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How Much Freedom Do We Have To Make Choices?  
 

In a democratic city like Hong Kong, we like to think that we are guaranteed a 
lot of freedoms. Under the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, you and I 
are given the right to equal representation before the law, freedom of movement, free 
choice of employment, and many other unalienable rights that guarantee our basic 
standards of living. However, despite the freedoms that we are so lucky to have in 
Hong Kong, the question that we often ask ourselves is: How much freedom do we 
have to make choices?  

 
With the recent case of free TV licensing that has hit the media by storm, 

whether we, as Hong Kong citizens, have any freedom to make choices has been 
questioned repeatedly. Despite various demonstrations and formal complaints to the 
government for their secretive and unreasonable “black box” institution approach, we 
have not gained any ground in licensing HKTV as a free-to-air service, and it doesn’t 
seem like we will in the near future either. 

 
However, this isn’t a standalone case in Hong Kong. When the new Diploma 

of Secondary Education (DSE) Exams were introduced in Hong Kong, for example, 
despite protests from parents, teachers, and school boards, we were swatted away like 
flies, with no say in the way that education would be carried out. Despite the incessant 
and increasing criticisms that students have, a majority of negative feedback for the 
DSE is ignored, causing a trend of high school and university students leaving Hong 
Kong to study abroad in the United Kingdom, United States, and Australia.  

 
I believe that when the government makes decisions, there are several limits 

that are imposed on our freedom to make choices; but why does the government make 
decisions anyway? 

 
One of the basic principles in running a society is the deontological ethics 

behind it, in others words, the duties government have in deciding affairs. The 
foremost duty of a government should be to provide for its people. The government 
does this to gain its people’s trust and to be seen as a legitimate ruling body, allowing 
it to stay in power with minimal or no conflict. We see this duty applied in the 
government’s provision of healthcare and subsidized housing, although there may be 
a monetary cost involved. This is also the same logic applied when the government 
created the DSE exams, as the Education Bureau convinced officials that a new 
syllabus would benefit students by providing liberal studies courses, a wider range of 
extra-curricular activities, and more depth in elective subjects.  

 
At the same time, the people also have a duty to a legitimate government. The 

people must subscribe to that government’s laws, such as refraining from killing 
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people or robbing banks, so that the societal order is maintained and productivity can 
be maximized. However, in subscribing to a set of rules, there is a tradeoff: the 
people’s freedoms are limited. Even if, as a citizen of Hong Kong, you feel the 
sudden urge to write a graffiti message on the walls of a building in Central, you have 
a duty to follow the law and curb your freedom to make the choice to paint graffiti on 
the walls, even if the graffiti may have no harm to anybody else.  

 
Another principle of running a society, or more specifically, passing laws for a 

city is the harms principle. This states that as a citizen, your can have the freedom to 
do whatever you want, as long as you are not causing harm to a second party. 
Governments consider this while writing legislation for their countries, because 
allowing certain individuals to harm people in their jurisdiction does not follow with 
their duties. This principle explains a lot of the laws we see in Hong Kong, for 
example, you are not allowed to smoke in public areas, because second hand smoke 
can have adverse effects as serious as asthma, lung cancer, or emphysema. The 
emphasis is not only on the damage done to the individual who smokes, but those 
who don’t smoke and are affected by that individual’s actions. An argument can be 
made about the smoking individual’s free will and freedom to make choices being 
curbed, however, the stronger harms principle takes precedence in such cases and is 
frequently exercised in real life.  
 

Finally, on a personal level, another aspect that may curb our freedom to make 
choices is the religion that we choose. Because Hong Kong doesn’t subscribe to any 
particular religion, we as citizens are allowed to exercise our religious freedoms. 
While half of the Hong Kong population is irreligious, some people are Buddhist, 
Taoist, Catholic, or part of another religion. These people will inadvertently be bound 
by some religious practices that their religion has, whether it may be praying before 
eating, going to the Temple, or wearing certain items of clothing, which may all affect 
an individual’s freedom to make choices in their life. However, because religion is a 
choice in Hong Kong, it is logical to assume that most believers go into religion 
knowing the practices of that religion, making it more acceptable personally to 
sacrifice some freedoms for religious devotion.   
 

At the end of the day, although we as Hong Kong citizens have a lot of 
freedoms, compared to the oppressed Syrian refugees or the North Korean 
dictatorship, we have to accept that our freedom to make choices are limited by our 
duties, whether our actions cause harms, and the extent to which we practice a 
religion. Ultimately, whether this is something good or bad is up to you to decide. 
 


