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Free and Responsible People

EVERYONE HAS THE RIGHT to think and act and believe
as he will, but also the responsibility to give an
accounting sometime, somewhere, for what he chooses
to think and believe and do.

The freedom one enjoys in a democratic country like
Canada is not a matter of making absolutely free
choice, but choice conditioned by a duty to act
according to the trust reposed in one by fellow
citizens. The foundation of a good nation is the sense
of mutuality its people have.

Some pursue liberty in a frantic way, as if liberation
from restrictions and laws were the greatest good in
life. The legal basis of freedom is obedience to certain
social and moral laws: a person may be free and yet
under constraint, he can be both disciplined and free.
“Doing your own thing” is not necessarily an evidence
of freedom: it may be sparked by pride, or a feeling of
incapacity to measure up in the customary environ-
ment.

The idea of freedom is not an abstraction: we have
freedom from and freedom fo. The good society
gives its people the opportunity to realize ever greater
human and spiritual values. Like other moral virtues,
freedom can only be maintained by carrying out
its duties.

A list of the liberties enjoyed by citizens of Canada
would fill a page of this Letter: religious liberty,
political liberty, and the civil liberties; personal
freedom, freedom of expression, and freedom of
assembly and association. Every freedom has its
correlative responsibility.

Whatever a person’s position in society, labourer or
executive, voter or politician, he has a duty to do his
best. There are some who feel that if they obey the law
they have done all their duty, but duty is not bounded
by statutes. The sense of duty covers all cases of right
doing where there is no law to compel you to do it.

“Duty is the sublimest word in the language,” said
Robert E. Lee. “You can never do more than your
duty; you should never wish to do less.” And Ralph
Waldo Emerson wrote in his Journals: “‘Don’t tell me
to get ready to die. I know not what shall be. The only
preparation [ can make is by fulfilling my present

duties.”

Duty is not a spectral figure, solemn and grim,
stalking us and making notes of our delinquency. It is
more like a guide, leading us to justify our existence
by making the world a little better than we found it.
If we had a hundred space platforms orbiting the
earth, the human story would still be told in terms of
individuals discharging their duty responsibly.

The state of the world

An increase in the number of people who believe
that nothing else matters toward progress but mech-
anization is matched by the number of people who
feel helpless in face of the juggernaut of impersonal
power that surrounds them. The power of the bomb,
the all-knowingness of the computer, and the force
of violence affect everyone.

Peace and order and security depend upon the acts
of responsible people who reject the idea of mob rule,
with its contempt for human life and values. Pres-
ervation of the natural resources which are the basis
of maintaining life is attained by responsible guardians
who are aware of the limited capacity of the earth to
produce food and to absorb waste.

The principle of responsibility is not a creed taken
from some book of utopian philosophy. In some form
or other it is strong in the hearts of all except the most
depraved and graceless people; the thoughtless, the
ignorant and the indolent.

Assuming responsibility beckons us out of useless
dreaming into resolute aim. It is positive, inviting us
to make history not by what we are against but by
what we are for. It is everyone’s responsibility to
think of what may be the consequences of the things
he does. This is the categorical imperative of duty
spelled out by Immanuel Kant: “Act as if the prin-
ciple by which you act were about to be turned into a
universal law of nature.”

Duty in society

There are in this world hundreds of things which are
right but which cannot be legislated for; things that






