
Welcome back to our series on the values of liberalism. 

Today, we move on to one very special value of liberalism: tolerance. 

Or as others call it: toleration, acceptance, or some even talk about civility when they talk about what we 

will refer to here as tolerance. Tolerance plays a very special role at this moment, in times of increasing 

diversity in our societies. And it cannot be emphasized enough how big of a role the principle of tolerance 

play in liberal thinking. One might even say that it is the core virtue of liberalism and underpins all 

constitutions, all laws, and all values. Because tolerance is what enables us to recognize the worth of 

each individual, to hear their voices, to enable them to develop their own individuality and character, and 

most importantly to ensure peace and stability in our modern diverse societies. 
As you see, It is hard to oversell tolerance. It is that important! So, let’s get right into it. 

 

 
 

Here you see a painting by Jackson Pollok. 

Take a couple of seconds to focus your attention on this painting. Fully immerse yourself in this visual 

experience... 

Done? 

Is this painting beautiful? Or is it ugly? Let us know in the comments below. we have done this test with 

many of my friends before and we have gotten very mixed results. So, we are 

curious what you think. Personally, we think this painting is beautiful, a masterpiece of abstract, modern 

art. But you might disagree and find it ugly or boring. Do not worry. we won’t judge you for that. Instead, 

we will ask you another question.Here you see a famous philosophical dilemma: The so-called “Trolley 

Problem”The “Trolley Problem” goes like this: A driverless trolley is out of control and heading down the 

tracks.On the tracks, there are five people that will not hear the trolley approaching.Luckily, you are 

standing next to a big lever. If you push that lever, you will be able to redirect the trolley to another part of 

the tracks—where only one person is working at the moment. 

In other words, you have the choice between five and one. 

Would you push that lever and divert the trolley to another part of the tracks? 

No matter which side you will fall into in this debate, you recognize that it is a hard choice to make, right? 

And you also recognize that there are good reasons to act otherwise, right?. 

Before we get distracted too much, let’s move on to our final question: What is the meaning of life? You 

might laugh now, but we are serious. Think for a second. After all, it is the most existential question to 



human life. You should have an answer ready. 

 
So, we asked this question amongst our friends and colleagues and this is what we got: Some think that it 

is family and friends that matter most. 

Others think that happiness or even hedonistic goals, such as money and status make up meaning. Many 

of them said that love is what keeps us going. 

Others have focused on the presence in the moment or nature. 

And the most cynical ones claim that the human experience has no meaning, it is a cosmic accident. We 

are only driven by our natural and evolutionary desires. 

Those views on the most fundamental question of human existence couldn’t be more different. They are 

strikingly far away from each other. And that is exactly what this short exercise is about. 

This exercise did not show us that you disagreed with me about my favorite painting, about the right way 

to think about the trolley problem, or to make sense of the meaning of life. This exercise showed us that 

we disagree in society. 



And that we do not only disagree about the small things, the minor details like the topping for a pizza. But 

that we disagree about the big things, the things that matter. We disagree about matters of aesthetics and 

beauty, about morality and justice, about the most existential question of happiness and our conception of 

the good life. And of course about spirituality and politics. 

Make this test with your family and friends. You will see that even amongst the people that you share the 

most values with, you will find these disagreements. 

And these are not just “some” disagreements, those are disagreements that we can’t solve or look over. 

Just think. When we disagree about facts (like how many members of parliament there are or how long it 

takes to go to the moon), we can use the scientific method or: well, just 

Google Graphic: Google & Laughing Emoji to determine who is right and who is wrong. 

But we cannot do that with disagreements about values, about what is beautiful or ugly or what is moral or 

immoral. If you disagree with me about my favorite painting, 

We can give you books to read or help you to interpret and understand the painting. 

But if you—by the end of the day—still find it ugly, we have to accept it. Some disagreements cannot be 

resolved besides being accepted. 

John Rawls calls such disagreements “Deep Disagreement”; they are so deep that we can’t fix them. In 

fact, we should not. 

Liberals believe that only if we accept that people will always think differently about the 

important things, about the things that matter, we can move forward. 

And that’s why we need tolerance to deal with them. Because the virtue of tolerance enables us to not 

only deal with the difference between people but to embrace it and allow 

individuals to develop themselves 
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That’s where tolerance kicks in. No law and no constitution can have the same power as accepting other 

people not only for their dignity; but also for their different values and different opinions. 

At this point, you might think: This sounds hard! And indeed it is. 

Of course, things are always easier when everybody agrees. Even better when they all 

agree with you. But when does that ever happen? Correct: never. Don’t let yourself get fooled by 

nationalists or populists. There is no one will, no general consensus, 

there is always meaningful disagreement and there will be even more diversity in the future. 

This is why the liberal project is a project of tolerance and a project of pluralism. Because only this can 

ensure cooperation, progress, and peace the next value on our list. 

So see you in the next article to talk about the grand topic of “peace”. 


