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Statement of Purpose
The Voluntaryists are libertarians who have

organized to promote non-political strategies to
achieve a free society. We reject electoral politics, in
theory and in practice, as incompatible with liber-
tarian principles. Governments must cloak their ac-
tions in an aura of moral legitimacy in order to sus-
tain their power, and political methods invariably
strengthen that legitimacy. Voluntaryists seek in-
stead to delegitimize the State through education,
and we advocate withdrawal of the co-operation and
tacit consent on which State power ultimately
depends.

THE
ETHICS OF VOTING

By George H. Smith

PARTI

I. Introduction

A detailed libertarian critique of electoral voting is long
overdue. Political libertarians (i.e., those who support the ef-
fort to elect libertarians to political office) are usually silent
on the moral implications of electoral voting. When challeng-
ed, they typically dismiss moral objections out of hand, as if
the voluntaryist (i.e., anti-voting) case deserved nothing more
than a cursory reply.

This situation will probably change in the near future. The
issues raised in voluntaryist arguments are far too important
to be discarded without careful consideration, even if one
ultimately rejects voluntaryist conclusions. This is especially
true for those political anarchists (if I may use that curious
phrase) who support the Libertarian Party. If it is at least com-
prehensiblewhy minarchists (advocates of minimal govern-
ment) support a political party, the spectacle of political anar-
chists is far more perplexing. Hence this essay (to be con-
tinued in subsequent issues of The Voluntaryist) is directed
primarily at political anarchists, though some of the material
is relevant to minarchists as well.

The purpose of this essay is to explore the moral implica-
tions of libertarians (especially anarchists) holding political
office, running for political office, or assisting those who
do—primarily through the vote. The ethics of voting cannot
be divorced from the key question of what one is voting for.
And this, as I shall argue, cannot be divorced from the institu-
tional framework in which the voting occurs.

This essay is directed to fellow libertarians who are
familiar with the standard debates in contemporary liber-
tarianism, such as that between minarchism and anarchism. I
must also assume that the reader is generally familiar with
the basic approach of voluntaryism. (If not, my essay Party

Dialogue should be consulted, along with the other essays in
"The Voluntaryist Series.") Moreover, standard terms in the
libertarian lexicon—e.g., "invasion" and "aggression" (which
I use synonymously)—are not defined in this essay. Here
again standard libertarian works should be consulted, such
as various books and essays by Murray Rothbard. A term that
may generate some confusion is "electoral voting." This
means voting for the purpose of placing someone in a
political office. It does not refer to other kinds of political
voting, such as voting on particular issues in a referendum.
(This requires a somewhat different analysis.) Hereafter,
unless otherwise noted, the simple term "voting" shall be us-
ed to mean "electoral voting."

Since this essay is to appear in installments, I must beg the
reader's pardon if some problems remain unsolved at the con-
clusion of each part. The theory of voting has been so
neglected that it is difficult to explore its moral implications
without first laying a good deal of preliminary groundwork.
Some pro-voting arguments are based on different premises
and actually clash with each other when employed by the
same person. Other pro-voting arguments appear decisive,
but they retain this appearance at the expense not only of
voluntaryism, but of principles common to all libertarian
theories (especially anarchism). These "kamikaze
arguments" attack voluntaryism by undercutting the founda-
tions of libertarian political analysis, thus exploding political
arguments later.) For one libertarian to use a kamikaze argu-
ment against another libertarian is somewhat indelicate, to
say the least.

The theory of voting should be investigated within a broad
framework of political and legal theory. This plunges us into
complex and troublesome areas, like principal-agent relation-
ships, accessories before the fact, aiders and abettors of
crime, and so forth. I do not presume to have solved the pro-
blems these concepts create for libertarian theory, but liber-
tarianism undeniably depends on some notion of accoun-
tability for persons other than those directly involved in
criminal (i.e., aggresive) acts.

Libertarians generally agree that the driver of a getaway
car is liable for a bank robbery, even if he did not personally
wield a gun or threaten force. Similarly, we hold legislators
accountable for their unjust laws, political executives ac-
countable for their unjust directives, and judges accountable
for their unjust decisions. We do not exonerate these in-
dividuals just because they legitimize their actions under the
"mask of law." Yet political and bureaucratic personnel rare-
ly participate in law enforcement; they do not strap on guns
and apprehend violators.This is left to the police.

Clearly, therefore, the libertarian (anarchist) condemnation
of the State as a criminal gang rests on the view that criminal
liability can extend beyond the person who uses, or threatens
to use, invasive force. Most of the individuals in government,
though not directly involved in aggression, nevertheless "aid
and abet" this process. Libertarian theory would be ir-
reparably crippled without this presumption. If criminal ac-
countability is restricted only to direct aggressors, then the
vast majority of individuals in the State apparatus, including
those at the highest levels of decision-making, must be con-
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