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Preface to the Second Edition

THIS IS THE second edition of a monograph that was originally published in 2008. The text had originally been written in 2003 and was based on work first conceived in the mid-1990s. I still think the core argument here is sound. But some advantages of a second edition are that I have the opportunity to set things up more clearly and to add some thoughts about possible objections or other relevant work. I am grateful to my new publisher, the Independent Institute, for giving me that opportunity.

To begin with, let’s talk about words. Words are how we communicate our ideas, but sometimes our use of words can create confusion rather than illumination. Take the word anarchism for example. This is composed of the negation-making prefix “an” and the root word “archon,” meaning “ruler.” So, just as “monarchism” would imply advocacy for a single ruler, “anarchism” implies advocacy for no ruler. Yet in common usage, “anarchy” connotes chaos and disorder. So if I wanted to argue, for example, that a peaceful social order is possible without rulers, using a word with the connotation of disorder seems guaranteed to confuse. And indeed, philosophical proponents of anarchism are typically not advocating chaos and disorder, but rather a conception of social order that is not imposed by force. But if I lead with “this book is a philosophical defense of anarchism,” maybe I’m making it harder to communicate than it needs to be. So, while you’ll see that word used in the book, perhaps try to ignore its common connotation, just on a trial basis. At worst, I’ll fail to demonstrate that peaceful social order does not require top-down imposition by force. But to be clear, I am definitely not advocating chaos and disorder.

Consider the title Deleting the State: Requiem for an Illusion. Here the words deleting and state might confuse as well. For readers in the United States, the word state suggests a particular level of government in our federal structure—we might talk about the municipal, state, or federal government. But the other use of the word state is the one this book is concerned with, the sense we find in expressions like “nation-state” or “city-state”—an independent, centralized political jurisdiction that creates law and regulation in its territory. What’s to be deleted, then, is not the US-specific state-as-opposed-to-federal government, but the idea of centralized political power. And by “deleting,” what exactly does that imply? I address this in greater detail toward the end of the book, but by leading with the word deleting, might I not be taken to be suggesting violence? The publisher of the first edition insisted, over my vehement objections, on a cover that featured men with guns, so one might very well assume that was where the argument was going. But that’s not the sense of deleting I mean. Killing people doesn’t kill ideas. To delete the idea of the state, one can only use argumentation.

Similarly, the word government in ordinary use often implies the apparatus of political power, but it can also connote things nonpolitical. Plato, for instance, speaks about the government of one’s soul: how one chooses to live and what one values and so on. We also speak of the laws of physics governing interactions between objects. So “government,” or at least “governance,” might be possible without centralized political power. This, at any rate, is precisely what the advocate of anarchism is trying to demonstrate. Indeed, to assume that government, or governance, without centralized power is impossible would beg just as many questions as to assume that it is possible.

Another word that shows up in the book that is guaranteed to create confusion is libertarian. Where that word appears, I am referring to the general position that protection of individual liberty is the chief value of a political system (it may not be the chief value of an ethical system; that’s a different argument entirely). As of this writing, unfortunately, the word libertarian has been appropriated or co-opted by people who do not have an unwavering commitment to individual liberty for all, but instead a sort of reactionary “liberty for me but not for thee” position. While purity tests and no-true-Scotsman games are generally unhelpful in philosophical discussions, it’s also possible to draft labels into service of goals so far removed from what they were made for that they cease to be helpful at all. Labels, like words generally, are supposed to facilitate communication, not hinder it. If I claim to be a libertarian, and you infer from this that I oppose immigration or free trade or same-sex marriage, you’ll have made a mistake. But one wonders whether I myself am responsible for that mistake by using that label, given the changes in the Libertarian Party of late.

What came to be called “libertarianism” was once known as “liberalism”—the political philosophy expressed in classic works by Locke and Smith and Hume. When early twentieth-century progressives started using the word “liberal” for their paternalistic and often state-heavy commitment to regulation and redistribution, liberals needed another label. The word “libertarian,” already in use in metaphysics for those who think humans have free will, seemed like a good choice and entered the political lexicon for advocates of both civil liberties and economic freedom, and equal rights for all people.

But how many people have to use the word to mean something else before it truly means something else? There’s no precise answer to that question. But it appears as though now, to many people, “libertarian” doesn’t necessarily connote the advocacy of universal respect for individual liberty. So I generally eschew that label, but not because I have changed my views on the values the word connoted thirty years ago. Is “classical liberal” better? I don’t know. Some have suggested going back to just “liberal,” as progressives increasingly use “progressive” and not “liberal” for themselves. In any case, when reading this book, where you see “libertarian,” feel free to mentally substitute “liberal” or “classical liberal,” whichever makes you think of a commitment to protecting the liberty of all people in all respects, subject to the constraint that their actions do not entail the abrogation of the liberty of others.

Is this “anarcho-capitalism”? Both the word “capitalism” and the label “anarcho-capitalism” suffer from the same problems described above. Does “capitalism” refer to a system where free people freely exchange goods and services to mutual advantage? Or to a system where the wealthy leverage their political connections to secure special protection and privilege and thus unfairly exploit? I like one of those things but not the other, but if I use the word thinking that I’m referencing the first and you hear the second, I will have failed to communicate. “Anarcho-capitalism” is even more confusing—both parts of the compound suffer from the “two senses” problem I’ve lamented for “anarchism” and “capitalism” to begin with. But to make matters worse, this label as a compound word also seems now to be tainted by association with people who don’t agree with me about far too many things, and who are often of the “liberty for me but not for thee” variety. People who self-label as “ancap” now sometimes advocate immigration restrictions, housing market discrimination, and disdain for LGBT rights, and even at times espouse monarchy. So again, where you see “anarcho-capitalism” in the book, feel free to mentally substitute “free people freely exchanging for mutual advantage with no party receiving special privilege or protection as a result of their wealth and political connections.”

At the end of the day, I would like to discourage people from using labels as a shortcut. There’s a tendency to see politics as if it were team sports, where we cheer for our favorite team regardless of who’s on the roster. Is free trade, for instance, a “liberal” idea or a “conservative” idea? In 1780, it was a liberal idea, but in 1980, it was a conservative idea. Self-identified conservatives today argue against free trade, so has it gone back to being a liberal idea? Depends on what you mean by “liberal”—progressives also argue against free trade, so it’s not liberal in that sense, but it’s commonly accepted by people who would self-identify as classical liberals. But maybe we shouldn’t care whether it’s a liberal idea or a conservative idea at all—rather, we should ask whether it’s a good idea. Of course, this pushes things back a level: What makes it a good idea as opposed to a bad idea? For me, it’s a good idea if it is more conducive to peace and prosperity. It’s a good idea if it respects people’s rights. It’s a bad idea if it violates people’s rights, if it promotes conflict, if it is impoverishing.

So what was I trying to do in the book? The basic structure is something like the following. Take the general liberal (or classical liberal, or libertarian) project to be: people have rights, people are moral equals, authority requires justification, and social institutions should be conducive to promoting peace and prosperity. Now, say that’s true—then it follows that “the state,” i.e., centralized political authority, can’t be justified. I do not do a lot of work around defending the general liberal project in what follows, though I hint at what I think are some of the best arguments others have made for doing so. Perhaps in some future work I will make a contribution to this literature. But here I refer the reader to the splendid work of others for a defense of liberalism and then turn to the argument that even if we accept the validity of the liberal project, we’d have to have some kind of centralized political authority. And I argue that that isn’t so. What follows is the original text of the argument from the first edition, and then a concluding section in which I have further reflections on the argument and its critics, and some discussion of other recent work that is compatible with or sympathetic to mine.
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1 Liberalism, Libertarianism, and the State


CENTRALIZED, COERCIVE POLITICAL authority—the State—is not necessary. The minimal-state version of libertarianism or classical liberalism is inconsistent in justifying state coercion, because the core concerns that prompt minimal-state libertarians to defend the state can be addressed to their satisfaction.

Many such theorists have said that political authority is undesirable, but think it is also unavoidable or necessary. Others have said that political authority is desirable, but the standard line in the classical liberal tradition is that coercion is a necessary evil. The basic logical schema for demonstrating the illegitimacy of political authority would be along the lines of a logician’s modus ponens: If P were true, then Q would be true. P is true. So, Q is true.

I will argue along the following lines:


	1. If it’s good for people to be free, then political authority is illegitimate.

	2. It is good for people to be free.

	3. So, political authority is illegitimate.



To say that political authority is illegitimate is to invite a variety of misreadings, so let me clarify before proceeding. The distinction between political authority and other sorts of authority is one which occupies considerable portions of what follow, but for now suffice it to say that I am not advancing an argument for moral subjectivism, or against the authority of scientists in their fields of expertise, or against all structural authorities such as a General or a CEO. I am speaking here only of the authority of the state, of political leaders or rulers. Also, by “illegitimate,” I do not mean to suggest that the laws we currently have were not passed in proper fashion, or that one particular government is legitimate while others are not, or that we ought all of a sudden to don black and violently attack the existing power structure. Indeed, I think (and will argue) that this last especially is a serious mistake. But my argument, if successful, will show that the state lacks moral justification in any theoretical way, and this, I claim, has ramifications for how we think about social order generally, and possible political reforms.

The second premise, that liberty is good for people, has been defended with many fine arguments over the last couple of centuries. I shall make such an argument myself, although I make no attempt to pass it off as original. I think that several thinkers have made the case far more persuasively and completely than I could, but many remain unconvinced, so it bears continual reiterating and restating. What I will offer is a version of what I think is the most persuasive case for individual liberty.

The first premise, though, is where some new thinking is called for, since even classical liberals tend to argue that the state is a necessary evil. It is the argument for this that occupies the bulk of this effort. If we start with the assumption that liberty is good, I hope to show that that entails the case against coercive political authority.

The list of perennial questions in political philosophy includes such things as the nature and extent of state authority and political obligation, the relation of individual freedom to the collective good, and the reconciliation of political power with personal autonomy. Ever since the Enlightenment, particularly since John Locke wrote about the importance of government by consent and the natural condition of individual liberty, any theory of political authority has had to take into account the concerns of those who value the freedom and autonomy of the individual. People have undoubtedly been concerned with their own freedom since before there was a theoretical vocabulary to describe these concerns, but political power was typically grounded in ways that had little to do with what we now think of pre-reflectively as individual rights. The idea that individual freedom needed to be theoretically incorporated into any theory of political authority is essentially a product of the Enlightenment, and even theorists who have since disparaged the role of the individual feel at least obliged to explain why. But despite the attention paid to the conception of individual freedom since the Enlightenment, questions still remain about reconciling the apparent conflict between the power of the state and the autonomy of the individual human being.

In the liberal tradition, there is no natural being called “a state.” The state is a social institution. Indeed, one of the hallmarks of the liberal tradition is the insistence on the artificiality of the state. This stands in contrast to, for instance, the old monarchist conception that the sovereign embodies the nation (that the king of Spain is Spain), or the fascist notion (also adopted by the National Socialists) that the state is a racial organism. Hitler, and before him Mussolini, derived this from Hegel, who says that the state is “the actuality of the ethical idea” and that “the state has the supreme right against the individual, whose supreme duty is to be a member of the State” (cited in Shirer 1959, 98). To the liberal tradition, this is exactly backwards, as the state’s power must derive from the people and be limited in scope to protect the rights of the people (although there is, of course, disagreement within liberalism about how to specify these conditions). The power of the state is thus the power of an individual or group of individuals who wield power under the rubric of authority that is called “the state.” This typically entails a legitimacy respected by others; that is, the fact that the state has power over people is accepted by those people for whatever reason. But therein lies a difficulty. Is the reason offered a coherent one? Is it of motivating force for the people concerned? What happens when some accept the authority and others do not? Clearly it is a matter of importance to determine the extent to which one accepts another’s power over oneself. An evaluation of the basis for political authority is therefore a task facing each individual. Is there any such basis? If so, what are its limits? If not, what are the consequences? These are large questions, and my goal here is to begin with a narrower one, with an eye to using the results of the narrow inquiry to address the larger.

It is one thing to argue that the state should be strictly limited in the scope of its powers in order to preserve individual freedom; it is quite another to argue that the state is essentially incompatible with individual freedom and that therefore no state should be permitted. The first is commonly known as “minimal-state” theory, or sometimes simply libertarianism. The minimal-state theory of the liberal tradition is distinguished from contemporary anarchist theory not by fundamental values, but by a connected group of concerns which are taken to justify state coercion.

While my discussion is chiefly concerned with anarchists of more recent vintage, there is a long history of anarchist thought going back over 150 years to figures such as Gustave de Molinari, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Auberon Herbert, Mikhail Bakunin, Peter Kropotkin, and William Godwin. The anarchist’s claim is that a lack of political authority is in some sense preferable to the presence of political authority. Proponents of such a theory would point out that the word “anarchy” was not originally synonymous with chaos, something generally considered to be bad, although the word is often used this way. The challenge to anyone wishing to defend this view has typically been to show why a lack of political authority would not amount to chaos. Statist theory (minimal or otherwise) has it that the political authority is at least necessary (although this is often an implicit, not an explicit, premise) and can often be a positive good. Minimal-state theory is that species of classical liberal theory which holds that the state is not a positive good, and should be viewed with suspicion and severely limited in its scope. I will argue that minimal-state theorists implicitly appeal to a particular set of concerns that, despite the general presumption against the state, are taken to justify its authority.

My aim here is to isolate and examine these core worries about the threat of chaos and to test them conceptually against anarchist responses to the challenges they pose. I intend to show how certain fundamental problems in this area have been largely neglected by philosophers (in the narrow sense of members of philosophy departments), but have been addressed by theorists in fields such as economics and law, and I will interpret the philosophical significance of these arguments. In other words, I think there are arguments made by theorists from disciplines other than philosophy which may profitably be brought to bear on this very philosophical problem. I will begin with some preliminary arguments establishing the general framework for the theories I will examine. Then I will more specifically explicate the key concepts “coercion” and “the state,” a clear understanding of which is essential if my arguments are not to be reduced to mere disagreements over definition. I will present a case for liberty in the context of exploring these. Chapters 3 and 4 represent the heart of what is original in my project. Chapter 3 isolates the central concerns that either tacitly or explicitly motivate minimal-state liberal theorists in their justification of state authority by showing the essential role these concerns play in those arguments. This will involve distinguishing different approaches to minimal-state theory in order to see how representative theorists of various approaches justify state coercion, something which they are predisposed against. I argue that, despite the fact that these theorists approach the defense of liberty with different strategies, their defenses of the minimal state against anarchist criticism are all based on a similar strategy based on shared underlying premises about the necessity of the state. Understanding the nature and origin of these underlying premises and seeing the role they play in the various theories will enable me to frame them as a challenge to anyone wishing to argue against state authority. Chapter 4 examines various anarchist attempts to respond to this challenge and to deny the underlying justification of political authority. It is at this point that I shall supplement the philosophical investigation with a consideration of some recent work in economics, game theory, and jurisprudence. Chapter 5 presents an extended example of how social cooperation might arise in the absence of a state. Chapter 6, by way of making some concluding observations, gives a glimpse of how this narrow inquiry can be used in larger inquiries by looking, first, at how statist systems develop and overtake non-statist systems, a concern for anyone wishing to defend anarchism, and second, at some potential difficulties in reaching common ground when engaged in disputes with proponents of different approaches to political theory. I conclude with a postscript arguing that even if it is true that the state lacks moral legitimacy, violent actions against the state are nevertheless not justified.

An important clarification: “Anarchism” is a word which needs to be divorced from its unpleasant connotations (chaos, violence, and so on) if the political theory which it signifies is to be explored. It also needs to be said that opposition to political authority does not entail opposition to social order of some sort, or moral theory, or specific institutional hierarchies, or the laws of logic and science. Although some who defend anarchism make these inferences, I think they are mistaken. Perhaps the word “anarchist,” then, is too misleading to be useful and should be given up in favor of a term that lacks those connotations. Some have suggested “radical libertarianism,” or “non-monopolistic legal system” or “polycentric law,” or use the locution “political-legal order.” I will return to this issue after the argument is concluded. For now, I ask the reader’s indulgence in remembering that, connotations aside, the word denotes nothing more than opposition to rulers (archons).

It might seem as though I am only concerned with mediating an internal dispute in liberal theory, namely whether or not the authority of the state can be justified at all given the fundamental starting point of individual liberty as a value, a common ground among many schools of liberalism, including of course libertarianism. But ultimately the argument transcends that apparent parochialism, since I will argue that indeed those common premises are correct, that people ought to have social structures which maximize their liberty. Even among classical liberals there is likely to be dispute over the nature of liberty, and why it is important to have a political order that respects individual liberty, but they all agree on certain fundamentals—for example, that it is important for the political order to respect individual liberty. This means that we can expect there to be a good deal of agreement surrounding what I claim to be an interesting disagreement—for example, about our key concepts of “state” and “coercion.” To those who do not accept the classical liberal’s claims about the primacy of liberty, I hope to persuade them that this is indeed the most beneficial framework for a social theory.

Let me begin by trying to situate the argument in terms of political philosophy generally.

Libertarians spend a good portion of their time explaining why government needs to be severely limited in its scope. This activity is frequently met with the rejoinder that the logical consequence of this view is anarchism. This is, of course, intended as a reductio ad absurdum. Most libertarians at this point explain that the government’s only proper role is in protecting people from force and fraud, but nothing else, thus conceding the point that if the logical consequence were anarchism, then there would indeed be something wrong with the view. Some libertarians, however, deny the attempted reductio. They reply that the reasoning does lead to anarchism, but that there is nothing wrong with that. This proves that not all libertarians agree about everything. It is one thing to argue that the state should be strictly limited in the scope of its powers in order to preserve individual freedom; it is quite another to argue that the state is essentially incompatible with individual freedom and that therefore no state should be permitted.

Not all anarchists derive their views from a radical extension of the principles of libertarianism. If we look at the history of anarchist thought, we notice that the individualist anarchists represent but one of several types of anarchism. Others have attempted to derive the conclusion that no government is justified from premises more typical of socialist theory. Early anarchism was a part of the same generation of social-revolutionary movements that produced Marxism. Hence we find Pierre-Joseph Proudhon asking in 1840, “What is property?” and answering with the word “theft,” not the answer one would expect to hear from a libertarian. Yet Proudhon was essentially in favor of property, in the sense of farmers owning the land they farmed. He did think that social arrangements should be based on voluntary contractual agreement. The words that theorists use often have contexts which get lost over time, and this is no exception. If we define “property” as absentee landlordism derived from royal prerogative, then calling property theft makes a little more sense. Indeed, in the 1840s, the word “socialism” implied acceptance of the market, hence the attacks on “socialism” (as opposed to “communism”) in early Marxist writings. The differences between individualist anarchists and collectivist anarchists are sometimes difficult to ascertain with any specificity. Mikhail Bakunin advocated common ownership of the means of production, yet split with Marx over the issues of authority and liberty. In the 1890s Peter Kropotkin took up the slogan (actually coined by Louis Blanc but associated with Marx’s “higher phase of communism”), “From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs,” and saw the state as an agent of moral corruption. Max Stirner, on the other hand, was a radical individualist. A contemporary of Marx and Bakunin, Stirner rejected the very notion of society, advocating a loose union of egoists.

The difference seems to be this: Some see anarchism as the logical result of the social nature of man, freely joining into collective, yet decentralized, associations. Others see anarchism as the extension of the priority of individual liberty. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the early American anarchists tended to be of the individualist variety. From Josiah Warren in the 1850s to Lysander Spooner and Benjamin Tucker in the 1870s and 1880s to Albert Jay Nock in the 1930s, the development of anarchism in America has been an integral part of libertarian history. The individualist ideals of these early writers formed part of an intellectual landscape where the ideas of liberty could be developed free from any neo-Hegelian notions of History’s Progress.

In American libertarian thought, the problem has not been so much whether individualism or collectivism formed the basis for anarchism, but whether the priority of individual liberty could be reconciled with a minimal state, or required its absence. By calling themselves “individualist,” the American libertarians meant to differentiate themselves from their communist counterparts, but on closer analysis, we see that they are simply emphasizing the idea that individual rights are the basis for human association and a necessary component of any social cooperation. As libertarians never tire of pointing out, a society based on individual liberty and private property permits individuals to (for example) associate in communes or other collective arrangements if they wish, whereas a communist culture would not permit the variety of contractual relations common to liberal societies.


Libertarianism and Liberalism

The first step towards establishing a framework is to make some important distinctions. The liberal tradition in political philosophy is generally construed as being concerned with (to varying degrees) liberty, hence the name. This tradition is generally regarded as a product of the Enlightenment, specifically Locke’s claims that individuals have “natural” rights against the power of the sovereign, although, according to many, certain principles of liberalism have much older precedents.

For example, one common tenet of liberal thought is the idea of a “higher law” which serves as a limit on the power of a ruler. In the Republic, Plato famously argues for a conception of justice that is beyond and conceptually prior to the commands of human rulers, and in the Minos,1 he anticipates the natural law tradition of Aquinas (and to a lesser extent the natural rights theorists of the Enlightenment) with claims that laws themselves must conform to reality if they are to be considered valid.


[We won’t say that] law is a decision of the political community…. For it would not be fitting for a bad decision to be law. (Minos 314c)

Whatever is not the right thing we shall deny is the binding thing…. It is thus unlawful [necessarily]. (317c)



For Plato, the laws were to conform to realities about the nature of human existence. For Aquinas, man-made laws could only command respect and obedience if they conformed to the law of God to serve the human good and not merely the interest of the ruler. Unjust laws “are acts of violence rather than laws; because [quoting Augustine] ‘a law that is not just, seems to be no law at all.’ Wherefore such laws do not bind in conscience…” (Quest. 96, art. 4).

Nevertheless, kings continued to rule, frequently by appeal to a divine right to rule. This was the generally accepted norm which John Locke challenged in his Two Treatises of Government. The “natural law” tradition of Aquinas would finally be brought to bear on real political structures in Locke’s criticism of divine right theories and his defense of consent as the necessary condition of just government. Locke’s conception of government by consent (eventually) made widespread the notion that individuals had a right to their own persons, from which followed a right to the products of their labor. On this understanding, persons were to be secure in their liberty and possessions from arbitrary actions of the sovereign.

“[E]very Man has a Property in his own Person. This no Body has any Right to but himself” (Second Treatise, Section 27). For Locke, government was rightly understood as an artifice to protect these rights. “The great and chief end therefore, of Mens… putting themselves under Government, is the Preservation of their Property” (Section 124), and by property Locke means “Lives, Liberties and Estates, which I call by the general Name, Property” (Section 123). The appeal of government by consent lies in this conception of self-ownership or personal freedom, which is a completely different conception of human beings from the one implicit in a theory of divine right of kings. I will not be concerned here with refuting theories of divine right of kings, although I do hope to show why another theory, that of the value of individual liberty, is one worth taking seriously. I will also be concerned to show, of course, whether classical liberalism can consistently maintain that liberty is good and that coercive authority is justified.

Liberalism since Locke has been developed in various directions,2 but the one I am concerned with at present is the direction known as minimal-state liberalism, which is also known as “libertarianism” or “classical liberalism.” Minimal-state liberalism is sometimes characterized as the theory that the only proper role of political authority is protecting the citizens from force and fraud. Two other “popular” formulations of this idea are Thomas Jefferson’s claim that the government which governs best, governs least; and John Stuart Mill’s “very simple principle… that the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number is self-protection” (On Liberty, 68).

Being a “liberal,” then, is not a sufficiently descriptive category, for one might accept the liberal conceptions of personal freedom and autonomy, but disagree with Mill that protection against force and fraud is the “sole end” of government. One might, for example, argue that an “end” of government is ensuring “equitable distribution of resources,” or some other thing. Being a “classical liberal” (or a libertarian or a minimal-state theorist) will delineate a sort of liberalism, then, one whose priorities with regard to the limits of state authority place primary emphasis on liberty. Both the anarchist theorists and minimal-state theorists in question will share this concern with the person’s political liberty.




Anarchism and the Minimal State

If being a libertarian (as opposed to some other variety of liberal) is about what values one thinks are important, being an anarchist or a minimal-statist is a different distinction. To be an anarchist is to argue that there is no justification for political authority. (There is an etymological similarity between anarchism and atheism, but this is superficial: The atheist denies that the thing in question exists; the anarchist recognizes the existence of governments but denies their legitimacy. To be an atheist is not merely to deny God’s legitimacy or authority.) To be even a minimal-statist is to argue that there is some justification for state authority. Obviously, there is room for disagreement between two statists about the bounds of political authority, and the word “statist” is as fraught with connotations as the word “anarchist.” Minimal-state libertarians will bristle at being called statists, since the word is often used to describe a proponent of strong, centralized authority. These labeling issues will be best dealt with after I have made my arguments, so again I ask the reader’s indulgence temporarily. I am here using statist merely to mean anyone who thinks there is some justification for a state, even a minimal, libertarian one, though I shall try to specify “minimal-statist” when I can do so without being too inelegant.

The focus of my investigations here is the different arguments of an anarchist who is a libertarian and a minimal-state libertarian. What makes this interesting is the common ground about what sorts of considerations are relevant in political philosophy—in this case, personal freedom and autonomy. The disagreement concerns the justification or lack thereof for state authority. The question is, can minimal-state libertarianism be consistently maintained?

For example, Robert Nozick opens his 1974 book Anarchy, State, and Utopia by writing:


Our main conclusions about the state are that a minimal state, limited to the narrow functions of protection against force, theft, fraud, enforcement of contracts, and so on, is justified; that any more extensive state will violate persons’ rights not to be forced to do certain things, and is unjustified; and that the minimal state is inspiring as well as right. Two noteworthy implications are that the state may not use its coercive apparatus for the purpose of getting some citizens to aid others, or in order to prohibit activities to people for their own good or protection…. It is only coercive routes toward these goals that are excluded. (Nozick 1974, ix)



This is a commonly accepted and explicit statement of the libertarian position, that is, the position of libertarians who do support the minimal state. Of the three “main conclusions” Nozick lists, the second two are accepted by anarchist libertarians as well; it is the first that is denied. Consider for contrast the anarchist libertarian position set out by Murray Rothbard in his 1978 essay “Society Without a State”:


I define anarchist society as one where there is no legal possibility for coercive aggression against the person or property of any individual. Anarchists oppose the state because it has as its very being such aggression, namely, the expropriation of private property through taxation, the coercive exclusion of other providers of defense service from its territory, and all of the other depredations and coercions that are built upon these twin foci of invasions of individual rights. (Rothbard 1978, 191–92)



On this view, competing (private) providers of conflict resolution and security would serve many of the same functions that government agencies currently do.

The contrast between Nozick’s position and Rothbard’s is plain: both assign top priority to individual liberty, both recognize that political authority poses a potential threat to individual liberty, yet Nozick argues that nevertheless, some minimal level of state activity is justified, whereas Rothbard argues that therefore, no state is justified. Understanding, and possibly resolving, this dispute is the heart of the present inquiry.

If I am successful in arguing that minimal-state libertarianism cannot be consistent, this would by itself not yet be a full-blown defense of anarchism. Such an argument will necessarily involve the defense of the classical liberal position against more extensive liberal theories of the state, as well as the defense of the liberal tradition in general from a variety of anti-liberal theories about what sorts of considerations are important. So the full scope of what I am suggesting will depend on being persuasive in motivating both premises. In other words, since being a libertarian means that the state is only justified to the extent that it is necessary to protect people from being harmed by others, if it were shown that the state were not necessary, then it would not be justified. This, combined with a defense of libertarianism’s prioritizing of individual liberty, would undermine the conceptual justification for coercive authority.
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