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THE RES PO .SIBI L.tTIES OF 1 ◄ J II A FREE SOCI TY 

arch 11, 1951 

There is a prevalent fallacy a~ong people that in a free society, nen have fewer 

responsibilities than in an unfree society under t anny or despotism, under a monarchy 

or a dictatorship. rt is erroneously asstUI1ed that because a man is not subject to a 

superior authority in governnent which he canr.ot control, that because he is free to 

choose his representatives who administer his government and "1-las a voice in the ma.kine 

of the laws of his country, therefore , he has fewer responsibilities; therefore , he is 

relieve of many onerous obligations which he would othervrise have . There are those 

vrho actually believe tha a free man is one who can do anything that he wants to do , 

just so he does not break Rny law on the statute books for which he might be punished . 

Beyond that, he hasno responsibility, no responsibility at all to his gcvernne tor to 

his country or to the society in which he lives . 

lathing, of course , can be further i'ro the truth . A free society inposes more 

respo1 sibilities on a citizen than a unfree society, t.an an autocratic or feudal so

ciety. Because the sole duty of a subject, of an involuntai·y subject i~ to obey, and 

his obedience is not eve1 a matter of choice , and therefore , is not a moral virtue , 

because failure to obey bring on condign punishment. The rr.an who obeys under subjec

tion and compulsion assumes no responsibility for his conduct and for the decisions 

which were made for him or for the government which makes those decisions . He is not 

a free agent . He , therefore , has no moral responsibilities . 

The freer a man beco es , the nore respo sibilities he assumes . lRximum freedan , 

therefore , means maximum responsibility . If we had baen consulted and had a voice in 

the making of the laws under which vre live , we have a bounden, moral responsibility 

to those lavrs , to obey those lav,s . If 1 e arc free to elect our legislators , we share 

with them in the responsibility for the laws which they enact . If the government un

der which we live is truly ours - that is , it is not superimjbosed upon us - then vre 

have very grave and manifold resronsibilities to protect it, to preserve , to improve 

it . Then it is part of our life I s career an our life ' s destiny, as is or1e , s family 
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or one ' s business or one •s profession , which ·s his own . 

In a real sense , the most challenging and the most exacting form of government in 

the whole - the most challenging and the most eKacting - is a democracy, even if the 

challenge is not peremptory by fiat or u.lr.ase or , and even if the exactioh is nt t 

brought about by fear or punishment . Those who want to preserve a frev society for 

themselves and their ch..:.ldren are most exacting , not of others , of conrse , but of thera

selves , for a free society ,rill never be better than :ts citizens are prepared to be . 

I wish to draw your attention this morning to sorae of the responsibilities of men 

in a free society other than that of paying taxes or of keeping out of the way of the 

law. rn the first place , in a free society a man must be prepared to do his ovm think

ing. That •s not easy. It 1s much easier to have other people do the thinking for you. 

In a free society a man must guard himself against being swayed by mass justmen Rnd 

mass prejudice . Now, .special interests in our day have perfected the dangerous art of 

propaganda whereby the mind of a man is attacked, literally attacked, where i:rivate 

judgment is un·ermined. Falsehoods a11dhall- trutns, highly charged with emotions, are 

continuously funneled into the minds of men and vronen today, daily , hourly - confound

ing them and confusing them, and rendering them incapable of clean, clear , independent 

thought . Ttis is the gravest t eat to free government today. 

·m·r , it is not easy to guard one• s self against this propaganda. rt is ot a 

simple matter to insulate one ' s self because it is so subtle and so pervasive and so 

persuasive . But that •s exactly what a man in a free society must do . He must try to 

screen what he hears , what he reads . He must learn to analyze , to question, to check, 

to double check, to try to get at the facts . He must al,·ro.ys ask h:iJnself, 11 Is this 

thing really so?" 

Not everything that comes to us from the mouth of a news commentator on the radio 

or from a column in our newspaper or from an editorial in our press - not everythjng 

which emanates even from high authority in government , .from the most highly placed 

circl es in government , whether political or military, is disinterested truty always~ 
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infallible truth or infallible judgment. ,e must Je arn to comparre, and the best 1·1ay 

to compare is to listen to the contrary viewpoint and then check. A free man must 

guard himself' against jumping to conclusions on the basis of the first report., the 

first item which he reads, the first comment to irhich he liste s. He must never be

come so opinionated as t o be umtllling to change his belief and opinion Yrhen facts 

warrant it. A man in a free society vrho wants to be i'ree and wants his society to 

remain free must continuously inform himself through self-education. A politically 

uninfonned and :i.mma ture people will not stay free for very long. He must avoid mass 

hysteria. He must think for himself , and that 1s a hard discipline. It takes years 

and hears to train one rs self into thinking for himself, and a college education is 

not always the way to do it. Frequently those who have had the advantages of college 

education are those who are most inclined to move in the mass and thinkin the mass and 

go along, as it were, and listen to the voice of their own prejudices rather than to 

the voice of truth. 

And then a man in a free society has the responsibility not to be afraid to think 

for himself. Cowardice is the ruin of a free society. A man must not be afraid to 

differ. He must not be afraid to express a contrary opinion if it is an honest opin

ion and a responsible opinion. In a democracy the majority governs . In a democracy 

the r.iajority must govern. There is no other technique for democracy, but the majoricy 

may be at times wrong. It is the moral duty of a .free citizen to call attention to 

such wrongs, to advocate what he regards to be the right way and not to be deterred by 

criticism or abuse or intjmidation. It is the duty of a free man to speak up respon

sibly, after having j nformed himself, to speak up and not by his silence or indiffer

ence or calculated prudence, to confinn the wrong, to perpetuate the evil. 

All kinds of tyrants and despots and dictators and their lackies., the little fel

lows, the little dictators and the big dictators, the parochial despot and the pro

vincial despot and the over-all despot in countries - they all count for their ultimate 
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success upon the ~ timidity, the submissiveness and the weakness for conform

ity on the part of most people . ucry aloud , spare not . Lift up thy voice like a horn 

and declare unto Uy people their transgression , and to the house of Jacob their sin , " 

was the admonition given to the prophet . 

A free man should not be afraid, i.f necessary at times , to stand alone . It is 

good to work ~rith people . It is good to cooperete . The best results come through 

cooperativeness , but if once a free man is convinced that the majority is doing some

thing which is vrrong, which is hurtful to society, he must have the courage tp abstract 

himse l.f from the group and to stand alone • 

And with it , comes a third responsibility for a man in a free society. That is 

to de.fend the intellectual freedom, independence of judgment, the right of expression 

of other people . This is even more difficult - a far more difficult responsibility. 
the 

To suppress others is in/long run to suppress ourselves . 

A free man is clearly not obligated to defend the freedom of those who patent]y 

1.JSe or advocate the use of force to destroy democracy. He is not obligated to defend 

those who reject the methods of peace and the procedures of democracy , and who con

spire to undermine through their democratic immunities and opportunities our free in

stitutions because this would prove the suicide of any free society. Force must be 
who 

used at times against those/by force would destroy democracy. But , we must make doubly 

sure , ,ve raust make trebly sure of our ground before we move to suppress the freedom 

of any :sro:t citizen. It is sooo.sy to let our prejudices and our dislike for the un

like run away with us . It is so easy to brand a man a Communist , .for example , who 

does not happen at the moment to agree with a policy approved by the government or by 

the majority of the people , who disagreement may be grounded in profound patriotic 

devotion and loyalty to his country. It is so easy to brand a man a Communist who 

does not approve of our Korean policy, of our Chinesl policy , of our Russian policy, 

or of our Trwnan doct.rine . 
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We must make doubly sure why we want to suppress the freedom of expression of an 

individual and vrhat it is that vie V1-ant to suppress and whether the suppression ultim

ately will serve the best interests of our free society. 

There is a fourth resporsibility of men in a free society - to respect the insti

tutions and customs of that zociety as long as they serve the best interests of such 

a society, and ·ihen they cease to do that, it is his responsibility to try to change 

them . ow, no cha1~ge should be made lightly. Change is not necessarily progress . 

Very often change is retrogression, and therefore , no change should be made preci

pitately, lightly, without very sober and solemn and deliberate consideration, but no 

institution shou d be perpetuated in a free society and no law, s:imply because it is 

old and venerable . There is nothj ng static a rout a free society and a free govern

ment . There is no finality to acy law or any institution . Governments are instituted 

to make secure human rights . Governments are the servants of men, not vice versa. 

ThPt •s the whoJe philosophy underlying r Declaration of Independence . And we should 

seek chan ~e ;ihen necessary, and progress through education and through informing the 

popular mind and will and through the democrati~ process , so that when the change is 

adopted, it will be of common consent and has the backing and the strength of common 

consent. e should not look for change in a democracy through violence or the dicta-

tor ship of a minority. Democracy is not only an end. It is also a means l And dicta

torial neans will never lead to a democratic end. 

ThBre is another responsibility of free men in a free society, and that is to 

take active part in government, to see to it that men of authority and ability and 

integrity are placed in position of authority to administer the government , to keep 

in touch with these men whom we chose to be our representatives . erely to criticize 

what you don 1t approve of in goverrunent is not enough. rt is not helpful . Helpful 

criticism is that which comes first as a result of stucy of whet the situation is , how 

it can be corrected, and then by making our opinion and our judgment hear d in those 

circles which fl.re charged with the responsibility of running our country. 
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And there is still another responsibility of free men in a free society, and th ~t 

is to defend their country even vrhen they do not approve of its policies . They should 

try to cric:nge those policies . When their country is in danger or at war, it .~s their 

bounden, moral duty to defend their country. I have heard .from time to time people 

who have certain grievances , and perhaps justified grievHnces against their government, 

because of discrimination practiced in certain parts of our country a int certain 

races and certain reli ions, or I have heard that certain people 1. o are completely 

infatuated with the system of govermicnt of another country, say, "I vill never f;ght 

ag inst the Soviet l nion , " for example . That is not only unwise ; it is unjustified. 

The famous Greek philosopher , Socrates, vrho Yra::, unjustly sentenced to death by 

the Athenians , and on the day be ore his execut..; en , '-le vras compelled to drink the her.i

lock, a friend of his - Crito by name - came to his prison cell and told h:ir1 th.at ar

rangements had been made for him to escape . His fr' enc s were deeply concernec abont 

him and made these arran~eMents , and ito sumrno'1ed all the argur1ents to persuade Soc-

rates to escape . He owed it to himself - t:m he owe it to h.i.s far:iily - the sentence 

was vrrong - it was a prejudiced sentence . Socrates refused to escape . And t· ~s hm-f 

Plato reports the dialogue , the conversation which took place in the prison cell be

tween SocrPtes and h~s friend , Cri o . It is only part of the amazingly noble dialogue : 

Socrates says to his friend : 

Consider the Matter in this way : Imagine that I am about to play 
truant (you may call the proceeding by any name which you like) , 
and the laws and the government come and interrogate me : "Tell us , 
aocr?.tes , '1 they say , 11 rhat are you a bout? Are you not going by an 
act of :rours to overturn us - the laws , and the whole state , as far 
as in ~"ou lies? Do you :imagine that a state can subsist and nob be 
overthrorm, in nhich the decisions of law have no povrer , but are set 
aside and trrunpled upon by incti vi duals ?11 at nll be our ansi·rer , 
Cri to , to these and the lik:e words? Anyone , and especially a rhet,
orj cim , vdll have a 300d deal to say on behalf of he law which re
quires . sentence to be carried out. He will argue th~t this law 
should not be set aside; and shaJ_l vm reply, "Yes , but the st te has 
inj·ired us and eiven an unjust sentence . 11 Suppose I say that? 

Crito says , 11 ery good ., ~ocrates . 11 And Socrates says : 

"And was that our 2 tsreement vrith you?" the la r would answer ; 11 or 
were ou to abide by the sentence of the state ?11 And if I ·rere to 
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express my astonishrlent at their words , the lavr vrould probably add, 
"Answer , Socrates , instead of opening your eyes - you are inc.he 
habit of asking aud unswering questions . Tell us - what complaint 
h ve you to m2ke against us which justifies you in attempting to 
destroy us and the state? In the first place did we not br2.ng you 
into existence? Yonr father married your mother in this state ••• 
say whether you havo any objection to urge against those of us who 
regulate r1arriage . n Jone , I should reply. "Or against those of 
us who after birth regulate the nurture and education of children, 
in which you also were trained. ,ere not the laws , which have the 
charge of education , right in commanding yo1r .father to train you 
in music and gymnastic?11 Right , I should reply. W{{ell , then , since 
you were brought jnto the world and nurtured and educated by us , 
can you deny in the first place that you are our child ..• , as your 
fath€rs were before you? And if this is true you are not on equal 
terms ·Tith us; nor can you think that you have a right to do to us 
what vm are doing to you. Would you h::ive any right to strike or re
vile or do any other evil t 0 your father because you have been struck 
or reviled by him, or received sane other evil at his hands? - ;rou 
vrould not say this . And because -w-e think right to destroy you, do 
you think that you have any ri ht to destroy us in return , and your 
country as far as in you liAs? fill you , . O professor of t..rue virtue , 
pretend that yol.l are justifie in this? Has a philosopher like you 
failed to dincover that our country is mo.1. e to be valued and hir;her 
and 11olier far than mother or fathar or any ancestor , and more to be 
regarded in the eyes of the eods and of men of understanding? also to 
be soothed, and gently and reverently entmted when angry, even more 
than a father , and either to be persua ed, or if not persuaded, to 
be obeye<l? And whenve are punished by her, whetner wit.h :imprison
ment or stripes , the punishment is to be endured in silence , and if 
she leads us to wowrls or death in battle , thither we follow as is 
ri2ht; neither may anyone yield or retreat or leave his rank, but 
whether in battle or in a court of law, or in any other place , he 
must do what his city and his country order him; or he must change 
their vieu of what is just : and if he may do no violence to his fa
father or mother , much less may he do violence to his country. " What 
ansvrer shall we make to this , Cri to? Do the Jaws speak truly or do 
they not? 

Crito says , "I think thHt they do . n 

Finally, just as a free man would himself like to be fi'ee , he has res onsibility 

to see that all of his fellow- citizens are free . He must tolerate no discri~ination , 

no artificial limitations of opportunity on others , no favoritism because of race or 

creed . He must be jealous of the .freedom of others , not merely of their political 

freedom, nor even ~rely of their econor.tlc freedom - of their social freedom, of their 

status ., of dienity and respectability and honor in their co unity. "That the honor 

of thy neighbor be as dear unto thee a8 thine own , 11 said our Rabbis . le must respect 
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a man for what he is, regardless of the accident of his birth. "Equal and exact jus

tice to all men, of whatever state or persuasion ., religious or political . " That is 

how Thomas Jefferson put it in his 1st Inaugural. That, of course., means responsibil

ity for bz,otherhood, for an harmonious cooperative society. 

And so , good friends , citizenship, which is the greatest privilege that can come 

to a human being - citizenship in a free society, vrhich carries with it so many pri

vileges , so many opportunities , which brings vnth it so much dignity to a human bej ng 

- citizenship carries -with it tremendous responsibilities, day-by- day res onsibilitics . 

"We , the People - n· We , the People, who run a great government like the government of 

the United states - its power, its wealth, its majesty. We , the People, vrho by our 

power can unseat the Chief Executive anddesigncte our legislators , can order every

thi ng -we want to - We, the People - hRve the gravest respo. sibilities to see that ,rhat 

we do is vrisely done, justly done . We have the responsibility so to discipline our

selves as to deserve the blessings of freedom . 

Many citizens are aw-are of this . Unfortunately., all too many look upon a free 

country as freecbm to cb what they please just so they can keep out of the toils of 

the law. 

There aren•t many free societies left in the world today. They are getting fewer 

and fewer . We want to preserve this , the greatest and noblest society that man has 

ever createu upon the face of the earth . Ie must think in tenns of these serious arrl 

onerous responsibilities and try to live up to them. 
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