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"For Conscience's Sake"
By Carl Watner
Introduction

Qeorge Smith, in his essay "Philosophies of Toleration,'' reviews
the history of freedom of religion and identifies the moral axiom
of "righteous persecution," which has been part of most religions
throughout the ages. The principle underlying this "persecution
complex " was that recalcitrant people should be coerced "for
their own good." It made no difference whether people were being
compelled to change their earthly behavior or their spiritual
beliefs. The justification for persecution was the same in either
case: the end—the public welfare in the here-and-now or the
salvation of the persecuted in the hereafter—warranted the use
of violence. The opposite proposition, based on the principle of
persuasion, embraced the voluntaryist prescription for
reasonable argument and non-violent behavior. Many defenders
of religious freedom understood that force could only make
hypocrites of men, or as William Penn put it, "tis only persua-
sion that makes (true) converts."

An interesting twist on Smith's comments about persecution
is to apply them to the ancient practice of State taxation. Since
taxation is the taking of another's property by the public
authorities without his voluntary consent, clearly taxation may
be viewed as a form of persecution by those who would not
willingly pay. Indeed, William McLoughlin described "the prin-
cipal aspect of the struggle against the Puritan establishment"
in America as "the effort to abolish compulsory tax support for
any and all denominations." If it is correct to characterize
religious taxes as coercive and as a form of persecution, then
it should certainly be proper to categorize other forms of taxation
similarly. The principle at work is the same regardless of the
purpose behind the tax. Property must be forcibly taken from
some people and applied in ways which they (the owners) would
not ordinarily direct it.

Seventeenth and eighteenth century advocates of toleration,
like Henry Robinson, William Penn, John Locke, and James
Madison, all viewed "freedom of conscience" as a form of
property. Robinson claimed that "those who are forced to pay
a (religious) fine are subject to a forcing of their conscience.'
Penn often argued that to punish religious dissent by fines and
imprisonment was as much an invasion of conscience as it was
of property rights. Locke in A LETTER CONCERNING TOLERATION
called "liberty of conscience...every man's natural right.'
Madison, in his essay on "Property," wrote that "Conscience is
the most sacred of all property;...." So it was clearly recognized
that religious persecution took on many forms—from being
compelled to pay taxes to support a minister one did not
patronize, to the confiscation of property for the non-payment
of such taxes, to the actual imprisonment of the persecuted
minorities who insisted on practicing their religion publicly or
refusing to falsely swear their allegiance to a king or god of whom
their conscience would not approve.

The entire basis on which religious taxes were laid was the idea
that "the authority of the church (wa)s as essential to the
continued existence of civil society as that of the (S)tate." It was
assumed that religion would not be able to sustain itself without
some financial assistance from the State. "Thus," as McLoughlin
writes,

(T)he controversy over the establishment of religion in
America in 1780 was not over the establishment of any one
sect, denomination or creed, but over the establishment
of religion in general (meaning, the Protestant religion).

The question of support for religion was often compared
to the responsibility of the state toward all institutions
concerning the general welfare—the courts, the roads, the
schools, the armed forces. If justice, commerce, education,
religion, peace were essential to the general welfare, then
ought these not to be supported out of general taxation?
It was no more inconsistent in the minds of most New
Englanders to require a general tax for the support of
religion than to require, as Jefferson advocated, a general
tax for the creation and maintenance of a public school
system, (p. 610)

The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the uniqueness
of the voluntaryist argument for religious freedom. The volun-
taryist does not advocate separation of Church and State because
the issue is a red herring. To argue for separation of Church and
State does nothing more than to legitimize the State since it does
not question or challenge the State's existence. The issue, by the
nature of the way it is framed, assumes that the State must and
should exist. The fact of the matter is that Church and State will
never truly be separated until either one or the other disappears.
Tax exemption of church property or taxation of church pro-
perty? So long as a State engages in compulsory taxation to raise
its revenue, it must inevitably impact on the religious sphere.
Has the religionist, who must support the police with his taxes,
had his rights violated when the police come to the aid of the
atheist? If the State pays a policeman to direct traffic and protect
children going to church schools, might not the atheist object
to having his tax money spent in such a fashion? Only a volun-
taryist would recognize the injustice inherent in these situations.
So long as the State violates property rights by its existence—
which it must necessarily do—religious freedom or any other
form of freedom will never be secure. In principle and in practice,
all freedoms are inter-related to one other. If a property right may
be violated in one sphere, by the same principle it may be violated
in another.

The balance of this paper will discuss the issues of toleration,
religious freedom, separation of Church and State, and freedom
of conscience from the voluntaryist point of view.

Liberty not Toleration
Religious liberty or freedom of conscience, as the early

dissenters called it, means thinking as one pleases, and then
using one's body and rightfully owned property to express those
thoughts without being coercively molested. For example,
religious freedom manifests itself in the right to build places of
worship, to print religious literature, to speak of one's ideas
without the possibility of physical retaliation, and the right not
to have ones property taken or used in ways that the rightful
owner deems inappropriate. Yet, no historical religious thinker
ever thoroughly understood the principle behind religious liberty.
A religious radical, like Roger Williams, saw that it was wrong
to "steal" a person's property to support a religion he did not
practice. Yet no supporter of religious liberty ever questioned
the propriety of compulsory taxation as it applied to the secular
realm.

The English dissenters of the late 18th Century, however, did
go so far as to support the individual against the collective, no
matter what form the issue took. For them, freedom of con-
science was "a principle implicit in human nature, a right innate
in the heart of every man, constituting the essence of personality.
..." Writing about the dissenters' view of freedom of conscience,
Anthony Lincoln says:

It implied that there were certain issues so fundamental
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