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The Territorial Assumption:

Rationale for Conquest

By Carl Watner

“Justice being taken away, then, what are king-

doms but great robberies?”

—St. Augustine, THE CITY OF GOD, Book

1V, Chapter IV.

The classic definition of the State involves two
elements: a coercive monopolization of defense ser-
vices over a given geographic area, and the imposi-
tion of coercive revenue collection from all of the
area’s inhabitants. As Murray Rothbard has pointed
out, even if taxes were voluntary, the voluntaryist
must still oppose state control over protective ser-
vices.! By what right does the State prohibit compe-
tition in the production of security? By what right
does the State force the pacifist or voluntaryist to
subscribe to its service? The competition among
states to provide protection services is certainly an-
archic (and chaotic), by anyone’s standard. To be con-
sistent, shouldn’t statists be opposed to world anar-
chy, just as they oppose domestic anarchy? How far
should state boundaries extend and what should
determine the extent of a state’s jurisdiction? How
do statists answer these questions? (A consistent
voluntaryist, of course, would reply that there should
be no state, and therefore the question of state bound-
aries and state jurisdiction would not arise.)

There are some statists, who in the name of con-
sistency call themselves “cosmopolitans,” and argue
for a one-world government, but do we have any spe-
cial name for the person who advocates both no world
government and no national state? The voluntaryist
argument against the state exists whether there are
a multitude of competing national states or a single
world government. Just as the voluntaryist chal-
lenges the right of a national government to exert
its monopoly jurisdiction over a given geographic
area, so we must question the right of a world gov-
ernment to exert control over the entire face of the
globe. The consistent voluntaryist must challenge the
jurisdiction and legitimacy of the state -whatever its
boundaries - no matter how big or how small.

The observation that the state is an invasive in-
stitution - regardless of its size or form - rests on the
fact that the primary purpose of the state is conquest
and control over the person and property of its citi-
zens.? It is clear from their behavior that all rulers
“regard the people as resources to be deployed for
the state’s purposes.” The fundamental purpose of

all governments and bureaucrats “is to steal as much
property as possible, using the least amount of vio-
lence.” The people, their real estate, and their move-
able property all exist to satisfy their government’s
insatiable appetite for power and wealth. The entire
basis for conscription, eminent domain, and taxes (of
whatever nature) is the state’s assertion of jurisdic-
tion over its subjects and their wealth, wherever lo-
cated. This insight helps explain why the United
States government collects taxes from American citi-
zens, whether they live here or abroad, and why the
Internal Revenue insists on collecting taxes for ten
years from ex-Americans who have renounced their
citizenship for tax reasons.

In order for states to exist they must legitimize
themselves in the eyes of those they conquer. The
exercise of brute force is too expensive and too de-
monstrative of the true nature of the state. One of
the primary aims of the state propaganda appara-
tus (from schools to the media) is to inculcate the
idea that territoriality is the essence of the state. “My
country: Love it or leave it!” The modern territorial
state so pervades our lives that we can hardly think
of existing without it. It appears to most of us as “the
only imaginable spatial framework for political life.”
The intentional “fusing of polity, economy, nation and
society has produced the most powerful of all insti-
tutions in our times, so powerful in fact that for much
of modern discourse it masquerades as a natural phe-
nomenon rather than the historical creation that it
is.”¢ Just as it might be said that the last thing a fish
would discover is water, so it appears that 21st Cen-
tury men and women accept the State “as a fixed
element of [their] circumstances.”” The purpose of this
article is to challenge this territorial assumption and
the illogical reasoning from which it stems.?

An assumption, of course, is the taking of some-
thing for granted or for truth, even though it may
not be true. Thus, the territorial assumption em-
braces two ideas: first that states are necessary to
the existence of society; and second, that defense ser-
vices must be provided on a contiguous geographic
basis. Neither assumption is objectively true. There
is nothing immutable or unchangeable about the size
and shape of political governments; nor is there any-
thing to the fact that we must have them.® Why must
the production of security be based on a coerced geo-
graphic monopoly? Even the St. Augustine quote at
the beginning of this article assumes that some ele-
ment of justice resides in the state as a matter of
course. But how can justice be present in an institu-
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A Letter to the Editor

My own grounds for refusing to do business with
government have rested for some time on a few
simple (and painful) realizations:

1) While government is only an artificial, make-be-
lieve entity, as an institution or method of organiz-
ing human behavior it is wildly corrupt. It provides
a fertile soil in which the most evil and spiritually
sick human tendencies undeniably flourish, even
perverting and mocking many virtues otherwise held
to be praiseworthy. For example, the political atmo-
sphere in America has become so cynical and sur-
real that people are far less troubled by the steady
stream of politicians’ lies than by the horrifying pos-
sibility that those delusional puppets may actually
believe the garbage coming out of their mouths.

2) At least in our current society, the misguided tra-
ditions, provably false rumors, and outright lies about
government (its supposed “authority”, purposes and
alleged benefits) are so abundant and so toxic that I
do not need a ready or feasible substitute to the ex-
isting socio-political system in order to know that I
must divorce myself from the current one and live as
a free and responsible individual man — in spite of
the serious risks and considerable inconveniences
involved. (Hence, the old saying, “It’s dangerous to
be right when the government is wrong.”)

3) I enjoy a calm, confident assurance that I am nei-
ther crazy, nor extreme, nor close-minded. My assur-
ance is strengthened on a daily basis by people from
all walks of life — government, business, religion,
activism, the Media, neighbors, friends and even fam-
ily — who time and again prove to me my own san-
ity, reasonableness and open-mindedness (and, yes,
even correctness). How do they accomplish this? Pub-
lic figures and recognized authorities can be counted
on to build my confidence by the haughty, yet clearly
jittery contempt with which they dismiss my ques-
tions and flatly refuse to provide the kinds of forth-

right, intelligible answers appropriate to their job

descriptions. Others, such as enjoyable business ac-
quaintances, good friends and even family regularly
solidify my assurance (and my heartburn) by the
dysfunction and denial they exhibit in refusing to
even have a look at information and ideas that go to
the very heart of everything they claim to hold dear.

There is talk about Cognitive Dissonance and its
effects. I believe there is something to it. I believe I
have experienced it, wrestled with it and overcome
it in some areas of my life. I do not know how much
of a role Cognitive Dissonance plays in the condition
of the society in which I find myself; but I do know
this: there is a great deal of wrong being done by and
through people who are refusing to address it, to talk
about it, to answer for it. I have done the best I could
to research my concerns, to present and discuss them,
and to obtain answers from the people who should
have and provide such answers. The silence, denial,
defensiveness and aggression exhibited by people in
this society (especially its so-called leaders) has the
smell of a deep and ugly guilt — something either
very wrong or very sick. Either way my conscience
will not allow me to do business with it.

In light of this, I will seek to learn, to improve
myself and to do as much good in my daily pursuits
as possible — setting the very best example of hu-
man behavior that I can — while steadfastly avoid-
ing in a prudent manner all contact with that which
I simply believe to be wrong. I will rely upon yet an-
other calm, confident assurance: namely, that my
Creator will bless my efforts to this end.

Thank you, Carl, for the very helpful and enlight-
ening information you have provided, and for being
willing to help me understand and grow.

Harold Thomas

“The Century of the State”

“The state was ... the great gainer of the twen-
tieth century ... . Before 1914 it was rare for the
public sector to embrace more than 10 per cent
of the economy; by the end ... the state took up
to 45 per cent or more of the GNP in liberal coun-
tries, let alone totalitarian ones. ... The state had
proved itself an insatiable spender, an unrivalled
waster. It had also proved itself the greatest
killer of all time. By the 1990s, state action had
been responsible for the violent or unnatural
deaths of some 125 million people during the
century, more perhaps than it had succeeded in
destroying during the whole of human history
up to 1900. Its inhuman malevolence had more
than kept pace with its growing size and expand-
ing means. ... [Tlhe underlying evils which had
made possible its catastrophic failures and trag-
edies [were] the rise of moral relativism, the
decline of personal responsibility, the repudia-
tion of Judeo-Christian values, ... [and the] be-
lief that men and women could solve all the
mysteries of the universe by their own unaided
intellects ... .”

—Paul Johnson, MODERN TIMES, THE

WORLD FROM THE TWENTIES TO
THE NINETIES (New York: Harper
Collins, 1983), pp. 783-784.
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The Territorial Assumption

continued from page 1

tion which, by necessity, violates the rights of at least
some of those over whom it rules? So long as at least
one voluntaryist exists on the face of the earth the
idea that the state and justice can co-exist in the same
political container must be a false proposition. And
even after the state has killed off the last voluntary-
ist can it be said to be a just institution if all those
who accept it do so because they fear for their lives
and the confiscation of their property? What kind of
justice is it that says “Your money or your life,” and
whichever way you answer, your antagonist wins the
game? Even though territory is derived from the Latin
terra, is there not some etymological basis for the
claim that territory and terrorist have the same root
derivation - terreor, meaning to frighten?'°

All human activity takes place in particular loca-
tions.!! Even the virtual reality of the computer
screen requires a spot for the monitor and its opera-
tor. People require the use of the earth, for standing
(and sitting) room, as well as to provide the means
for food, shelter and clothing. Governments take ad-
vantage of this fact by asserting their authority and
control over specific pieces of contiguous land. The
land may be said to be “owned” by some private party
but the ultimate arbiter for its use and control is the
sovereign, national state. According to the interna-
tional legal system, “the state is the grand owner of
its territory and the people living there.”'? “People
generally accept the assumption that the land sur-
face of the earth should be divided up into discrete
territorial units, each with a government that exer-
cises substantial authority within its own territory.”"”
Within its sphere, each nation-state is the supreme
decision-maker as to what may or may not be done.
Thus, each state is sovereign over its own territory
and within its own jurisdiction.

States and The Question of Boundaries

There are two types of boundaries that concern
us here: political boundaries that demarcate portions
of the earth into different political jurisdictions, “that
is areas within which a particular political author-
ity holds sway”; and property boundaries that serve
to define the “area within which an owner is entitled
to make use of physical objects” and the real estate
itself, and to exclude others from that use.'* As we
shall see there are questions that arise from the im-
plicit acceptance of both political boundaries and
property boundaries. From the first arises questions
that must be answered, like: if the just powers of
government are derived from the people (for example,
as outlined in the American Declaration of Indepen-
dence), then who are the relevant people and how
are they bounded?'® There is no “natural” boundary
between the United States and Canada, so why didn’t
the people of Canada become Americans in 1776? As
David Miller has written, “[N]o justificatory account

of political authority can avoid paying attention to
the boundary question, that is, of how to determine
the limits of the political community within and over
which political authority is to be exercised.”’® From
the second arises questions about the justification of
private property: What justifies the holding of prop-
erty by individuals? If property ownership precedes
the formation of the state, then by what right do
states exert jurisdiction over property owners who
do not want to be included? And, “when should rights
to private property give way to the interests of the
wider community?”?

Geographers and political scientists enumerate
five different methods by which boundaries may be
established: 1) conquest; 2) settlement; 3) inheritance;
4) sale/purchase; and 5) secession.!®* However, by far
the vast number of political boundaries over the
course of history have been established or altered by
wars. As David Hume noted in 1748:

The face of the earth is continually changing,
by the increase of small kingdoms into great
empires, by the dissolution of great empires
into smaller kingdoms, by the planting of colo-
nies, by the migration of tribes. Is there any-
thing discoverable in all these events but force
and violence??

Observations of Huckleberry Finn during
his voyage with Tom Sawyer in a flying boat:
‘We’re going right over Illinois yet ... Illinois
is green, Indiana is pink ... It ain’t no lie; I've
seen it on the map and it’s pink.’

—Mark Twain, TOM SAWYER
ABROAD, Chapter 3 (1894).

The boundaries that exist at any moment are clearly
arbitrary and the product of historical accidents, such
as the outcome of wars, compensations, monarchical
marriage agreements, population transfers, suppres-
sion of regional ethnic groups, and just plain “naked
power politics.”? Diplomats, political leaders, gener-
als, and their “mapmakers are likely to have been
ignorant, drunken, or corrupt” or just plain power-
freaks.?! There is absolutely no reason why one state’s
borders stop at a particular line and why another
state’s territory begins on the other side of that line
- except that one state’s military violence had the
ability to expand that far. Can any one think of a
state committing “suicide” or of “withdrawing to its
natural boundaries??? Without doubt, “more than any
other form of human association, the state is devoted
to” expanding its population, its territory, and its
physical and ideological power.?> When the Mexican
government, before the U.S. War with Mexico in 1848,
decided to make a boundary around the Hopi coun-
try, the Hopi thought the boundary lines to be so ri-
diculous that they laughed about it.?* Similarly, “the
dividing line between Mexico and the United States
is” simply an imaginary line created by politicians,
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and on the northern border of the United States there
is “only an artificial concept that divides the vast
stretch of nature that native tribes freely traversed
before the emergence of Canada and of the United
States.”?
Do Nations Have Moral Rights to Their
Territory?

Murray Rothbard once wrote to the effect that it
was absurd to consider the territory of every nation-
state sacrosanct. “The crucial flaw is the implicit as-
sumption ... that every nation-state ‘owns’ its entire
geographic area in the same just and proper way that
every individual property owner owns his person and
the property that he has inherited, worked for, or
gained in voluntary exchange.”?® In answering the
question, “Can nations have moral rights to terri-
tory?,” Jeffrey Reiman paints the following picture:

Imagine a gigantic crowd of people, millions

of them, standing on a gigantic piece of land,

say the size of Europe. When a whistle blows,

they are to form themselves into groups of any
size and then, in the fashion of musical chairs,

to grab any amount of land they can success-

fully hold onto against other groups. They may

use as much violence as they wish to seize
and hold what they grab. When the dust
settles, groups of varying size from tiny to
huge hold patches of land varying size from
tiny to huge. Could it possibly be that such
groups - so unequal in size, so arbitrarily as-
sembled, so unlimited in their use of violence

- could have moral rights to the territory they

happen to end up with? I don’t see how. And I

don’t think that the actual history of the way

nations end up with their territory differs in
any morally relevant way from this imaginary
story.?”

The very existence of state boundaries poses some
very curious questions and situations. Consider the
border between two very large countries. “Citizens
living near the border are obviously closer to people
on the other side than they are to citizens [of their
own country] living in the interior.”?8 If passports are
necessary to move across borders, from one country
to another, what about movement between cities in
the same country? How do you draw the line between
passports for external use and internal use?? And
what is the justification for distinguishing the rights
of citizens inside the borders from those of aliens
outside the borders? Do people have any more or any
fewer rights because they live on one side of an imagi-
nary line as opposed to the other??° “How can those
who argue for principles of justice of universal scope,
or for human rights, endorse structures that entail
that the rights people actually have depend on where
they” live?’! Another curious, but somewhat unre-
lated point, is that in a mixed world of anarchist ter-
ritories and nation-states, the anarchist societies only
have borders in a negative sense. In an area where

no formal government exists, like Somalia today, the
political borders of the surrounding nation-states
define the geographical extent of the anarchist soci-
ety.

It should be clear that the assertion that political
borders are arbitrary calls into question the legiti-
macy of the state. If the state is not properly and
justly sovereign over its “own” territory, if its claims
to sovereignty are fraudulent, then one must be in-
exorably led “toward both anarchism and extreme
cosmopolitanism.”? This being the case, governments
would not have any legal jurisdiction over the land
masses they now control. Such a situation would al-
low private land owners several different options:
they could protect themselves; or sign up with Pro-
tection Agency A, B, or C, or any other protection
agency of their choice; or decline all protection what-
soever. If many, but not all, private landowners signed
up with Protection Agency A to defend them, then at
most we might rename the general area in which
this occurred, Region A, after the defense agency that
had the most clients in the area. David Miller chal-
lenges this picture by pointing out that “[i}t relies on
giving an account of property rights prior to an ac-
count of territorial jurisdiction, and it collapses as
soon as we observe that there is no ‘natural’ system
of property, but instead property entitlements depend
upon the positive laws of the state.”??

Miller also applies the same analysis to the idea
that consent might serve as the basis for legitimiz-
ing the jurisdiction of the state.

To say that a state has authority over a piece

of land because its owner, A, has consented to

the state’s jurisdiction is to go in circles be-

cause A’s claim to ownership is dependent
upon the positive laws of the state. “So unless

it can be shown that [A] has a pre-political,

natural right to [his property],” the state’s

jurisdiction over A and his property cannot

be established by referring back to A’s con-

sent. Secondly, what happens if various indi-

viduals in the same geographic area prefer to
contract with different political agencies? “Ei-
ther we say that jurisdiction should be per-
sonal, rather than territorial, and abandon the
idea of political authority residing in a state”
which claims and exercises a monopoly of the
legitimate use of force in a given territorial
area, “or else we have to abandon the idea of
individual consent, and say, for example that
majority consent in any given territory is suf-
ficient to establish legitimate authority.” This
creates new problems as in logically determin-
ing what area the state should encompass

(how are its boundaries determined); and is

inconsistent with the belief “that political

authority should be constituted on the model

of free association, with everyone having a

choice about who he is engaged with politi-
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cally.”3

Miller, thus, finds himself in a quandary, one which
is avoided by the Rothbardian anarchist. For
Rothbard, the very essence of his natural rights lib-
ertarianism is a theory of property titles which is
totally independent of the state.? For Rothbard and
the voluntaryist, the twin axioms of self-ownership
and homesteading provide a way to defend individual
consent as the basis for any protection contract. One
of the reasons the state is illegitimate is because there
is an independent system of establishing property
titles. Individuals and the societies they formed ex-
isted prior to the state. The state could not exist with-
out individuals (either to man it or support it). Prop-
erty is not dependent on the state for its formation.
Rather, the state’s parasitic nature depends upon the
wealth produced by individuals in society. Hence,
property pre-exists the state. Legitimate property
ownership does not depend upon the state for defini-
tion nor enforcement.

“When you see the earth from the moon, you
don’t see any divisions there of nations or
states.”

—Vol. 130 THE TRUTH SEEKER
(December 2003), p. 5.

The King’s Patents and Justice in Property
Titles

Rothbard points out the importance of a theory of
justice in property titles by offering up the following
example. Suppose, he said, the government of New
York State is about to be dissolved. Prior to the dead-
line the state legislature turns over all the real es-
tate in the entire state to the Rockefellers. How would
the owners and occupiers of such land react? Should
the existing owners of the land refuse to recognize
its re-assignment or should they meekly obey because
the State of New York can define property titles any
way it wishes?% The same situation occurred during
the English colonization of the Eastern seaboard of
the United States during the 17th century. The King’s
patents were used to justify control over all the in-
habitants (the aborigines, as well as English settlers)
of a given colony.?” When, during the 1630s, Roger
Williams engaged John Cotton in a debate over the
validity of the King’s patent in Massachusetts, Will-
iams was actually challenging English sovereignty
and jurisdiction to the New World.*® “Williams in-
sisted that the settlers could have no title to their
lands by royal grants since the country ‘belonged to
the native Indians’.”® In the Carolinas, all title to
the land there was strictly controlled by the gover-
nors. An individual settler who claimed vacant land,
and then cultivated it through his own labor, was
actually denied title by the colonial government. In-
dividual settlers were also prohibited from buying
lands from the Indians. As the colonial governor put
it, “Individuals are not to claim property through

their labour alone but [only] as surveyed and granted
by the laws written by the Lord Proprietor.”* When
John Ellis, an Indian trader in the Carolinas, in-
formed the Catawbas that neither his Majesty in
England, nor the colonists settling the area ‘had |[...
any] right to those Lands,” he was promptly threat-
ened with arrest by the colonial governor if he con-
tinued his diatribe.*!

It is clear that the English governments of the
colonies understood the importance of controlling
land distribution.*> When certain land titles were ad-
judicated before the United States Supreme Court
in the early 1830s, Chief Justice John Marshall rec-
ognized that it was not peaceful labor or purchase
from the Indians which gave European governments
rightful title to aboriginal lands. Rather, he wrote, it
was nothing but sheer force and violence. “[T]he real
basis of the European’s right was ‘conquest,” and
moreover, “once conquered [-] not only the land, but
the people, bec[alme subject to the victorious gov-
ernment.” This points out the importance of estab-
lishing whether aboriginal title was extinguished by
conquest and leads right back to considering the just-
ness of political boundaries. Any comprehensive
moral theory of political boundaries must answer the
question: who can make the legal rules that define
property rights? Does the extent of political jurisdic-
tion and territory depend upon the consent of land
owners, who willingly place their land and property
under the protection of a given state? Or does the
state conquer the inhabitants of a given area and
then promulgate (and/or confirm) the needed con-
ventions that establish property titles within the area
under the government’s control?**

Although the Rothbardian position has not often
been embraced by natural law theorists, there is a
strain of thinking within the natural law tradition
which argues that “all mankind is one,” and that in
fairness all human beings should be treated the same,
regardless of where they live or whether they are
pagan, Christian, atheist or barbarian. “[Bly natu-
ral law, one’s rights arise from one’s being human”
and not from being a citizen of any particular coun-
try or a member of any particular culture.*® The an-
cient Confucian view that there is no reason why
one’s moral duties to others must stop at the borders
of one’s own political community would seem to co-
incide with the Stoic vision of a single humanity em-
bracing a universal moral community.* In other
words, “states are morally irrelevant” because “hu-
man rights transcend national boundaries.”*’

The force of this argument leads to two possibili-
ties. If states are irrelevant, then one can simply dis-
miss the state and enter the arena of voluntaryism;
or one could argue for a one-world state where there
would be no political borders except at the bounds of
the known world. The cosmopolitan wants to extend
the idea of the domestic state to “comprehend the
whole world.” One commentator has called them
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“statists whose country is the United States of
Earth.”® The difference between the cosmopolitan
and the Rothbardian is that the natural rights liber-
tarian sees the state as totally antithetical to the ends
of human justice, whereas the cosmopolitan, while
dismissing the national state, argues that justice can
only be found in a world state.
Conclusion

Whether or not cosmopolitans would agree, the

successful justification of any political authority
would need to address the foilowing question:
1. The Question of Protection: “Why, in general, is a
system of political authority to be preferred to an
anarchic state of nature in which personal protec-
tion and other essential services are left to individual
persons, or voluntary associations of persons?”

And, if one surmounts this hurdle, then the fol-
lowing questions must still be confronted:

2. The Question of Form: If political authority should
exist, what form should it take?

3. The Question of Boundaries: If political authority
should exist, then how “are we to demarcate people
and territories so that each system” or country is
delineated?

4. The Question of Limits of Jurisdiction: If political
authority should exist, over “what matters may po-
litical authority not be rightfully exercised”? In “what
areas of life must individuals be left free to act as
they choose - alone or in association with others?”+
5. The Question of Taxation: If political authority
should exist, how should it support itself? If it is
granted the power to tax, how is it possible to con-
trol the purse strings?

To posit these questions is to demonstrate the
need to challenge the territorial assumption. The fact
is, that for most of human history “there have been
very few societies which revolved primarily around
relatively fixed and clearly defined territorial units.”>°
Until the advent of the modern state, group mem-
bership depended less upon one’s physical location
than on one’s position within the social/kinship sys-
tem.5! Under such arrangements, jurisdiction and
authority were mainly over people, not the territory
where they lived. Even today, there are tribal peoples
in Africa that do not accept the view that there must
be a well-defined system of territorial boundaries
bringing all people within the jurisdiction of some
political system.?? In the long, historical view, terri-
toriality “only achieves prominence” with the emer-
gence of the nation-state.?

And what, might we ask, is most responsible for
laying the foundation of the modern nation-state?
At least one possible (and powerful) answer is offered
by Joseph Strayer:

The power ... of the modern state [... is] based

on its ability to tax - on the fact that in the

last analysis it can raise more money than

any competing social group. And the accep-
tance of the principle that all subjects must

pay taxes for the defense of the realm ... [re-
gardless of their other loyalties and obliga-
tions] was a long step toward nationalism. It
meant that the primary loyalty of all the in-
habitants of a kingdom must be to that king-
dom and that supranational or subnational
organizations were of lesser importance.>*
As we know, most people in the world today have
been acculturated to take the state for granted, and
they, at most, seek to limit the state within the con-
fines of national boundaries. Most people have never
thought about the fact that taxation is theft, nor have
they ever questioned the legitimacy of state bound-
aries. Most of our contemporaries simply assume that
the state must exist, “and accept grudgingly or will-
ingly, the enormous impact it has on [their] lives.”
Nevertheless, there are still those few siren voices
that call the nation-state into question and claim that
we can live without it. Some of those people are vol-
untaryists, and it is they who identify the territorial
assumption as a rationale for conquest.

What Can I Do?

_continued from page 8
me confidence in the group. Volunteer leaders often

feel lonely and unsupported, even on the verge of giv-
ing up their efforts (and letting government do it!).
When a big check arrives with a note, “Keep up the
good work!” it can really boost their morale.

Take a leadership role in a voluntary group. Most
volunteer groups are starved for leadership, for
people who will play a continuous role in organizing
and managing their activities. In most cases, they
need committed, capable leaders even more than they
need money. Playing a leadership role in a group also
makes you a well-informed donor, able to know where
your money is going and what good it is doing.

As a leader you do good, but more important, tak-
ing up a leadership role is good for you. It is one of life’s
greatest challenges, giving you the opportunity to learn
new skills, from drafting press releases to accounting.
You get to meet, and learn how to get along with, scores
of people, you gain insights into how the world really
works, and you live through—and are matured by—
emotional highs and lows. Leadership in a volunteer
group is, truly, life fully lived.

Though it sounds easy, being an effective volun-
teer group leader is a challenging, delicate job.
Whereas politicians succeed by being loud and vain,
the best volunteer group leaders are mild and self-
effacing. Their job isn’t to attract attention to them-
selves, but to empower others to use their efforts and
talents. The newcomer who says, “Here’s what you
need to do” is starting out on the wrong foot. Instead,
his opening line should be, “How can I help you
achieve your purposes?”

Start a needed group yourself, even a one-person
group. Every community has lots of unmet needs, and
anyone can simply start to meet them on a voluntary
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“[TThe unit of society is the family. ... [W]e must
have a sense of personal responsibility to take
care of our own. ... ‘It is not the function of the
state to enter into these relams.’ ... ‘He who is
a pensioner of the state is a slave of the state’.”

—Peter Maurin in Dorthy Day, THE

LONG LONELINESS (1981 reprint),

pp. 179, 225.

basis. I know one elderly woman who walks around
her ten-block neighborhood every morning picking up
litter. In the private school where I'm involved, I found
it possible to set up a scholarship system. I make home
visits, explain ground rules, set up appropriate volun-
teer chores for participating families, and send around
a fund-raising letter. Several years ago, a friend and I
started a “Committee on Television Awareness,” a group
designed to alert the community, especially children,
to the negative aspects of TV, and to coordinate local
participation in the national TV Turnoff week. Lately—
much to my delight—a group of high school youngsters
have taken it over and run it.

Promote the voluntary sector in general. There
are a number of ways to assist all voluntary groups
in a community. One is to compile a directory of
groups giving pertinent information about activities
and the names of leaders. I have been doing this for
the past five years in my community. The free direc-
tory—which lists 142 groups—is in demand at
schools, the library, and at the local chamber of com-
merce because it identifies volunteer opportunities.
A more ambitious way of helping voluntary groups
is to establish a center that would provide groups
with a low-cost (or no-cost) venue for meetings, tele-
phone answering service, volunteer referrals, and
bookkeeping and legal advice.

Any effort to assist the voluntary sector runs into
the problem that many groups are to some degree
involved with government and take some government
funding. The voluntaryist has to develop a way of
drawing a line between predominantly coercion-
based organizations and others that, while tainted,
are mainly based on generosity. In making my direc-
tory of voluntary organizations, for example, I include
only those organizations that obtain the preponder-
ance of their resources (cash, labor, and services)
through voluntary means (as opposed to taxes).
The voluntaryist needs to be aware that most of the
world does not see a sharp line between tax money
and donated funds, and therefore he needs to be cir-
cumspect about pointing to such a line. Indeed, most
of the world is comfortable with government and
embraces—or doesn’t notice—its violent nature.
Therefore, the voluntaryist who wants to be success-
ful in the voluntary sector needs to be patient about
expressing his anti-government views.

This patience is easy to achieve, I've found, by
taking the long view. As I explain in A HISTORY OF

FORCE, the world has been shaking off forced-based
practices for several thousand years. We stand at just
one moment in time in this broad movement. It is
unrealistic to think that it is up to us to “change the
course of history,” or that we have in our own hands
the power to redesign the world. Rather, it is enough
to take satisfaction in tiny steps in harmony with
history’s larger design.

[Editor’s Note: We should not forget that one of man’s
greatest services to others of his kind is the
creatitivity and productivity required in for-profit
businesses. Barter and trade—being always and nec-
essarily of a voluntary nature—make every partici-
pant better off. Those in business profit only by serv-
ing the (willing) customer.]

[Jim Payne’s latest book is A History of Force; Ex-
ploring the worldwide movement against habits of
coercion, bloodshed, and mayhem. After teaching
political science for twenty years, Jim left academia
in 1985 and moved to Sandpoint, Idaho to become
an independent writer and researcher. His local vol-
unteer involvements have included leadership in the
Unicorn Theatre Players, the Panhandle Animal
Shelter, Habitat for Humanity, the Sandpoint Mural
Society, and the Selkirk School. E-mail:
Jimpayne@nctv.com.]

The Doctrine of Personal Sovereignty

It’s been 20 years since I began to formally
divest myself of obligations to government. For
the most part, I had to invent the process as I
went along. I rescinded my driver’s license, can-
celed my Social Security number, allowed my
voter’s registration to expire, and canceled or
avoided any and every other document or asso-
ciation that might be construed as transferring
to me some obligation to government. Having
declared myself not to be a citizen, [ am there-
fore not a citizen. If citizenship isn’t voluntary,
then it’s identical to slavery.

As I proceeded with my divestment of obligations
to government, and as the powers of government grew
through the years, my life became increasingly in-
convenient. Today, I cannot own any certificated prop-
erty, travel on any public transportation, own or op-
erate a business, buy medical insurance, open a bank
account, have a job, or do any of the other things that
have been restricted to only people who have the
government’s permission and who can prove it with
valid government ID. That kind of pervasive control
of the people, more than anything else, is an indict-
ment of the present government, and a validation of
my doctrine of personal sovereignty. That is, a gov-
ernment, should never have the power to force an
honest, healthy, and competent individual into a po-
sition of dependence upon and subservience to its
institutions.

—Sam Aurelius Milam III in
FRONTIERSMAN (August 2005), p.1.
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What Can I Do?
A Constructive Mission for
Voluntaryists in a

Government-besotted Age

By James L. Payne

Those of us who are uneasy about the use of force
to accomplish social goals have a hard time finding a
positive role to play in our communities.
Government’s coercive systems have spread them-
selves across the land into practically every nook and
cranny of civilized life, from opera to oncology. It
sometimes seems to leave those who want to avoid
force-based systems with little left to do but com-
plain. Yet a complaining, negative stance hardly per-
suades others to share our beliefs. To his neighbors,
the critic of the government approach can appear
selfish and backward-looking, a troglodyte who is the
enemy of art, science, and compassion.

And besides, it’s not healthy for us to remain at
home cooped up with our libertarian literature,
throwing shoes at the TV screen and muttering to
ourselves about the world going to hell in a
handbasket. Human beings were designed to be ac-
tive: to strive, to build, and to befriend.

As it happens, there is a way to play a positive,
active role without compromising our opposition to

the use of force. It is through supporting local volun-
tary organizations. In every community, creative,
energetic individuals have formed associations to
provide community services. These include private
schools, youth sports organizations, Scout groups,
community theaters, choirs, bands and orchestras,
groups that provide social assistance in the form of
shelters, housing help, and emergency food relief, and
a wide variety of support groups. In addition, there
are the established service groups— such as the Li-
ons, Rotary, Kiwanis, P. E. O., Beta Sigma Phi—as
well as independent local service and philanthropic
societies. All these groups are trying to make a con-
tribution to their communities, and they are doing it
the voluntary way, on the basis of generosity and
persuasion, without relying on force.

Voluntaryists can find it rewarding to support
these efforts in a number of ways.

Donate money. Whenever I see volunteers
fundraising—sitting at table at Safeway, let’s say—I
always give them a small donation—$5 or $10—just
as a way of rewarding and recognizing their volun-
tary effort. Of course, I make an exception if the vol-
unteers are raising money for some type of political
campaign.

To make a major donation—say $500—I talk with
one or more of the group’s leaders to make sure they
are well enough organized to use the money construc-
tively. Usually just one phone call is enough to give

continued on page 6
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