 

psychological integration of diverse beliefs and symbols, which he termed individuation.  

Another significant theoretical contribution to understanding religious tolerance comes 

from Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. In his framework, moral reasoning 
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progresses through six stages, culminating in a stage where individuals embrace universal 

ethical principles. According to Kohlberg (1981), religious tolerance is most likely to appear at 

these higher stages of moral development, where individuals prioritize principles such as justice 

and empathy over rigid adherence to specific doctrines. In these advanced stages, individuals 

develop a capacity to view religious beliefs in context, understanding that others’ perspectives 

may be valid despite differences. Kohlberg’s theory suggests that religious tolerance is not 

simply a product of belief but is deeply connected to one’s moral development and ability to 

empathize with diverse viewpoints. 

Gordon Allport’s work on personality and prejudice offers another critical framework 

for understanding religious tolerance. In The Nature of Prejudice (1954), Allport identified 

personality traits associated with tolerance and intolerance, emphasizing that open-mindedness, 

empathy, and flexibility predict higher levels of tolerance. He argued that individuals with an 

“intrinsic” religious orientation—those who internalize their beliefs and live according to 

spiritual principles—tend to be more tolerant. 

The Social Identity Theory (SIT), developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner, offers 

insights into how group dynamics influence religious tolerance. According to SIT, individuals 

derive a significant part of their self-concept from group memberships, including religious 

affiliation (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This affiliation often fosters a sense of belonging but can 

also lead to in-group favoritism and out-group discrimination. SIT suggests that religious 

intolerance arises when individuals strongly identify with a religious group to the point that 

they perceive other religious groups as threats (Kohlberg L., 1981. – P.54).  Research applying 

SIT to religious tolerance shows that when people engage in interfaith dialogue and build 

common identities, they are more likely to reduce prejudice and develop tolerance. Thus, SIT 

underscores the importance of intergroup contact and shared identity in promoting religious 

tolerance. 

Social psychology examines how group interactions, prejudice, and intergroup contact 

impact religious tolerance. Building on Social Identity Theory, social psychologists have found 

that intergroup contact reduces prejudice and increases tolerance under certain conditions 

(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006. – P.58). When individuals from different religious backgrounds 

engage in positive interactions, they develop empathy and understanding, which can reduce 

stereotypes and promote tolerance. Another critical factor is social perspective-taking, the 

ability to see situations from another’s viewpoint, which has been shown to increase empathy 
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and reduce prejudice in interfaith interactions (Batson., 1997. – P.90). These findings suggest 

that religious tolerance is not just an individual trait but is also shaped by the quality and nature 

of social interactions, underscoring the importance of fostering environments that encourage 

interfaith engagement. 

Developmental psychology explores how religious tolerance develops across the 

lifespan, shaped by family, education, and cultural influences. Studies indicate that exposure to 

diverse religious beliefs during childhood and adolescence can significantly impact an 

individual’s level of tolerance in adulthood (Schwartz & Huismans., 1995. – P.70). Family and 

educational environments that encourage open discussion about religious beliefs tend to foster 

higher levels of tolerance, as they allow young people to form their own views without pressure 

to conform to a specific ideology. Additionally, research in developmental psychology shows 

that children exposed to multicultural and multifaith settings develop more inclusive attitudes, 

suggesting that early socialization plays a critical role in shaping tolerant attitudes toward 

religious diversity. 

Cultural psychology examines how cultural values and norms influence religious 

tolerance, often contrasting individualistic and collectivistic societies. Research has shown that 

individualistic cultures, which prioritize autonomy and personal freedom, tend to exhibit higher 

levels of tolerance for diverse religious beliefs compared to collectivistic cultures, which 

emphasize social harmony and group conformity (Kemmelmeier, 2003. – P.78). For instance, 

in individualistic cultures such as the United States or Western Europe, individuals are more 

likely to view religious tolerance as a fundamental personal right, whereas collectivistic cultures 

may approach religious tolerance through the lens of social cohesion and respect for communal 

values. Cultural psychology thereby provides a framework for understanding how religious 

tolerance is not merely an individual choice but is also influenced by broader cultural attitudes 

toward diversity and conformity. 

The psychological analysis of religious tolerance across cognitive, social, 

developmental, and cultural perspectives reveals that tolerance is a multifaceted concept shaped 

by mental flexibility, group dynamics, socialization, and cultural values. Cognitive psychology 

emphasizes mental processes and personality traits that enable open-mindedness, while social 

psychology highlights the importance of positive intergroup contact and empathy 

(Kemmelmeier M., 2003. – P.52). Developmental psychology points to early social influences 

in shaping tolerance, and cultural psychology underscores how societal norms and values 
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impact individuals’ attitudes toward religious diversity. Together, these perspectives illustrate 

that religious tolerance is a complex interplay of psychological factors, each contributing to a 

deeper understanding of how and why individuals accept or reject religious diversity. 

Modern research has identified several psychological predictors of religious tolerance, 

including cognitive and emotional factors. A study by Rowatt and Franklin (2004) examined 

the role of openness to experience—a trait associated with curiosity and appreciation for new 

ideas—in predicting tolerance. They found that individuals scoring high in openness were 

significantly more tolerant of religious diversity, as they were more likely to consider 

alternative perspectives. This finding aligns with broader personality research suggesting that 

open-mindedness fosters greater acceptance of differences, including religious beliefs. 

Similarly, Brandt and Van Tongeren (2017) explored how social factors, such as group 

identification and perceived threat, influence religious tolerance. Their research showed that 

people who feel strongly connected to their religious group often exhibit lower levels of 

tolerance toward others, particularly when they perceive a threat to their beliefs (Zmigrod, L., 

Rentfrow, P. J., & Robbins, T. W., 2019. – P.80). This supports earlier findings within Social 

Identity Theory that suggest a strong in-group bias can reduce tolerance. However, they also 

found that intergroup contact can mitigate these effects, as individuals who interact regularly 

with members of different religious groups tend to develop more tolerant attitudes. 

Advances in neuroscience have shed light on the brain regions involved in religious 

tolerance. Using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), Harris and Fiske (2006) 

identified the activation of the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC) and the anterior insula in 

situations where participants considered others’ beliefs, including religious perspectives. These 

areas are associated with empathy and self-regulation, suggesting that higher activation in these 

regions could support tolerance by enabling individuals to manage personal biases and engage 

in empathetic perspective-taking (Rowatt, W. C., & Franklin, L. M., 2004. - P.67). This research 

indicates that tolerance is not solely a social or cognitive process but also has a neurological 

basis, revealing the role of specific brain regions in fostering acceptance of diverse beliefs. 

A more recent study by Zmigrod, Rentfrow, and Robbins (2019) explored the impact of 

cognitive flexibility on religious tolerance. Cognitive flexibility—the ability to adapt one’s 

thinking in response to new information—was positively correlated with tolerance across 

multiple religious contexts. Participants who scored higher in cognitive flexibility were more 

open to religious diversity, as they were better equipped to handle complex or conflicting 
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beliefs. This finding reinforces the importance of adaptive thinking in fostering tolerance, 

suggesting that interventions aimed at improving cognitive flexibility could contribute to more 

tolerant attitudes. 

Empirical studies have also compared religious tolerance across different cultural 

contexts, revealing significant variations based on cultural norms and societal values. 

Kemmelmeier (2003) conducted a study comparing individualistic and collectivistic cultures, 

finding that individuals from individualistic cultures like the United States and Western 

European countries generally displayed higher levels of religious tolerance (Harris, L. T., & 

Fiske, S. T., 2006. – P.43).  In contrast, collectivistic cultures, which emphasize conformity and 

social cohesion, exhibited lower tolerance levels, potentially due to the prioritization of group 

norms over individual beliefs. These cross-cultural differences suggest that tolerance is not only 

shaped by individual cognitive or personality factors but is also deeply influenced by cultural 

values. 

The findings from modern empirical studies provide a roadmap for fostering religious 

tolerance through targeted interventions. For instance, programs designed to enhance cognitive 

flexibility, empathy training, or intergroup contact can be particularly effective. Educational 

initiatives that promote open-mindedness and emphasize the value of diverse beliefs may also 

encourage tolerance from an early age. Furthermore, the neuroscientific insights into brain 

regions involved in tolerance could inform therapeutic practices, such as mindfulness-based 

interventions, aimed at enhancing self-regulation and reducing bias (Brandt, M. J., & Van 

Tongeren, D. R. (2017. – P.66).  Overall, these studies underscore that promoting religious 

tolerance requires a multidimensional approach, addressing cognitive, social, and cultural 

factors simultaneously. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has traced the concept of religious tolerance through psychological theory 

and empirical research, revealing that tolerance is shaped by a dynamic interplay of historical, 

theoretical, cognitive, social, developmental, and cultural factors. From the foundational 

insights of William James, Sigmund Freud, and Carl Jung, religious tolerance emerged as a 

significant area of interest in psychology, albeit with differing interpretations. Later 

developments, such as Kohlberg’s moral development theory and Allport’s personality studies, 

deepened the understanding of tolerance by linking it to moral reasoning, open-mindedness, 

and social identity. Modern empirical studies further highlighted predictors of tolerance, 



 

      Vol.3 No.12 DECEMBER (2024)  

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN RESEARCH OUTPUT  

ISSN: 2053-3578      I.F. 12.34 

42 

including cognitive flexibility, openness to experience, and empathy, while emphasizing the 

role of social interactions and cultural values. 

The study of religious tolerance in psychology underscores that tolerance is a complex 

and multifaceted construct. While it often appears as a simple attitude or personality trait, 

tolerance is influenced by various cognitive and emotional processes and shaped by one’s 

developmental and cultural background. The insights provided by cognitive and social 

psychology show that tolerance can be enhanced through interventions targeting mental 

flexibility and empathy, particularly in settings that encourage interfaith dialogue and 

interaction. Neuroscientific studies have also identified specific brain regions associated with 

empathy and perspective-taking, suggesting that tolerance has a neurological basis, further 

emphasizing the depth and complexity of this concept. 

These findings have significant implications for future research and practical 

applications. Further studies could investigate the longitudinal impact of early socialization on 

religious tolerance, exploring how exposure to diversity in childhood influences tolerance 

across the lifespan. Additionally, research on the role of digital environments and social media 

in promoting or hindering religious tolerance could provide insights relevant to today’s highly 

connected societies. In practice, educational programs that encourage open-mindedness, 

cognitive flexibility, and empathy can promote tolerance, especially when introduced at an early 

age. Mental health professionals can also play a vital role by integrating tolerance-building 

practices, such as mindfulness and empathy training, in therapeutic settings, particularly for 

individuals who struggle with rigid beliefs. 

The concept of religious tolerance remains vital in our increasingly pluralistic world, 

where religious diversity is often a source of both strength and conflict. Psychological insights 

into religious tolerance provide a pathway to fostering greater understanding and harmony in 

multicultural societies, where acceptance of others’ beliefs can contribute to social cohesion. 

As this paper has shown, psychology offers valuable tools for promoting tolerance, illuminating 

the paths by which individuals and societies can work toward a future grounded in empathy, 

respect, and shared humanity. 
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