
The Voluntaryist
Whole Number 47 "If one takes care of the means, the end will take care of itself." December 199O

Weights and Measures:
State or Market?

by Carl Watner
Introduction

Historically, the State has been largely responsible for coinage,
and the systems of weights and measures by which the metallic
content of coins has been determined, but there is no reason why
these operations should not be in the hands of private enterprise.
The purpose of this article is to call attention to the parallel
between the advocacy of private money and the free market
provision of weights and measures.

A Brief History of Weights and Measures
Before there was a State, primitive man perceived a need for

measurements of length and weight. For objects which he could
lift and handle, nature suggested the arm, the hand's breadth,
and the finger as units of measure, while the pace and the foot
provided a ready means to measure distance. For small and
delicate items, the earliest and most commonly available unit
of weight was found in the form of the seeds of plants. The carat
weight, used by jewelers and goldsmiths, was originally based
on the weight of the carob seed of the near East, or the locust
tree seed. In Central Europe, the dry grain of wheat was another
natural weight, which gave its name to the standard unit of one
grain.' Although seed grains are all not equal, there is a
reasonably constant uniformity among samples from the same
locality and from the same harvest, which was sufficient to rr ake
the early grain' standard widespread from Europe to China.

Apart from the metric system, nearly all of the customary
standards of weights and measures used in the western world
have evolved from the systems used by the empires of the Middle
East. The Beqa Standard, usually associated with the weighing
of gold and silver, has by far the longest history of any of the
ancient standards. It was used in Egypt throughout 3000 years
of dynastic rule, and was then adopted by the Greeks as their
standard about 700 B.C. The Romans derived their weights for
the silver denarius and the gold aureus from the Beqa Standard.
The Arabic empire of the 7th Century A.D. used the Beqa Standard
to weigh bulk gold, and ultimately it became the basis for the
English troy weight system (which was transmitted to medieval
Europe by way of the ancient Greek city of Troy, hence the name).

Since the mining and use of gold and silver were a jealously
guarded prerogative of royalty in the ancient world, the provision
of coins became a government monopoly. The coining monopoly
necessitated government intervention in the definition and
promulgation of weights and measures because of the integral
connection between measuring gold and silver, and determining
the standards by which they were to be measured. To enforce
its monopoly in these areas, governments had to erect
safeguards for the proper manufacture and use of weights and
measures, and simultaneously provide for the prohibition of new
standards, which might compete with it's existing standards. The
involvement of early governments in these areas is well
exemplified by the ordinances found in medieval Germany. The
accuracy of early German coinage left much to be desired: many
were underweight, others overweight. In an effort to prevent
people from discovering and melting down the overweight coins,
the government outlawed the private ownership of scales.

There were numerous, other ways in which governments
tampered with weights and measures. In the history of nearly
every national unit of account, there can be found the story of
chronic debasement, either in the form of reducing the weight
or the purity of the metal in a given coin, without reducing ?ts

legal value. In other times and places, the State has redefined
the content or standard of value of the monetary unit. The story
of modern State control over currency and coinage may be
summed up in the numerous hyperinflations of the Twentieth
Century, in which the monetary systems of various countries
have been totally destroyed. To say the least, the constitutional
mandate of these sovereign nations—generally described as "to
coin money, regulate the value thereof, ... and fix the standard
of weights and measures "—has demonstrated the total inability
of coercive political power to ever accomplish these goals. While
there is no guarantee that private enterprise would perform
better over the long run, there is at least the assurance that if
a private organization fraudulently altered its money or weight
standards, other alternatives would be quickly offered by its
competitors. The voluntary aspect of market competition in both
weights and measures and monies most likely would insure us
against the failure of a single coercive monopoly to honor its
own laws and standards. In any case, it is hard to imagine private
enterprise leaving a more sordid record than the State has left.

The Common Law of Weights and Measures
In any country, there must always be some commonly accepted

standard(s) of weights and measures. The use of certain weights
and measures, like the use of various kinds of money, originates
with the people, in their economic transactions in the
marketplace. There is no inherent reason why these common law
standards must be legalized or sanctioned by the State; adoption
by the government adds nothing to their efficacy. Unless the new
system demonstrates an overriding superiority to the one in use,
there seems little reason for people to give up the old standard.
Indeed, if a new system of weights and measure requires
legislation to bring it into use, it must be lacking the advantages
which the users consider necessary to cause them to adopt it
voluntarily.

The one system developed and promoted by governments, the
metric system, has still not been commonly accepted in the
United States. Instituted by the revolutionary government of
France in 1791, the metric system was supported by compulsory
legislation wherever its use became widespread. In the United
States, the Metric System Act of 1866, "officially recognized the
use of metric weights and measures in commercial transactions,"
meaning that no contract or pleading in a government court was
to be held invalid because the weights or measures expressed
or referred to were metric. The Act also provided an official table
of equivalents between metric and the customary units of
measure. Despite the fact that there was never a similar Act of
Congress authorizing the use of our customary systems of
English weights and measures, those systems have always been
recognized in government courts.

The duty of Congress or some private registry agency with
respect to weights and measures is to define and preserve the
standard, so that if some dispute arises, there is an independent,
third-party verification of the weight or measure used. Lysander
Spooner, a 19th Century constitutional lawyer, explained this
purpose thusly,

Congress fixes the length of the yard-stick, in order that
there may be some standard, known in law, with reference
to which contracts may conveniently be made, (if the
parties choose to refer to them,) and accurately enforced
by course of justice when made. But there is no compulsion
upon the people to use this standard in their ordinary
dealings. If, for instance, two parties are dealing in cloth,
they may, if they both assent to it, measure it by a cane
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