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Freedom: The Moral Foundation

By Paul Johnson

In November 1975, Ross McWhirter was murdered by an IRA
bomb.

The 1981 Ross McWhirter Memorial Address was delivered in
the Skinners’ Hall, City of London, by Paul Johnson. The text of

,this address was reproduced in the June 1981 issue of THE FREE
NATION, the journal of the Freedom Association, in the running
of which Ross McWhirter had played a prominent part.

We are here tonight to honour the memory of a man who gave
his life to freedom. To me this is not only a moving, it is also
a profoundly comforting thought: that there are among us, even
in this leaden age of ours, those in whom the flame of freedom
burns so brightly that even the final sacrifice seems worthwhile
to keep it alight. We can, 1 think, take comfort in the honoured
dead.

The Cities Of The Dead

I remember some years ago, while walking in northwest France,
I came across, looking unexpectedly through the morning mist,
the huge and majestic cenotaph which Sir Edwin Lutyens
designed for the battlefield of the Somme. It was like a vision.
And, as the mist cleared, one could see unfold the endless rows
of white crosses stretching out to the horizon.

Here, a hundred thousand British soldiers had perished, all of
them volunteers, all of them in some degree driven to serve by
a sense of idealism. Whatever the historians may say, they
believed they were fighting for freedom, and in any event they
died for it. And not in vain, for I defy anyone who visits one of
the great war cemeteries to leave without drawing comfort and
moral sustenance from the experience. As Byron puts it:

Freedom hallows with her tread
The silent cities of the dead.

And such cities of the dead are not wholly silent. They bear
witness—as our dead friend bears witness—to the unbroken
continuity of human idealism, stretching back over the graves
of the dead, into the very distant past—into, indeed, the
millennium before Christ.

John Stuart Mill, in reviewing Grote’s HISTORY OF GREECE,
pointed out that the Battle of Marathon was, for the English, a
more important battle than the Battle of Hastings. It is true; for
those who love freedom, the exploration of the past is a constant
stimulus and comfort. History is an enormous reservoir of moral
capital, on which we can draw copiously.

The Moral Virtue Of Freedom

It is a significant fact that, today, Mr. Gladstone has again
become a relevant and exemplary figure. With his love of
economy, his hatred of big government, his devotion to economic
and political freedom, he is for our times a more stimulating and
impressive mentor than Mr. Disraeli. And Gladstone himself
found the source of his action in the honoured dead of the past.
During the parliamentary recess of 1867, after the passing of
the Second Reform Bill, he made a study of Homer in order to
discern its modern relevance.

What did he find in Homer? As fine a set of public principles
as are to be obtained. I quote his words:

The power of opinion and persuasion, as opposed to force.
The sense of responsibility in governing men. The hatred,
not only of tyranny, but of all unlimited power. The love
and the habit of reconciliation and harmony between the
spirit of freedom, on the one had, and the spirit of order
and reverence on the other. And a practical belief in rights
as relative, and in duty as reciprocal.

In the ninth century BC, Homer was able to isolate, to identify
and to recommend these great public virtues of a free society.
Today, three thousand years later, they are still not only relevant,
but absolutely central, worth fighting and dying for. There is a
point to consider on the subject of freedom, which 1 think perhaps
enlightened men in Homer’'s age might have grasped more
1eadily than we do today.

The point is this. All of us here accept the political virtues of
freedom. And all of us, I think, can recognise the economic virtues
of freedom. But to my mind, the salient, the quintessential, the
outstanding quality of freedom is moral virtue. Freedom is a
political and an economic necessity. But it is above all a moral
necessity.

Let me describe to you freedom’s triad—the great tripod of
qualities upon which freedom as a moral force rests. The first
is sacrifice. There can be all kinds of sacrifices: sacrifices of
leisure, and of time and energy; sacrifices of desire, inclination
and will; and sacrifice of health, and limb, even of life. But the
one thing they all have in common is the voluntary principle.

There can be no sacrifice in a compulsory society, where the
demands of the state are all-embracing and universal, and
enforced by law and police and power. There is no sacrifice in
belonging to the closed shop. No sacrifice in a society where the
state authority takes it upon itself to lay down in exhaustive
detail the obligations of all its citizens, and to enforce them with
relentless ferocity.

It is said, by those who advocate compulsory morality, that
a free society is a license of egoism and a formula for mass
selfishness. So it may be, perhaps. But (it) is also, and more
surely, an open arena, in which the unselfish drive in man can
manifest itself. It is an invitation to nobility, an opportunity for
service, a warrant for generosity and heroism beyond the call
of duty. There is no such thing as statutory charity, or sacrifice
by Act of Parliament. No one can be legislated into sanctity. A
compulsory society may breed technocrats and it certainly
breeds bureaucrats. It does not breed saints or heroes.

Risk

Now the second great moral feature of freedom is related to
the opportunity for sacrifice. It is the propensity to take risks.
Man is often defined as a tool-making animal. I think it is more
accurate to call him a risk-taking animal. Our bodies are earth-
bound but our spirits soar. It is our yearning and determination
to reach beyond the point which is safe that distinguishes us from
the brute creation. And it is the glory of man that he takes risks
not only or principally on his own behalf but on behalf of
humanity.

The history of human program is the history of risks, risks
daringly undertaken and successfully survived. In the great
human capital of skill and technology and knowledge which we
collectively inherit, risk is the essential element which went into
its accumulation. Our prosperity today was paid for by the risks
taken by our forbearers. And we repay our debt to the species
by taking risks from which our progeny will benefit.

It is characteristic of the compulsory society that it seeks to
eliminate risks, that it denies the right of individuals to take risks,
that it seeks to denigrate risk and confuses risk with gambling.
That is the impulse, for instance, which drives the ominous
international campaign against the industrial use of nuclear
energy. The attempt to create the no-risk, safety-first society,
a society cocooned in an infinitude of minute safety rules and
regulations, is the biggest threat facing the Western economies
today.

In the United States, under pressure from the huge anti-risk
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Would You Have Signed the
Declaration of Independence?

The theme for this article suggested itself to me some months
ago, when I began wondering whether there had been any
contemporary voluntaryist critics of the U.S. Declaration of
Independence or Constitution. (This line of thought was
prompted by reading Vince Miller's and Jarret Wollstein’s "New
Declaration of Independence” in the Summer 1992 issue of
FREEDOM NETWORK NEWS.) Without doing any research, I
realized that the anti-federalists, the “men of little faith,” as some
20th Century historians have called them, were possibly the only
like-minded opponents of the Constitution that I would find. But
these men, the best known being Patrick Henry, were still dyed-
in-the-wool statists. They were arguing about what form of
political government was best for the fledgling nation, not
whether or not it needed political governing. Then I read a flyer
put out by Albert Bellerue of Gold Canyon, Arizona. Mr. Bellerue
knew Bob LeFevre well, attended Freedom School while it was
still being conducted in Colorado, and had numerous articles
published in the Colorado Springs GAZETTE-TELEGRAPH. Based
on an article in LeFevre’s JOURNAL (Winter 1973, p.7), Mr.
Bellerue suggested that Bob LeFevre would have signed the
Declaration of Independence. While none of us can state with
certainty whether LeFevre would have done this or not, I
responded by saying that I would not have signed the document
that gave birth to the United States. This in turn led to some brief
correspondence with Mr. Bellerue, which appears below. It also
led to the idea of soliciting readers for their answers (and
supporting reasons) to this question: Would you have signed the
Declaration of Independence? Send your responses to THE
VOLUNTARYIST, Box 1275, Gramling, SC 29348.

Why [ Have Changed my Mind about the Declaration
By Albert Bellerue

...Probably I would have signed it back in 1776, along with
those folks who had made tremendous strides into what they
hoped would become “’self-government.” That to me was a great
step in historical progress for freedom. After their victory over
King George, they then had to cope with many of the same pro-
blems with their “free and independent states,”” as you so clear-
ly brought out in “’A Plague on Both Your Houses.” You noted
on page 7 that the first part of the Declaration of Independence
was full of natural rights and that you suspected the document
was to be used as a “propaganda device.” Then you pointed to
the closing paragraph which quite properly reveals that they were
still embedded in statism.” Thus they had the foot-in-the-door
to justify the existing political independent states. I doubt if they
could have gained much support (some historians claim that
about one-third of the adult white populace at the time supported
the Revolution) if they had advocated “consent of the governed”’
totally.

And so, in answer to your question, since there were no Bob

LeFevres around back then to bring up all the missing facts, |
would have—as a political conservative—signed the Declaration.
1 would probably have followed the old platitude “Right or Wrong,
Do Something.”"

Today is another story. Back in 1965, LeFevre helped me
complete my education at Rampart College/Freedom School.
Therefore, after that date—27 years ago, I can answer your
question as No, I would not. But as you have pointed out, it
is a tremendous propaganda piece to propagate a beginning
interest in Individual Freedom, especially to those that have had
none.

There have been many propaganda pieces that I have been
exposed to during my 70 years of living. Some had religious
origins, some partisan political ideas, some economic theories,
and some, just self-interest motives. Today, LeFevre’s stuff makes
more sense to me than anyone’s. He once said, "I could live with
the Declaration of Independence,” and | know what he meant.
If "'just powers are derived from the consent of the governed,”
then I don’t have to go along with that last paragraph of the
Declaration of Independence. Leonard Read pretty much agreed
with this idea, when he formulated his principle of ““anything
that’s peaceful.” But like everything else within the freedom
philosophy, that too can be argued. And, that’s good.

You know, as I get older and older I think of important and
unimportant memories. Back in the roaring Twenties, my grand-
father took me to downtown Philadelphia to Independence Hall.
I touched the Liberty Bell, and | remember the chair with the
rising or setting sun. Now | know it was a setting sun. Time
has cleared this up for me.

Why I Would Not Have Signed
By Carl Watner

The primary reason 1 would not have signed the Declaration
of Independence is this: It is a political document designed to
be coercively enforced against those not desiring independence.
This was fairly obvious at the time it was written, and soon
became obvious as the Revolutionary War progressed.

Most of my general reasons have already appeared in THE
VOLUNTARYIST, especially in the two articles on the Constitution
and treason in Whole No. 30, and in the article on the Declaration
and Revolution found in Whole No. 21. Briefly enumerated, my
other reasons are:

1. In describing the “New Declaration of Independence’” Vince
Miller writes that ‘“The American Revolution was a revolt against
corrupt central authority and high taxes.” Admittedly, the
Revolution did not oppose the idea of ““central authority’”’ or
“taxes.” The American statesmen that signed the Declaration
had no desire to do away with political government. They only
wanted to get out from under the thumbs of King George Il and
the British Parliament. They did not want to do away with coercive
government, but only change who was in charge. When they
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“True, you paid $11,307.91 in withholding taxes last
year, but what have you done for us lately?”
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