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INTRODUCTION

Tracts and treatises about the nature of government are
ever so many. Philosophers of all ages reflected on the
system of social control which invests in some individuals
the right to make laws and the right to enforce them. Some
classified government by the number of individuals who
hold the power of controb; by one man, by a few, or by a
majority. Others systematize government according to the
distribution of power at different levels, distinguishing
between unitary government (with the central government
controlling many affairs} and federated or confederated
government (with various degrees of autonomy of local
government). Others yet distinguished between types of
government according to the degree of control exercised by
the men in power. Contemporary observers usually
distinguish between the performance of functions such as
the traditional ones of providing security, order, and justice,
and those of the modern welfare state which seizes and
distributes income and wealth, regulates the economy, and
manages various services from education to health care.

To Leonard Read, government was neither a manager of
economic activity nor an almoener of gifts to the people, but
a necessary instrument of social order. Its only basis is
justice, not pity. Government is represented by agents who
are expected to enforce and defend man’s natural rights
and protect him against wrongs of his fellowmen. But
these agents should not do what the individual must not do.
In Leonard’s words,”What | must not do, the government
must not do.”
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The agents of government should be men and women of
integrity. Unfortunately, Read observed, political office
tends to rob a person of modesty, humility, and integrity,
which make it advisable never to accept a political office.
“Office robs men of integrity because they get to thinking
that their being in office is more important than integrity.
There isn’t anything in life superior to integrity. It is the
rock of character on which all else is erected.”

If political office tends to rob men of integrity, contact
with the affairs of government must logically be one of the
most corrupting of influences to which men are exposed.
Contact with the welfare state in any form whether
corporate, professional, or public, must be especially
debasing. It breeds corruption and vice, creates
irrepressible social conflict and class warfare, depresses
economic activity, and impoverishes all but officeholders.
In the end, a society thus torn by conflict and strife either
will muster the strength for a new beginning in freedom
and justice or sink into the abyss of civil war or a reign of
terror.

Leonard Read’s eloquent discussion of the nature of
government and a new beginning in freedom will endure as
a principled work of great value to readers seriously
interested in the limits of public regimen and the cause of
liberty.

Hans F. Sennholz
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FOREWORD

’_.[—:{IS ESSAY ASSUMES, but does not document, that all is
not well in these United States. The documentation -is
omitted because it would be a duplication of many studies
already published by this Foundation.

The assumption which has motivated this thesis is that,
generally speaking, we are experiencing a moral decline.
Failure in this direction presages trouble of every kind, for
only a people possessing a set of fairly high moral values
can prosper for long—spiritually, intellectually, or mate-
rially.

In spite of our materialistic emphasis and the popular
claim that “We have never had it so good,” there is evi-
dence aplenty that we are, short of a change in our ways,
slated for materialistic or economic difficulties. Further,
what assertion is more in error than “We in America have
solved the problem of production”? Persons who say this—
their number is large and impressive—may very well not
know what the productive process consists of. For the
most part, they prove their lack of understanding by ad-
vocating measures which inhibit the productive process.
All of this essay supports this point.

“Government—An Ideal Concept” is written neither for
the elite nor for the masses. It is, instead, an attempt to
clarify my own personal thinking.

Why, then, is it offered to others? Because of this belief:
If one were confined to 2 wheel chair stationed by a swim-
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ming pool and observed a child drowning unnoticed by
any of the other nearby adults, there would he a moral
obligation to announce the impending disaster. Not to do
so would be as immoral as though the person himself had
shoved the child into the pool. Similarly in society. If one
observes something going on which appears to be destruc-
tive, there s a moral duty to proclaim the observation.
Failure to do so is as immoral as though the person himself
had participated in the destructive action.

There can be added what is at once a selfish and a meta-
physical justification for passing on to others what one
thinks he understands. Insight, cognition, revelation—call
it what you will—is denied to those who withhold what
they receive. If one is to gain in thought and consciousness,
a precondition is the communication of that which has been
revealed.

Having said this much, it is reasonable to assert that
one’s obligation to others goes no further. Do the best with
one’s own thinking that one can and make it available!
Impose it on others, never! One person has as much right
as another to regard his own insight as valid.

Why set forth theories so greatly at odds with current
thinking? What chance have they, even though they be
correct, of immediate adoption? Herbert Spencer suggested
the limit of what one can do and of what one can expect:

It 1s for each to utter that which he sincerely believes

to be true; and, adding his unit of influence to all other

units, leave the results to work themselves out.

Mr. Spencer might have concluded his statement as
George Washington ended a similar theme: “The event is
in the hand of God.” How much better the world would
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be were each of us to do his best and let it go at that, as
contrasted with doing his worst by aggressively imposing
himself and his ways on others!

Forecasting in areas where imponderable and httle un-
derstood forces are at play is a hazardous business. Con-
ceivably, however, an ideal theory of government, at this
moment in history, may be utterly impossible of adoption.
If this be true, it certainly rests in part on the fact that too
many people have, for the time being, adapied themselves
to governmental interventionism, to a way of life founded
on downright vicicusness.

Qur real hope rests on the working of human forces far
more profound and powerful than current adaptations to
viciousness. Our real hope rests on (1) the general evolu-
tionary tendency to grow, (2) the will to be free, freedom
being the basic condition to any growth, {3) the striving
for justice and truth, {4) the love of righteousness, and
(5) a reaching for the ideal.

Thinking in terms of the ideal is the first step to moving
toward the ideal. The accurate expression to others of
one’s concept of the ideal is the second step. Not accu-
rately to reflect what one believes to be truth is but an-
other way of making one unworthy of its revelation.

The needed renaissance of this century consists of nu-
merous individuals searching for the ideal and expressing
their findings, unattentive to current appiause or to popu-
lar condemnation. It would be the most practical move-
ment that could possibly be gotten under way. The only
way to aid a movement is to move to its aid.

LER.
[7]






PART I
The Concept Defined

GOVERNMENT I8 SAID to be a necessary evil. The saying
appears to be without merit. For can anything be at once
necessary and evil! True, all governments have had a his-
tory of evil-doing, more or less. However, it does not follow
from this experience that their good is indistinguishable
from their evil, Governments—assuming a proper limita-
cion of their activities—are necessary and not evil. Their
evil begins when they step out of bounds. The only neces-
sity is that their evil actions be discontinued. Such an
achievement is unlikely until the principles prescribing the
boundary lines are searched for and found.






IN A SENSE, this essay is a defense of government—
not of government as it exists any place in the world,
but of government as one person conceives it ideally.
It isn’t often that a person deeply concerned with the
overextension of government will come to the defense
of government in any form. Yet, there is a reason for
approaching the subject positively: It is to make the
case for limiting the scope of the political establish-
ment,

Why not confine oneself to paring government
down to its proper function instead of trying to por-
tray an ideal government? There are two reasons.
Foremost is a sobering fact: Government simply
cannot be pared down enough in the absence of an
understanding of why it should exist in the first place!
There isn’t any background on which to work. It is
as useless as fighting phantoms.

The Positive Approach

No apt analogy of this predicament seems to suggest itself,
for in few instances among human institutions is the real
justification for existence so vague, so hidden in error, so
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shrouded in legal mischief, so little understood as is the
case for government. If the reasons for the existence of
the church as an institution had never been any better com-
prehended than is the true purpose of government today,
how futile would have been Sarpt’s enterprise three and
one-half centuries apo in separating the state from the
church!® Had the purpose of the church not been rec-
ognized, Sarpi would have had to begin his project by
showing why there should be a church. Sarpi, the Vene-
tian priest, was more fortunate in his historic undertaking
than are those of us who would limit government. We are
confronted with the task of demonstrating over and over
again why government should exist, in order to point out
why and on what basis it should be limited.

Anarchy Is Untenable

THERE is a second reason, and z good one, for a libertarian,
even in these days of bloated statism, to defend a legal
organization by soctety. The reason has to do with the
ineffectiveness of one’s anti-statist allies. For it is an ob-
served fact that numerous students of liberty, particularly
those who become extremely devoted to their cause, falsely
reason right past properly limited government to the abo-
Htion of all formal government—as though limited gov-
ernment were nothing more than a convenient compro-

*Incompromising as ever, Father Paul [Sarpi] continued to write let-
ters and publish treatises which clenched more and more firmly into
the mind of Venice and of Europe the political doctrine of which he
was the apostle,—the doctrine that the State is rightfully independent
of the Church,—and throughout the Christian world he was recog-
nized as victor.” Andrew Dickson White. Sewen Great Statesmen, New
York, N.Y.: The Century Co., 1915. p. 26.
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mise for ideological weak-hearts who have no stomach for
the whole truth. In short, some students of liberty arrive
at philosophical anarchy and, in so doing, may well lose
their effectiveness as libertarians. If this loss in effective-
ness were the price of being right, then no just person could
complain. But some of us, at least, hold that the loss is for
the sake of a position that is untenable.

It will be the contention of this essay that the principles
which point to the proper himitation of government are
the very same principles which justify government; that
for one not to understand the latter is for one not clearly
to see the former. It would follow, then, that effective
argument for limiting government must rest on knowing
why government should be instituted.

An Inaccurate Term

TuERE are, though, reasons for regretting that we in Amer-
ica ever adopted the word “government.” We borrowed
an old-world term with all its connotations of “to govern,”
“to rule,” in an overriding sense. Government with the
aim of directing, controlling, steering is not what we really
intended. We didn’t mean that our agency of common
defense should “govern” us any more than we intend the
factory guard to be the company’s general manager.
Actually, in spite of the original intent, government in
the old-world sense is what we now have. Our federal
agency and many of the state, district, and community
agencies have far exceeded the bounds of protecting the
life and property of all citizens equally, and invoking a
common justice under law. They do far more than merely
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suppress and penalize fraud, violence, misrepresenta-
tion, and predatory practices. Today our federal agency
and many of the others are the citizens’ general managers
—and autocratic ones at that!#

It is not government as general manager of America’s
citizenry that is here defended. Rather, the aim is to pre-
sent and defend an agency of limited scope, not unlike
what the Founding Fathers originally intended—except for
the slavery and tariff features, they being infractions or
compromises of the original intentions.

No Ideal Theory

As an introduction to this subject, my personal belief is
that our original concepts about government grew out of
a desire to protect ourselves from observed political evils
rather than from the dictates of any well-defined theory.
It is an oversimplification to put it this way, but it is my
helief that our Founding Fathers had observed in the Old
World that those governments which were the biggest and
the most inclusive in their scope were the most tyrannical.
They concluded from these observations that “That gov-
ernment is best which governs least.” In any event, is
there in the recordings of the Constitutional Convention,
or in other papers and books of the time, a principled,
spelled-out, ideal theory of government or liberty?t One

*There are some 120,000 governmental units in the United States.

tThis is not to deny that we adopted many excellent organizational
prineiples: republican form of povernment, division of powers, a sys-
tem of checks and balances, and many others. These were, however,
for the purpose of effecting limitation. Lacking was a well-defined
theory or positive rationale as to why limitation.
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reasonable proof that no such theory exists is the fact that
we never see it called into play today by those who are
concerned about government’s being out of hand.

Two Defenses

Ax ideal theory of government and liberty is important.
The lack of such a theory is disastrous. In the case of our
own country, it is proving disastrous. As long as there
were alive those who had learned from experience about
tyrannical government, we in the United States were suc-
cessful in keeping government limited. Succeeding genera-
tions were more and more remote to that experience. There
came a time, perhaps around the turn of this century, when
all connection with the experience was lost. Lacking an
ideal theory, we had nothing anchoring us to limitation.
Experience was lost. No theory existed. Today there is
1o more limitation on government than that which polit-
ical expediency dictates. The advocates of nonlimited
government are at work,

We have only two possible defenses against their ad-
vances. One is to let them succeed and for us, the people,
to become experienced again. In time we will revolt against
tyranny as we did before. But generations, perhaps cen-
turies, are involved. The other defense is to frame an ideal
philosophy of limitation. There is no short cut except the
spelling-out and acceptance of a theory of government
which is consistent with liberty. If it is right that society
should evolve a formal organization to protect its members,
and if it is right that the scope of this organization should
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be limited, there is, if we will but find it, a theory on which
proper limitation can be imposed and maintained.

It is difficult to see how anything can reverse the pres-
ent trend toward all-out statism except a properly pre-
pared and presented theory of government and liberty.
That this essay presents the ideal theory adequately is
not claimed. But perhaps these views as to the require-
ments of such a theory will stimulate others to try their
hands; and, if so, this argument will have served its pur-
pose. Like it or not, we are now at the mercy of our own
reasoning. Empiricism—trial and error-—cannot serve us in
the way it did our forefathers.

Examining The Basis For Government

GoverNMENT would not exist, nor would there be any rea-
son for its existence, if men did not have problems with one
another. Therefore, to determine why we should have gov-
ernment and to find out how much of it we should have,
we must first form judgments on (a) what aspects of man
are social, (b) what aspects are individual, and then (c)
by analyzing the nature of organized force (the distinc-
tive feature of government) decide on the extent to which
force should be employed in man’s relationship with man.

There can be no denying the assertion that man is a
social as well as an individualistic being. Both the social
and the individual aspects of our own lives are empha-
sized to us daily. These emphases are presented so numer-
ously and in so many forms—indeed, so confusingly—that
it 1s with difficulty we can tell one from the other. Some
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folks are so impressed with the social emphases that they
see nothing individualistic about man, and others are so
impressed with the individualistic emphases that they see
nothing social about man. The former are likely to conclude
as socialists; the latter, as anarchists—both being types
of authoritarianism.

Man cannot live alone, This is meant, not as a figura-
tive, but as a literal expression. Remove from any one of
us all the rest of mankind, past and present, and no one
of us could exist. We are an interdependent breed of crea-
tion. The writer of this essay, for instance, does not know
how to raise the {ood he eats, to build the home in which
he lives, to make the car he drives, to create the oppor-
tunities that are constantly presented to him, to write most
of the books he reads, to get from the earth the gas that
keeps him warm. Relative to the advantages that are his,
he knows next to nothing. Alone he is impotent to the
point of nonexistence. The same thing can reasonably be
said about others.

Each Is Different

TrE individual does not exist as an isolated person or,
at the very least, as the person he is, except by virtue of
his cultural and social heritage. Deprived of the cumu-
lative knowledge and experience of the race, man would
be but another variety of curious animal--if indeed he
would have being! This accumulation of knowledge, habit,
custom, convention, tradition is man’s inherited energy,
his natural environment—it is there for the individual to
avail himself of it.

[17]



Yet society is an abstraction. It is but a handy generali-
zation. Only individuals count. Each individual is vastly
different from all others.* No two think alike, have the
same aptitudes and skills, see alike, hear alike, have the
same tastes or the same energies.

It is these variations among us and the exchange of our
variable talents—be they manifested in goods, services,
ideas, insight, knowledge—which account fur our being
alive. If, for example, everyone else were identical to any
single person, all mankind would perish. No one could
live, any more than that person could live alone. No one
could have any more than he knows how to create. On
that, neither he nor the rest of us could live.

Some will argue that if others were not performing the
services and making the goods this person requires to live,
he would be doing these things for himself. True, each of
us has some elasticity in this respect, and in some of us it
is quite great; but, by and large, the 160,000,000 American
people exist in their present relatively advanced state by
reason of their variable talents and the unprecedented
exchange thereof.

Resules Of Inhibitions

THE above claim—highly relevant to this thesis—needs
some explanation. Observe, for example, the Mayan In-
dians at Todos Santos or at Chichicastanango, or abo-
rigines elsewhere, and note the few, if any, who evolve to-

*For a remarkable and scientific dramatization of human variability,
see Free and Unegual: The Biological Basis of Individual Liberty by
Roger John Williams (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1953},
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