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Tolerance Beats Love 
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that we must show to others, for "love in 
public affairs does not work. It has been tried 
and tried again . . . and it has always failed ... 
The fact is that we can only love what we 
know personally" (p. 44). So criticism, 
tolerance and variety are what Forster 
valued. They are good liberal values. But can 
democracy supply them better than the free 
market? I think not. 
 
Democracy tends to encourage conformity, 
and as a vote is cheap we lack incentive to 
think deeply about what is desirable. But the 
market makes us pay for what we want, so 
here thought is encouraged and rewarded. 
Others are allowed much greater leeway to 
be quite different at little cost to their 
neighbours in the market. With a collective 
vote we cannot have this freedom to go our 
own way. Instead we conform to a single 
decision. It is not hard to set why the market 
fosters tolerance or why democracy may 
foster ill-will and conformity. 
 
Democracy has won a great propaganda 
victory and is now a purr-word along with 
justice, freedom, equality, and other ideals. 
They are often held to be intrinsically good 
in such a manner that any unfavourable 
effects of democracy in action, say in the 
French Revolution, are declared to be 'not 
quite democracy' rather than democracy 
causing harm. This effect seems unavoidable 
while democracy holds on to its supporters. 
But part of this dominance is because it is 
held up as an end rather than a means to 
other ends. Forster did not go along with that 
view. 
 
Merits and Faults 
 
What are the merits and faults of democracy 
in the main? It cannot replace the market in 
society for it is too slow and clumsy, whilst 
the risk of majority narrowness may make 
for moral as well as practical drawbacks. 
Democracy might have a use among a small 
group of friends going for a night out, or in a 
firm, or in a political group. In such groups it 
may provide the members with a sense of 
responsibility and worth. Giving them an aim 
of winning others over to their ideas should 
help to develop a spirit of co-operation and 
be socially unifying.  



The Libertarian Alliance is an  independent, non-party group, with a shared desire to work for a free society. 
 

Free Life Archive on the Web from the website  www.libertarian-alliance.org.uk  
Vol 4 No 4 Just One Cheer for Democracy- Editorial  

 Page 2 of 2 

 
Although the democratic criterion of truth is 
merely a popular folly, the critical feedback 
gained by the use of a democratic veto is 
almost bound to be useful. This is especially 
so for more hot-headed participants who are 
more likely to overlook the consequences of 
their zeal. This need for agreement can often 
be beneficial to political groups while more 
often being a handicap to a business firm 
where time is of the essence. 
 
That people have to be persuaded before 
certain decisions can be made stimulates 
critical discussion. It also encourages people 
who feel they know what should be done to 
make it explicit and subject it to the 
judgement of their peers. The result is highly 
likely to be more stable than if the group 
were to be run by a manager alone. This use 
seems to deserve a cheer, if only one, as a 
useful decision-making method. But even in 
this use democracy will not be resorted to 
very often because of the costs in time, 
money, effort, and so on. 
 
A.N. Whitehead once held that the aim of 
mathematics was to save thought rather than 
to stimulate it. He likened mathematics to 
war, a problem to a battle, and the use of 
thought to the use of the cavalry: there could 
only be one or at the very most two uses of 
cavalry in a battle owing to the high cost and 
logistics involved; he held that it was similar 
for thought in a mathematical problem. Most 
work in mathematics is a purely mechanical 
application of the correct method. 
Democratic societies are very complex with 
a virtually infinite number of decisions being 
made by individuals daily. The scope for 
democratic decision-making must be more 
severely limited than thought in a 
mathematical problem, or cavalry charges in 
a battle, as elections and votes are so costly 
and time-consuming. The result is that 
democracy can be useful but not very useful. 
It has earned one cheer. 
 

 


