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Why We Don’t  
Compromise, Part 6
by Jacob G. Hornberger

A few days after the 9/11  
attacks, I was attending a 
big libertarian dinner at  

an area hotel. As I was walking out 
at the conclusion of the dinner,  
a longtime libertarian friend ap-
proached me and said in an approv-
ing voice, “The American people 
are now going to see what Latin 
Americans had to do to deal with 
terrorism.” 

For me, that comment didn’t 
bode well. I was familiar with the 
U.S.-supported military dictator-
ship of Chilean strongman Augusto 
Pinochet, whose national-security 
state forces, with the full support of 
the U.S. government, had rounded 
up tens of thousands of innocent 
people, incarcerated them without 
trial, tortured or raped them, and 
disappeared or executed thousands 

of them, all in the name of the wars 
on communism and terrorism. I 
was also familiar with the history of 
U.S.-supported right-wing regimes 
in Latin America that were notori-
ous for their secret death squads 
that engaged in kidnapping, tor-
ture, rape, disappearances, and as-
sassination.

Then, as I was waiting for my 
car, I asked another libertarian 
friend who was working at a con-
servative educational foundation, 
“So, what do you think about all 
this ‘war on terrorism’ rhetoric?” 
Not hesitating a bit, he responded, 
“We have immediately jumped all 
over this. We have all sorts of posi-
tion papers coming out in favor of 
the war on terrorism and the mea-
sures that U.S. officials need to take 
to win it.”

As I was driving home, it was 
becoming increasingly clear to me 
that 9/11 would be a real dividing 
line for the libertarian movement. 
Some people in the movement, es-
pecially those who had come into it 
from the conservative movement, 
would become ardent supporters of 
the war on terrorism, the invasions 
of Afghanistan and Iraq, foreign in-
terventionism, and an ever-expand-
ing national-security establishment. 

Others, including FFF, re-
mained steadfast in their opposi-
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tion to such things. Soon after the 
attacks, we were emphasizing what 
we had been saying before them: 
that they were a direct consequence 
of the interventionist foreign policy 
that the U.S. government had initi-
ated in the Middle East, especially 
after the national-security estab-
lishment had lost its longtime Cold 
War enemies, the Soviet Union and 
communism, in 1989. We also em-
phasized that the war on terrorism 
would bring grave infringements 
on the freedoms of the American 
people as well as damage to our eco-
nomic well-being through out-of-
control federal spending and debt. 
None of this, we kept saying, was 
consistent with the principles of a 
free society. 

People didn’t want to  
hear about blowback from U.S. 

foreign policy.

But we were facing a tsunami of 
public opinion against us, including 
from many of our supporters. Peo-
ple were viewing the 9/11 attacks 
like some sort of Pearl Harbor at-
tack on the United States, one that, 
in their opinion, required the entire 
nation to band together to fight 
those who had attacked us out of 
hatred for our “freedom and val-
ues.” They didn’t want to hear about 

blowback from U.S. foreign policy 
or about how crises inevitably lead 
to a loss of liberty and economic 
well-being.

The split

Those were difficult times for 
FFF. I have never seen more hate 
mail in all my life. We were accused 
of being unpatriotic, even traitors, 
haters of America, cowards, lovers 
of terrorism, and terrorist sympa-
thizers. We lost much financial 
support, with many donors aban-
doning us, unable to comprehend 
our position or simply disagreeing 
with it. 

Over time, many of our donors 
returned to us, especially as the oc-
cupations of Afghanistan and Iraq 
turned into deadly and destructive 
fiascoes and as our supporters saw 
the “war on terrorism” vesting U.S. 
officials, especially those in the na-
tional-security branch of the gov-
ernment, with extraordinary and 
permanent emergency powers that 
were characteristic of totalitarian 
regimes, not governments in free 
societies.

Nonetheless, there is still a ma-
jor split in the libertarian move-
ment, with many libertarians reluc-
tant to call for an end to the “war on 
terrorism” and, even more impor-
tant, the dismantling of the entire 



Future of Freedom	 4	 October 2015

Why We Don’t Compromise

national-security state apparatus 
that was grafted onto our federal 
governmental system at the end of 
World War II. 

How did this split come about? 
In the past several years, especially 
as a result of Ron Paul’s two cam-
paigns for the Republican presiden-
tial nomination, the libertarian 
movement has been flooded by 
conservatives of all ages and from 
all walks of life. Disillusioned by the 
passion for socialist and fascist pro-
grams demonstrated by the conser-
vatives, as manifested by their de-
votion to Social Security, Medicare, 
Medicaid, public (i.e., government) 
schooling, medical IRAs, farm sub-
sidies, education grants, the Federal 
Reserve, and countless other statist 
programs, many conservatives have 
become attracted to libertarianism 
primarily because of libertarian 
economic principles, especially 
those of the Austrian school, as re-
flected in the works of Ludwig von 
Mises and Friedrich Hayek. 

That migration into the libertar-
ian movement has been, of course, 
a good thing. What is not good is 
that all too many of the new liber-
tarians have been unable to let go of 
their conservatism in specific areas, 
such as immigration, where they 
continue to embrace the socialism 
of immigration central planning 

that comes with immigration con-
trols, or in foreign policy, where 
they continue to support the enor-
mous permanent standing army, 
the CIA, and the NSA, along with 
the war on terrorism, foreign inter-
ventionism, militarism, foreign 
wars, secret surveillance, and unde-
clared wars of aggression.

The continued existence of the 
national-security establishment 

means the continued loss of 
freedom for the American people.

Libertarians who favor a large 
military establishment, the CIA, the 
NSA, and foreign interventionism 
have come to be known within the 
libertarian movement as “liberven-
tionists.” They support the contin-
ued existence of the national-secu-
rity state as part of the federal 
governmental system but want to 
reform it by making it more effi-
cient as well as by intervening over-
seas only when it is “in our inter-
ests,” ignoring the fact that U.S. 
officials, who make the decisions on 
whether to intervene in a foreign 
country, always believe that their 
interventions are “in our interests.”

What the interventionists fail to 
realize is that the continued exis-
tence of the national-security estab-
lishment means the continued loss 
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of freedom for the American people. 
That’s because the Pentagon and the 
CIA will do whatever is necessary to 
maintain a continued climate of cri-
sis and war in order to justify their 
existence and the ever-increasing 
flow of taxpayer money to “defense” 
contractors. Those perpetual crises 
and wars, of course, are then used 
as the excuse for infringing on fun-
damental rights and liberties. In 
other words, freedom — genuine 
freedom — turns on dismantling, 
not reforming, the national-securi-
ty apparatus that was grafted onto 
our original constitutional system 
at the end of World War II.

The Founding Fathers  
had a deep antipathy toward 

standing armies.

Knowing that some of their 
views are still conservative and not 
libertarian, many liberventionists 
remain silent and stay below the ra-
dar screen. Others, on the other 
hand, are constantly trying to sub-
vert young libertarians into accept-
ing their view favoring militarism, 
empire, and foreign intervention-
ism. That’s in fact one of the reasons 
that FFF focuses much of its atten-
tion on college libertarians — to 
counteract what they are being qui-
etly but persistently told by liber-

ventionists about militarism, em-
pire, and foreign intervention.

The greatest threat

As we study the Declaration of 
Independence, the Constitution, 
and the Bill of Rights, as well as the 
events surrounding those three 
documents, one thing stands out 
above all else: Our American ances-
tors were firmly convinced that the 
greatest threat to the freedom and 
well-being of the American people 
would be the federal government. 
That’s why they took such care to 
strictly limit the federal govern-
ment’s powers to the few enumer-
ated powers within the Constitu-
tion. It’s also why they demanded 
the enumeration of the express re-
strictions on federal power in the 
Bill of Rights. 

It’s also why the Founding Fa-
thers had such a deep antipathy to-
ward standing armies. They knew 
that when governments do bad 
things to people, they use their 
troops to carry out those bad things. 
They also knew that when rulers 
have large military establishments 
at their disposal, they inevitably get 
the nation embroiled in expensive 
foreign wars and adventures that 
ultimately bankrupt a nation.

Prior to World War II, the enor-
mous wartime military establish-
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ment was always demobilized at the 
end of a war, leaving a very small 
military force during peacetime. 
That changed after World War II, 
when America’s federal govern-
mental system was fundamentally 
altered by making an enormous 
military establishment, the CIA, 
and later the NSA a permanent part 
of the federal government. Given 
the enormous power of this nation-
al-security establishment, both in 
terms of military might and infor-
mation gathering, it effectively be-
came a fourth branch of the federal 
government, one to which the other 
three branches increasingly deferred 
during succeeding decades.

Former president Truman stated 
that the CIA had become a sinister 

force in American life.

In 1961, in what is the most re-
markable Farewell Address in U.S. 
history, Dwight Eisenhower ob-
served that this national-security 
state apparatus — or what he called 
the “military-industrial complex” 
— constituted a fundamental alter-
ing of America’s governmental 
structure as well as a grave threat to 
the freedom and well-being of the 
American people. Thirty days after 
the assassination of John F. Kenne-
dy, former president Harry Truman 

wrote an op-ed in the Washington 
Post in which he stated that the CIA 
had become a sinister force in 
American life. 

Some years ago, I was attending 
a libertarian function when some-
one approached me and asked, 
“What do you consider to be the 
biggest threat to our freedom to-
day.” I didn’t hesitate. I answered, 
“The U.S. national-security state.”

That is what the libervention-
ists, unfortunately, do not under-
stand. Having come into the move-
ment owing primarily to an 
attraction to free-market, Austrian 
economics, they look on the mili-
tary, the CIA, and the NSA as con-
servatives do — as a friend and pro-
tector of our rights and freedoms, 
when in fact they are, as our Ameri-
can ancestors understood so well, 
the gravest threat to our rights and 
freedoms as well as to our econom-
ic well-being.

Consider the fact that the presi-
dent, the military, and the CIA now 
wield the omnipotent power to take 
any American into custody, incar-
cerate him indefinitely, torture him, 
execute him, or assassinate him, as 
a suspected terrorist. Deferring to 
the national-security establish-
ment, the federal courts have up-
held the power to do those things 
both to Americans and to others. 
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Consider also the massive secret 
surveillance schemes, upheld by the 
secretive judicial court that deals 
with such things, by which the fed-
eral government monitors the most 
private aspects of people’s lives.

A free society necessarily 
depends on dismantling both the 

welfare state and the  
warfare state.

There is no way to reconcile 
those things with a free society. 
They are antithetical to the princi-
ples of a free society. They violate 
the most fundamental of libertarian 
principles. It’s not a coincidence 
that totalitarian regimes have na-
tional-security establishments as 
part of their governmental struc-
ture. It’s the way they enforce their 
tyranny. Look at China. Look at 
Egypt. Look at Chile under Pino-
chet. Look at the Soviet Union. 
Look at Nazi Germany. 

If libertarians want a free soci-
ety, then it’s not sufficient to simply 
dismantle the welfare state and 
adopt an economic system based 
on Austrian economics — not 
when government officials wield 
the totalitarian powers to detain, 
incarcerate, torture, execute, and 
assassinate anyone they want. A 
free society necessarily depends on 

dismantling both the welfare state 
and the warfare state.

The stakes are obviously ex-
traordinarily high. The libertarian 
movement is the only hope that 
America has for achieving a free 
and prosperous society. The wel-
fare-warfare state way of life that 
both conservatives and liberals 
have foisted on our nation has 
brought nothing but chaos, strife, 
conflict, crisis, misery, suffering, 
and impoverishment. It is only lib-
ertarianism that offers the way out 
of all this. Thus the fight is not only 
a fight for the heart and soul of the 
libertarian movement. It’s a fight for 
the future of freedom for America 
and, indirectly, for the rest of the 
world.

Conclusion

In the wake of the ongoing cri-
ses, fiascoes, and disasters in Social 
Security; health care; the drug war; 
immigration; federal spending; the 
national debt; fiat (i.e., paper) mon-
ey; mortgage loans; public school-
ing; the drug war; and Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen, every 
American should be asking himself 
the following important questions: 
What is the role of government in a 
free society? Should it be taking 
money from people to whom it be-
longs and giving it to others? Should 
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it be punishing people for engaging 
in purely peaceful activity? Should 
it be owning and operating eco-
nomic enterprises? Should it be en-
gaged in invasions, occupations, 
wars of aggression, torture, rendi-
tion, and assassination; foreign aid; 
regime-change operations, coups,  
and partnerships with dictatorial 
regimes; empire; and foreign inter-
ventionism?

Additionally, every libertarian 
should be asking himself the fol-
lowing important questions: How 
much do you want to be free? Do 
you want freedom now or 40 years 
from now? What is the best way to 
achieve freedom — by leading peo-
ple to question the moral and eco-
nomic legitimacy of the welfare-
warfare state way of life or simply 
by encouraging people to reform it? 

Today, many older libertarians 
favor funding young libertarians 
because they’re “the hope for the fu-
ture.” There is just one big problem 
with that concept: that’s what older 
people said to me when I discov-
ered libertarianism 40 years ago, 
when I was in my late 20s. “We have 
to invest in you young people,” they 
said to us, “because you’re the hope 
for the future.” Well, we’re the older 
people today and yet many of us are 
saying the same thing that the older 

people said to us when we were 
young: “We need to invest in young 
people because they’re the hope for 
the future.” Who’s to say that today’s 
young people, 40 years from now, 
won’t say the same thing to the 
young people of their time, thereby 
making the achievement of free-
dom a never-never proposition?

I say: let’s not wait for another 
40 years to bring a free society to 
America. I say: Let’s not be reform-
ers of the status quo. Let’s instead be 
dismantlers of the welfare-warfare 
state. Let’s lead the world now to the 
freest, most prosperous, most 
peaceful, and most secure society in 
history. 

Why don’t we compromise here 
at FFF? Because we want to be free, 
because freedom is possible, and 
because achieving freedom de-
pends on adhering to principle.

Jacob Hornberger is founder and 
president of The Future of Freedom 
Foundation.

NEXT MONTH: 
“Opposing America’s Entry 

into World War II”  
by Jacob G. Hornberger
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The Failure of the 
Americans with  
Disabilities Act
by James Bovard

The Americans with Disabili-
ties Act was enacted 25 years 
ago. It promised a brave new 

era of equality and freedom. In-
stead, it has spawned endless law-
suits and absurd federal decrees 
while harming some of the people it 
sought to relieve.

The original law was badly draft-
ed and subsequent amendments 
and administrative decrees have 
made it far worse. The 1990 ADA 
defined disability as “a physical or 
mental impairment that substan-
tially limits one or more of the ma-
jor life activities” — a far broader 
definition than what previously pre-
vailed in the statute book. In 2008, 
Congress vastly expanded that defi-
nition to include people with diabe-

tes, depression, heart disease, or 
cancer, as well as people who have 
significant troubles “standing, sit-
ting, reaching, lifting, bending, 
reading, concentrating, thinking, 
communicating and interacting 
with others.” The EEOC decreed last 
year that even pregnancy can often 
qualify as a disability that entitles a 
person to special treatment. 

The ADA is known as “Attorney’s 
Dreams Answered” because it has 
spurred hundreds of thousands of 
lawsuits, often for violations of ar-
cane architectural standards. As ear-
ly as 1995, one federal judge de-
nounced an ADA lawsuit as “a 
blatant attempt to extort money” — 
something for which the law is now 
notorious. A California P.F. Chang 
restaurant was sued because the coat 
hook on the inside door of an acces-
sible toilet stall was at an improper 
height. The New York Times report-
ed in 2012 that the ADA had un-
leashed a “flood of lawsuits” against 
New York City delis, bagel shops, 
flower shops, and other businesses 
that many people considered noth-
ing more than “ambulance chas-
ing.” Miami lawyer Michael Casey 
observed that many ADA claims 
are “a legal form of extortion, and 
the ADA is all-purpose extortion.” 

Barack Obama declared in July 
that “thanks to the ADA, the places 
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that comprise our shared American 
life — schools, workplaces, movie 
theaters, courthouses, buses, base-
ball stadiums, national parks — 
they truly belong to everyone.” But 
workplaces do not “belong to ev-
eryone” — they are mostly privately 
owned, but the feds have often used 
the ADA to commandeer them. For 
instance, the Justice Department 
dictated exactly how miniature golf 
courses must be configured and 
slanted for the ease of wheelchair 
users. 

Officially wacky

Many ADA decrees defy com-
mon sense. The Los Angeles Dis-
abled Access Appeals Commission 
invoked the ADA to force the Odd 
Ball Cabaret, a strip joint, to close a 
shower stall on its stage. The com-
mission ruled that since the stall 
would not be accessible to a stripper 
in a wheelchair, the business dis-
criminated against disabled women. 
It didn’t matter that there were no 
wheelchair-bound strippers. 

The ADA also provides “free-
dom” to the handicapped by sacri-
ficing other people’s safety. The 
EEOC sued United Parcel Service in 
1997 for refusing to hire one-eyed 
drivers for its big trucks. EEOC law-
yer Bill Tamayo told Traffic World, 
“If they [UPS] feel that these people 

cannot do the job, then let them 
prove it. Don’t assume that people 
with one eye cannot drive.” Yet, the 
National Transportation Safety 
Board prohibits one-eyed drivers 
from driving any truck above 10,000 
pounds. “Fairness” apparently ob-
liges people to let themselves get 
killed by truck drivers with little or 
no depth perception.

Workplaces do not “belong to 
everyone” — they are mostly 

privately owned.

The Young Men’s Christian As-
sociation (YMCA) was sued for $20 
million by David Schultz, a deaf 
lifeguard, who was dismissed after 
the YMCA, seeking to comply with 
the ADA, established stricter guide-
lines on who could be a lifeguard. 
The YMCA ruled that lifeguards 
must be able to “hear noises and 
distress signals”; Mr. Schultz is 
“profoundly deaf” but claims to 
have “enhanced visual alertness.” 
Perhaps a “reasonable accommoda-
tion” would be to require everyone 
who goes swimming at the YMCA 
to learn sign language and promise 
not to go under for the third time 
until they have caught the life-
guard’s eye. 

While many Americans initially 
supported the ADA to help people 
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with severe physical handicaps, 
claims of mental, emotional, and 
psychological handicaps have ex-
ploded, thanks to the law. A 1999 
Surgeon General’s report declared 
that “22 percent of the population 
has a diagnosable mental disorder.” 
People claiming to suffer from de-
pression account for the most com-
mon “mental disability” complaint. 
The Census Bureau reported that 7 
million adults claim “being fre-
quently depressed or anxious such 
that it interfered with ordinary ac-
tivities.”

The ADA’s vagueness spurs many 
wacky claims.

The EEOC issued rules in 1997 
that may compel employers to ac-
commodate workers taking anti-
depressants by letting them arrive 
later in the morning or provide time 
off for workers who announce they 
are “depressed and stressed.” The 
ADA is degenerating into a federal 
entitlement program for people 
who claim to be unhappy — with 
the bill sent to whoever happens to 
be paying their salary at the time. 

A federal court ruled in 2013 
that anxiety over potentially getting 
fired qualifies as a sufficient disabil-
ity — thus making terminating an 
underperforming teacher a viola-

tion of the ADA. An Ohio high- 
school teacher claimed she was dis-
abled by “pedophobia” (fear of 
children) and unable to accept reas-
signment to a middle school (a fed-
eral appeals court disagreed).

Many colleges have been roiled 
by masses of students claiming to be 
disabled by little more than fear of 
hard work or bad grades. According 
to the National Center for Learning 
Disabilities, “15-20 percent of the 
U.S. population has some sort of 
learning disability.” In the first five 
years after the ADA was enacted, 
the number of Boston University 
students requesting disabilities ac-
commodations rose tenfold.

The EEOC announced in 1999 
that companies must allow disabled 
employees “to work at home as a 
reasonable accommodation.” As 
Human Resources magazine noted, 
“EEOC guidelines and recent court 
decisions will force employers to 
justify their attendance require-
ments in ADA cases and reconsider 
attendance rules.”

The ADA’s vagueness spurs 
many wacky claims that employers 
must spend tens of thousands of 
dollars to rebuff. A school custodi-
an claimed that he had been fired 
because of a hearing problem; a 
court rejected his claim because the 
same guy had terrorized other em-
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ployees, in some cases making 
death threats. (He was also fired in 
part because he was running an 
ADA consulting business on the 
side during his school job.) 

The ADA has made it far more 
difficult for employers to deal 

with alcohol-abusing employees.

The ADA has made it far more 
difficult for employers to deal with 
alcohol-abusing employees who 
could pose a threat to themselves, 
co-workers, or customers. An Ore-
gon police officer who was fired af-
ter he crashed his undercover car 
while intoxicated sued for $6 mil-
lion in damages, claiming the ADA 
protected him because of his alco-
holism. The ADA also spurred 
Northwest Airlines to rehire an air-
plane pilot who had been fired after 
being caught flying a passenger jet 
while legally drunk. Roger Clegg of 
the Center for Equal Opportunity 
observed after the Justice Depart-
ment intervened, “A bar in Illinois 
agreed to modify its policy of refus-
ing to serve alcohol to customers 
who appear to be drunk based on 
the way they walk because a cus-
tomer with Parkinson’s disease had 
been refused service.”

When Congress enacted the 
ADA in 1990, probably no one was 

expecting that the law would com-
pel schools to prohibit kids from 
bringing peanut butter sandwiches 
for their lunch. But after food aller-
gies were recognized as a bona fide 
disability, some schools have done 
exactly that.

Creating unemployment

President Obama declared, 
“The ADA offered millions of peo-
ple the opportunity to earn a living 
and help support their families.” 
But the ADA has actually been a di-
saster at helping the disabled find 
work and become financially self-
reliant. The percentage of disabled 
who are employed has fallen sharp-
ly since the ADA was enacted. A 
Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy study concluded that the ADA 
reduced employment “of disabled 
men of all working ages and all dis-
abled women under age 40.” Russell 
Redenbaugh, a blind businessman 
who was a member of the U.S. Civil 
Rights Commission, warned in the 
late 1990s, “My own fear is that the 
ADA implementing regulations can 
have a chilling effect on the hiring 
of the disabled.”

While the feds are twisting arms 
to try to boost disabled employ-
ment, federal disability payments 
subvert that goal by rewarding peo-
ple with borderline conditions to 
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stay out of the work force and enjoy 
tax-free income. Obama’s Social Se-
curity Administration is even giving 
disability payments to Puerto Ri-
cans whose only handicap is lack of 
English fluency — even though 
most of the work on that island is 
conducted in Spanish. That is typi-
cal of the schizophrenia that has 
long plagued federal disability poli-
cy. Office of Personnel Management 
chief Don Devine told me in 1985, 
“We allow some employees to retire 
on disability who have much less se-
vere handicaps than many of those 
we encourage the agencies to hire.” 

The ADA is essentially a federal 
command for people to treat cer-
tain other people “nice” — with 
harsh penalties for any behavior 
considered not nice — and with 
niceness defined on a case-by-case 
basis through endless court cases 
and complaint settlements. 

The ADA illustrates how the 
moral ideals and goodwill of the 
American people toward a group 
that most people want to help are ex-
ploited by politicians and govern-
ment bureaucrats. Once that good-
will supposedly gets canonized in 
the law, the sky is the limit to how 
much power government can extort. 
The more benefits the government 
mandates, the more incentive people 
have to declare themselves disabled. 

A policy designed to help the dis-
abled instead mushrooms the num-
ber of people claiming to need help. 
University of Rochester professor of 
economics Walter Y. Oi (who him-
self is blind) observed, “The ADA 
will result in an inflated population 
of disabled persons whose welfare 
will become increasingly depen-
dent upon an ever-growing federal 
bureaucracy.”

American attitudes toward the 
disabled have become far more 
compassionate, humane, and ration-
al in the last half-century. The ADA, 
by sowing so much unnecessary 
conflict, threatens this progress. It is 
time to admit that relying on a fed-
eral iron fist has subverted freedom 
and badly served America’s dis-
abled. Good intentions are no ex-
cuse for perpetual legal chaos.

James Bovard serves as policy advis-
or to The Future of Freedom Founda-
tion and is the author of a new ebook 
memoir, Public Policy Hooligan, as 
well as Attention Deficit Democracy 
and eight other books.
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The Morality of  
Libertarianism
by Laurence M. Vance

Libertarianism is a political 
philosophy that says that peo-
ple should be free from gov-

ernment interference to live their 
life any way they desire and engage 
in any economic activity they 
choose as long as their actions are 
peaceful and consensual and they 
don’t violate the personal or prop-
erty rights of others. It is that simple. 
Violence is justified only in defense 
of person or property against vio-
lence. Nonaggression — that is the 
libertarian creed. And that is the es-
sence of libertarianism. One’s life-
style has nothing to do with it.

Liberal and conservative smears 
of libertarianism are legion. Liber-
tarians are said to be naive, utopian, 
idealistic, materialistic, and nihil-
istic. They disdain religion and re-
ject tradition. They are disciples of 

Rousseau. They are too individual-
istic. They have nostalgia for a fic-
tional past. They have no compas-
sion for the poor. They don’t believe 
in social justice. They are weak on 
national security. They are pacifists 
and isolationists. Libertarianism as-
pires, like Marxism, to reduce social 
life to economics. It treats children 
like adults. It believes that man is 
inherently good. “Libertarianism,” 
according to conservative Jonah 
Goldberg, “is an ideology best suit-
ed for young folks. It compellingly 
tells kids everything they want to be 
told.” Libertarians “fetishize change, 
assuming it to be always and every-
where good.”

But above all, liberals and con-
servatives like to characterize liber-
tarians as libertines and hedonists 
who celebrate alternative life-styles 
and don’t believe in moral princi-
ples or absolutes. The trump card 
they play has two sides: libertarians 
are all moral relativists and liber-
tarianism is immoral.

Nothing could be further from 
the truth.

Libertarianism celebrates things 
such as individual liberty, private 
property, peaceful activity, volun-
tary interaction, laissez faire, per-
sonal freedom, financial privacy, 
individual responsibility, free enter-
prise, free markets, free speech, free 
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thought, and a free society. There is 
nothing inherently immoral about 
any of those things. 

There are two things generally 
cited by opponents of libertarian-
ism to “prove” that libertarianism is 
immoral: the attitude of libertarians 
toward prostitution and their stand 
on drug use. Those are always the 
two sticking points, not because lib-
ertarians promote, endorse, defend, 
or practice them, but because they 
don’t believe the government 
should interfere with the voluntary, 
private, peaceful activity of con-
senting adults.

Vices are not crimes and every 
crime needs to have a victim.

Regarding prostitution, liber-
tarians reason that it if it is legal for 
a woman to provide free sexual ser-
vices as often as she wants and to as 
many people as she wants, then it 
shouldn’t be illegal for her to charge 
for performing the same services. 
Especially since someone’s indirect-
ly paying for sex by paying for din-
ner and a movie is not a crime.

Regarding drug use, libertarians 
reason that it makes no sense for 
the government to wage war on il-
legal drugs, when tobacco, alcohol, 
and prescription drugs kill far more 
people every year. Tobacco use 

costs the U.S. economy billions of 
dollars every year in medical costs 
and lost productivity and causes 
hundreds of thousands of prema-
ture deaths every year from heart 
disease, stroke, cancer, and smok-
ing-related diseases. Alcohol is also 
one of the leading causes of prema-
ture deaths in the United States. Al-
cohol abuse is a factor in many 
drownings; suicides; fires; violent 
crimes; child-abuse cases; sex 
crimes; and home, pedestrian, car, 
and boating accidents. More than 
100,000 people die every year from 
drugs prescribed and administered 
by physicians. More than two mil-
lion Americans a year have in-hos-
pital adverse drug reactions. And 
thousands of people die every year 
from reactions to aspirin.

But the main reasons libertari-
ans have their attitude toward pros-
titution and drug use are simply 
that vices are not crimes and that 
every crime needs to have a victim. 
That doesn’t mean that libertarians 
don’t think the practices are im-
moral. It just means that they be-
lieve that it is not the proper func-
tion of government to arrest people 
for them or seek to limit them.

The vice list used against liber-
tarians used to also regularly in-
clude gambling and pornography, 
but since now almost every state 
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has a lottery, there are casinos scat-
tered all across the country, por-
nography is available for sale on 
newsstands, and porn is freely 
available on the Internet, libertari-
anism’s detractors don’t much men-
tion those two vices anymore. And 
how can they? All the gambling and 
pornography viewing that takes 
place cannot be laid solely at the 
feet of libertarians any more than 
soliciting prostitutes and taking il-
legal drugs can. No political ideol-
ogy has a monopoly on vice and 
bad habits.

Lifestyle libertarians

Some of the criticism of liber-
tarianism is deserved: a small, but 
vocal, minority of libertarians have 
unfortunately given liberals and 
conservatives the impression that 
libertarianism is a social attitude or 
lifestyle.

Those libertarians say or imply 
that libertarians should celebrate 
change for change’s sake; live an al-
ternative lifestyle; partake of illegal 
drugs; embrace the feminist move-
ment; support abortion on demand; 
defend same-sex marriage; cele-
brate hedonism, licentiousness, and 
libertinism even if they don’t live 
that way; do something illegal; view 
pornography; own a gun; enjoy a 
particular kind of art; have a par-

ticular musical taste; and celebrate 
diversity for diversity’s sake.

And, at the same time, they also 
say or imply that libertarians should 
reject organized religion, not work 
for a large corporation, not be so-
cially conservative, disdain tradi-
tion, and never discriminate.

Libertarianism as a  
political philosophy cannot be 

said to be immoral.

Whether any of those things is 
right, wrong, moral, immoral, 
good, or bad is irrelevant. Libertar-
ians who say or imply them are im-
properly expanding libertarianism 
beyond its core nonaggression 
principle. Libertarianism has noth-
ing to do with anyone’s lifestyle, 
tastes, vices, sex life, traditions, reli-
gion, aesthetics, sensibilities, out-
look, or cultural norms. An indi-
vidual libertarian might be a moral 
relativist — as might an individual 
liberal or conservative — but liber-
tarianism as a political philosophy 
cannot be said to be immoral. 

That being said, libertarianism, 
even narrowly defined, does not 
oppose the educational efforts, de-
bate, argumentation, media cam-
paigns, organized boycotts, social 
ostracism, or other nonviolent, 
noncoercive methods of persuasion 
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of others — libertarians or other-
wise — to effect changes in their 
public and private behavior. It is lib-
erals and conservatives who advo-
cate government aggression and vi-
olence against peaceful people’s 
person or property to achieve some 
desired end.

Is it moral?

Although they accuse libertari-
ans of being moral relativists, it is 
liberals and conservatives alike who 
support the immoral actions of 
government. 

• Is it moral to charge some-
one with the commission of a 
crime when there is no vic-
tim?
• Is it moral to force some 
Americans to pay for the 
health care of other Ameri-
cans?
• Is it moral to make someone 
get a license or permission 
from the government before 
he can open a business?
• Is it moral to treat vices as 
crimes?
• Is it moral to incarcerate 
anyone but violent criminals?
• Is it moral to commit some-
one to an institution against 
his will?
• Is it moral to send a soldier 

to fight an unnecessary and 
unjust war?
• Is it moral to force people to 
pay for the education of other 
people’s children?
• Is it moral to arrest, fine, or 
imprison someone for using 
drugs, when alcohol is readily 
available?
• Is it moral to take money 
from people without their 
consent and give it away to 
foreign governments?
• Is it moral to charge some-
one with the commission of a 
crime when no one’s personal 
or property rights are violat-
ed?
• Is it moral for one person to 
live at the expense of another?
• Is it moral to criminalize 
marijuana, when tobacco kills 
tens of thousands every year?
• Is it moral for an immoral 
government to legislate mo-
rality?
• Is it moral to take money 
from some people and redis-
tribute it to others?
• Is it moral to initiate force 
against someone who hasn’t 
himself initiated force against 
another?
•   Is it moral to demand that  
“the poor” have a right to the 
earnings of “the rich”?
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• Is it moral to lock someone 
in a cage for years for possess-
ing a plant the government 
doesn’t approve of?
• Is it moral to sentence some-
one to life in prison for a drug 
“crime,” when rapists don’t 
serve that long?
• Is it moral to force people to 
contribute to a retirement 
program?
• Is it moral to force people to 
be charitable?

I think the answers are obvious.

Is it immoral?

Conservatives and liberals have 
it backwards; it is violating the te-
nets of libertarianism that is im-
moral. 

• Is it immoral to let someone 
keep the fruits of his labor?
• Is it immoral to let someone 
live and let live?
• Is it immoral for charity, re-
lief, and philanthropy to be 
voluntary activities?
• Is it immoral to let Ameri-
cans spend their money how-
ever they choose?
• Is it immoral to permit buy-
ers and sellers to freely ex-
change with each other for 
mutual gain?

• Is it immoral to allow people 
to engage in commerce with 
whomever they choose?
• Is it immoral to let every in-
dividual be free to pursue hap-
piness in his own way?
• Is it immoral to believe that 
the initiation of force to 
achieve a political, or other 
goal, is wrong?
• Is it immoral to believe that 
acts of theft and violence are 
still wrong when committed 
by government?
• Is it immoral to allow people 
to live their lives any way they 
choose as long as their con-
duct is peaceful?
• Is it immoral for the govern-
ment to just leave people alone 
who are not threatening or ag-
gressing against the person or 
property of others?
• Is it immoral to allow people 
to participate in any activity 
with anyone else as long as 
their behavior is consensual?
• Is it immoral to want every-
one — including government 
— to live by the nonaggres-
sion principle?
• Is it immoral to allow people 
to engage in any economic en-
terprise or activity of their 
choosing without getting per-
mission from the government?
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• Is it immoral for people to 
just mind their own business?
• Is it immoral to allow people 
to associate or not associate 
with whomever they choose 
as long as their associations 
are mutually voluntary?
• Is it immoral to want the 
government to stay out of 
people’s bedrooms?
• Is it immoral to allow people 
to accumulate wealth as long 
as they don’t defraud anyone?
• Is it immoral to allow people 
to do business or not do busi-
ness with whomever they 
choose?
• Is it immoral to let someone 
do what he wants with his 
own property?
• Is it immoral to want to live 
in a free society?

Again, I think the answers are 
obvious.

It is liberalism and conserva-
tism that have a morality problem, 
not libertarianism. It is liberals and 
conservatives who support the im-
moral actions of government and 
demonize genuinely moral impuls-
es. “Libertarians,” as economist 
Robert Higgs has said, “should nev-
er concede the moral high ground 
to those who insist on coercively 
interfering with freedom.” 

Laurence M. Vance is policy advisor 
for The Future of Freedom Founda-
tion and the author of The  War on 
Drugs Is a War on Freedom. Visit 
his website: www.vancepublications.
com. Send him email: lmvance@
laurencemvance.com.

It is the responsibility of the patriot to protect his 
country from its government. 

— Thomas Paine 
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Free Markets and  
Human Freedom
by Dean Russell

Where the market is freest, 
human liberty is high-
est. If labor is controlled 

(e.g., slavery), there is neither a free 
market nor freedom. If capital is 
controlled (e.g., government own-
ership), you can’t produce without 
permission; that’s not freedom. The 
free-market economy and human 
freedom are mutually dependent; 
destroy one, and the other automat-
ically falls….

Governments control people 
(you and me) and nothing else. 
Governments tell the seller of a loaf 
of bread (or the owner of a rental 
apartment) what price to charge. 
Thus, it’s obviously the owner who’s 
controlled; the price itself couldn’t 
care less. 

Sometimes the specific price the 
owner must charge is the mini-
mum. Sometimes it’s the maxi-
mum. Sometimes the same price is 
both minimum and maximum. 
Whichever, it’s never the price that 
would be determined by peaceful 
people freely exchanging their 
goods and services in the market 
place. And always the control is on 

the person who owns the product 
or service. The process is one of 
“people control,” and (as Bastiat 
said) the inevitable result is loss of 
freedom, independence, and per-
sonal dignity — as well as the pro-
duction of fewer goods and servic-
es….

My thesis is that the free market 
economy is the key to all freedoms. 
In fact, the market and freedom are 
really synonymous terms….

Just as the government can’t 
control prices (but only people), 
just so is it absurd to imagine that 
the government can support prices. 
Without exception, the only thing 
that any government can ever do is 
(in one way or another) control 
people, i.e., to prevent us from do-
ing what we want to do, or to com-
pel us to do what we don’t want to 
do. Thus, it follows that the govern-
ment’s price-support program for 
agriculture necessarily deprives 
farmers of their freedom. And it 
most surely does just that…. 

[The] only thing any govern-
ment can ever do, even in its proper 
function of preserving the peace, is 
to control people — to compel us to 
do what we don’t want to do, or to 
prevent us from doing what we 
want to do. That procedure is, of 
course, the proper way to stop mur-
derers and thieves and rapists; for 
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clearly, the police powers of govern-
ment should be used to prevent 
those anti-social people from im-
posing their desires upon others by 
violence. But when the same pow-
ers are used against peaceful per-
sons in their peaceful activities, 
freedom is always and undeniably 
infringed. 

For example, every American 
has lost his freedom to save or to 
spend his earnings as he pleases. 
Our government compels all of us 
to “save” (actually, it’s a tax) a por-
tion of our wages and salaries — 
that is, the government taxes away a 
portion and promises to give it back 
(sometimes more, sometimes less) 
at some later date. This compulsory 
scheme is called Social Security, 
and it is generally cited as the es-
sence of true freedom for the peo-
ple. Perhaps as many as 75 per cent 
of the American people are now in 
favor of this loss of personal choice 
(freedom) and would categorically 
oppose any suggestion to return to 
a situation in which each person is 
responsible for his own welfare in a 
market economy. 

And so it goes — through hun-
dreds and thousands of govern-
ment prohibitions and compulsions 

in the peaceful economic affairs of 
men and women. Without excep-
tion, every one of them is a direct 
loss of freedom of choice and re-
sponsibility. 

Again ... the only control that 
any government can exercise is 
people control. Any attempt to con-
trol things must necessarily involve 
the control of people, and that is 
undeniably a loss of freedom…. 

[Our] essentially free economy 
must drift into an essentially con-
trolled economy, if the present 
trend continues. That will be the 
end of human freedom in the Unit-
ed States, and probably in the world. 
All other freedoms — press, speech, 
franchise, religion — must neces-
sarily disappear with the loss of the 
free economy. For the fact remains: 
In a totally controlled economy, it is 
not the economy but the people 
who are totally controlled.

Dean Russell served on the staff of 
The Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation. This essay was published in 
the March 1985 issue of FEE’s jour-
nal, The Freeman. Reprinted with 
permission.
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The Political Economy 
of “Exporting”  
Democracy
by Christopher J. Coyne

In 1917, President Woodrow 
Wilson justified the American 
entry into World War I on the 

ground that it was necessary to 
make the world “safe for democra-
cy.” Since that time, U.S. presidents 
have used this same line of reason-
ing to justify military interventions 
around the world. More than eight 
decades after Wilson’s decree, 
George W. Bush stated that “it is the 
policy of the United States to seek 
and support the growth of demo-
cratic movements and institutions 
in every nation and culture, with 
the ultimate goal of ending tyranny 
in our world.” And a 2011 White 
House press release noted the 
Obama administration’s commit-
ment to the “goal of helping provide 
the Libyan people an opportunity 

to transform their country, by in-
stalling a democratic system that 
respects the people’s will.” 

Promoting regime change in the 
name of democracy and freedom 
sounds noble and heroic to many. 
But rarely, if ever, do politicians, 
citizens, and pundits consider 
whether the U.S. government can 
actually achieve its stated goals. 
More common is an unconstrained 
view that assumes that the U.S. gov-
ernment can do whatever its mem-
bers put their minds to. The uncon-
strained view was captured nicely 
in comments by Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton in a 2010 talk to the 
Council on Foreign Relations, 
when she noted that “Americans 
have always risen to the challenges 
we have faced. That is who we are. It 
is in our DNA. We do believe there 
are no limits on what is possible or 
what can be achieved.”

There are strong moral argu-
ments against the use of military 
intervention, and those arguments 
are very important. However, it is of 
crucial importance to engage in the 
positive analysis of military inter-
vention. A positive analysis involves 
taking the ends stated by policy-
makers as given (e.g., exporting de-
mocracy) and focusing on the 
means invoked to achieve those 
ends to determine whether they are 
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feasible in practice. Focusing on the 
actual ability of policymakers to 
achieve their desired ends is impor-
tant because discussions of foreign 
intervention often devolve into ide-
ological debates with no clear reso-
lution. 

Economists emphasize that 
people face constraints and 

respond to incentives.

For instance, Republicans con-
tend that the Democrats are “soft” 
on the war on terror and can’t stom-
ach the sacrifices that are required 
to spread democracy and freedom 
around the world. Democrats often 
respond that the Republicans 
botched the current efforts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan with poor plan-
ning and a general lack of “effort.” If 
only better planning had taken 
place prior to occupations, the argu-
ment goes, the United States would 
not be mired in these situations. 

Employing the tools of econom-
ics affords the opportunity to put 
aside ideological issues. Economists 
emphasize that people face con-
straints (e.g., knowledge, informa-
tion, and income) and respond to 
incentives. Incentives refer to fac-
tors influencing human behavior by 
changing the relative costs and ben-
efits. When the benefits associated 

with a certain behavior increase, 
people engage in more of it. Like-
wise, when the costs associated with 
a certain behavior increase, people 
engage in less of it. From an eco-
nomic standpoint, military occupa-
tion is all about constraints and  
incentives. All of the various indi-
viduals (i.e., members of the mili-
tary, bureaucrats, policymakers, 
politicians, citizens and policymak-
ers in the occupied country, and 
politicians in neighboring coun-
tries) involved in foreign interven-
tions face certain constraints and 
incentives that contribute to ulti-
mate success or failure. The applica-
tion of the economic way of think-
ing to foreign intervention goes a 
long way in explaining why a large 
majority of U.S. efforts to export de-
mocracy abroad through military 
occupation have failed dismally.

The knowledge problem

The most significant constraint 
facing policymakers and occupiers 
is the fundamental knowledge 
problem of establishing the founda-
tions of a free society where they do 
not already exist. Many agree on the 
general characteristics of a free so-
ciety — protection of individual 
and property rights, freedom of 
speech, rule of law — but the 
knowledge of how to effectively de-
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sign and impose those characteris-
tics is lacking.

The lack of knowledge regard-
ing the factors leading to liberal de-
mocracy is captured in the follow-
ing list of propositions put forth by 
political scientist Doh C. Shin:

(1) There are few precondi-
tions for the emergence of de-
mocracy; 
(2) No single factor is suffi-
cient or necessary to the emer-
gence of democracy; 
(3) The emergence of democ-
racy in a country is the result 
of a combination of causes; 
(4) The causes responsible for 
the emergence of democracy 
are not the same as those pro-
moting its consolidation;
(5) The combination of causes 
promoting democratic transi-
tion and consolidation varies 
from country to country; and, 
(6) The combination of causes 
generally responsible for one 
wave of democratization dif-
fers from those responsible for 
other waves.

Success in military occupation 
is not simply a matter of taking the 
rules that work in one society and 
imposing them on another society. 
This point is illustrated not only by 

the many failed U.S. foreign inter-
ventions but also by the failure of 
several Latin American countries to 
effectively mimic the U.S. Constitu-
tion.

The ability to transport rules 
between societies is constrained 
by the fact that underlying belief 
systems differ across societies.

The ability to transport rules be-
tween societies is constrained by 
the fact that underlying belief sys-
tems, values, and ideals often differ 
across societies. What works in the 
United States will not work in the 
Middle East, just as what worked in 
Japan and West Germany following 
World War II is a very poor guide 
for current and future foreign inter-
ventions. 

The knowledge problem is al-
most always ignored by policymak-
ers and supposed foreign-policy “ex-
perts.” As Gen. Stanley McChrystal, 
the former commander of the U.S. 
forces in Afghanistan, noted, “We 
didn’t know enough and we still 
don’t know enough.… Most of us 
— me included — had a very super-
ficial understanding of the situation 
and history [of Afghanistan], and 
we had a frighteningly simplistic 
view of recent history, the last 50 
years.” Given the lack of knowledge 
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regarding the foundations of liberal 
democracy, why should we expect 
foreign occupiers to be successful 
in attempts to establish those insti-
tutions at gunpoint? The knowledge 
problem facing policymakers and 
occupiers prevents them from cre-
ating the incentives necessary for a 
free society. That realization alone 
should lead us to be extremely 
skeptical of the ability of the U.S. 
government to “export” liberal 
democratic institutions abroad 
through military intervention.

Unfortunately, the knowledge 
problem has not stopped U.S. poli-
cymakers from using foreign mili-
tary interventions to foster politi-
cal, social, and economic change. 
Instead of recognizing the funda-
mental limitations of their efforts, 
they typically focused on the 
amount of “effort” in the form of 
time spent planning, monetary and 
humanitarian aid, troop levels, the 
timing of elections, and exit strate-
gy. Unfortunately, that overlooks 
the deeper issue — policymakers 
do not have the relevant knowledge 
to achieve their desired ends.

The economics of politics

Politics is central to any foreign 
occupation. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to consider the incentives fac-
ing those involved in the political 

system and the subsequent impact 
on military interventions and occu-
pations. To illustrate that, consider 
three of the key categories of actors 
in military occupations:

Policymakers do not have the 
relevant knowledge to achieve 

their desired ends.

Elected officials. Elected offi-
cials in the United States make deci-
sions regarding where and when to 
deploy military forces abroad. Eco-
nomics suggests that the decisions 
of elected politicians are often short-
sighted in nature. For elected offi-
cials who are constrained by a term 
limit, the main focus is on obtaining 
benefits during their time in office, 
even if the shorter-term benefits en-
tail great costs that will be incurred 
in future periods. That is because 
current politicians will not incur 
“bills” that come due in the future, 
since they will be out of office. That 
logic applies to military interven-
tion just as to any other policy. 

For example, in 2002 Larry 
Lindsey, an economic advisor in  
George W. Bush’s administration, 
announced that the Iraq War could 
cost in the range of $100–$200 bil-
lion. In order to maintain public 
support for the war efforts, the Bush 
administration rejected those num-
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bers as a significant overestimate. 
According to the Cost of War proj-
ect at Brown University, direct out-
lays for the Iraq War were more 
than $800 billion through 2014. Jo-
seph Stiglitz and Linda Bilmes have 
estimated that the war and recon-
struction in Iraq could cost closer 
to $3 trillion when all is said and 
done and all direct and indirect 
costs are taken into account.

Bureaucrats. The occupation 
and reconstruction of Afghanistan 
and Iraq have been characterized 
by infighting among various agen-
cies and bureaus within the U.S. 
government. Many blame that on 
poor planning and management on 
the part of the Bush administration. 
However, the economics of bureauc-
racy predicts that this is the out-
come we should expect no matter 
which political party is in power. 
Consider the incentives that bu-
reaucrats face. Absent profit and 
loss to judge their effectiveness, the 
success of a bureau is judged by the 
size of its budget and the number of 
bureaucrats employed. Foreign oc-
cupations provide an excellent op-
portunity to increase both. While 
bureaus are supposed to be working 
together toward some common 
goal, the result is that they end up 
fighting with each other in the 
hopes of establishing a dominant 

position and securing a bigger share 
of the resources associated with the 
intervention.

Private firms also seek to 
influence foreign interventions.

Special-interest groups. In ad-
dition to bureaucrats, private firms 
also seek to influence foreign inter-
ventions and secure a share of the 
associated monetary budget. Cen-
tral to the process of securing con-
tracts and significant roles in the 
intervention are the relationships 
between those firms and elected of-
ficials and bureaucrats. A recent ex-
ample from Afghanistan nicely il-
lustrates this logic. 

In 2010, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture partnered with the 
American Soybean Association to 
launch the Agricultural Renewal of 
Afghanistan Initiative at a cost of 
$34 million. The stated goal of the 
initiative was to create a thriving 
soybean industry in Afghanistan. 
Four years later, an audit of the ini-
tiative concluded that it was a com-
plete waste. There was little to no 
demand for soybeans in Afghani-
stan, and the environmental condi-
tions were not conducive to grow-
ing the crop. Members of the 
American Soybean Association 
were enriched at the expense of 
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American taxpayers who ended up 
footing the bill for the sham project. 
This example of pure waste may be 
considered minor, given that it is 
estimated that at least $7 billion has 
been wasted in Afghanistan in total. 
However, it is an important exam-
ple precisely because it is so minor. 
If something like a small agricul-
tural initiative is doomed by ram-
pant cronyism, why should we ex-
pect more-grandiose projects to be 
any different? We should not, as 
foreign military interventions en-
courage widespread fraud and cor-
ruption. 

A massive military-industrial-
aid complex emerged in the post–
World War II period, consisting of a 
dynamic set of political, bureau-
cratic, and economic interests seek-
ing to influence foreign policy re-
gardless of the need or viability of a 
particular policy. Those bureaucra-
cies and special-interest groups 
view foreign interventions as a lu-
crative profit opportunity. Politi-
cians from both of the main politi-
cal parties rely on the fear of foreign 
threats to maximize their votes. The 
perverse incentives created by po-
litical institutions affect foreign in-
terventions by influencing policies 
and outcomes in a manner condu-
cive to dysfunction and failure.

The failure of central planning (again)
The main insights from the eco-

nomic way of thinking regarding 
foreign intervention and military 
occupation can be summarized as 
follows:

(1)	 Policymakers and occu-
piers face an array of con-
straints, both internal and ex-
ternal to the country being 
occupied, which make recon-
struction efforts more likely to 
fail than to succeed.
(2)	 The failure of foreign in-
terventions and reconstruction 
efforts is not a matter of politi-
cal ideology or the political 
party in charge, nor is it an issue 
of “trying harder” with more 
troops, money, the timing of 
elections, or better planning.
(3)	 The failure of foreign in-
tervention and reconstruction 
efforts is due to: the funda-
mental inability of govern-
ment to centrally plan the 
complex array of formal and 
informal institutions of a free 
and prosperous society, and 
political incentives that lead to 
waste, cronyism, and dysfunc-
tion.

Together, those implications 
make me extremely skeptical of the 
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ability of the U.S. government to 
produce liberal institutional change 
in foreign societies. The sheer com-
plexity of the situation, combined 
with the perverse political incen-
tives, is good reason to be predis-
posed against foreign military in-
terventions. Just as the work of 
Ludwig von Mises, F.A. Hayek, 
James Buchanan, Gordon Tullock, 
and others leads us to be skeptical 
about the ability of government to 
achieve grandiose initiatives do-
mestically, so too should we be 
skeptical that government can do so 
internationally, where the complex-
ities are often far greater. 

With the collapse of socialism, 
there is widespread consensus re-
garding the futility of economic 
central planning. Unfortunately, 
the same logic has not been extend-
ed to foreign interventions that at-
tempt to centrally plan economic, 
legal, social, and political institu-
tions. Like socialism, more-recent 
efforts at central planning are likely 
to fail to achieve the desired end. 

If U.S. policymakers and citi-
zens are serious about improving 
the well-being of those in other so-
cieties, there are ways to do so that 
do not involve military interven-
tion. For example, allowing for the 
free movement of people, goods, 
and services would improve the 
well-being of the poorest in the 
world. Such policies do not require 
central planning but, rather, the re-
moval of barriers to individual free-
dom and discovery. At the same 
time, that approach will minimize 
the significant costs of foreign in-
tervention, which include not just 
monetary costs but also the loss of 
domestic freedoms and liberties as-
sociated with an activist and med-
dlesome foreign policy.

Christopher J. Coyne is the F.A. 
Harper Professor of Economics at 
George Mason University. His most 
recent book is Doing Bad by Doing 
Good: Why Humanitarian Action 
Fails. 
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Two Days in the Life 
of President John F. 
Kennedy
by Michael Swanson
Two Days in June: John F. Kennedy 
and the 48 Hours That Made His-
tory by Andrew Cohen (McClelland 
& Stewart, 2014), 404 pages. 

To Move the World: JFK’s Quest for 
Peace by Jeffrey Sachs (Random 
House, 2013), 249 pages. 

November 22, 2013, marked 
the passage of fifty years 
since John F. Kennedy was 

assassinated in Dallas, Texas. The 
milestone garnered a lot of media 
attention and also sparked some-
thing of a boom in books about 
Kennedy. Almost all of them were 
celebratory of his life and his presi-
dency, but some of them also at-
tempted to draw lessons from his 
leadership and time in office that 
could be applied to today.

Historians now know more 
about the Kennedy years than they 
have ever before, thanks to the de-
classification of records following 
the Oliver Stone movie JFK, which 
sparked a public campaign to re-
lease records pertaining to and sur-
rounding Kennedy’s assassination. 
Congress formed the Assassination 
Records Review Board as a result. 
Although some records examined 
by the board are still due to be re-
leased in 2017, the board declassi-
fied more than four million pages of 
records. Many of them had to do 
with Kennedy’s foreign policies.

In July 1962, Kennedy set up a 
secret tape-recording system and 
began to record 260 hours of meet-
ings and phone calls. The Kennedy 
library released those tapes, and the 
Miller Center at the University of 
Virginia has transcribed them up to 
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the end of the Cuban Missile Crisis 
in October of that year and pub-
lished them.

These fly-on-the-wall record-
ings are a great source that helps us 
better understand those particular 
months and the decision-making 
process of Kennedy and his advi-
sors during the missile crisis. How-
ever, the following months have yet 
to be transcribed for the public, so 
there will be more material for peo-
ple to learn from in the future.

All of this new information and 
the passage of time itself have en-
riched the historian’s understand-
ing of Kennedy. Interpretations of 
those years have changed as a re-
sult. In the past, some have por-
trayed Kennedy as a reckless Cold 
Warrior. The disaster of the Bay of 
Pigs invasion, in which 1,500 CIA-
backed Cuban exiles invaded the 
island of Cuba, only to find them-
selves so helplessly outnumbered 
that they surrendered in two days, 
seems to back up that impression. 
And so does the dangerous nuclear 
brinksmanship of the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis. And there has been an 
endless debate on what Kennedy 
would have done in Vietnam if he 
had lived. But the new materials of 
recent years have generated works 
that give a more nuanced look at 
what was really going on. Kennedy 

can now be seen as more restrained 
than reckless, because we now 
know that he turned down calls for 
armed intervention in Laos, Viet-
nam, and Cuba over and over again 
throughout his presidency.

The Cuban Missile Crisis marked 
a turning point in his 

administration that led to a thaw 
in the Cold War.

One common thread in writ-
ings about the Kennedy adminis-
tration is that the president made a 
mistake in approving the failed in-
vasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs 
and afterwards never again would 
he blindly listen to his foreign-poli-
cy advisors. Another theme is that 
the Cuban Missile Crisis marked a 
turning point in his administration 
that led to a thaw in the Cold War 
and a move towards peace on the 
part of the president of the United 
States and the Soviet premier, Niki-
ta Khrushchev.

Two speeches

Two recent books, Two Days in 
June, by journalist Andrew Cohen, 
and To Move the World, by econo-
mist Jeffrey Sachs, take up this 
theme of peace. Cohen’s book fo-
cuses on two speeches that Kenne-
dy gave on consecutive days, which 
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Cohen sees as turning points in 
American history. He sees them as 
“tipping points” in which the presi-
dent made a “pivot” and became a 
true leader.

The first speech is a famous 
commencement address that Ken-
nedy delivered at American Uni-
versity on June 10, 2015. In that ad-
dress, which came almost eight 
months after the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, Kennedy broke from the 
harsh rhetoric used by leaders of 
both the Soviet Union and the 
United States at various times dur-
ing the Cold War.

This speech has taken the name 
“the peace speech,” but Kennedy ti-
tled it “A Strategy of Peace.” A desire 
for a thaw in the Cold War was not 
new. Dwight Eisenhower had hoped 
for one towards the end of his presi-
dency and had high hopes that he 
might be able to make some deal to 
limit the nuclear arms race with 
Khrushchev, only to see his hopes 
dashed by the downing of an Amer-
ican U-2 spy plane over the Soviet 
Union. John Kennedy also spoke of 
a willingness to negotiate with the 
Soviets in his inaugural address.

“But he also knew,” writes Co-
hen, “in the shadow of the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, that it was now time 
to try a new approach to peace. The 
way to do that was not to demonize 

the Russians — the code of the Cold 
War — but to humanize them.”

Instead of speaking of the Soviet 
Union as an evil enemy that should 
never even be talked with, Kennedy 
said that it could be possible to 
make agreements with it if such 
deals were in the best interests of 
both parties. But to do so would 
mean that Americans would have 
to revisit their own attitudes to-
wards the Soviets and be willing to 
“live together in mutual tolerance.”

“Not the peace of the grave or the 
security of the slave. I am talking 

about genuine peace.”

He also asked, “What kind of a 
peace do we seek? Not a Pax Amer-
icana enforced on the world by 
American weapons of war. Not the 
peace of the grave or the security of 
the slave. I am talking about genu-
ine peace, the kind of peace that 
makes life on earth worth living, 
the kind that enables men and na-
tions to grow and to hope and to 
build a better life for their chil-
dren.…”

Such words seem out of place 
today, when the American military 
talks of maintaining “full spectrum 
dominance” and some political 
leaders of recent years in both par-
ties have spoken of the virtues of 
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empire. Kennedy used this address 
to work towards a treaty that 
banned the further testing of nucle-
ar weapons in the atmosphere and 
declared that the United States 
would no longer engage in any 
more airborne atomic tests as long 
as the Soviets did not. And the 
move worked. Within a few months 
the two sides signed an agreement 
and the Senate ratified it.

The president did something no 
president had done up to that 

time: denounce racial  
segregation as a moral wrong.

Kennedy saw that as just one 
step towards peace in the Cold War. 
He gave an address at the United 
Nations offering to explore a joint 
space program with the Soviet 
Union to the moon. But the moves 
towards peace on both sides came 
to an end with his assassination and 
the removal of Khrushchev from 
power almost one year later.

Cohen also focuses on a tele-
vised address to the nation that 
Kennedy gave the very next day 
concerning civil rights and racial 
segregation. With the bulk of Dem-
ocrats in the Senate and Congress 
coming from the South, the Ken-
nedy administration tried to avoid 
the issue of civil rights. But events 

forced it to take a stand and the 
president did so with this address 
that did something no president 
had done up to that time: denounce 
racial segregation as a moral wrong.

“It was the moment that a presi-
dent pivoted. Kennedy was moving 
from a detachment to engagement, 
from being a transaction president 
— as political scientists would clas-
sify leadership of a certain type a 
half-century later — to a transfor-
mative one,” writes Cohen. Kenne-
dy’s address would lead to the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964.

Andrew Cohen’s book works as 
a micro study of those two very im-
portant days in the history of the 
Kennedy administration. It docu-
ments to the best that it can all of 
his movements during those 48 
hours. As you read the book you see 
whom he met with and whom he 
talked with, and even see him es-
cape from the White House for a 
quick dinner party with some 
friends. It makes for an entertaining 
read that makes history come alive.

However, there is always a dan-
ger in any work of history that fo-
cuses on one event to magnify its 
importance or to fail to put it in 
context. Luckily both of these 
events are as important as Cohen 
says they are, but there is still much 
to be learned. 
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Departing from the national-security 
state

Jeffrey Sachs’s book, To Move 
The World, also focuses on Kenne-
dy’s American University address 
and what he calls “JFK’s quest for 
peace” with the Soviet Union in the 
last few months of his presidency. 
Instead of focusing on Kennedy’s 
daily activities, Sachs focuses on 
several of his speeches that he gave 
on this topic.

Sachs is an economist who has 
written books titled the End of Pov-
erty and Common Wealth and who 
seeks global government coopera-
tion to create “inclusive and envi-
ronmentally sustainable growth.” 
He views the Cold War confronta-
tion as the issue of that time and the 
impact of corporate globalization as 
the issue of our time. He uses the 
examples of Kennedy’s speeches 
and leadership as a model for how 
someone of today could bring those 
issues to the world stage. 

Sachs also makes note of Ken-
nedy’s speech on civil rights that 
followed his address at American 
University and writes that “in the 
course of these two days, with these 
two speeches Kennedy crossed the 
threshold from charming, skilled 
politician to moral leader.” Howev-
er, Sachs notes that Kennedy’s ad-
dress at American University was 

not simply an idealistic hope for 
peace, because in it Kennedy set out 
a practical vision of how to move 
the world towards peace by taking 
cooperative steps that would im-
prove relations with the Soviet 
Union.

“By defining our goal more 
clearly, by making it seem more 
manageable and less remote, we can 
help all people to see it, to draw 
hope from it, and to move irresist-
ibly towards it,” said Kennedy.

“Here, in one sentence,” Sachs 
argues, “is the art of great leader-
ship. Define a goal clearly. Explain 
how it can be achieved in manage-
able steps. Help others share the 
goal — in part through great orato-
ry. Their hopes will move them ‘ir-
resistibly’ toward the goal.”

Kennedy was taking a bold new 
course with this speech  

that he knew went against the 
prevailing currents of American 

foreign policy.

Both Sachs and Cohen show 
that this speech by Kennedy was 
unusual. Most presidential foreign-
policy speeches are passed around 
various departments of the nation-
al-security state in order to get  
feedback. The department heads of-
ten find ways to slip in key ideas 
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that they want into the text. How-
ever, Kennedy was taking a bold 
new course with this speech that he 
knew went against the prevailing 
currents of American foreign poli-
cy. Indeed ever since then, no presi-
dent has given an address like it.

The Defense Department had been 
planning for war and not peace. 

Every president since World 
War II has come into office manag-
ing a giant, in-place bureaucracy, as 
described in the book National Se-
curity and Double Government, by 
Michael Glennon, with its own 
goals, objectives, and even opera-
tions. The Cuban exiles had already 
been training for their invasion of 
Cuba when Kennedy got in office 
and the CIA director told him that 
if he didn’t approve of the invasion 
he would have a “disposal problem” 
with them, meaning that word of 
what they had been training for 
would get out. The Defense Depart-
ment had been planning for war 
and not peace. Air Force generals 
such as Curtis Lemay rather envi-
sioned more nuclear missiles being 
built, not fewer.

So Kennedy had only a very 
small circle of close advisors help 
him write the address and then 
passed it on to his secretary of State 

and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff at the very last minute with-
out even asking for their feedback. 
That is about the only way a presi-
dent can present a major initiative 
that represents a departure from 
the national-security state and it is 
becoming an increasingly rare 
thing to occur.

Richard Nixon used this strate-
gy often, especially with respect to 
China and expanding the Vietnam 
War into Laos. Presidents since 
then have done so less and less and 
I am doubtful Barack Obama has 
ever done so. It is a symptom of the 
fact that the size of government and 
the national-security bureaucracy 
itself has grown larger and more 
powerful and influential over the 
years. 

Jeffrey Sachs and Andrew Co-
hen both show how Kennedy’s 
words in these speeches were in-
spiring, but by focusing on them 
like a laser they do not show the 
larger political realities behind 
them and why such leadership 
seems unlikely today. In fact Ken-
nedy’s civil-rights address was de-
livered in response to events and 
not as some grand personal initia-
tive. And there were none an-
nounced in it. It took years of civil-
rights agitation and chaos in the 
streets to make it happen. One 
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wonders what kind of leadership 
we will see more of in the White 
House in the future. Over the past 
fifteen years we have seen foreign-
policy wrecks in Iraq, Libya, and 
Afghanistan. Will the next presi-
dent be able to redirect the nation’s 
energies in a better direction or 
simply continue to react to events? 
Judging by recent history the latter 
seems more likely. In that regard 

Kennedy’s “quest for peace” offers 
lessons for today that not even 
Sachs writes about.

Mike Swanson has an MA in histo-
ry and is an expert on financial and 
monetary history. He is the editor 
and publisher of WallStreetWindow. 
com and the author of The War 
State. 

Economics as a positive science is a body of tenta-
tively accepted generalizations about economic  
phenomena that can be used to predict the conse-
quences of changes in circumstances.

— Milton Friedman
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The Police State’s 
War on America
by David D’Amato
Battlefield America: The War on  
the American People by John W. 
Whitehead (SelectBooks, 2015), 
352 pages. 

John W. Whitehead is among the 
most dedicated and articulate 
civil libertarians of his genera-

tion. His latest book, Battlefield 
America: The War on the American 
People, is a cogent argument that 
today the clear and present danger 
to Americans and their freedom is 
government. Battlefield America ar-
gues convincingly that the Ameri-
can people have docilely accepted a 
police state — that while we were 
entranced by the news media’s con-
tinual, color-coded warnings of ter-

rorist attacks, desensitized by gradu-
al exposure to increasingly mili-  
tarized police, and eagerly awaiting 
the next iPhone, we missed the ma-
terialization of a fully developed 
police state right before our eyes. 
Freedom has not been wrested 
from us violently, Whitehead ar-
gues, but relinquished voluntarily, 
for “a cheap price: safety, security, 
bread, and circuses.” 

Battlefield America’s grim story, 
accented by references to Blade 
Runner and The Terminator, shows 
government power without shack-
les, primed to create a real-life dys-
topia through militaristic infra-
structure already long in place. Be-
fore finally calling us to action in 
part 5 of his book, “The Resistance,” 
Whitehead buries us in an ava-
lanche of evidence. The result is an 
alarming and sobering look inside 
the gears of power, the bowels of an 
imperial state that sees the citizenry 
as its enemy. Whitehead challenges 
us to think about how we see our-
selves, about whether we will accept 
the Brave New World of the police 
state or rebel in favor of freedom.

“The forces of science, technol-
ogy, and history,” Whitehead writes, 
“have ushered in a new era of how 
we view ourselves.” The corporate-
state hopes to exploit this change, 
reducing us to a series of statistics 
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and metrics, to data sets that it can 
use to perfect total control. The Pro-
gressive Era ideal, government ex-
perts with expansive administrative 
powers, unconstrained by old-fash-
ioned, inconvenient constitutional 
restraints, has been realized. With 
the Internet’s constant percolation 
of new content, requests, and inter-
actions — our connections with it 
and each other at their most unin-
terrupted — there is no shortage of 
data for the federal government and 
its willing accomplices to mine. 

The goal is to harvest as much 
information as possible, and to har-
ness new technologies to interpret 
it, always with “total population 
control” in mind and national secu-
rity as the professed rationale. Ev-
erything is couched in the language 
of science and safety. Perhaps the 
strict rationalist in each libertarian 
can sympathize with the impulse, if 
not the actions that grow out of it. 
After all, the modernists — fascists, 
progressives, socialists, and others 
— hoped to leverage new scientific 
revelations in an effort to create  
a neater, cleaner, more orderly so-
cial system. As Whitehead notes, 
quoting Jeffrey Tucker, fascism 
promises “a new and more scientif-
ic way of managing national life.” 
But Socrates and Friedrich Hayek, 
among many others, had lessons to 

teach us about how much we are ac-
tually able to know, about how dif-
ficult indeed it is to usefully apply 
even the little that we can know 
with some certainty to indetermi-
nate things such as society or the 
economy. It ought to come as no 
surprise, then, that the high-water 
mark of modernism was also the 
nadir of respect for human life, the 
20th century witnessing a long list 
of atrocities.

The goal is to harvest as much 
information as possible, always 

with “total population control” in 
mind and national security as the 

professed rationale.

In reading Whitehead’s impres-
sive and illuminative study of the 
“wolf in sheep’s clothing” that is the 
American police state, one thing 
becomes clear about our “age of au-
thoritarianism,” its roots, and its de-
velopment: The police state just is 
the modern state, a product of a 
specific time during which totali-
tarian government power seemed 
the wave of the future, its suppos-
edly impartial, scientific institu-
tions orchestrating and harmoniz-
ing all aspects of society. Such ideas 
about elite control and government 
power are characteristic compo-
nents of high modernism, which 
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James C. Scott describes as “the ide-
ology par excellence of the bureau-
cratic intelligentsia, technicians, 
planners, and engineers.” It also 
happens to be the ideology of the 
“oligarchic elite of government and 
corporate interests” that now rule 
in the United States. 

Perhaps no element of America’s 
unique fascism establishes this 

blurriness more clearly than the 
defense industry.  

Whitehead demonstrates that 
the complicity of America’s largest 
and most powerful corporations 
has been necessary for the execu-
tion of the Orwellian surveillance 
plan and tyrannical over-criminal-
ization instituted by the federal 
government. We learn once again 
that these alliances are a feature of 
historical fascism, a system of po-
litical economy that blurs the lines 
between economic institutions and 
those of the formal state. 

Perhaps no element of Ameri-
ca’s unique fascism establishes this 
blurriness more clearly than the de-
fense industry. To help us under-
stand the military-industrial com-
plex’s transformation of American 
government, Whitehead borrows 
constitutional law scholar Arthur 
Miller’s use of the idea of syzygy. 

Syzygy is “the conjunction of two 
organisms without either of them 
losing its identity,” and libertarian 
thinkers have long remarked that 
the concerted growth of big busi-
ness and big government has re-
dounded to the benefit of both. It is 
a great and often very useful myth 
that one of the two apparent sides 
extends its power and influence 
only to the detriment of the other, 
as if the two weren’t aligned in their 
interests, even made up of the same 
rotating core of elites. The myth’s 
believers may not have noticed that 
our congressmen become lobbyists, 
that our top military and intelli-
gence officials become defense-in-
dustry executives, that our political 
institutions are hopelessly inter-
twined with Big Banks, Big Pharma, 
Big Defense — the list goes on.

We are the enemy.

The real political contest does 
not pit conservatives against liber-
als, Republicans against Democrats, 
but instead positions the power 
elite against all the rest of us; White-
head understands that this contest, 
libertarians versus authoritarians, 
cuts through partisanship and cable 
news punditry. As John Stuart Mill 
said in On Liberty, genuine prog-
ress, that is, movement in the direc-
tion of liberty, is necessarily “antag-
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onistic to the sway of Custom,” “the 
spirit of liberty” aiming at a far fre-
er, and therefore radically different, 
world than the one offered by tradi-
tion and convention. On the other 
hand, insofar as modernity and 
“progress” have made themselves 
the enemies of the spontaneous or-
derings of a free, natural society, 
libertarians must look — often 
quite conservatively — for a revival 
of those self-organized societal in-
stitutions that have been suppressed 
by the modern state, treated as ri-
vals to its machinery of power. 

For these reasons, libertarians 
may at once be both conservative 
and radical in orientation. Where 
liberty is a constant, a principle that 
endures from age to age, terms like 
“conservative” and “progressive” are 
relative and contingent. We should 
expect to find among both groups 
apologists for and opponents of the 
police state described in Battlefield 
America. And the police state has 
been searching methodically for  
its potential ideological enemies. 
Whitehead describes two Depart-
ment of Homeland Security re-
ports, released in 2009, that define 
as “Rightwing Extremists” those 
who “are mainly antigovernment, 
rejecting federal authority in favor 
of state or local authority, or reject-
ing government authority entirely.” 

As Whitehead notes, “These reports 
indicate that for the government, 
so-called extremism is not a parti-
san matter. Anyone seen as oppos-
ing the government — whether 
they’re Left, Right, or somewhere in 
between — is a target….”

Whitehead observes that the 
American police state has made it 
increasingly dangerous to own a 
firearm, even completely legally.

As a corollary of traducing lib-
ertarians as “Rightwing Extrem-
ists,” Whitehead observes that the 
American police state has made it 
increasingly dangerous to own a 
firearm, even completely legally; 
“possessing one,” he writes, “can 
now get you pulled over, searched, 
arrested, subjected to all manner of 
surveillance, treated as a suspect 
without ever having committed a 
crime, shot at, and killed.” 

Of course, the agents of the 
state, equipped with hand-me-
down military-grade weaponry, 
will never have their guns taken 
from them, will never be harassed 
for exercising a legitimate right — 
or even for needlessly and abusively 
harassing others. Battlefield Ameri-
ca points out the deep hypocrisy 
and injustice of disarming peaceful 
citizens while police officers “are 
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rarely given more than a slap on the 
wrist” for improper uses of their 
weapons against unarmed Ameri-
cans. Quite contrary to the oft-re-
peated canard that full and consis-
tent respect for the fundamental 
right to own a firearm leads neces-
sarily to a violent culture, White-
head contends that we ought to re-
assess the U.S. government’s role in 
creating that culture. Government 
at all levels actively cultivates “the 
steady diet of violence that perme-
ates everything in our culture,” the 
trappings of a pernicious military 
worship everywhere at hand. 

It is government, not perfectly 
nonviolent firearm owners, that 
occupies our neighborhoods like a 
conquering foreign force, bran-
dishing high-tech automatic weap-
ons, assault vehicles, and grenade 
launchers. Homogenized culture 
and standardized education have 
weakened our natural responses to 
such displays and exercises of abso-
lute power. Indeed, we have known 
little else, products of a political 
system that draws all power to its 
gravitational center. Steadily, the 
exceptions to the rule of law that 
protects our civil liberties have en-
croached upon the rule, narrowing 
its parameters, finally swallowing it 
altogether.

If it ever did in the first place, 
government today does not belong 
to us and is not responsible to us, 
representing the interests of a pub-
lic-private faction of elites. Battle-
field America calls for a new Ameri-
can Revolution, one of neither 
violent insurrection nor of the 
largely hollow propitiation of vot-
ing. Whitehead advises nonviolent 
resistance, directed by fundamental 
principles that teach us to “question 
everything” and escape the vapidity 
of the “electronic concentration 
camp,” the world of mindless hyp-
notism induced by our cherished 
electronic devices. 

It is refreshing to see a libertari-
an counsel us — completely with-
out condescension — to avoid the 
distractions of America’s culture of 
empty materialism and consumer-
ism. Battlefield America under-
stands the character and the impor-
tance of the moral choice before us, 
the choice between a free society 
and a society that is a prison “with-
out visible walls.” 

David S. D’Amato is an attorney 
with an LL.M. in international law 
and business.
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