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Many favor peace but not many favor
the things that make for peace.

—Thomas & Kempis






Contents

Introduction ix

1. A Break with Prevailing Faith 1

Let anyone do anything, so long as his actions are
peaceful; limit government to keeping the peace. The
author’s premise. Incorruptibility defined and its
importance emphasized.

. The American Setting: Past and Present 10

A review of our evolutionary past should help us to bet-
ter cope with the devolutionary theories and practices of
the present.

. Strife as a Way of Life 30

Socialism rests on raw violence. Peaceful people rarely
carry noncompliance far enough to discover this shock-
ing fact about our “social gains.”

. Socialism Is Noncreative 45

Socialism only gives the appearance of being produc-
tive. What we mistake for socialism’s achievement is free
human energy pushing its way through the stifling
bureaucratic regimentation.



5.

=

Anything That's Peaceful

How Socialism Harms the Individual 57

When the individual forsakes or has taken from him a
sense of self-responsibility, he loses the very essence of
his being.

. How Socialism Harms the Economy gl

Socialism gives rise to unnatural and unmarketable
human efforts and specialties, exchangeable only under
duress. If this persists, our once dynamic economy will
spin apart!

. How Pressure Groups Promote Inflation 81

Labor unions cause inflation precisely as do chambers
of commerce and all other groups which seek handouts
from the federal treasury; not, as is commonly sup-
posed, by way of price and wage “spirals.”

Appoint a Committee 88

Committees tend to absolve individuals from personal
responsibility for positions taken, thus permitting care-
less and irresponsible actions which seriously threaten
the peace.

. Regardless of Choice, Vote! 107

Voting presupposes a choice. Citizens have no moral
obligation to cast a ballot for the “lesser of two evils,” or
for one of two trimmers; trimming is not comparative,
since every trimmer is without integrity.

vi



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Contents

On Keeping the Peace 123

The real and revealing distinction between the social-
ist, on the one hand, and the student of liberty, on the
other, is a difference of opinion as to what peaceful
actions others should be prohibited from taking.

Only God Can Make a Tree—or a Pencil 135

Creative human energies combine miraculously to
form a jet plane, a symphony, a pencil, just as mole-
cules combine to form a living tree.

The Most Important Discovery in Economics 143

The most important discovery in economic science
may be stated in a simple sentence. If fully mastered, it
is all the economics the layman needs to know.

The Greatest Computer on Earth 156

The free market computer, if permitted to operate,
requires no attendants and its services are free. It can
automatically receive billions of flowing data daily,
giving off simple signals in the form of prices.

Mail by Miracle 1760

Let anyone deliver catalogues and letters as freely as
we are permitted to deliver freight or sound or human
beings. An explanation of why so many people mistak-
enly believe that mail delivery could not possibly be left
to private enterprise.

vii



Anything That’s Peaceful

15. Whose Academic Freedom? 179

An introduction to the myths surrounding government
education, and how these myths create a distressing
confusion over academic freedom.

16. Education for the Sake of Others 190

Government education is predicated on one’s educa-
tion being in conformity with the way others think he
should be educated. An explanation of how coercion
in education creates an imbalance between know-how
and wisdom,

17. Education for One’s Own Sake 206

Education to fit the individual; in short, the case for
the free market in education.

18. In Pursuit of Excellence 220

The good society will never emerge from man’s draft-
ing boards. Instead, it is a dividend flowing from the
presence, in the pink of condition, of a natural aristoc-
racy of virtue and talents among men.

Index 237

Updated List of Works Cited 243

viil



Introduction

“My thesis,” Leonard Read informs us in this remark-
able book, “in simplest terms, is: Let anyone do anything
he pleases, so long as it is peaceful; the role of government,
then, is to keep the peace.” Just so. Anything That’s Peace-
ful is a classic, compelling statement of the political phi-
losophy of libertarianism. The Foundation for Economic
Education is to be commended for republishing the book
in honor of the 100th anniversary of the birth of the
book’s author and FEE’s founder.

I first met Leonard Read in 1975 when I visited FEE’s
headquarters at Irvington-on-Hudson following the Liber-
tarian Party’s national convention in New York City.
Roger MacBride, the “adopted grandson” of Read’s friend
Rose Wilder Lane, had just been named the party’s presi-
dential nominee, and we were filled with optimism that the
libertarian message was going to have significant electoral
success. “I have great respect for Roger,” Leonard told me,
“but I doubt that politics is the answer.”

Actually, Leonard didn’t doubt for a moment, but he
always thought true wisdom required humility so he left
open the possibility that 1 wasn’t hopelessly naive. In fact,
Read’s disdain for politics and politicians comes through
loud and clear in Anything That’s Peaceful 'To begin with,
without looking at the date, a reader would never know
that the book was published during the heat of a presiden-
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tial campaign between Lyndon Johnson and Barry Gold-
water because neither of them is mentioned. Of course, no
other twentieth-century politician is mentioned either. The
Goldwater resurgence of conservatism? Please. We're here
to discuss political philosophy and the nature of a free
society, not “trimmers,”

Trimmers are discussed in Chapter 9, a powerful essay
debunking the propaganda surrounding elections, self-
important politicians, and the pomp and circumstances of
the political process in general. Leonard Read was nothing
if not a clear-eyed observer of our society who never
allowed himself to be swayed by the popular passions of
the day. To him the partisan battle to control Congress was
no more partisan than a World Wrestling Federation
match.

I always thought I was pretty hardcore in my support
of congressional term limits (something, by the way, that 1s
so hated inside the Beltway it has to be a great idea). Read
calls for a lottery of all eligible voters in each congressional
district, the “winner” of which would then serve one term.
Sort of like jury duty. But this is no joke. He makes a seri-
ous point; “The recognition that a citizen chosen by lot
could be no more than an ordinary citizen would be all to
the good. This would automatically strip officialdom of
that aura of almightiness which so commonly attends it;
government would be unseated from its master’s role and
restored to its servant’s role, a highly desirable shift in
emphasis.” Indeed.

One of the most compelling sections of the book deals
with the nature of education. To begin with, of course,
Read thought that civil society should be populated with
individuals who had sufficient humility to be “teachable.”
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To be teachable was to acknowledge that we know very lit-
tle in the great scheme of things. Thus, a teachable person
would not presume to control another person’s life, recog-
nizing that he had his hands full just trying to improve his
own understanding and knowledge. It’s the person who
thinks he “knows it all”—often, it seems, attracted to poli-
tics—who wants to order societal affairs in his own image.

Read never confused the government school system
with education. Writing at a time when the public schools
had record SAT scores and little crime, in typical fashion
he stood back from the pack and recognized that Amer-
ica’s educational system was both bureaucratized and
politicized. He also gave prescient warning that the teach-
ers’ unions would become a dangerous force: “If teachers
adequately organize, they can easily control the govern-
ment school system and supplant the voters as the respon-
sibility-authority fountainhead.” Of course, the “voters”
shouldn’t be involved in the first place.

To Leonard Read education was first and foremost a
parental responsibility. That teachers should somehow
come between what parents desired for their children in the
name of “academic freedom” made no more sense than a
hired architect building what he, rather than his client pre-
ferred, in the name of “artistic freedom.”

Rercading Anyihing That’s Peaceful, after some three
decades, was a treat for those and so many other enlight-
ening observations. From how we'd do very well, thank
you very much, without government delivering the mail to
the very nature of man, Read offers a treasure trove of
remarkably penetrating insights. The book concludes with
a call for Jefferson’s “natural aristocracy,” which to Read
was simply those who honestly strive to increase our
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understanding and who have a “love of excellence,” both in
themselves and in others,

Excellence was something that Leonard clearly
brought to the debate over the nature of our society. Ata
time when the libertarian heritage of America was flicker-
ing, when virtually all institutions—from educational to
political to civic—assumed government was the answer to
almost every problem with which we found ourselves
confronted (remember economic “fine-tuning”?), Leonard
Read founded the Foundation for Economic Education. A
beacon of light for hundreds, then thousands, then tens of
thousands, FEE has been an inspiration to all of us dedi-
cated to restoring a truly free society. As Ralph Raico put
it on the occasion of its fiftieth anniversary, FEE has been
“liberty’s Gibraltar.”

Now, with Don Boudreaux at the helm, Sheldon Rich-
man editing The Freeman, and a committed Board of lib-
ertarians, FEE is assured a continuing leadership role in
providing the eternal vigilance needed to advance the
cause of human liberty as we enter the twenty-first cen-
tury. I can think of no better guide for that cause than this
wonderful book by Leonard Read.

—FEdward H. Crane
President
Cato Institute
Washington, D.C.
July 1998
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Chapter 1
A Break with Prevailing Faith

Galileo was called on the carpet, tried by the Inquisi-
tion, and put in prison because he affirmed the theory of
Copernicus that the solar system does not revolve around
our earth. The truth as he perceived it was a break with the
prevailing faith; he committed the unpardonable sin of
affronting the mores. This was his guilt.

Americans—enlightened as we suppose ourselves to
be—are inclined to view with scorn that illiberal attitude of
some three centuries ago which sought to keep the light of
new evidence away from the fallacies of that time. Fie on
such childish intolerance; we are not afraid of truth; let the
light shine in!

Perhaps we should pause for a moment and carefully
scrutinize what our own mirror reveals. A letter in the
morning mail highlights my point: this woman had visited
the librarian of the high school to which she had made a
gift of The Freeman, a monthly journal that presents, dis-
passionately but consistently, the rationale of the free mar-
ket, private property, limited government philosophy,
along with its moral and spiritual antecedents. She discov-
ered that the journal was not among the periodicals dis-
played for student perusal, that it had been discreetly rele-
gated to the teachers’ reading room. What was the reason
for this under-the-rug procedure? The librarian explained,
“The Freeman is too conservative.” My correspondent, dis-
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traught by this illiberal attitude—by this attempt to keep
students from knowing about the freedom philosophy—
asked of me, “What can we do about this?”

The answer to this question is to be found in an old
English proverb: “Truth will out!” As it did with Galileo’s
theory, so it will do with the ideology of freedom! How-
ever, if we would conserve our energics and act in the best
interests of the freedom philosophy, we will do well to
reflect on the most effective way to lend a hand to the phi-
losophy. Suppose, for instance, Galileo had exerted pres-
sure on the Inquisitors to purvey that fragment of truth he
had come upon. The folly of such a tactic is clear: His
truth in the hands of his enemies; heaven forbid! Likewise,
it is folly for us to exert influence on those of the collec-
tivistic faith—be they librarians, teachers, book reviewers
or bookstore owners, politicians, or whoever—to carry the
message of individuality and its essential concomitant,
freedom in exchange. If one wishes to win, never choose
teammates who are intent on losing the contest. Indeed,
such folks should be scrupulously avoided as partners.

The way to give truth a hand is to pursue a do-it-your-
self policy. Fach must do his own secking and revealing.
Such success as one experiences will uncover and attract all
the useful, helpful, sympathetic teammates one’s pursuit
deserves. This appears to be truth’s obstacle course—no
short cuts allowed.

A Dark Age is followed by an Enlightenment; devolu-
tion and evolution follow on each other’s heels; myth and
truth have each their day, now as ever. These opposites—
action and reaction—occur with the near regularity of a
pendulum, here as elsewhere, the vaunted “common sense
of the American people” notwithstanding.



A Break with Prevailing Faith
The Faith in Collectivism

Our time, as did Galileo’s, witnesses an enormous
intolerance toward ideas which challenge the prevailing
faith, that faith today being collectivism—world-wide.
Americans during the past three or four decades have
swung overwhelmingly toward the myths implicit in stat-
ism; but, more than this, they have become actually antag-
onistic to, and afraid of identification with, free market,
private property, limited government principles. Indeed,
such is the impact of the collectivistic myth, they shy away
from any idea or person or institution which the political
welfarists and planners choose to label as “rightists.” |
have labored full time in this controversy for more than
thirty years and, having a good memory, these shifts are as
clear to me as if they had occurred in the last few
moments, or I’d just viewed a time-lapse movie of these
events. Were I unaware that such actions and reactions are
inevitable in the scheme of things—particularly when
observing such behavior by businessmen as well as by
teachers, clergymen, and labor officials—1 would be
unable to believe my eyes.

Yet, truth will out! While myth and truth contend in
their never-ending fray, truth inches ahead over the millen-
nia as might be expected from the evolutionary process.
My faith says that this is ordained, if we be worthy, for what
meaning can truth have except our individual perception
of it? This is to say that among the numerous imperatives
of truth is that many individuals do their utmost in search-
ing for it and reporting whatever their search reveals.

Worthiness also requires of those who would don her
mantle a quality of character which I shall call incorrupt-
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ibility. The more individuals in whom this quality finds
refinement the better, and the sooner more truth will out.
This quality is too important to suffer neglect for brevity’s
sake; so let me spell it out.

If my claim for incorruptibility is to hold water, the
notion of corruption will have to be refined beyond its gen-
erally accepted identification with bribery, stealing, bold-
faced lying, and the like. Deplorable as are these speci-
mens, they wreak but minor havoc compared to the more
subtle corruptions of the intellect and the soul which,
unfortunately, are rarely thought of-—or even felt—as cor-
ruption.

The level of corruption I wish fo examine was sug-
gested to me by a friend’s honest confession, “I am as
much corrupted by my loves as by my hates.” Few of us
have succeeded in rising above this weakness; indeed, it is
difficult to find one who has. Where is the individual who
has so freed himself from his affections for or prejudices
against persons, parties, creeds that he can utterly disre-
gard these passions and weigh each and every act or pro-
posal or idea strictly on its own merits—as if he were
unaware of its source? Where is the man who can say “yes”
or “no” to friend or foe with equal detachment? So rare are
such individuals that we run the risk of concluding that no
such person exists.

However, we must not despair. Recently, I was pre-
sented with an idea by an unknown author—in these
words: “There is no such thing as a broken commitment.”
Observing on many occastons that people do actually go
back on their bonds, I thought this to be at odds with the
facts of life. Later, its meaning was explained to me: An
unbroken commitment in this context means something
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