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The Culture of Force

By Carl Watner

I recently had occasion to explain to a customer
that very few people understand how the stealing
commandment (“Thou shalt not steal”) applies to
taxes. Since our “contributions” to government are
not voluntary, that means they are coerced. If they
are coerced, that means that taxes are a forcible tak-
ing. Q.E.D.: taxes are theft. However simple the logic,
since most people view government as a legitimate
and necessary institution, whatever “taking” the gov-
ernment performs must not be classed as “stealing”
because that would contradict their assumption that
government doesn’t steal property, but (in their
minds) protects it.

I also explained to the same customer that even
though government does a horrible job of spending
the money it “collects,” the question of “how” it spends
the money (wisely, foolishly, etc.) is really not the is-
sue. The moral question (Is it right to steal?) is the
fundamental concern. Once the government has the
money, “collected” from millions and millions of
people, argument will necessarily follow as to what
the money should be spent on; and then having
agreed the money should be spent on a given project,
arguing over how it should be doled out to achieve
its intended purpose.

Anyone who has listened to the news knows there
is endless bickering among politicians, among con-
stituents, and among lobbying groups about the
government’s budget. Such squabbling represents the
attempt to spend “other” people’s money on projects
to which they would not ordinarily contribute.
Whether the division of the spoils is decided by ma-
jority vote, or a political bribe, or a threatened veto,
the point to understand is that the rightful owners
of the money being spent no longer have authority
over it. Some other person or group of persons has
taken control. Thus, while politicians, pundits, and
media commentators regularly question how the
money is spent, they rarely—if ever—question the
“moral” authority under which the government de-
mands it, and which, if the money is not paid over,
they imprison the protester and/or confiscate his
property.

Our whole culture is permeated with this sub-
stratum of force. For example, in a December 2004
“Evenings at FEE” speech, Harry Browne noted that

From beginning to end, public education is

organized on the concept of compulsion. By

means of the property tax, sales tax, and state
income tax people are forced to pay for school-
ing whether they have children or not,
whether they agree with what the schools are
doing or not. The illusion of having influence
through elections, PTA meetings, parent
nights, or other legal avenues doesn’t change
the truth: we are forced to send our children
to particular schools where they are educated
and indoctrinated in a particular way.

While these points are correct and substantiate my
claim that we have a culture of force, it ought to be
duly noted that children who are “forced” to go to
government schools are taught and (most) accept that
government should be responsible for “guiding” and
“directing” what happens in society. How many gov-
ernment (or even non-state) school students do you
know that have ever been exposed to the idea or could
imagine a stateless society where all education was
conducted on a private, voluntary basis?

Another event illustrating the abundance of force
infecting our society is the government orchestra-
tion of relief efforts for victims of the December 2004
tsunami. Not only did domestic governments of ev-
ery stripe and color get involved, but even the United
Nations had to take a hand. Now don’t get me wrong.
If people want to voluntarily contribute to disaster
relief that is all well and good with me. But on what
basis should government(s) coercively monopolize (or
even have any role, whatsoever) in spending taxpay-
ers’ money on relief aid (either here or abroad)? Some
miserly folks might never contribute a penny to chari-
table relief;, but obviously some people contribute
even after having “paid” their taxes. The point I am
trying to make is that most people (by far the large
majority of the population in every country) have lost
any concept of what it means to respect other people’s
property. They regularly use the political means to
steal, and never give their actions a second thought.
They assume that is the way things “ought” to be.

The fact is that force abounds throughout our so-
ciety. Consider the operation of most of our roads,
post offices, libraries, police protection, judiciary ser-
vices, and monetary system. They are overwhelm-
ingly funded, controlled, and operated by some level
of government. My point is not that we should not
have these services (at least if people desire them,
and are willing to pay for them) but that neither
should government be responsible for them, nor its
coercive powers be directed toward supporting them.
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The Culture of Force

continued from page 1
It is not the ends, such as the schools, roads, librar-
ies, etc., that people who believe in a voluntary soci-
ety are opposed to ‘per se,’ but rather to the means,
that is, the manner in which these activities are paid
for and supported.

The fact of the matter is that the use of force de-
stroys morality. The two are incompatible because
where force exists, the opportunity no longer exists
to make a “right” or a “wrong” decision. One’s choice
is reduced to submit to the government dictates, or
risk the wrath of its enforcement agents.

Look at the increasing amounts collected by taxa-
tion. Look at the numbers of people killed by govern-
ment, either domestically or abroad in foreign wars.
Is there not some connection between the increasing
use of government force in our society and the amount
of crime perpetrated by individuals? If it is right for
the government to “steal” and “kill,” then isn’t it right
for individuals to pursue the same actions on their
own? My suspicion is that the amount of dishonesty,
thievery, mugging, kidnapping, etc. in our society, is
directly tied to the increasing societal reliance upon
governmental force.

Governments help set the moral tone in soci-
ety, and the corruption we find there is often mir-
rored in the personal behavior of its citizens. Thus,
there is reason to believe that most of the prob-
lems (criminal, environmental, economic, political,
etc.) we encounter today stem from the injection
of force into our social relations. The use of com-
pulsion by governments among peaceful people is
wrong; it is a violation of their right not to be mo-
lested by others; and its results are always unsat-
isfactory. Or as Harry Browne concluded in his
speech, “Force never works.”

“... [Olne might reasonably maintain that
society would not go to pieces even if the state
should exercise no coercion.”

—Eugen Ehrlich, FUNDAMENTAL
PRINCIPLES OF THE SOCIOLOGY
OF LAW (1936, reissued 1962), Chap
4,p. 71.

Grant no man the authority

to make you his slave

By Peter Ragnar

Are there any among us who would not decry the
repugnancy of slavery? I am assuming, of course, that
you have reached a higher station in your moral evo-
lution than members of the common mob. Yet, isn’t
it likely that the lowest serf, imprisoned as a name-
less unit of the proletariat, abhors his forced servi-
tude? Like a prisoner gazing beyond his bars, does
not the indentured servant, in his most hopeful of
moments, dream of freedom? I grant you it is pos-
sible some mindless automatons with lobotomized
souls would equate their slavery with fate. Such
people lack enough vitality in their being to even
protest a perfunctory “I wish I were free,” and they
are certainly not endowed with a single drop of origi-
nality in seeking it.

I salute you—the self-owned, the self-reliant, the
independent heroes of freedom! You have refused to
submit and surrender to the iron boots of slavery.
You eschew tyranny and refuse to sanction the offi-
cious, pigheaded, bureaucratic assaults and intru-
sions upon your life. To you these assaults are as
impotent as rag dolls. Yet they continue each day,
fed by the mentality of the mindless mob granting
what they have no right to grant, sanctioning what
no one can sanction, and legitimizing what no one
can make legitimate.

If it were not for a swarm of obedient servants,
myriads mired in the morass of the mob mentality,
even a Caesar or a Napoleon would be reduced to
flaccid, vagrant nobodies. For who is a Caesar, a Na-
poleon, or an Alexander the Great without their
armies, their hordes of servants, and the greedy so-
licitous masses humbly beseeching them for perks?

Just imagine a Napoleon in his threadbare uni-
form, standing on a box in the city square and shout-
ing political slogans, much like an itinerant evange-
list seeking converts by wildly proselytizing like a
madman. The local citizenry give him a wide berth,
as one would sensibly do to anyone so afflicted. Such
a clown could hardly be taken seriously, let alone
obeyed. You would not grant such a one respect, nor
approve of his desire to impose his will. Nor would
you, as the case is today, sanction the will of the larger
mob over the individual who does not wish to be en-
slaved. Grant no man the authority to make you his
slave! Appoint no one your guardian. Accept no hand-
outs from those distributing stolen property. Com-
mit no criminal acts by accepting monies extorted
from others.

When a government is installed by the voting
majority it imposes a tribute upon all, known as taxa-
tion. Confiscations of property and imprisonment
await those who refuse to pay voluntarily. Taxation,
administered in this manner, is clearly theft. Mor-
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ally, you have no right to be a co-conspirator in the
aggressing and extorting of monies, or properties, or
in the forced conscription of your own or your
neighbor’s children being compulsorily sent to
“school.” If you vote to sanction the unsanctionable,
to legitimize the illegitimate, you criminalize your-
self. And does your vote really matter (except as evi-
dence that you accept the governmental system)? You
only exchange one candidate for another, while the
tyrant (the institution of government) remains the
same!

Oh yes, you may agree that you have been bur-
dened by government, and so seek solace by voting
for change. You may feel that you are choosing the
lesser of two evils. Here I implore you to bear in mind
that the lesser of two evils is still evil! To endorse a
little evil is similar to accepting a little carcinoma.
Evil is still evil! This is more than the simple sin of
looking in the other direction as a co-worker steals
from his employer. This is your sanction of murder
and theft! This is your approval of extortion! This is
your endorsement of slavery! Can you cast a vote in
good conscience that will result in the oppression and
enslavement of others? When you vote for a candi-
date, you are in fact saying it is perfectly right for
him to force your neighbor to submit to your desires
— desires which can be enforced at the point of a
gun. Except in distancing yourself from the crime, is
there really any difference between hiring someone
to rob your neighbor and committing the act your-
self? Even more serious is the fact that, by voting,
you have essentially hired a hit man to kill the “oth-
ers” with whom you disagree. Of course, if you hired
the Mafia to do the dirty work, you'd go to prison if
you were caught. You escape responsibility by voting
and having government agents act on your behalf.
The crimes are identical. The only difference is that
the first method is “politically” approved and legal,
and the second is not.

Bear in mind, laws of convention made and en-
forced by the collective are not like the laws of na-
ture, which, when violated, extract perfect retribu-
tion. Therefore, in the furtherance of my own evolu-
tion, I can only say “NO” to ALL the candidates. So
you see, in a sense I am casting a “NO” vote against
all of them. My choice is simply “None of the Above!”
One candidate may steal from me more or less than
the other, but that’s not the point. The basic premise,
for honest conscious minds, is that stealing cannot
be legitimized. Your integrity should never allow you
to cast a vote. Do not sanction your own enslavement.
Grant no man the authority to make you his slave.
Grant no man the power to enslave your neighbor,
grant no man the sanction to steal or murder in your
name, lest you cause yourselfirreparable moral dam-
age. When asked how one could be a free man and
yet a slave, the ancient Athenian sage, Diogenes,
answered, “Simply, by the number of times you say
master.” Diogenes, who recognized no master, always

embraced a NO vote. He argued that Athenians, who
voted by casting various-colored beans into a recep-
tacle, should “Abstain from beans.”

Once, while sunbathing by the river, Diogenes was
approached by Alexander the Great. Alexander’s
shadow loomed over the reclining, naked Diogenes.
“Do you know who I am?” asked Alexander. “That’s
not the question you should be asking,” retorted
Diogenes. “You should be asking if you know who you
are.” Alexander, like all avaricious, unctuous politi-
cians, was asking the same banal and prosaic ques-
tion, namely: Do you recognize my authority to con-
trol you? Do you acknowledge my power over you?
Diogenes’ refusal to kowtow to Alexander simply
meant Diogenes recognized no authority except “the
primacy of his own right judgment.” Freedom, in
Diogenes’ view, was the “absolute dominion over his
own will. This was the inner realm over which no
outside force, not even an Alexander and all his sol-
diers, had any power, whatsoever.”

Regaining his composure, Alexander boasted, “I'm
Alexander the Great!” Unimpressed, Diogenes, in a
dismissive tone replied, “So, be Alexander the Great!”
No one had ever spoken to Alexander with such self-
assured authority before. In fact, no one could, ex-
cept the individual who knows that no person can
truly control another. Now feeling more like the av-
erage solicitous bureaucrat, Alexander adopted a
more servile attitude, offering, “Is there anything I
can do for you?” Casually waving his hand, Diogenes
replied, “Move over. You're blocking my sunlight.”

So what are you waiting for? You should dismiss
these pompous pinheads with a wave of your hands,
instead of using them to pull the lever in the voting
booth. You were born free and you should remain free.
You need no one to speak for you. You require no
guardians. You have no need for an elder brother
watching over your shoulder. You will learn from your
own mistakes and grow strong by them. You require
no handouts. For it is only by your own hand, and by
voluntarily trading with others, that you can honestly
obtain all the fruitage for the greater life. You may fail
or you may succeed, but only so long as you grant no
man the authority to make you his slave may you pur-
sue your quest for a more bountiful life.

“Isn’t the most effective prison the one in
which the authorities have absolute control
but are saved the trouble of dealing with
prison riots because the convicts are all tran-
quilized? ... In the end a global prison without
fences may be the worst of all, ... . This is the
most dangerous form of totalitarianism, im-
possible to throw off, because it never appears
to be what in fact it is.”

—Michael D. O’Brien, ECLIPSE OF
THE SUN (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1998, pp. 175-176).
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The Role of Consent

By Gene Sharp

[Editor’s Note: In his article, “Freedom and Lib-
erty,” Robert LeFevre (LeFevre’'s JOURNAL, Fall
1978) wrote that “No human being has the ability to
control another. Controlling another, when the other
does not wish to be controlled, is impossible.” This
insight into human behavior is the basis for under-
standing the argument that government ultimately
rests on consent, and that if that consent (in suffi-
cient numbers) is withdrawn the government must
fall of its own weight. The following article embraces
what we have labelled the voluntaryist insight: that
political power is not derived from guns and bombs,
but rather from the power and decisions of countless
individuals. This excerpt (less footnotes) from THE
POLITICS OF NONVIOLENT ACTION (1973, pp.
25-31) is reprinted by permission of the author (let-
ter dated November 17,2004 ). This book is available
in three volumes, from the Publisher, Porter Sargent
Publishers, 11 Beacon Street, Boston, MA 02108. Also
available from the same publisher are SOCIAL
POWER AND POLITICAL FREEDOM and
GANDHI AS A POLITICAL STRATEGIST. Prices
and other information are available from the pub-
lisher: www.extendinghorizons.com and tel. 1-800-
342-7470. Gene Sharp founded the Albert Einstein
Institution in 1983 to advance the study and use of
strategic nonviolent action in conflicts throughout
the world. See www.einstein.org.]

In light of the above discussion, it is reasonable
to view the political obedience on which a ruler’s
power is ultimately dependent as a consequence of a
combination of fear of sanctions and free consent—
the latter arising either from a more or less
nonrational acceptance of the standards and ways of
one’s society, or from a more or less rational consid-
eration of the merits of the regime and the reasons
for obeying it. This is compatible with the discus-
sions by several theorists who describe obedience as
arising from a mixture of “coercion” and “consent.”
Clearly sanctions alone could not produce the neces-
sary degree, extent and constancy of obedience. Yet
if other reasons for obedience are present, an increase
in sanctions may increase compliance. Nevertheless,
the fact remains that sanctions do not always pro-
duce an increase in obedience. This may be because
in order to produce obedience, sanctions must also
operate through the volition, or will, of the subject.
This possibility merits further exploration. If true, it
has important political implications.

Let us first admit that there is a meaningful sense
in which obedience is not voluntary, in which the in-
dividual is a more or less helpless victim of vast so-
cial and political forces which impinge upon him—
even determining his beliefs, his moral standards,
his attitudes to social and political events and con-
sequently his obedience to the State. If these forces

are insufficient to produce obedience, there is always
the repressive power of the State, which he has
learned to fear. This combination of pressures, con-
trols and repression is, more often than not, seen as
a conclusive reason for the view that obedience fol-
lows more or less automatically from the issuance of
commands. As we have seen, however, the wielding
of political power involves social interaction, and
obedience is by no means as uniform or universal as
this deterministic view of obedience would lead us
to expect. The reason for this inconsistency may be
simple: the view that political obedience is constant,
that it is determined by these social and political
forces (or, if all else fails, will at least be produced by
sanctions) is fallacious.
A. Obedience is essentially voluntary

In reviewing the reasons for obedience, we find
that although they are highly influenced by various
social forces, each reason must operate through the
will or the opinion of the individual subject to be ef-
fective. Ifhe is to obey, the subject must accept a com-
bination of the current reasons for obeying as in fact
being sufficient for obedience. Because sanctions do
not automatically produce obedience, the subject’s
evaluation of the reasons for obedience will even in-
clude sanctions. The will or opinion of the individual
is not constant and may change in response to new
influences, events, and forces. In varying degrees the
individual’s own will may then play an active role in
the situation. There is thus an important sense in
which the obedience of subjects is essentially the re-
sult of an act of volition.

“Never let me hear you say it is someone
else’s fault. It often is, but you must never
shirk your own responsibility. There’s al-
ways something where you’re at fault, too,
and that fault you must discover and learn
to recognize and take the consequences of
it ... both because it’s the only honorable
thing to do and also because it’s the easier
way. You can’t change others, but you can
do something about” your own attitude and
faults.
—Anne Holm, NORTH TO
FREEDOM (1965), p. 168

Even in the case of obedience by habit, the sub-
ject accepts the view that it is best to continue to
obey without consciously trying to examine why he
should do so. Feelings of moral obligation, a psycho-
logical identification with the ruler, and acceptance
of a “zone of indifference” all involve a basically vol-
untary acceptance of the ruler’s wishes. The role of
self-interest in procuring obedience may vary, de-
pending upon the relative importance given (more
or less consciously) to it by the subject, in the con-
text of a variety of other attitudes. In certain situa-
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