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The Rescue Project: “We Coerce 
You in the Name of Preventing 
Injustice to Others” 

By Carl Watner  
with Excerpts from Craig Duncan 

Craig Duncan is an associate professor of 
philosophy at Ithaca College (New York). He and 
Tibor Machan authored a book titled LIBERTARI-
ANISM (2005): Tibor arguing for, and Craig against. 
I first became acquainted with the book in late 
September 2017, after Gerard Casey called my 
attention to Craig’s argument that “As the law stands, 
you do not have legal title to all the pre-tax money 
that others pay to you in the form of wages, salaries, 
sales, etc. You only have legal title to your after-tax 
earnings.” (p. 46) I emailed Craig pointing out that I 
did not think his statement was accurate. Here is what 
I wrote: 

What is the basis for your statements? Is it 
to be found in the US Tax Code? Do you think 
that the Internal Revenue Service would agree 
with your statement? At most, I think you could 
say that the federal government has a potential 
lien on ALL of your property until you have 
paid the amount that the Internal Revenue 
Service decides you owe for any given year. 

The title – at the time you earn your wages, 
salary, or engage in exchange of property - is 
yours, solely; and the federal government has to 
follow due process procedures in order to file a 
lien against your property. 

Here is how Craig responded on September 28, 
2017: 

Dear Mr. Watner,  
First of all, thank you for reading my and 

Tibor Machan’s book.  
I don’t have my book to hand at the present 

moment and so I cannot check the page you cite, 
but I believe at that point I was arguing that 
taxation is not “legal theft.”  I don’t believe that 
this point should be controversial.  The real 
question is whether taxation is “moral theft” - 
that is, whether taxation violates a moral right 
you have to keep every penny of your pre-tax 
earnings. That question takes more work to 
answer.  

My point in the passages you cite is just this:  
if I owe $D in taxation to the IRS, then the IRS 
is legally entitled to those $D.  If they are 
legally entitled to those $D, then I am not 

legally entitled to those $D.  If I refuse to pay 
the IRS the $D, then I am breaking the law.  
And if the IRS confiscates $D from me, then 
they are not guilty of the legal crime of stealing 
when they do so.  (They still behaved morally 
wrongly IF they violated a moral right of mine 
to keep all my earnings, including the $D.  
Whether there is such a moral right is a separate 
question, as I stated in the previous paragraph.)  

So when I said (in the passage you quote) 
that you do not have legal title to all your pre-
tax earnings I simply meant that you are not 
legally entitled to all your pre-tax earnings.    

The IRS uses tax levies and tax liens to 
collect money that it is legally owed. Perhaps 
you are making the point that you have legal 
title to the $D until the levy or lien is executed?  
Perhaps so, but if so, that is more of a lawyerly 
game of “gotcha” than a charitable 
interpretation of what I wrote. Perhaps a tax 
lawyer would inform me that “not legally 
entitled” and “no legal title” are not equivalent 
in meaning (i.e., perhaps “legal title” has a 
special lawyerly definition I am unaware of).  If 
so, then I should simply have said “you are not 
legally entitled to all your pre-tax earnings.”  I 
am 100% confident that there is some 
interpretation of this claim that tax lawyers 
would agree is true.  

The genuinely interesting question is about 
moral rights to property.   

Sincerely, 
Craig 

Craig’s point is that taxation is not theft because 
there is a government law that entitles the IRS to part 
of your property. It does not matter whether you agree 
with the law or not. The government’s definition of 
property rights takes precedence over what you 
consider your property (because government agents 
possess access to overpowering force). Nevertheless, 
Craig also recognizes that there is a question as to the 
legitimacy and morality of such a law. When I asked 
him in subsequent emails to justify his position, he 
asserted that citizens living in modern industrial 
societies, such as the United States, in justice do not 
deserve all they earn because they “partake of 
technological know-how and physical infrastructure 
(roads, transportation systems, buildings, etc.) that 
they did not create … .” This led to a wide-ranging 
exchange in which I questioned Craig about the  
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Potpourri from the Editor’s Desk  
No. 1 Constitutional “Food” For Thought From 
Your Editor 

Re: Monetary Debasement 
Article I, Section 10 of the U. S. Constitution 

reads that no state shall make anything but gold and 
silver legal tender in payment of debts. Why didn’t the 
delegates to the Constitutional Convention apply this 
stricture to the new central government? 

Re: Taxation 
Article 1, Section 8: “To lay and collect taxes” 
In “The Address and Reasons of Dissent of the 

Minority of the Convention of Pennsylvania To their 
Constituents” it was noted: “By virtue of their power 
of taxation, Congress may command the whole, or any 
part of the property of the people.” [December 18, 
1787 quoted in Herbert J. Storing, ed., THE ANTI-
FEDERALIST (Chicago: the University of Chicago 
Press, 1985), p. 210] History has proven this true, 
even if it was not part of the “original intent.” 

Re: The Constitution in general 
“Whether the Constitution really be one thing, or 

another, this much is certain – that it has either 
authorized such a government as we have had, or been 
powerless to prevent it.” - Lysander Spooner, circa 
1868. 

 
No. 2 “Freedom: Because It Works or Because It’s 
Right?” 

 [O]nce the libertarian has persuaded someone that 
government interference is wrong, at least in a certain 
realm, if not across the board, there is a much smaller 
probability of that convert’s backsliding into his 
former support for government’s coercive measures 
against innocent people. Libertarianism grounded on 
the moral rock will prove much stronger and longer-
lasting than libertarianism grounded on the shifting 
sands of consequentialist arguments, which of 
necessity are only as compelling as today’s arguments 
and evidence make them. Hence, if we desire to 
enlarge the libertarian ranks, we are well advised to 
make moral arguments at least a part of our efforts. It 
will not hurt, of course, to show people that freedom 
really does work better than state control. But ... [i]f 

we are ever to attain a free society, we must persuade 
a great many of our fellows that it is simply wrong for 
any individuals or groups, by violence or the threat 
thereof, to impose their demands on others who have 
committed no crime and violated no one’s just rights, 
and that it is just as wrong for the persons who 
compose the state to do so as it is for you and me. In 
the past, the great victories for liberty flowed from 
precisely such an approach - for example, in the anti-
slavery campaign, in the fight against the Corn Laws 
(which restricted Great Britain’s free trade in grains), 
and in the struggle to abolish legal restrictions on 
women’s rights to work, own property, and otherwise 
conduct themselves as freely as men. At the very 
least, libertarians should never concede the moral high 
ground to those who insist on coercively interfering 
with freedom: the burden of proof should always rest 
on those who seek to bring violence to bear against 
innocent people, not on those of us who want simply 
to be left alone to live our lives as we think best, 
always respecting the same right for others. 

- Robert Higgs, Excerpts from THE BEACON, 
December 27, 2012. 

 
No. 3 “Doug Casey on the Migrant Crisis” 

I’m all for open borders. Anybody should be able 
to go anywhere if they can support themselves. In a 
free market society, however, nobody’s going to give 
you money just for existing. You have to produce 
goods and services in order to be able to buy food, 
shelter, and clothing. 

This is how the migration problem could be 
solved. You don’t need the government. You don’t 
need the army. You don’t need visas or quotas. You 
don’t need laws. You don’t need treaties to solve the 
migration problem. All you need is privately owned 
property and the lack of welfare benefits. 

- CASEY DAILY DISPATCH, Published October 
9, 2016, Part II. 

 
No. 4  “What State Licensing of Marriages Means” 

Marriage licensing means the government can 
decide who marries. By engaging in this act you are 
basically saying that someone has the right to decide 
who can get married and who can’t. I mean, 
technically, we could go into City Hall and ask for a 
marriage license, and they could say, “No, you can’t 
have one.” They could say, “Well, she’s too short and 
he’s too tall, and we want five foot five, blond-haired, 
blue-eyed people, and we don’t think you should get 
married.” I mean, it doesn’t happen that way, 
fortunately, but it says they have the power to decide. 

  - Quoted in Anita Bernstein (ed.), MARRIAGE 
PROPOSALS (2006), p. 95.   

Just because something is legal and moral 
doesn’t mean it can’t also be stupid. 

- Doug Casey DAILY DISPATCH, October 20, 
2017. 
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The Rescue Project 
(Continued from page 1) 

justice of taxation, and even of government, itself. In 
the email excerpts that follow he elaborated on his 
argument.  

[M]uch of the benefits that a given 
individual enjoys in ... a thriving social order is 
only in part due to his/her inputs (i.e. work, 
innovations, risk-taking, etc.).  A portion of the 
benefits that an individual enjoys are a windfall 
due to the good fortune of being born into a 
functioning social order. All those individuals 
who contribute to the maintenance of the social 
order (contributing to the economy, obeying the 
laws, giving care within a family, showing 
mutual respect to fellow citizens, etc.) deserve 
to share in the good fortune that their fellow 
contributors are enjoying, at least to the extent 
of having secure access to a life of dignity 
(secure access to the opportunity to meet their 
basic needs and enjoy a reasonable level of 
control over the shape of the lives).  

What the best means are for ensuring that 
contributors have access to a life of dignity is a 
social scientific matter. The track record of 
public and robust social safety nets is better than 
societies with threadbare nets or wholly private 
nets (i.e. only charity). It is not hard to see why. 
In any society, there are a number of menial 
jobs that must be done, and those jobs will pay 
poorly. (Since so many people can do them, any 
particular employee is highly replaceable, thus 
giving employees very little bargaining power 
with which to demand good wages.) Those 
people will have lives blighted by economic 
insecurity, health insecurity, etc., absent a safety 
net. But people who (say) drive delivery vans, 
empty bedpans, clean hotel rooms, stock 
shelves, etc., are playing a necessary part in the 
social order which benefits you and me. Such 
workers do not deserve to live blighted lives. 
Justice (which I regard as tracking desert) 
requires that the good fortune that comes with 
being part of social order be shared with other 
contributors. 

 According to Craig a “just system of [govern-
ment] property laws will” strive to balance “respect 
for autonomy” of the person with “an ideal of 
reciprocity.” Government legislation will attempt to 
balance autonomy and control over one’s external 
goods with sharing that property with others who 
contribute to your prosperity, but who have a lower 
standard of living than you. “It was the argument of 
[a] previous email that a laissez-faire economy with 
no tax-funded social safety net would leave many 
workers who contribute to your prosperity without 
secure access to a life of dignity. And that violates 

reciprocity. Thus it is compatible with justice for the 
law to define property rights so that you legally owe, 
as taxes, a portion of goods that you come to possess 
via economic exchanges.” 

Such was Craig’s basic justification for taxation. 
When I asked him if he endorsed the use of coercion, 
and its threat, to collect taxes, Craig responded that 
“how” the money was spent (i.e., its use to support 
the social safety net) justified using government 
force, if necessary. He argued that the compulsion 
inherent in the collection of taxes was coercion done 
in the name of preventing injustice.  “Such coercion is 
done not with the main aim of improving those people 
who are coerced (in this case, those who are taxed), 
i.e., NOT done in order to say ‘You well-off earners 
should be more generous, so we are going to coerce 
you into being more generous!’ It’s done to prevent 
injustice to someone at the bottom, e.g., to prevent a 
low-wage worker from having his/her life blighted by 
financial and/or medical insecurity.”  Furthermore, 
“absolute moral property rights - moral rights to 
property so strong that all forms of taxation are 
regarded as illegitimate - predictably lead to many 
forms of injustice, namely, the injustices that arise in 
[an] anarcho-capitalist [system], such as (among other 
things) a lack of basic security for those at the bottom 
of society. So, justice doesn’t endorse absolute moral 
property rights. Not all taxation is thus an injustice, 
the moral equivalent of theft. Some forms of taxation 
promote justice rather than violate it.” 

 
There can be no virtue in compulsion. Forcing 

people to do “what is right” ironically and cruelly 
forces them to do what is wrong - abandoning 
responsibility, courage, and self-respect by 
sheepishly and thoughtlessly submitting to tyranny. 

- The Piano Man 
 
In his argument against libertarianism, Craig 

observed that government does not require the 
consent of all the people living under its jurisdiction. 
(See page 56 of LIBERTARIANISM.) Craig argued 
that: 

If the actual consent of every single person 
were required for any government to be 
legitimate, then no government will be legiti-
mate. That is an impossible standard to adopt in 
practice. Anarcho-capitalists gleefully agree, 
and draw the conclusion that no government is 
legitimate. But their view of the consequences 
of ancap is implausibly utopian. A more realistic 
assessment of life under ancap acknowledges 
that a great deal of misery, grave insecurity, and 
unfairness would abound. It is implausible to me 
to think that justice requires us to tolerate such 
bad consequences. So it is implausible that 
justice requires the actual consent of every 
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single person for government to be legitimate.  
The most that can truthfully be said is that a 

government is legitimate only if it deserves the 
consent of all those who live under it. When 
does a government deserve its citizens’ consent? 
When it shows adequate respect for citizens’ 
autonomy and when its laws respect citizens’ 
just deserts. The latter element requires a social 
safety net, for a society that lacks a social safety 
has forfeited any claim to deserve the consent of 
citizens at the bottom of society. [Those at the 
bottom of society say,] “The social institutions 
that we live under do not deserve our consent. 
We contribute to society – we drive its delivery 
vans, stock its shelves, empty its bedpans, clean 
its hotel rooms, pick its fruit, etc. – but we lead 
lives blighted by financial and medical 
insecurity. We are thus not living on a footing of 
reciprocity with others; we are not getting our 
just deserts. A society that is willing to tolerate 
this is a society does not deserve our alle-
giance.” 

 
The beginning of wisdom is to call things by 

their true names. 
- An old Chinese proverb 

 
Craig agrees with me that taxation is compulsory, 

but he sees nothing wrong with using violence, or its 
threat, to collect government revenues. To him it is 
simply a fact of life because it is required to insure 
that injustice is not done to those who require a social 
safety net. As Craig wrote: 

To threaten force is not by that fact alone to 
imply that the audience is criminal or immoral. 
It is just to say: “Here are the rules of our 
society, designed to achieve justice. They are 
authoritative rules, not mere suggestions, and as 
such they will be enforced.” That’s not to 
infantilize citizens or treat them as corrupt or 
vicious or criminal. Compare: there are laws 
against parental neglect of children, and rightly 
so. But for our government to create such laws 
is not to label all parents as people who would 
refuse to fulfill their duties as parents in the 
absence of coercion. It’s just to say that these 
parental duties are important enough to make a 
basic, authoritative rule. Likewise, the laws that 
create taxation that is used to fund a social 
safety net do not label citizens as people who 
would refuse to fulfill their duties as citizens in 
the absence of coercion. It’s just to say that 
these citizenly duties are important enough to 
make a basic, authoritative rule. (And what 
citizenly duties are these? The duty to ensure 
that citizens who contribute to your prosperity 
do not have their lives ruined by financial and 

medical insecurity, that is, the duty to live on a 
footing of reciprocity with your fellow citizens, 
so that both you and they receive your/their just 
deserts.) 

Here’s an analogy. (No doubt you will find 
it problematic!) Suppose you join a club. The 
club says, “Here are the rules. If you break the 
rules, we reserve the right to kick you out.” That 
is a threat of a kind, though not a threat of 
violence, of course. But it is a threat of some 
kind of penalty. Does the existence of the rule 
and the associated threat imply, “All you 
members are no good and have to be kept in line 
by threats”? No, there is no such implication; 
it’s just a statement of, “Here are the rules our 
club will operate by.”  

Now, anarcho-capitalist will say: “Exactly, 
we want ALL societies to be voluntary societies 
which one is free to join or not!” That’s an 
inspiring credo – I really do understand the 
appeal it has for some – but anarcho-capitalists 
are insufficiently attentive to the problems that 
predictably would arise in such a way of life …, 
i.e., various affronts to dignity that many would 
experience under [a stateless society]. In light of 
these problems I say that the ideal of “voluntary 
societies only” comes at far too high a price in 
human dignity. The better course, in terms of 
respecting human dignity, is to create involun-
tary institutions, but arrange them so that they at 
least deserve everyone’s voluntary allegiance. If 
this is done, then such a society will, all things 
considered, be more respectful of human dignity 
than an anarcho-capitalist society would. 

At this point in our email exchange, I summarized 
Craig’s argument in the following way: the authority 
of some people or some group of people to coerce the 
behavior of others (i.e. collect taxes without their 
consent) originates in “legitimate governing institu-
tions” which rest on the pillars of “respect for 
autonomy” and the “ideal of reciprocity.” So long as 
the government does a reasonable job (as determined 
by those who direct the governing institutions), then 
the individuals who don’t want to pay their taxes 
voluntarily must be threatened with coercion or 
experience government coercion upon their bodies 
and/or property. I wrote Craig that it appeared to me 
he was “simply saying that ‘might makes right’ and 
that the majority of consenting individuals have the 
right to coerce the behavior of other peaceful people.” 

In response, Craig again asserted that government 
need not obtain the consent of every individual under 
its jurisdiction since he realized that would be an 
impossibility. Rather, “What the government needs to 
do is give each person good reasons to consent” even 
though some individuals won’t willingly consent, for 
whatever reason. 
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[I]magine Rugged Ronnie who owns 100 
acres in Montana, say, and wants to take his 
chances outside the US and live as a “sovereign 
individual.” The case for the USA being just is 
not simply that it furnishes benefits to Ronnie. 
Maybe so, but the stronger reason is that if the 
USA were required by justice to let people like 
Ronnie opt out, then over time that would harm 
the USA’s ability to govern and the harms of 
anarchy would arise. So Ronnie’s lifestyle 
preference for total legal independence turns out 
to have a quite harmful side-effect; by threaten-
ing the functioning of government it threatens 
the well-being of others … . One can think of 
government as a “rescue project” rescuing 
others from the harms of anarchy. If the rescue 
project required consent of all to be just then no 
rescue project [would be] possible and the 
unjust harms of anarchy would proliferate. Not a 
plausible view of justice.  

So the answer to Ronnie is NOT “We are 
coercing you for your own good.” The answer 
instead is “Our rescue project – our project of 
instituting law and order - is rescuing many 
people from the grave injustices of anarchy and 
this rescue project is impossible if each person 
is allowed to opt out. So, Ronnie, we are 
coercing you not for your own good, but 
because each of us - you, me, and each other 
person - has a duty to do our fair share of the 
rescue work, rescuing others around us from 
grave injustices. We understand that you prefer 
a different, solitary lifestyle, but your lifestyle 
unfortunately - since it makes our rescue project 
unworkable - has side-effects that expose others 
to grave injustices, and justice does not permit 
you to be indifferent to the harmful side-effects 
of your lifestyle preference. So, we coerce you 
in the name of preventing injustice to others 
(emphasis added). At the same time, we are 
mindful of the costs to you of our coercion, and 
we strive to ensure the costs inherent in 
supporting the rescue project - i.e. government - 
are fairly distributed.” (“Fairly distributed” is 
gauged using reciprocity as a yardstick, as 
mentioned in previous emails.) 

In other words, we need a government to rescue 
us from the injustices of anarchy. 

This very nearly ended our emails. 
When I asked Craig his thoughts on how far the 

rescue project and the social safety net should extend 
he admitted that he didn’t “have a fully fleshed out 
answer to offer. But my basic answer is that if a 
current government is succeeding in rescuing its 
citizens from the harms of anarchy … then we should 
count its boundaries as legitimate. The hard cases are 
where government has broken down. In those cases, 

the boundaries should be drawn in whichever way is 
most likely to work, i.e., most likely to yield effective 
and stable rescue projects … .” 

At this point, Craig wrote that he had enjoyed our 
discussions but that due to time and work constraints 
he would not be able to co-author an article with me 
on the pros and cons of anarchy. 

[Editor’s Addendum: As in most things involving 
the government, I am not necessarily opposed to the 
ends, but I am opposed to the adoption of coercive 
means. Thus, it is fine for Craig to agitate for a social 
safety net for those on the lower rungs of the 
economy, but let him contribute his own money and 
solicit donations from those who voluntarily support 
his ideas. I may or may not contribute for any number 
of different reasons. The fact that a government may 
balance reciprocity and autonomy has no bearing on 
whether the government may resort to violence or its 
threat. When Craig says “we must coerce you in the 
name of preventing injustice to others,” he is simply 
saying that the ends justify the means: in his mind, 
one injustice justifies another; but to voluntaryists two 
wrongs never make a right. (And that is not even 
addressing the point as to whether or not an injustice 
has been done to those that are less well-off.) 

 
Luck is a dividend of sweat. The more you 

sweat, the luckier you get. 
- Ray Kroc, founder of McDonald’s 

 
Craig sees no reason to obtain the voluntary 

consent of those in society so long as governing 
institutions actually deserve their support. But who is 
to decide whether the government institutions meet 
this standard? Why should we rely on Craig’s 
subjective preferences? Don’t those who choose not 
to support a government have the right to decide 
whether the government meets their standards? By 
what right are the non-consenters forced to partic-
ipate? Furthermore, Craig has no logical or consistent 
answer to the question of how far the geographic 
jurisdiction of a government should extend. Why 
shouldn’t the less well-off in the United States help 
provide a safety net for those in Africa who subsist on 
far less than they do? If the less well-off here are 
entitled to a safety net, why not those in Africa? 

Another topic that I did not discuss with Craig 
involves the question of “who and how” goods and 
services are produced. If the less well-off are entitled 
to a safety net to raise their standard of living, then 
what happens when the individuals who produce 
these goods and services decide “the juice is no 
longer worth the squeeze”? Perhaps the disincentives 
caused by taxation are such that they would rather 
join the less-well off than work their tails off. What 
will happen if they choose not to work as hard as they 
might, or if they choose to go on strike (as portrayed  
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in ATLAS SHRUGGED)? Will they be forced to 
work like slaves or will their decision to slack off be 
respected? And, if no one chooses to work, how will 
the safety fund be financed? What Craig seems to 
forget is that goods and services cannot be consumed 
until they are produced. Goods and services do not 
grow on trees. They are the result of capital 
accumulation and human energy. 

As I see it, Craig’s rescue project should really be 
put in reverse gear. Instead of rescuing us from the 
harms of anarchy, we voluntaryists really need a 
rescue project to save us from the harms of 
government. 

We will give Craig the last word. Here is his final 
Addendum: You write:  ‘When Craig says “we must 
coerce you in the name of preventing injustice to 
others,” he is simply saying that the ends justify the 
means.’   I’ll just add that libertarians are also willing 
to approve coercion in order to stop injustice from 
happening, i.e. to stop a rights violation (to stop a 
theft, an assault, etc.).  So I think the disagreement 
between you and me is better characterized as a 
disagreement over the content of justice, rather than 
over the appropriate means of enacting justice.  We 
agree that if a justice-based right is being violated, and 
if only coercion will stop the violation, then those 
coercive means are justified; e.g. I can tackle someone 
who is assaulting you.  (This is not to deny nuances 
exist; e.g. the coercion should be proportionate -- I 
can’t shoot dead someone who is attacking you with 
only his fists, for instance.)  I’m claiming that a low-
wage worker who lacks secure access to a life of 
dignity is a worker who is suffering a rights-violation: 
justice entails that as a contributor to others’ 
prosperity, he deserves to be able to live a life of 
dignity; I’d argue that this in turn entails he has a 
justice-based right to secure access to a life of dignity.  
So the coercion of the social safety net is justified as a 
necessary means of stopping the violation of right of 
justice.] [For an interesting history of the social safety 
net see Watner,  "Voluntaryism and Extreme 
Necessity," (Issue 160).]  

Voluntaryist Critics of State 
Education 

(Continued from page 8) 
them to task for their inconsistency. Those who 
embraced free trade in religion and commerce but 
advocated state interference in education, argued 
Thomas Hodgskin (senior editor of The Economist) in 
1847, “do not fully appreciate the principles on which 
they have been induced to act.”93 “We only wonder 
that they should have so soon forgotten their free-
trade catechism,” wrote another Voluntaryist, “and 
lent their sanction to any measure of monopoly.”94 

Before free traders ask for state interference in 
education, Hodgskin argued, “they ought to prove that 
its interference with trade has been beneficial.” But 

this, by their own admission, they cannot do. They 
know that the effect of state interference with trade 
has always been “to derange, paralyze, and destroy 
it.” Hodgskin maintained that the principle of free 
trade “is as applicable to education as to the 
manufacture of cotton or the supply of corn.” The 
state is unable to advance material wealth for the 
people through intervention, and there is even less 
reason to suppose it capable of advancing “immaterial 
wealth” in the form of knowledge. Any 
“protectionist” scheme in regard to knowledge should 
be opposed by all who understand the principle of 
competition. Laissez-faire in education is “the only 
means of ensuring that improved and extended 
education which we all desire.”95 

The Eclectic Review posed the basic question: 
Can education “be best produced by monopoly or by 
competition?” - and it came down unequivocally on 
the side of competition. Education is a “marketable 
commodity,” and demand for it is “as much subject to 
the principles and laws of political economy, as are 
corn or cotton.” Government intervention, in 
education as elsewhere, causes market distortions. 

How will it affect the balance between the 
demand and the supply; disturb the relations of 
the voluntary teacher, and misdirect the 
expectations and confidence of the market? Let a 
private teacher attempt to come into competition 
with such accredited and endowed agents of an 
incorporate system . . . and he will find himself in 
the same state with a merchant who ventures to 
trade without a bounty in competition with those 
whose traffic is encouraged by large public 
bounties.96 

Voluntaryists predicted that state aid to education 
would drive many voluntary schools out of business. 
Market schools would find themselves unable to 
compete with schools financed from taxes, and 
philanthropists who had previously contributed to 
education would withhold their funds, believing that, 
because the state would provide education anyway, 
there was no need for charitable support. As state aid 
increased, market education would diminish, and this 
consequence would be used to support the contention 
that voluntary education had failed. 

An educational bureaucracy, however tiny at its 
inception, would grow rapidly. An educational 
orthodoxy with employees answerable to the 
government would emerge. Costs would increase, and 
productivity would decrease. “Public servants,” wrote 
one Voluntaryist, “are sustained at the largest cost, 
and always are subject to the least responsibility.” 
The principle of the market, to produce “the best 
article . . . at the cheapest price,” would disappear in a 
state system. In an educational free market, on the 
contrary, a “real and effectual discipline” is exercised 
over educators by consumers.97 Free-market schools 
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must either satisfy their customers or go out of 
business. 

 

Ideas end where a gun begins. 
- Ayn Rand, “'Political' Crimes,” (1970). 

 

In calling for laissez-faire in education, Volun-
taryists squared off against the major economists of 
their day, most of whom advocated some role for 
government.98 John Stuart Mill, for example, opposed 
leaving education to the market: “In the matter of 
education, the intervention of government is 
justifiable, because the case is not one in which the 
interest and judgment of the consumer are a sufficient 
security for the goodness of the commodity.” Mill 
continued: 

The uncultivated cannot be competent judges 
of education. Those who must need to be made 
wiser and better, usually desire it least, and if they 
desired it, would be incapable of finding the way 
to it by their own lights. It will continually 
happen, on the voluntary system, that, the end not 
being desired, the means will not be provided at 
all, or that, the persons requiring improvement 
having an imperfect or altogether erroneous 
conception of what they want, the supply called 
for by the demand of the market will be anything 
but what is really required.99 

Voluntaryists responded impatiently to this elitist 
argument. They had encountered the same argument 
many times before during their campaigns for 
religious freedom. With man’s eternal soul at stake, 
defenders of a state church maintained that religion is 
far too important to be left to the untutored judgment 
of the masses. “It is the old dogma,” wrote the 
dissenting minister Algernon Wells, “the people can 
know nothing about religion and it must be dictated to 
them.”100 Wells contended that the argument from 
incompetence, if used to defend state education, must 
also justify state interference in religion. The fact that 
some fellow libertarians failed to understand the 
ominous implications of Mill’s argument obviously 
annoyed the Voluntaryists. 

In Social Statics (1851), Herbert Spencer 
dismissed Mill’s argument as “a worn-out excuse” 
that had been repeatedly trotted out to justify “all state 
interferences whatever.” 

A stock argument for the state teaching of 
religion has been that the masses cannot 
distinguish false religion from true. There is 
hardly a single department of life over which, for 
similar reasons, legislative supervision has not 
been, or may not be, established.101 

Spencer questioned whether parents are as 
incompetent to assess education as Mill alleged. 
Parents, far more than government, are concerned 
about the welfare of their children, and uneducated 

parents can seek advice from others whom they trust. 
Even granting problems in this area, however, it does 
not follow that the state should intervene. As a market 
for mass education developed, Spencer believed that 
consumers would gain the knowledge that comes with 
experience and thereby become more sophisticated in 
their choice of products. Social improvement takes 
time, and Spencer thought that “this incompetence of 
the masses to distinguish good instruction from bad is 
being outgrown.”102 

Spencer contended that Mill’s argument is based 
on a false premise. Even if the interest and judgment 
of consumers are insufficient to guarantee educational 
quality, Mill assumed that the “interest and judgment” 
of a government are sufficient security. Mill, in other 
words, assumed that an identity of interests exists 
between rulers and the people they govern. 

Spencer ridiculed this tacit belief. The English 
government desired “a sentimental feudalism,” a 
country where “the people shall be respectful to their 
betters” and an economy “with the view of making 
each laborer the most efficient producing tool.” The 
interests of a government differ from the interests of 
the people, and “we may be quite sure that a state 
education would be administered for the advantage of 
those in power rather than for the advantage of the 
nation.” Hence, even if we concede some 
inadequacies in free-market education, the problems 
inherent in state education are more serious and 
dangerous.103 

As for the rejoinder that this objection may apply 
to current governments but not necessarily to an ideal 
government that may someday exist - a government 
that would presumably have the best interests of the 
people at heart - Spencer pointed out that Mill’s 
argument from incompetence depends on consumers 
“as they now are,” not on consumers as they might be 
in an ideal society. We should therefore consider 
Mill’s alternative - government - “as it now is,” not as 
it should be in a hypothetical paradise. 

It will not do, notwithstanding that it is all too 
often done, to point out problems that might arise in 
an imperfect market and then offer government as a 
solution - as if that government were itself perfect, 
and as if government intervention will not generate its 
own unique and serious problems. Spencer was 
inviting Mill to descend from the clouds of political 
theory and take a hard look at the real world of 
governments. All things considered, in matters of 
education “the interest of the consumer is not only an 
efficient guarantee for the goodness of the things 
consumed, but the best guarantee.”104 

 

Any proponent of private property must 
necessarily and logically be an anarchist. 

- Hans-Hermann Hoppe in “Coming of Age with 
Murray” 
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Voluntaryist Critics of State 
Education 

By George H. Smith 
[Editor’s Note: The author of this article is probably 
best known to readers of this newsletter as the person 
responsible for suggesting its title, THE VOLUN-
TARYIST. The following essay first appeared as the 
“Introduction” to an anthology edited by George H. 
Smith and Marilyn Moore, titled CRITICS OF 
STATE EDUCATION (Washington, D.C.: Cato 
Institute, 2017). The complete book is available as a 
free ebook at www.libertarianism.org/books. Permis-
sion to reprint given by Grant Babcock, Cato.Org; 
email of October 25, 2017, 3:30 pm. Sections III thru 
Section VI of this “Introduction” appeared in our 
Whole Number 179. Freedom and free-market 
competition in all spheres of life has been and is an 
on-going theme in these pages. Footnotes and other 
articles advocating freedom in education can be found 
at www.voluntaryist.com/homeschooling.] 

VII 
The 19th Century British Voluntaryists prized 

social diversity (or what we call today a “pluralistic 
society”), and they believed that state education 
would impose the dead hand of uniformity. Rather 
than giving to government the power to decide among 
conflicting beliefs and values, they preferred to leave 
beliefs and values to the unfettered competition of the 
market. One must appreciate this broad conception of 

the free market, which includes far more than tangible 
goods, if one wishes to understand the passionate 
commitment of many liberals to competition and their 
unbridled hatred of governmental interference. They 
believed that coercive intervention, whatever its 
supposed justification, actually served special 
interests and enhanced the power of government. The 
various campaigns against government were therefore 
seen as battles to establish free markets in religion, 
commerce, education, and other spheres. 

British libertarians had a long heritage of 
opposition to state patronage and monopoly, reaching 
back to the Levellers of the early 17th century. The 
Voluntaryists, like their libertarian ancestors, believed 
that government interference in the market, whatever 
its supposed justification, actually served special 
interests and enhanced the power of government, 
thereby furthering the goals of those within the 
government. The various struggles against govern-
ment intervention were seen by Voluntaryists as 
battles to establish free markets in religion, 
commerce, and education. It was not uncommon to 
find the expression “free trade in religion” among 
supporters of church-state separation; when the editor 
of the Manchester Guardian stated in 1820 that 
religion should be a “marketable commodity,” he was 
expressing the standard libertarian position.92 

When fellow free traders, such as Richard Cob-
den, supported state education, the Voluntaryists took  
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