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What Is Secession?

By Donald W. Livingston

Talk about secession makes Americans nervous.
For many it evokes images of the Civil War, and is
emotionally (if not logically) tied to slavery, war, and
anarchy. That the word “secession” is laden with these
negative connotations should be surprising since
America was born in an act of secession. The Decla-
ration of Independence is a secession document jus-
tifying an act whereby “one people...dissolve the Po-
litical Bands which have connected them with an-
other.” George Washington, John Adams, and Tho-
mas Jefferson were secessionists. Americans should
be the last people in the world embarrassed by the
thought of secession. To understand both why seces-
sion is at the heart of the American political tradi-
tion and why Americans are nervous about it, we need
to review the strange history of the idea.

The first thing to appreciate is that the meaning
of the term “secession,” as it is understood today, is
no older than the late 19th century, and was forged
in America. If I should stop someone on the street
and ask whether he thinks secession is ever justi-
fied, the person might not have a ready answer, but
he would know what I was asking. He would have
an image of a people withdrawing from one political
jurisdiction in order to form one of their own. For us
the term “secession” has uniquely political connota-
tions. But it was not always so.

The term derives from the Latin secedere, mean-
ing merely an act of withdrawal, which is what “se-
cession” meant until the 19th century. One could
speak of the soul seceding from the body, or of seced-
ing to the drawing room, or of seceding from the town
to the country. To ask someone in 1760 whether he
thinks secession is ever justified would be to draw a
blank look. It would be like asking whether with-
drawal is ever justified. When did “secession” cease
to be a neutral term of withdrawal and become the
name of a substantial political act?

Intimations of a change occurred in 1733 when
the Scottish Church split. Those who left called them-
selves “seceders,” and their church the “Secession
Church.” This church lasted nearly a century before
splitting, but was soon reunited in 1829 under the
paradoxical name of the “United Secession Church.”
Here the term “secession” means not simply with-
drawal but a religious-political act whereby a people
dismember a religious jurisdiction to form one of their
own. It also means the celebration and remembrance
of that act by naming the new way of life the “Seces-

sion Church.” For the first time the term acquires sub-
stantial moral connotations. To be a seceder is a good
thing. Though not strictly political, this religious-po-
litical connotation was familiar to an American Prot-
estant culture for over a century, before it began to take
on political connotations. The Oxford English Diction-
ary locates the first political use of the term in a state-
ment by Thomas Jefferson in 1825 that [the] colonies
had seceded from the British Union.

But there were earlier uses. Indeed, throughout
the entire antebellum period, and in every section of
the federation, prominent American leaders consid-
ered withdrawal of their state or states from the fed-
eration as a policy option. The section that most of-
ten considered withdrawing was New England: in
1803 over the Louisiana Purchase, in 1808 over the
embargo of British trade, in 1814 over the war with
Britain, in 1843 over the annexation of Texas, and in
1847 over the Mexican War. No sooner was the Con-
stitution ratified by the states than debate began
about the viability of the federation and the legal
and moral conditions a state would have to satisfy to
withdraw from the federation. For seventy years this
discourse was hammered out and given considerable
theoretical refinement. The result was the transfor-
mation of the term “secession” to refer to a substan-
tial political act about which one could be for or
against.

This discourse about secession was uniquely
American. From the mid-17th century on, European
political speech had been mainly the language of cen-
tralization and unification; of building larger and
larger centralized states, and even empires. This dis-
position to centralize did not diminish with the over-
throw of monarchy, but increased dramatically with
the emergence of mass democracy. The French Revo-
lution sought to establish individual liberty through
a massive centralization of power which ruled out
competing jurisdictions. The American Revolution,
by contrast, sought to promote individual liberty
through a polycentric order of competing jurisdictions
where secession was a policy option of last resort.
Prior to the Civil War, “secession” in America de-
scribed a political act, conceived of in a morally neu-
tral way: secession might be a good or bad thing de-
pending on the circumstances. After the war, it would
acquire exclusively negative connotations. How are
we to understand this change?

Although it is morally flattering to think the war
was fought to emancipate slaves, the reason actu-
ally given by Lincoln and political and military lead-
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St. Francis and His

Revolution

By Robert Ludlow and James Meyer
[Editor’s Note: The following article was adapted from
Robert Ludlow’s “St. Francis and His Revolution,”
which appeared as an editorial in THE CATHOLIC
WORKER (January 1953, and reprinted in Thomas
Cornell and James Forest [eds.], A PENNY A COPY,
New York: The Macmillan Company, 1968, pp. 150-
154) and James Meyer, SOCIAL IDEALS OF ST.
FRANCIS, St. Louis: B. Herder Book Co., 1938. Num-
bers in brackets refer to pages in the Meyer book.]

Those who place their hopes in political means ...
might do well to pause in this busy world of ours and
think somewhat on St. Francis of Assisi and the
method of St. Francis. “St. Francis,” states Father
James Meyer, “effected his revolution on an entirely
different field. To effect the change he did not kill a
single human being, he sequestered not a single
man’s property, closed up not one man’s business,
inaugurated no new banking policy, initiated not a
single repressive measure, wrote not a single law into
the codes of the day,” ... . St. Francis , who eschewed
violence and politics, was more instrumental in ef-
fecting the downfall of an undesirable social system,
than any politicians of his day, or any committees, or
any organized group of dissidents. [27] Says Father
Meyer, “Francis struck at the iniquity of it - espe-
cially with two provisions of the rule of the Third
Order. One was the provision that the Tertiaries must
not bear arms, the other was that Tertiaries must
bind themselves with no oath, except where duly con-
stituted authority rightfully required it.” [37] And it
must be remembered that literally thousands of lay
people joined the Third Order, so much so that the
feudal lords were besides themselves with wrath and
appealed to Rome to stop this madness. This mad-
ness [...] deprived them of serfs because the Third
Order members refused to bear arms or take oaths
of fealty to the lords. ...

Of St. Francis, Father Meyer adds: “Coercion ... of
another person against the latter’s convictions was
as repugnant to him as sin. Violence had no appeal
to him, not even against the Saracen or bandit. Simi-

larly, whatever amounted to compulsion, such as re-
ducing his neighbor to a plight where self-preserva-
tion demanded his surrender to terms, was odious to
him ... .” [33] He was similarly opposed to repressive
measures “because when you use violent repressive
measures, you challenge secret resentment; what the
victims cannot do in public they do in secret.” [25]

St. Francis realized that reform cannot be a mass
produced affair. [10] What did he do? How did he come
to head a movement?

By dint of minding his own business! [27]

His first and consuming thought was of doing the
thing that should be done by himself - not getting
the other fellow to do it, much less of making the
other fellow do it against his will. [28]

That is the lesson of the life of St. Francis. That is

the nub of the Franciscan way of life. [30] It consists
in knowing to the full our responsibilities and carry-
ing them out regardless of cost to ourselves and re-
gardless of what anybody else may do. [43] Thus we
end these pages where we began them - with the
stress on individual effort. {112]
[Editor’'s Addendum: The method of St. Francis sur-
faced as the Three Point Program in 1936: “The Ter-
tiary resolves (1) To commit no sin of heart or hand
for the sake of goods of fortune. (2) To observe mod-
eration in acquiring and enjoying all goods of for-
tune. (3) To share his goods of fortune with God and
neighbor - ... .” [12] It is highly reminiscent of Albert
Jay Nock’s patient and quiet way of changing soci-
ety: The only thing that can be done to improve soci-
ety is “to present society with one improved unit. In
a word, ages of experience testify that the only way
society can be improved is by the individualist
method ...; that is, the method of each one doing his
very best to improve one.” Or as Voltaire put it in
CANDIDE: “Cultivate your own garden.” See Albert
Jay Nock, MEMOIRS OF A SUPERFLUOUS MAN,
New York: Harper Brothers, 1943, Chapter XVI, Sec-
tion 1, page 307.]

“Not External Enforcement
But Internal Self-Control”

“Most of us refrain from committing murder,
rape, or theft not because we fear imprisonment
or the electric chair, but because our ‘built-in’ le-
gal and moral convictions powerfully inhibit such
actions, rejecting them as disgusting, criminal,
or sinful. If our social order depended solely upon
the police and external coercive enforcement,
there would be perpetual disorder. To repeat: the
enforcement of law by coercive means, when it
contradicts the inherent legal convictions of the
people, has never been able to prevent bloody
conflict and establish lasting peace.”

—Pitrim A. Sorokin, THE RECONSTRUC-

TION OF HUMANITY (Boston: The
Beacon Press, 1948), pp. 45-46.
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Questions Voluntaryists
Should Ask About

Literature

By Don Stacy
Introduction

Loosely construed, “literary criticism is the rea-
soned consideration of literary works” and the issues
raised by authors in their written works.! Charles E.
Bressler, in LITERARY CRITICISM: AN INTRO-
DUCTION TO THEORY AND PRACTICE, depicted
literary criticism as “a disciplined activity that at-
tempts to describe, study, analyze, justify, interpret,
and evaluate a work of art.”?

The judgment of a literary critic is determined by
the literary theory (or theories) the critic promul-
gates. A literary theory is a system that frames “one’s
understanding and interpretation of language and
the construction of meaning, art, culture, aesthetics,
and ideological positions.” Many literary theories
examine literature via perspectives (ideologies) ex-
ternal to the text. Examples of such literary theories
are psychoanalytic criticism, feminism, Marxism,
cultural poetics, and cultural studies.

I believe voluntaryists should pursue their own
brand of literary criticism. Unfortunately, minimal
voluntaryist literary criticism exists. Why? The pri-
mary reason is the recognition that voluntaryism:

... 1s not primarily a literary theory that can

be used to interpret a text. Unlike other

schools of criticism, it is first a set of social,

economic, and political ideas that its follow-
ers believe will enable them to interpret and
... change their world.*

Furthermore, until this time there has been a lack
of theoretical and practical voluntaryist frameworks
for analyzing literary texts.

Should voluntaryists engage in literary criticism?
Yes. Why - because voluntaryists can use literary
criticism as a non-political educational tool “to
achieve a free society.”

The following questions constitute a template for
voluntaryist analysis of a text. It is patterned after a
similar template advocated by the literary critic Ira
Shor in 1974.5

¢ Is voluntaryism rejected? Is coercion pro-
moted?
e Are the characters menaced by a coercive
authority (or State)? Are the characters aware
of the nature of the coercive authority (or
State)? If so, how does this knowledge influ-
ence the characters’ ideologies?
e Is violence accepted as a resistance strat-
egy? Are non-political strategies, such as per-
suasion, education, civil disobedience, and
nonviolent resistance, trivialized or even con-
sidered?

® Is the voluntaryist insight - that oppres-
sion requires the consent of the oppressed -
explored?

* Is the concept of the abolition of coercion
addressed?

® Does the text and actions of the characters
assume that the ends justify the means? Or

do the characters embrace the Gandhian as-

sertion that “if one takes care of the means,

the end will take care of itself™?
A Brief Example

To illustrate voluntaryist literary criticism I shall
analyze THE TREES AND THE AX, a fable by the
Greek storyteller, Aesop.

A woodsman went into the forest and petitioned
the trees to provide him a handle for his ax. It
seemed so modest a request that the principal trees
granted it right away, and they declared that the
plain homely ash should furnish what he needed.
No sooner had the woodsman fitted the staff for
his purpose, however, than he began chopping
down the noblest trees in the woods. By the time
the oak grasped the entire matter, it was too late,
and he whispered to a neighboring cedar, “With
our first concession we lost everything. If we had
not sacrificed our humble neighbor, we might still
be able to stand for ages.”

When the rich surrender the rights of the
poor, they provide a handle to be used against
their own privileges.”

The first step in voluntaryist literary criticism
would be the reconstruction of the tale in the anti-
state, pro-market, anti-violence radical libertarian
tradition. THE TREES AND THE AX is a story about
masters (the principal trees) ordering the murder of
a slave (the plain homely ash). The murderer (the
woodsman) uses the slave’s corpse to assist in the
assassination of the masters. One master (the oak)
recognizes that the deaths of the masters are the
consequence of their crime against the slave.

The next step in voluntaryist literary criticism
would be to analyze the text’s relevance to volun-
taryist concerns. Applying the template questions to
the fable will suffice for this brief example.

e Template question #1: The fable promotes
coercion. The concluding moral neither ques-
tions nor condemns the right of the principal
trees to sacrifice the ash for what they per-
ceive as their benefit. The murder of the slave

is considered a modest request by the princi-

pal trees. In addition, the concluding moral

does not question the right of the woodsman

to kill the slave.

¢ Template question #2: The plain homely ash

is menaced by two coercive authorities - the

principal trees and the woodsman. It is un-

known if the ash is aware of the nature of the
principal trees; the woodsman is clearly aware
of the nature of the principal trees. The
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woodsman’s knowledge of the nature of the
principal trees has no impact on his ideology,
however, for he undergoes no moral transfor-
mation in the story.
e Template question #3: Resistance is not
depicted in the fable. Neither the ash nor the
noblest trees defend themselves against the
woodsman. Submission rules the forest.
* Template question #4: The fable illustrates
the voluntaryist insight. The slave-the ash-
consents to oppression (via the principal trees
and the woodsman) and death (via the woods-
man). The oak complains, but takes no action,
when the woodsman redirects his violence
against the principal tree
* Template question #5: Unfortunately, the
abolition of coercion is not hypothesized in the
text. Indeed, the right of all parties to arbi-
trarily enslave and murder one another is
never questioned.
¢ Template question #6: The fable ignores
Gandhian ethics for utilitarian ethics. The
assumption of the ends as the only consider-
ation is inherent in the behavior of the woods-
man and the principal trees. The ash, how-
ever, does not act or think - he merely sub-
mits (the definition of the slave ethic).
Summary
The fable is anti-voluntaryist. On the one hand,
Aesop valued co-operation and justice; but on the
other, he valued coercive authority and power. He
did not recognize the contradictions in his thinking;
nor did he conceive of a situation where there would
be neither masters nor slaves - a voluntaryist social
order. So although Aesop did not intend to pen an
anti-voluntaryist fable - he just did not know any
better.
1 See “Literary Criticism” in “Literature, The Art of,” in Vol. 23
THE NEW ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA (Chicago: The Uni-
versity of Chicago, 1992), p. 194.
2 Charles E. Bressler, LITERARY CRITICISM: AN INTRODUC-
TION TO THEORY AND PRACTICE Upper Saddle River: Simon
and Schuster, 1999, p. 4.
3 ibid., p. 6.
+ibid., p. 218.
5 Carl Watner, “Voluntaryist Resistance,” in THE VOLUNTARY-
IST, Whole No. 125, 2nd Quarter 2005.
6 Ira Shor, “Questions Marxists Ask About Literature,” 34 COL-
LEGE ENGLISH (1974), pp. 178-179.

7 Aesop, AESOP’S FABLES, Selected and Adapted by Jack Zipes,
New York: Penguin Group, 1992.

“We must never fail to remember that it is
upon an improvement in the moral tone of the
people that true social progress depends, that,
therefore, our means as our ends must be
pure.”

—Gertrude B. Kelly, “Passive Resis-
tance,” in THE ALARM Vol. I, No. 18,
July 14, 1888, p. 1.

Don’t Get Caught in
Anyone’s Net

By Peter Ragnar

Ilive in a very secluded place, so you can imagine
my surprise when I saw 50 armed men descending
upon my partially-constructed home. They were
combing the forest for a fugitive who was thought to
be hiding close by.

William and his son, Roy, were helping me frame
my house at that time. William knew he was a law-
breaker (though I didn’t at the time). He had already
served time in a federal penitentiary because of his
craft. With guns drawn, the men surrounded the
house. As I said, mine is the only house around with
thousands of acres of wilderness behind it.

“Where’s William?” I anxiously whispered to Roy.

“Oh, Dad will be just fine; he can’t be caught any-
more.”

“Who are you? What are you doing here? Seen
any strangers? Anything suspicious? Anybody here
we don’t see?” The questions flew like bullets. I
started to ask who gave them permission to trespass,
but realized from their frozen expressions that they
might not think it funny. I kept my mouth shut, so
nothing bad would slip out.

The leader of the dragnet asked me again, “Is
there anyone here we don’t see?”

Ireplied, “If you don’t see anyone, how could they
be here?”

The search moved on past the house into the for-
est, where William had fled. His son, Roy, and I stood
and stared in amazement as the backs of 50 men
disappeared into the underbrush. If William was
guilty of anything, it was earning a living by his craft.
He didn’t have a license for what he did, but he was
good at it. He didn’t pay taxes on what he earned, so
he kept the rewards of his skill. Then, William’s head
popped out of a deep pile of leaves. He smiled from
ear to ear as he adjusted his old hat. Roy said, “Dad
ain’t never gonna let himself get caught in anyone’s
net again!”

Some time later, we sat on a log in a hidden cove.
William lit a match, and a pure blue streak of al-
most invisible flame raced across the top of the log.
He smiled with pride. “That’s how you can tell good
corn whiskey from the rotgut commercial stuff!”

Even though this dragnet took place over twenty
years ago, I see it taking place every day in a dif-
ferent form. At any given point in time, you might
become a—ah, let us say a “civilian detainee.” Why?
Because you're a lawbreaker, of course!

There are so many ways that the government can
trap, catch, and tangle us up in its web: from saying
a few four-letter words in the presence of a police-
man (which might get you arrested - which is why I
kept my mouth shut that time), to violating any of
the hundreds of thousands of laws that “govern” us,
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