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�
If there’s one thing at which we humans are truly terrible, it’s taking responsibility, 
an abstract social concept that, as far as I’m aware, is a particularly human trait. 
Responsibility and duty are entirely dependant on that very singular human quality 
of speech, and of the symbolic processes entailed in verbalisation. Responsibility is 
measured against the social compact, in that we are said to have succeeded or failed 
based on the expectation of others. One can say we have a responsibility to ourselves; 
to eat, procreate, excrete and so on, but that’s like saying we have a responsibility to 
breathe – you can duck that duty without fear of censure since you’ll be dead. In the 
context of social expectation, responsibility is assessed through a failure to meet it; all 
the while we do what we are supposed to, the issue of our responsibility is irrelevant, 
since we don’t have to discuss it, once the definition is agreed. Only when we fail in 
our perceived duties does the issue of our responsibility arise, and it does so on the 
back of its long-time companion, blame. Responsibility, duty and blame can only be 
defined or conveyed through language, for they require conceptual thinking, and the 
communication of the concepts to others.

Responsibility requires not just memory, but history; where past events can be 
recalled and discussed. Responsibility implies duty, and among people this duty is to 
your society. We are all duty-bound in some way; it’s part of the human condition. 
It may also be the case that as any society increases in size and complexity, each 
individual is bound more tightly to duty in order to take part, and to maintain the 
system, both technically and socially. 

Responsibility is the invoice attached to freedom. Slaves had so little responsibility for 
their lives and actions the concept was almost meaningless. A slave had clear duties, 
and failure to fulfil them merited harsh punishment, but this is not the same thing 
at all. True responsibility cannot be imposed; in the noblest sense, we are required 
to shoulder our burdens willingly, to which end we must therefore exercise choice, 
which slaves obviously could not. Freed from bondage, people are given choices. 
Whether they like it or not they have acquired, along with freedom, responsibilities 
for acting on, and investing in the decisions they make. History records how we have 
gradually been freed from slavery, first literal, and later from the demands of despots, 
religions and economic penury. With each step mankind takes towards freedom, we 
acquire a further responsibility to use it, and use it well. So it is that while we find 
freedom in knowledge, we are obliged to shoulder the increasing burden that comes 
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with it; my remarks elsewhere regarding whether we choose to use our scientific 
advances for good or ill are a case in point. 

How well we discharge our duties is not the issue here; my interest lies in how we 
come to be so adept at denial. A fear of humiliation must be central, because no-one 
likes to be found wanting, especially amongst our peers. We are also driven by a fear 
of punishment; in most respects we are still enslaved, but now to a society in which 
censure can take many forms; moral, legal, economic, social. There is still much 
coercion applied to the individual, where our duties are defined for us. The closer we 
move towards a utopian society, the more we are obliged to take responsibility rather 
than have it delivered to us. Freedom can never be defined as an escape from duty, 
rather as a shift between imposition and choice. On this basis, perhaps it is clear why 
I believe that society must change itself from within, instead of paying a tenuous 
obeisance towards rulers and governments. While we look to others to resolve our 
problems, we can also pretend we have no responsibility for those problems. This is 
a convenient sophistry, but one whose mechanisms are rapidly being exposed; sleight 
of hand is hardly convincing when you can see the mechanism of the trickery. If we 
desire real change, we are no longer afforded the luxury of having it handed down to 
us from above. 

Duty cannot be imposed on free people. Equally, it cannot be denied them, which is 
why we remain free to shape our world even while we believe it beyond us. There is 
no way a government can deny its citizens any responsibility they care to shoulder, 
for this is the basis of democracy. Under totalitarian regimes, the suppression of the 
people comes in the form of denying them their right to be responsible for society’s 
actions. Instead, they are treated like children. Actually, like naughty children.

�
I keep coming back to the same point. We are like adolescents, poised between the 
innocence of childhood, where one is only required to play and learn, and the hard 
world of adulthood, where we have duties not only to ourselves, but to everyone. A 
child may be chastised by parents when they do something wrong, but to the world 
at large the parents are responsible for the actions of their offspring. All too often, 
it seems we merely try to acquire new parents in a bigger family – manager, boss, 
commander, government – so we can remain childishly irresponsible, blameless to the 
world outside the company or organisation that has adopted us. In the same way, we 
often attempt to unlink our words and actions. If a child says it will do one thing, but 
does another, parents are neither surprised nor disappointed. In a responsible adult, 
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this is not acceptable – or shouldn’t be. When I express the belief that all people 
in the world should share a common standard of living, I also acknowledge my 
responsibility for their welfare. If that is my belief, I am obliged to accept the duty to 
make it happen, at least to contribute in some modest way, in order for my actions to 
be consistent with my words. This book is, in part, one of the ways I am attempting 
to fulfil my obligations. One thing is certain – talking about my responsibilities in no 
way fulfils them; not only is talk cheap, it is also remarkably ineffective. 

In a world in which responsibility is parcelled out with the workload, we have no 
real investment in it. It is little wonder we have made an art-form out of denial, so 
arbitrary are the duties we are paid to undertake. We accept them grudgingly as part 
of the package, but the demands we try to meet are not our own, and when things 
go wrong, our first instinct is to remind our accusers that our commitment is only 
partial, artificial and limited; demarcation a border being constantly redrawn. The 
most common occurrence is probably in business, where you hear the phrase “it’s 
nothing to do with me”, “it’s not my place” or “I’m just doing what I was told”. We 
create boxes, outside of which we acknowledge no connection, no involvement in 
the process. This is one of the main problems with business management in the UK, 
where I have found an insidious kind of class consciousness. No-one considering 
themselves lower class feels obliged to understand or adopt the concerns of those 
“higher up”. Management thinking is astonishingly territorial and stratified; finding 
people who are aware of the duties of others, and equally prepared to consider how 
their work might ease the burden of colleagues no matter their place in the hierarchy, 
is rare – and extremely undervalued, since many boardrooms are equally parochial.

Our sense of responsibility in commerce is therefore purchased along with our 
time. If we don’t get paid much, we feel little concern for the enterprise. If the 
company is prepared to pay us more, we are prepared to increase our burden, up 
to a point. When this kind of thinking becomes a habit, we start applying the 
same logic to everything we do, concluding that in society, as in business, we are 
devolved of responsibility unless we become rich or powerful. Equally, we do not 
see responsibility as something we contribute, but something we should be paid 
for, and pay we do. There is a whole class of professionals dedicated to taking the 
responsibilities we do not care to shoulder. Chief amongst these are the politicians, 
and nowhere is denial more assiduously practised; it would appear the more we carry 
the burdens of others, the more inclined we become to deny that we accidentally let 
one fall. Perhaps the load we put on others is unrealistic, and we should take some of 
it back?

We are like children too in the way we ignore the consequences of debt. Several times 
in this book I have asserted that in many ways we are still like slaves, but tyrants, 
religions and chains have been replaced by credit cards, bank loans and mortgages. 
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Only an adolescent can rack up enormous debts without a thought in their head for 
how the debt will be repaid. Is it not like a teenager to be so obsessed with immediate 
gratification, so prepared to act irresponsibly, selling the future for a quick hit in the 
present like some kind of junkie? Debt is a more potent weapon than the gun, now 
used universally to control nations, economies and societies; does third-world debt 
not make the indebted countries rather more pliant to the will of the lenders?

The characteristics of adolescence can also be seen in society as a whole. Our 
civilisation is obsessed with short-term issues – average length one lifetime – while 
we stage ever more dangerous fights, play with chemicals ignoring the danger to 
ourselves, draw graffiti all over the planet, piss in the swimming pool and then 
complain about how bad the water tastes. We act with hormonal aggression; we are 
confrontational and promiscuous, think little of our inner life and believe we are 
immortal, or at least act like it. Shorn of responsibility, we think everything is the 
fault of someone else, and depend on adult intervention to solve our problems. There 
was a program on TV in which a bunch of kids were left alone in a house for a week. 
By the end, the house was trashed; do I really have to draw the analogy?

It seems strange too the way adults dress like kids now days. When I was young, 
adults identified themselves by dressing soberly. They were dull, in other words. I 
don’t have an issue with people dressing colourfully, flamboyantly. I do suspect that, 
as our western society loses its spiritual centre, more and more of us are trying to 
extend our childhood, as if by wearing children’s clothes, death will fooled by our 
disguise. This determination to remain an adolescent would explain why parents 
would make truants out of their children or get in fights with teachers, the rise 
of road-rage, the lack of discipline and respect, the rise of the nanny state. All the 
effort – in the name of security – put into tracking mobile phones, listening to our 
conversations, checking our email, watching our spending patterns, recording our 
every move with CCTV cameras; are these not the acts of anxious parents trying to 
control unruly teenagers? 

�
I once read a tract that suggested you could only help someone else appropriately if 
you didn’t give a damn about them. The notion, although counter-intuitive, is that 
when we care too much about the outcome of one’s putative generosity, both motive 
and method become corrupt.

It is a powerful argument. We rarely accept responsibility for the outcome of our 
altruistic acts; how can we? Suppose you decide to help an acquaintance. You direct 
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this person to a place and time, entirely for their benefit and motivated by generosity. 
This person, on route to the destination, is knocked down by a bus and killed. For 
what can you accept responsibility here? The answer is to be responsible for the giving 
of advice. The recipient’s duty is to follow it, or not. But if you care about the fate of 
the recipient, you may have to recall how persuasive you were, leaving you devastated 
by the part you think you played in the death of a friend.

Caring about our charges is a deceptive practice for another reason. All too often, 
we seek reward for our charity. In our minds, there is an outcome to be achieved, 
and the person who has to achieve it is the recipient. The reward we require – feeling 
good about our caring generosity – is made through the recipient’s betterment, but 
achieved on our terms. So helping someone when you care whether they follow the 
advice is actually to make a trade, a bargain in which your assistance is rewarded 
by their compliance. The giver imagines a better life for the receiver, so their help is 
conditional. God help you if you don’t respond properly; after ten visits to a Christian 
soup kitchen without once displaying a trace of newly-found piety, you may find 
rather less in your bowl. I’m sure there are many charitable Christian works, among 
others, who recognise all need without discrimination. None the less, their covert 
mission is conversion through their good works to the theology that put the food in 
your belly. Their help is attached to an agenda; if this were not the case, there would 
be no need to tell you the mission was Christian.

So a failure to meet the expectations of the giver may cause them to regret their 
charity. In the same way, we also have expectations of the ideas that we support, and 
when they let us down we blame the idea. This is a strange notion, but a wasteful 
one, largely akin to throwing the baby away with the bath water. Take socialism, for 
example. During my lifetime, democratic socialism has been turned into a parody 
of itself, its exponents mocked and caricatured. The failure of socialist systems is 
blamed on socialism itself, which the centrist parties now want to banish from any 
mainstream political role. This is a great shame, but consistent. Throughout history, 
there have been plenty of excellent ideas, all discredited because of our inability to 
make them work. It is not the fault of socialism that Stalin decided to murder 25 
million people. It is not some inherent fault in Christianity that caused people to 
wage terrible wars in its name. It was not the naivety of the hippies that made peace 
and love foolish concepts, but our inability to encompass the ideas and put them in 
action. Every benign social system has had its failures, but the responsibility for the 
results belongs solely to the people whose actions produced them. How foolish is it to 
blame the idea, instead of accepting that the weakness was in the execution? Between 
our impatience and our propensity to find a scapegoat for our own inadequacies, we 
abandon all our good ideas for want of a second chance, or how ever many attempts 
are needed. We should clearly keep trying until we get things right, but laying the 
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blame for failure on our ideas also discredits them, so we give them up. I have no 
doubt that creating a utopian society will be rather tricky. Are we then to discredit 
heaven itself merely because we can’t find the door, or are we prepared to keep 
looking?

�
Choices, and the responsibility derived from making them, are one of the principle 
benefits of an advanced society, but as I say, the more choices we are allowed, the 
more responsibility we inherit. There is no point in trying to dodge the bullet, but 
all our institutions try just that, which is why a politician like Estelle Morris, the 
ex-Secretary of state for Education in the UK, was the exception that proved the 
rule when she resigned for not doing her job well enough. Taking such a courageous 
stance should not seem so exceptional, and that it did raises important questions 
about the many of her colleagues who would never place the discharge of their duties 
before maintaining their position of power.  All our bureaucracies and commercial 
institutions work like this, fearing censure at every turn and denying everything. 
Yet these are the same people we want to make our decisions for us, to tell us what’s 
important and what we are supposed to do. By handing them all responsibility, we 
protect ourselves from failure and reproach, but also disenfranchise ourselves from 
success, because when things get better, we cannot say we contributed much to the 
improvement. We are so much flotsam, taken this way and that by the various tides, 
because we refuse to navigate our own lives. 

Education should be a lifetime occupation, but far too many of us refuse to take 
responsibility for our ignorance, and counter it. We burden our leaders with the 
choices we are afraid to make for ourselves, then wonder why the choices they make 
on our behalf fail to fulfil us. Our media ducks their duty to inform and educate, 
instead resorting to propaganda and patronisation. We are what we read, and yet we 
continue to consume this rubbish unquestionably as if we needed no sustenance, 
no proper culture or enlightenment, and perhaps it is true that we can’t tell the 
difference. By refusing to discriminate, or acquire the basis on which to do so, we 
abandon the basic opportunity for betterment, like a slave who stubbornly remains 
in his cage rather than have to cope with the freedom of the unknown. Battered 
wives sometimes remain in abusive relationships because, as terrible as it seems, they 
are less distressed by the violence they are familiar with than they are the prospect of 
the unknown. Choice is indeed a heavy burden, fraught with anxiety, but if we don’t 
shoulder it, we just keep on getting battered.
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There is one human activity whose practitioners are uniquely responsible, and cannot 
in any way avoid being so, and that is art. In all creative endeavours, it is absolutely 
clear to all involved where the credit, or the blame, must be laid. I have said elsewhere 
that art is dangerous for artists, especially the performing arts, and the very blunt 
allocation of responsibility is one reason why. If you paint a bad picture, who else can 
you blame - the brush maker or the paint supplier? If you sing badly, is it the band’s 
fault? 

 The artist is always confronted with choice at every stage of creation, and the work 
is the diary of those choices, and how well they were executed. Art is tough in that 
respect, for artists have no choice. For the most part, artists don’t mind; the thing 
about art is you display your chosen burden of choice in every piece of work, for 
the act of creation is also the perfect affirmation of your freedom to define your 
responsibilities for yourself.

 


