
VOL. 56, No. 6 HEAD OFFICE: MONTREAL, JUNE 1975

The Importance of the Individual

THE LIBERTY OF THE INDIVIDUAL to control his own

conduct is the precious possession he enjoys in a
democracy. It is to be interfered with only when
necessary to protect the liberties and rights of other
individuals or to safeguard society.

Individuals seek to find meaning and a sense of
responsibility in their existence, but they are likely to
feel, even in a democratic society, that they are losing
their identity in an age of mass communications, mass
production, mass culture and mass everything.

Canada, like many other countries, has entered a
period in which the majority of its citizens have come
to entertain new expectations about the things they
should have a chance to do and the place they should
rightfully occupy in planning their society.

We are moving into a new kind of world in which,
as Edith Hamilton wrote in The Greek Way to Western
Civilization (Mentor 1948): "It is not men’s greed,
nor their ambition, nor yet their machines; it is not
even the removal of their ancient landmarks, that is
filling our present world with turmoil and dissension,
but our new vision of the individual’s claim against
the majority’s claim."

Not so many centuries ago--and in totalitarian
societies of the present century--an individual had
no rights at all if a common purpose or a political
objective conflicted.

Then a new idea arrived: that every human being
had rights. Since then, every generation has tried in
its own way to make the inner world of the individual
fit into the ever-changing frame of the outer world,
but it is difficult. As Sam Levenson said in his book
In One Era and Out the Other (Simon & Schuster of
Canada, Ltd., Markham, Ont., 1974): "I spent so
many years of my life learning how to make ends
meet. Now that I have the means, they have moved
the ends farther apart."

Persons are unique

Back of every deed and behind every great move-
ment there is an individual, a person existing, as the

dictionary puts it, "as a separate indivisible entity."
He is unique, a never-repeated phenomenon, acting
and feeling in a way peculiar to himself. He is a person
who has resolved: I will walk on my own feet; I will
work with my own hands; I will speak with my own
mind.

Practical individuality is attained when we have the
widest possible latitude of personal choice and action
consistent with the claims of living in society with
others. H. G. Wells, novelist, social prophet and
humanizer of knowledge, said this clearly: "We are
not ourselves only; we are also part of human ex-
perience and thought."

Though he lives in a world of three and three
quarter billion other persons, the individual wishes to
learn his distinctive place in his environment, to study,
to reason, and to decide for himself where he stands on
all subjects affecting his life and actions.

Canada offers a wide view

Canada, celebrating this year her 108th anniversary
as a confederated nation, offers every citizen the
opportunity to take a wide view of the possibilities
she offers for everyone to be his best self.

A nation is not a statistical aggregate of persons,
but a union of them sufficient for the purposes of life.

Individual living and living in society are not in-
compatible, but they require flexibility in adjustment.
Our civilization is based on the idea of the person in
society. That is opposed to either complete individ-
ualism or collectivism.

Long ago, in what people sometimes think of as a
golden age, there may have been a period when men
and women were completely independent, responsible
to no one but themselves. However, the self-sufficing
person, not relying on others for aid or support,
convinced that what he believes and does concerns
no one else, is a concept without validity in modern
civilization.

The 20th century individual has at times to sub-
merge his personal wishes, to co-operate with others
for common ends and to contribute his service and




