WHAT LIBERTARIANISM IS
JohnHospers

From JohnHospers, “What Libertarianism Is,” in The Libertarian Alternative, ed. Tibor Madan
(Nelson-Hall, 1974.

The pdliti cd philosophy that is cdl ed libertarianism (from the Latin libertas, liberty) isthe

doctrine that every personisthe owner of his own life, and that no oreisthe owner of anyone
else'slife; and that consequently every human being hes the right to ad in accordancewith his
own choices, unessthose adionsinfringe onthe equal li berty of other human beingsto act in

acordance with their choices.

There ae several other ways of stating the same li bertarian thesis:

1. No oreisanyone dse’'s master and no orisarnyone dse's dave. Sincel am the oneto dedde
how my lifeisto be cmnducted, just as you decide éout yours, | have noright (even if | had the
power) to make youmy slave and be your master, na have you the right to become the master
by enslaving me. Slavery is forced servitude, and since no ore owns the life of anyone dse, no
one has theright to enslave ancther. Politi cd theories past and present have traditionally been
concerned with who shoud be the master (usually the king, the dictator, or government
bureaucracy) and who shoud be the slaves, and what the extent of the Slavery shoud be.
Libertarianism hads that no ore has the right to use force to enslave the life of another, or any
portion a asped of that life.

2. Other men’slives are not yours to dispase of. | enjoy seeing operas; but operas are expensive
to produce Opera-lovers often say, "The state (or the dty, etc.) shoud subsidize opera, so that
we can al seeit. Also it would be for people's betterment, cultural benefit, etc.” But what they
are advocaing is nothing more or lessthan legalized plunder. They can't pay for the productions
themselves, and yet they want to seeopera, which involves alarge number of people and their

labor; so what they are saying in effect is, "Get the money through legali zed force Take alittl e
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bit more out of every worker's payched every week to pay for the operas we want to see." But |
have noright to take by forcefrom the workers' pockets to pay for what | want.

Perhaps it would be better if he did goto seeopera--then | shoud try to convince him to go
voluntarily. But to take the money from him forcibly; because in my opinionit would be good

for him, is dill seizure of hiseanings, which is plunder.

Besides, if | have the right to force him to help pay for my pet projeds, hasn't he equally the
right to forceme to help pay for his? Perhaps he in turn wants the government to subsidize rock-
and-roll, or hisnew car, or ahousein the courtry? If | have the right to milk him, why hasn't he
the right to milk me? If | can be amoral cannibal, why can't he too?

We shoud beware of the inventors of utopias. They would remake the world according to their
vision--with the lives and fruits of the labor of other human beings. Is it someone's utopian vision
that others shoud buld pyramidsto beautify the landscgpe? Very well, then ather men shoud
provide the labor; andif heisin aposition d pdliticd power, and he can't get men to doit

voluntarily, then he must compel them to "cooperate”--i.e., he must enslave them.

A hunded men might gain great pleasure from beaing up or killi ng just one insignificant human
being; but other men's lives are not theirsto dispose of. "In order to adchieve the worthy goals of
the next five-year-plan, we must forcibly coll edivize the peasants. . ” but other men'slives are
not theirsto dispose of. Do you want to occupy, rent-free, the mansion that another man has
worked for twenty years to buy? But other men'slives are not yoursto dspase of. Do you want
operas © badly that everyone is forced to work harder to pay for their subsidization through
taxes? But other men's lives are not yoursto dispose of. Do you want to have free medicd care &
the expense of other people, whether they wish to provide it or not? But this would require them
to work longer for you whether they want to or nat, and aher men'slives are not yoursto

dispose of.



The freedom to engage in any type of enterprise, to produce to own and control property,
to buy and sell onthe free market, is derived from the rightsto life, liberty, and property.
. .which are stated in the Declaration d Independence. . .[but] when a government
guarantees a "right” to an education a parity onfarm products or a guaranteed annuel
income, it is daking a daim onthe property of one group d citi zens for the sake of
ancther group.In short, it isviolating one of the fundamental rightsit was instituted to
protea.

3. No human keing shoud be a nornvoluntary mortgage onthe life of anaher. | canna claim
your life, your work, or the products of your effort as mine. The fruit of one man's labor shoud
not be fair game for every freeloader who comes along and demandsit as his own. The orchard
that has been carefully grown, nutured, and harvested by its owner shoud na be ripe for the
plucking for any bypasser who has a yen for the ripe fruit. The wedth that some men have
produced shoud na be fair game for looting by government, to be used for whatever purposes
its representatives determine, nomatter what their motivesin so dang may be. The theft of your
money by arobber is nat justified by the fad that he used it to help hisinjured mother.

It will already be evident that libertarian dactrine is embedded in aview of the rights of man.
Eadh human being hastheright to live hislife @& he hoaoses, compatibly with the equal right of
al other human beingsto live their lives as they chocse.

All man'srights are implicit in the dowve statement. Each man has the right to life: any attempt
by othersto take it away from him, or even to injure him, violates this right, through the use of
coercion against him. Each man has theright to liberty: to conduct hislifein acordancewith the
alternatives open to m withou coercive action by others. And every man has the right to
property: to work to sustain hislife (and the lives of whichever others he dhoosesto sustain, such

as hisfamily) and to retain the fruits of hislabor.
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People often defend the rights of life and liberty but denigrate property rights, and yet the right to
property is as basic &s the other two, indeed, withou property rights no aher rights are possble.
Depriving you d property isdepriving you d the means by which youlive.

All that which an individual possesses by right (including hislife and property) are
morally histo use, dispose of and even destroy; as he seesfit. If | own my life, then it
followsthat | am free to asociate with whom | please and nd to associate with whom |
please. If | own my knowledge and servicesit followsthat | may ask any compensation |
wish for providing them for anather, or | may abstain from providing them at all, if | so
chocse. If | own my house, it follows that | may decorateit as| plesse andliveinit with
whom | please. If | control my own business it foll ows that | may charge what | please
for my products or services, hirewhom | please and nd hire whom | please. All that
which I ownin fact, | may dispose of as| chocseto in redity. For anyone to attempt to

limit my freedom to doso isto violate my rights.

Where do my rights end? Where yours begin. | may do anything | wish with my own life,
li berty and property withou your consent; but I may do nahing with your life, liberty
and property withou your consent. If we recognize the principle of man'srights, it
follows that the individual is Svereign of the domain of hisown life and poperty, andis
sovereign o no aher domain. To attempt to interfere forcibly with another's use, disposal

or destruction d his own property isto initiate force against him andto violate hisrights.

| have noright to decide how you shoud spend your time or your money: | can make that
dedasionfor mysdf, bu not for you, my neighbor. | may deplore your choiceof life-style, and |
may talk with you abou it provided you are willi ng to listen to me. But | have noright to use
forceto changeit. Nor have | theright to deade how you shoud spend the money you have
eaned. | may apped to youto giveit to the Red Cross and you may prefer to go to prizefights.

But that is your dedsion, and havever much | may chafe dou it | do nd have the right to
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interfere forcibly with it, for example by robking youin arder to use the money in acerdance
with my choices. (If | have the right to rob you, have you aso the right to rob me?)

When | claim aright, | carve out aniche, asit were, in my life, saying in effect, "This adivity |
must be aleto perform withou interference from others. For you and everyone dse, thisis off
limits." Andso | put upa"notrespassng” sign, which marks off the aeaof my right. Each
individua'sright is his"notrespassng” sign in relation to me and ahers. | may not encroach
upon hs domain any more than he uponmine, withou my consent. Every right entail s a duty,
true-but the duty is only that of forbearance-that is, of refraining from violating the other
person'sright. If you have aright to life, | have noright to take your life; if you have aright to
the products of your labor (property), | have noright to take it from you withou your consent.
The nontviolation d these rights will not guaranteeyou protection against natural caastrophes
such as floods and earthquekes, but it will proted you against the aggressve activiti es of other
men. Andrights, after al, have to dowith ore'srelations to ather human beings, na with ore's

relationsto physical nature.

Nor were these rights creaed by government; governments--some governments, obviously not
al-recgnize and proted the rights that individuals aready have. Governments regularly forbid
homicide and theft; and, at a more advanced stage, proted individuals against such things as libel
and kreach of contrad.

It canna be by chance that they thus agree They agreebecause the dl eged creating of
rights [by government] was nothing else than giving formal sanction and better definition
to those asertions of claims and reaogniti ons of claims which naturally originate from
theindividual desires of men who haveto livein presence of one ancther.

... Those who hdd that lifeis vauable, hdd, by implication, that men ought not to be

prevented from carrying onlife-sustaining activities. . . .Clealy the mnception d



"natural rights’ originatesin recognition d the truth that if lifeisjustifiable, there must
be ajustificaion for the performance of acts esential to its preservation; and, therefore, a

justificaiion d those li berties and claims which make such acts passhble.

...Toremgnize and enforcetherights of individuals, is at the same time to recognize and

enforce the conditionsto anarmal social life.?

Theright to property is the most misunderstood and ureppredated of human rights, andit is one
most constantly violated by governments. "Property” of course does not mean orly red estate; it

includes anything you can call your own--your clothing, your car, your jewelry, your books and

papers.

Theright of property is not the right to just takeit from others, for thiswould interfere with their
property rights. It is rather the right to work for it, to oltain noncoercively; the money or

services which you can present in vduntary exchange.

Theright to property is consistently underplayed by intell eduals today, sometimes even frowned
upon,asif we shoud fedl guilty for uphdding such aright in view of al the poverty in the world
But the right to property is absolutely basic. It is your hedge against the future. It is your
asarance that what you have worked to earn will still be there, and be yours, when youwish or
neeal to use it, especially when you aretoo dd to work any longer. . . .

Indeed, only if property rights are respeded is there any point to planning for the future and
working to achieve one's goals. Property rights are what makes long-range plannng pcssble--
the kind d planning which is adistinctively human endeavor, as oppased to the day-by-day
adivity of thelionwho hurs, who depends on the supfy of game tomorrow but has no red
insurance against starvationin aday or aweek. Withou the right to property, theright to life
itself amourtsto littl e how can you sustain your life if you canna plan aheal? and hav can you

plan aheal if the fruits of your labor can at any moment be confiscated by government?...
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"But why have individud property rights? Why not have lands and hoises owned by everybody
together?" Yes, thisinvolvesno volation d individual rights, as long as everybody consents to
this arrangement and no orisforced to join it. The partiesto it may enjoy the communal living
enough (at least for atime) to overcome cetain inevitable problems: that some will work and
some nat, that some will achieve morein an hou than athers can doin aday, and still they will
all get the same income. The few who dothe most will i n the end consider themselves
"workhorses" who dothe work of two or threeor twelve, whil e the others will be "fred oaders’
onthe dforts of these few. But aslong as they can get out of the arangement if they no longer
likeit, no volation d rightsisinvolved. They got in vduntarily, and they can get out
voluntarily; no ore has used force

"But why not say that everybody owns everything? That we all own everything there is?"

To some this may have apleasant ring--but let ustry to analyze what it means. If everybody
owns everything, then everyone has an equal right to go everywhere, dowhat he pleases, take
what he likes, destroy if he wishes, grow crops or burn them, trample them under, and so on.
Consider what it would belikein pradice. Suppcse you have saved money to buy a house for
yourself and your family. Now suppacse that the principle, "everybody owns everything,"
bemmes adopted. Well then, why shoudn't every itinerant hippie just come in and take over,
slegoing in your beds and eating in your kitchen and nd bothering to replace the food suppy or
clean upthe mess? After all, it belongsto all of us, doesn't it? So we have just as much right to it
as you, the buyer, have. What happensif we all want to sleep in the bedroom and there's not
room for all of us? Isit the strongest who wins?

What would be the result? Sinceno ore would be resporsible for anything, the property would
soon te destroyed, the food wsed up,the fadliti es norfunctional. Beginning as a house that one
family could use, it would end upas ahouse that no ore could use. Andif the principle
continued to be adopted, no e would buld howses any more--or anything else. What for? They
would only be occupied and wsed by others, without remuneration. . . .
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GOVERNMENT

Government is the most dangerous institution knovn to man. Throughou history it has violated
the rights of men more than any individual or group d individuals could da it haskill ed people,
endaved them, sent them to forced labor and concentration camps, and regularly robbed and

pill aged them of the fruits of their expended labor. Unlike individual criminals, government has
the power to arrest and try; unlike individual criminals, it can surroundand encompassa person
totally; dominating every asped of one's life, so that one has no recmurse from it but to leave the
courtry (andin totalitarian nations even that is prohibited). Government throughou history has a
much sorrier record than any individual, even that of aruthlessmassmurderer. The signs we see
on bumper stickers are dhilli ngly accurate: "Beware: the Government is Armed and Dangerous.”

The only proper role of government, according to li bertarians, is that of the protector of the
citizen against aggresson by other individuals. The government, of course, shoud never initiate
aggresson; its proper role is as the anbodment of the retali atory use of force against anyone

whoiniti ates its use.

If each individual had constantly to defend himself against passble aggressors, he would have to
spend a onsiderable portion d hislifein target practice karate exercises, and aher means of
self-defenses, and even so he would probably be helplessagainst groups of individuals who
might try to kill, maim, or rob hm. He would have littl e time for culti vating thase qualiti es
which are essential to civili zed life, nar would improvements in science, medicine, and the arts
be likely to occur. The function d government is to take this resporsibili ty off his souders: the
government undertakes to defend hm against aggresors and to purish them if they attack him.
When the government is effedive in dang this, it enablesthe dtizen to go abou hisbusiness
unmolested and withou constant fear for hislife. To dothis, of course, government must have
physicd power--the pdice, to proted the dtizen from aggressonwithin its borders, and the
armed forces, to protect him from aggresors outside. Beyondthat, the government shoud na
intrude upon hslife, either to run hisbusiness or adjust his daily adivities, or prescribe his

personal moral code.
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Government, then, undertakes to be the individual's protedor; but historicdly governments have
gone far beyondthis function. Sincethey arealy have the physical power, they have nat
hesitated to useit for purposes far beyondthat which was entrusted to them in the first place
Undertaking initially to protect its citizens against aggresson, it has often itself become an
aggresor--afar greaer aggresor, indeed, than the criminals against whom it was suppased to
proted its citizens. Governments have done what no private dtizens can da arrest and imprison
individuals withou atrial and send them to slave labor camps. Government must have power in
order to be dfedive--and yet the very ,means by which aloneit can be dfedive make it
vulnerable to the duse of power, leading to managing the lives of individuals and even inflicting
terror uponthem.

What then shoud be the function d government? In aword, the protection d humanrights.

1. Theright tolife: libertarians suppat al such legislation as will proted human beings against
the use of force by others, for example, laws against killi ng, attempted killi ng, maiming,

beding, and al kinds of physicd violence.

2. Theright to liberty: there shoud be no laws compromising in any way freedom of speech,
the press and d peacedle asembly; There shoud be no censorship of ideas, bools, films,

or of anything else by government.

3. Theright to property: libertarians support legislation that proteds the property rights of
individuals against confiscation, retionali zation, eminent domain, robbery, trespass fraud
and misrepresentation, patent and copyright, libel and slander.

Someone has violently assaulted you. Shoud he be legally liable? Of course. He has violated
one of your rights. He has knowingly injured you, and since he has initi ated aggresson against
you he shoud be made to expiate.
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Someone has negligently left his bicycle onthe sidewak where youtrip owver it in the dark and
injure yourself. He didn't doit intentionally; he didn't mean you any harm. Shoud he be legally
liable? Of course; he has, howvever unwittingly, injured you, and sincethe injury is caused by

him and you are the victim, he shoud pay.

Someone acossthe stred is unemployed. Shoud you be taxed extrato pay for his expenses?
Not at al. You have nat injured him, you are not resporsible for the fad that he is unemployed
(unlessyou are asenator or bureaucrat who agitated for further curtaili ng of business which
legislation pased, with the result that your neighba was laid off by the aurtail ed business). You
may voluntarily wish to help him out, or better still, try to get him ajobto pu him on hsfed
again; but sinceyou have initiated noaggressve ad against him, and reither purposely nor
acddentally injured him in any way, you shoud na be legally penali zed for the fact of his

unemployment. (Actualy, it isjust such penalties that increase unemployment.)

One man, A, works hard for years and finally eans ahigh salary as a professonal man. A
secondman, B, prefers nat to work at al, and to spend wastefully what money he has (through
inheritance), so that after a year or two he has nothing left. At the end d thistime he has along
siege of ill nessand lots of medicd bill sto pay; He demands that the bill s be paid by the
government--that is, by the taxpayers of the land, including Mr.A.

But of course B has no such right. He dhaseto lead hislifein acertain way--that was his
voluntary dedsion. One consequence of that choiceis that he must depend oncharity in case of
later need. Mr. A chose nat to live that way. (Andif everyonelived like Mr. B, onwhom would
he depend in case of |ater need?) Each has aright to live in the way he pleases, bu eat must
live with the consequences of his own decision (which, as always, fall primarily on imself). He

canna, intime of need, clam A's beneficence & hisright. . . .

Laws may be dasgfied into threetypes. (1) laws proteding individuals against themselves, such
as laws against fornication and aher sexual behavior, alcohd, and dugs; (2) laws protecting

individuals against aggressons by other individuals, such as laws against murder, robbery, and
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fraud; (3) laws requiring people to help ore ancther; for example, all I aws which rob Peter to pay
Paul, such as welfare.

Libertariansrejed the first classof laws totally. Behavior which harms no ore dseis grictly the
individual's own affair. Thus, there shoud be no laws against becoming intoxicaed, since
whether or nat to become intoxicated isthe individual's own decision; but there shoud be laws
against driving whil e intoxicaed, sincethe drunken driver is athreat to every other motorist on
the highway (drunken driving fall sinto type 2). Similarly, there shoud be nolaws against drugs
(except the prohibition d sale of drugs to minors) aslong as the taking of these drugs pases no
thred to anyone dse.. Drug addictionis a psychaogicad problem to which nopresent solution
exists. Most of the social harm caused by addicts, other than to themselves, isthe result of thefts
which they perform in order to continue their habit--and then the legal crimeisthe theft, na the
addiction. The ac¢ual cost of heroin is abou ten cents ashat; if it were legalized, the enormous
trafficinill egal sale and puchase of it would stop, as well as the accompanying proselytization
to get new addicts (to make more money for the pusher) and the thefts performed by addicts who
often require aghty dollarsaday just to keep upthe habit. Addictionwould na stop, bu the
crimeswould: it is estimated that 75 percent of the burglariesin New York City today are
performed by addicts, and al these aimes could be wiped ou at one stroke through the
legalization d drugs. (Only when the taking of drugs could be shown to constitute athred to
others, shoud it be prohibited by law. It isonly laws proteding people against themsel ves that

li bertarians oppacse.)

Laws shoud be limited to the secondclassonly: aggresson by individuals against other
individuals. These ae laws whase functionisto proted human beings against encroachment by
others; andthis, as we have seen, is (according to li bertarianism) the sole function o

government.

Libertarians also rgjed the third classof lawstotally: no ore shoud be forced by law to help
others, na even to tell them the time of day if requested, and certainly nat to give them a portion

of one's weekly payched. Governments, in the guise of humanitarianism, have given to some by
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taking from others (charging a "handling fee" in the process which, because of the government's
waste and inefficiency, sometimesis sveral hunded percent). Andin so dang they have
deaeased incentive, violated the rights of individuals, and lowered the standard of living of

amost everyone.

All such laws constitute what libertarians cdl moral cannbalism. A cannibal in the physicd
sense is aperson who lives off the flesh of other human beings. A moral cannibal is one who
believes he has aright to live off the "spirit" of other human beings--who believes that he has a

moral claim onthe productive caacity, time, and effort expended by others.

It has become fashionable to claim virtually everything that one needs or desires as one's right.
Thus, many people daim that they have aright to ajob, the right to freemedicd care, to free
foodand clothing, to a decent home, and so on.Now if one asks, apart from any specific context,
whether it would be desirable if everyone had these things, ore might well say yes. But thereisa
gimmick attached to each of them: At whose exense? Jobs, medica care, educaion, and so on,
dorit grow ontrees. These are goods and services produced orly by men. Who, then, isto

provide them, and undbr what condtions?

If you have aright to ajob, whoisto supgy it? Must an employer supdy it even if he doesn't
want to hire you? What if you are unemployable, or incurably lazy? (If you say "the government
must supgy it," does that mean that ajob must be aeaed for you which noemployer needs
dore, and that you must be kept in it regardlessof how much or littl e you work?) If the employer
isforced to supgy it at his expense even if he doesn't need you, then isn't he being enslaved to
that extent? What ever happened to hisright to conduct hislife and his affairsin accordancewith

his choices?

If you have aright to free medical care, then, since medicd care doesn't exist in nature a wild
apples do, some people will haveto supfy it to you for free that is, they will have to spendtheir
time and money and energy taking care of you whether they want to or not. What ever happened
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to their right to conduct their lives as they seefit? Or doyou have aright to violate theirs? Can
there be aright to violate rights?

All thase who demand this or that as a"freeservice" are consciously or unconsciously evading
the fad that thereisin redity no such thing as freeservices. All man-made goods and services
are the result of human expenditure of time and effort. Thereis no such thing as "something for
nothing” in thisworld. If you demand something freg you are demanding that other men give
their time and eff ort to you without compensation. If they voluntarily chocseto dothis, thereis
no problem; but if you demand that they be forced to doit, you are interfering with their right not
to doit if they so choase. "Swimming in this pod ought to be free!" says the indignant passerby.
What he meansisthat others snoud buld apod, cthers sroud provide the materials, and still
others shoud runit and keep it in functioning order, so that he can use it withou fee But what
right has he to the expenditure of their time and effort? To exped something "for free" isto

exped it to be paid for by others whether they choase to ar nat.

Many questions, particularly abou econamic matters, will be generated by the li bertarian
acoun of human rights and the role of government. Shoud government have norolein
asssting the nealy, in providing socia seaurity, in legislating minimum wages, in fixing prices
and puting a celing onrents, in curbing monopadies, in ereding tariffs, in guaranteeing jobs, in
managing the money supdy? To these and all similar questions the li bertarian answers with an

unequivocd no.

"But then you'd let people go hungry:' comes the rgjoinder. This, the libertarian insists, is
predsely what would na happen; with the restrictions removed, the e@namy would flourish as
never before. With the cntrols taken off business existing enterprises would expand and rew
ones would spring into existence satisfying more and more consumer needs; millions more
people would be gainfully employed instead of subsisting onwelfare, and al kinds of research
and poduction, released from the stranglehold of government, would proliferate, fulfilli ng man's
needs and desires as never before. It has always been so whenever government has permitted

men to be free traders on a free market. But why thisis ©, and hav the freemarket is the best
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solutionto all problems relating to the material asped of man's life, is another and far longer
story: It istold in detail in chapters 3to 9 d my book, Libertarianism.
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