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Adhering to Principle 
to Achieve Liberty, 
Part 1
by Jacob G. Hornberger

I believe that when it comes to 
liberty, principles and ideals are 
everything. It has been princi-

ples and ideals that have given us 
such grand and glorious achieve-
ments as freedom of speech, free-
dom of religion, freedom of the 
press, habeas corpus, due process of 
law, and trial by jury. 

I also believe that adherence to 
principle is key to achieving a free 
society. Abandoning principle for 
the sake of popularity, acceptance, 
or credibility will doom any chance 
we have for achieving freedom in 
our lifetime. 

Imagine that you live in Ala-
bama in 1858. You learn of a slav-
ery-reform group that calls for bet-
ter conditions for slaves on the 
plantations. The group calls for 

fewer lashings, shorter work hours, 
better food, and improved health-
care. Even though the organization 
is being criticized by plantation 
owners, you decide to join and sup-
port it. You want to see the slavery 
system reformed in positive ways. 
You are doing your best to make life 
better for the slaves as they live and 
work on the plantations. No doubt 
the slaves will appreciate what you 
are doing for them.

There is one big problem, how-
ever: Slavery reform would not be 
freedom. Achieving freedom would 
require the end, not the reform, of 
slavery. 

Now, bring yourself back to the 
21st century. We Americans live 
what can be called a life of serfdom 
under a welfare-warfare state, a 
type of governmental system in 
which the state is sovereign and the 
citizens are subordinate. 

Conservatives and liberals and 
even many libertarians have devoted 
their lives, resources, and energies to 
reforming and improving the wel-
fare-warfare state system. Welfare 
reform. Regulatory reform. Crimi-
nal-justice reform. Income-tax re-
form. Drug-war reform. Monetary 
reform. Social Security reform. 
Medicare reform. Foreign-policy re-
form. Education reform. Reform of 
the Pentagon, the CIA, and the NSA. 
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Such reforms, of course, might 
well improve the lives of American 
serfs, just as slavery reforms in Ala-
bama might have improved the 
lives of the slaves. But it is impor-
tant to recognize that a reformed 
serfdom is not freedom. If all that 
we libertarians do is succeed in re-
forming the serfdom system under 
which we live, the most we will have 
achieved is an improved way of life 
as serfs. We will not have achieved 
our freedom, which is what liber-
tarianism is really all about. Free-
dom necessarily consists of dis-
mantling every infringement on 
freedom. It requires the repeal, abo-
lition, or end of every single gov-
ernment program, law, regulation, 
department, and agency that forms 
a part of the welfare-warfare state. 

Are Americans free?

There are two critically impor-
tant questions that I believe should 
be discussed and debated all across 
America, particularly in the context 
of the 2020 political races: What 
does it mean to be free? And what is 
the legitimate role of government in 
a free society?

Why are these two questions so 
critically important? 

First, in order to achieve a genu-
inely free society, it is necessary for 
Americans to come to the realiza-

tion that they are not genuinely 
free, no matter how much they 
might believe they are. 

Second, once people realize that 
they aren’t free, then they have to 
make the choice whether they want 
to be free. 

Third, if they want to be free, an 
understanding of the legitimate role 
of government in a free society be-
comes imperative.

Freedom necessarily  
consists of dismantling every 

infringement on freedom.

The fact is that most Americans 
honestly believe that they are free. This 
is one of the major distinguishing 
characteristics between non-liber-
tarians, including both conserva-
tives and liberals (i.e., progressives), 
and libertarians. Non-libertarians 
are convinced that Americans are a 
free people and that they live in a 
free country. Libertarians know 
that that simply isn’t true. 

I myself grew up thinking that I 
was free. Like most other children 
in the 1950s and 1960s, I was sent 
into the state’s public-schooling sys-
tem. Most children who are sent 
into that system end up thinking 
the same thing that I did — that 
they live in a free country. That’s be-
cause one of the main purposes of 
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the state’s educational system is to 
indoctrinate children into believing 
that they are free. When I was a 
public-school student for 12 years, 
everyone in class would be required 
to stand and recite the Pledge of Al-
legiance, which stated in part that 
America was a country where there 
was “liberty and justice for all.”

It wasn’t until I discovered liber-
tarianism that I realized the deep 
and insidious nature of the lie with 
which I had been indoctrinated. Lib-
ertarianism enabled me to “break 
through” the years of indoctrina-
tion and see the truth. The same ap-
plies to every other libertarian.

Non-libertarians have not yet 
achieved that breakthrough. At the 
risk of belaboring the obvious, if a 
person is convinced he’s already 
free, he is not going to do anything 
to achieve a free society. The words 
of the 19th-century German think-
er Johann von Goethe describe the 
plight of American non-libertari-
ans: “None are more hopelessly en-
slaved than those who falsely be-
lieve they are free.” 

The mindset of modern-day 
Americans, including both conser-
vatives and liberals, also explains 
their befuddlement over our liber-
tarian goal of achieving a genuinely 
free society. As far as they are con-
cerned, if one is already free, then 

what’s the point of striving to 
achieve a free society?

Let us examine particular as-
pects of America’s governmental 
system in order to demonstrate this 
phenomenon more clearly.

Social Security and the welfare state 

Contrary to popular opinion, 
especially among seniors, Social Se-
curity is not a retirement program. 
There is no retirement fund into 
which seniors have “contributed” 
their money over their lifetime. 
There are no individual lockboxes 
at Fort Knox with the name of each 
senior on them that contain each 
person’s “contributions.”

If a person is convinced  
he’s already free, he is not going 

to do anything to achieve  
a free society.

In fact, no one makes any con-
tributions at all. People pay taxes, 
just as people throughout history 
have paid taxes. The government 
uses those tax revenues in certain 
ways, for example to pay the ex-
penses of running the government. 
Taxes are not contributions. They 
are forced exactions imposed by the 
government. And the government 
normally spends its tax revenues as 
soon as it receives them. 
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The idea of taxing the young to 
give money to seniors originated 
among German socialists at the end 
of the 1800s. American Progres-
sives embraced the idea and made it 
their goal to have it adopted here in 
the United States. Social Security 
was adopted in the United States 
the 1930s.

Social Security is based on the 
concept of mandatory “charity.” 
Under this system, the state forcibly 
collects taxes in order to give the 
money to seniors, after deducting 
the necessary amount to cover its 
expenses to perform that service. 
The system in which the state takes 
money from people to whom it be-
longs in order to give it to others 
has come to be known as the “wel-
fare state.” Based on the Marxian 
principle “from each according to 
his ability, to each according to his 
need,” Social Security is a variation 
of the socialist paradigm.

Medicare and Medicaid are 
based on the same principle — tak-
ing money from one group of people 
and using it to provide health-care 
services to another group of people. 
The same applies to farm subsidies, 
education grants, foreign aid, and 
every other welfare-state program.

It’s worth noting that the Amer-
ican people lived without income 
taxation and Social Security, Medi-

care, Medicaid, and other welfare-
state programs, departments, and 
agencies for more than a century. 
From the time the United States 
came into existence in the late 1700s 
until the welfare state was adopted 
in the 1930s, charity was voluntary. 
Our American ancestors believed 
that a system of voluntary charity 
was the only system that was com-
patible with the principles of a free 
society.

The welfare state  
constitutes a massive 

infringement on freedom.

There is no way that one can 
reconcile a system based on man-
datory “charity” with the principles 
of individual freedom. A genuinely 
free society is one in which people 
are free to keep everything they 
earn and decide for themselves 
what to do with it. 

Thus, with its principle of co-
erced charity, the welfare state con-
stitutes a massive infringement on 
freedom. Therefore, a necessary 
prerequisite for achieving a free so-
ciety is lifting that infringement. 
Leaving Social Security intact nec-
essarily defers that freedom.

Conservatives and liberals, 
needless to say, are both committed 
to preserving Social Security, Medi-
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care, Medicaid, and most other 
welfare-state programs. They be-
lieve that people cannot be trusted 
with freedom. They are convinced 
that most young people would turn 
their backs on their parents and 
grandparents in a time of emergen-
cy or need. They say that young 
people simply cannot be trusted 
with the freedom to make that deci-
sion on their own. They say that 
they need to be forced to care for 
their loved ones. If Social Security 
and Medicare and other welfare-
state programs were abolished to-
day, they claim, there would be 
people dying in the streets tomor-
row. Conservatives and liberals 
have no faith in freedom or a free 
people. Their system of state-man-
dated “charity” is based on a lack of 
faith in freedom, in themselves, in 
others, and even in God, who vest-
ed man with the gift of free will.

We libertarians believe other-
wise. We believe that freedom nec-
essarily entails the right to keep ev-
erything a person earns and decide 
for himself what to do with it — 
save, invest, donate, or spend. In a 
genuinely free society, no one is 
forced to share his money with any-
one, including his parents, grand-
parents, the poor, or some foreign 
ruler. We also believe that people 
can be trusted with freedom and 

that a free people will respond posi-
tively to honoring their mother and 
father and helping others in need, 
all on a voluntary basis.

Many conservatives and liberals 
know that Social Security, Medicare, 
Medicaid, and other welfare-state 
programs contradict the principles 
of a free society. They don’t care. 
They are willing to relinquish free-
dom for the “security” that comes 
with the dole society. Having a gov-
ernment “safety net” is more impor-
tant to them than a genuinely free 
society, one in which there is no 
safety net, one in which everyone is 
free to keep his own money and de-
cide what to do with it.

Conservatives and liberals have no 
faith in freedom or a free people.

But there are still many non-lib-
ertarians who simply do not realize 
that the welfare state contradicts the 
principles of freedom. Remember: 
They are convinced that they are free 
even though they know that they 
live under a welfare-state system.

That’s why these two questions 
should be discussed and debated all 
across the country and are so criti-
cally important: What does it mean 
to be free, and what is the legitimate 
role of government in a free soci-
ety? In order to want freedom, peo-
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ple have to first discover what we 
libertarians have discovered — that 
we are not free and that one of the 
reasons we are not free is that we 
live in a system based on mandato-
ry “charity.”

One of the reasons we are not free 
is that we live in a system based 

on mandatory “charity.”

Now, it is true that when non-
libertarians discover that they are 
not free, they might well decide to 
join the ranks of conservatives and 
liberals and choose welfare-state se-
curity over freedom. But at least 
then they are making a conscious 
choice. And when people realize 
that they are faced with a choice, at 
least there exists the possibility that 
they will join up with us libertarians 
and choose freedom over security. 

This is where methodology and 
principle come into play insofar as 
we libertarians are concerned. 

Immediate repeal

When it comes to Social Secu-
rity and Medicare, many libertari-
ans have decided to settle for re-
form rather than stand firmly for 
repeal and abolition. Given that a 
free society necessarily entails lift-
ing all infringements on liberty, lib-
ertarian reformers have effectively 

surrendered any hope for a free so-
ciety in the near term. They have 
resigned themselves to doing their 
best to improve the lot of the serfs 
on the plantation. They have given 
up on achieving freedom.

One popular libertarian reform 
plan, for example, calls for replacing 
the current Social Security system 
with one based on mandatory retire-
ment accounts. Under this plan, the 
state would require everyone to con-
tribute a certain amount of money 
into a government-approved and 
government-regulated retirement 
account. The plan would be like a 
mandatory IRA or 401k program.

Would that type of Social Secu-
rity system be better than the one 
that we have now? Maybe, maybe 
not. But notice something impor-
tant: There would still be govern-
mental force involved. People 
would not be free to decide for 
themselves whether to save for their 
retirement or not. That freedom of 
choice would be denied them. Such 
a plan would fall under the rubric of 
“economic fascism,” a system in 
which private ownership of prop-
erty is allowed but only under strict 
government control or regulation. 
It is not a coincidence that propo-
nents of this particular Social Secu-
rity reform plan use as their model 
the Social Security program of 
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Chilean Gen. Augusto Pinochet, a 
brutal and ruthless unelected mili-
tary dictator.

Notice something else impor-
tant: The adoption of a fascist Social 
Security program would necessari-
ly mean that freedom would be de-
ferred for a long time, at the very 
least for decades. That’s because the 
reform plan would inevitably re-
main in existence at least for the life 
span of today’s seniors. 

There is something else to con-
sider about such a plan: today’s se-
niors. Even if a fascist retirement 
plan were adopted, that would cov-
er only young people today. What 
about today’s seniors? What would 
happen to them under such a plan? 
There is no way that libertarian pro-
ponents of a fascist retirement pro-
gram would leave today’s seniors 
hanging. They know that to get 
their fascist plan adopted, they 
would have to show how today’s se-
niors would continue to be taken 
care of by the government.

Thus, a fascist Social Security 
plan would inevitably have to be a 
hybrid Social Security plan, one 
that maintains the old socialist sys-
tem for today’s seniors and simulta-
neously adopts the fascist system 
for younger people. Let’s say that 
seniors live, on average, another 20 
years. That necessarily means free-

dom is deferred for another two  
decades. And then what if 20 years 
from now, people who are 40 today 
claim that they have a “right” to get 
back what they “put in.” Saying yes 
to them would mean another 20 
years of freedom deferred. That 
means at least 40 more years before 
libertarians can achieve the free so-
ciety. And then what if the second 
batch of 40-year-olds claims, “We 
put it in and so we have a right to 
get it back”? It means that freedom 
is deferred forever.

For those of us who want free-
dom now, neither a socialist nor 
fascist Social Security plan is satis-
factory. The only thing that is con-
sistent with freedom is the immedi-
ate repeal, not the reform, of Social 
Security as well as Medicare, Med-
icaid, education grants, farm subsi-
dies, foreign aid, and every other 
welfare-state program.

Is such a goal attainable? If so, 
how do we achieve it?

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

NEXT MONTH: 
“Adhering to Principle to 
Achieve Liberty, Part 2”  
by Jacob G. Hornberger
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America’s Benevolent 
Bombing of Serbia
by James Bovard

Twenty years ago, President 
Bill Clinton commenced 
bombing Serbia in the name 

of human rights, justice, and ethnic 
tolerance. Approximately 1,500 
Serb civilians were killed by NATO 
bombing in one of the biggest sham 
morality plays of the modern era. 
As British professor Philip Ham-
mond recently noted, the 78-day 
bombing campaign “was not a 
purely military operation: NATO 
also destroyed what it called ‘dual-
use’ targets, such as factories, city 
bridges, and even the main televi-
sion building in downtown Bel-
grade, in an attempt to terrorise the 
country into surrender.”

Clinton’s unprovoked attack on 
Serbia, intended to help ethnic Al-
banians seize control of Kosovo, set 
a precedent for “humanitarian” 

warring that was invoked by sup-
porters of George W. Bush’s unpro-
voked attack on Iraq, Barack Oba-
ma’s bombing of Libya, and Donald 
Trump’s bombing of Syria. 

Clinton remains a hero in Koso-
vo, and there is an 11-foot statue of 
him standing in the capitol, Pristina, 
on Bill Clinton Boulevard. A com-
mentator in the United Kingdom’s 
Guardian newspaper noted that the 
statue showed Clinton “with a left 
hand raised, a typical gesture of a 
leader greeting the masses. In his 
right hand he is holding documents 
engraved with the date when NATO 
started the bombardment of Serbia, 
24 March 1999.” It would have been 
a more accurate representation if 
Clinton was shown standing on the 
corpses of the women, children, and 
others killed in the U.S. bombing 
campaign.

Bombing Serbia was a family af-
fair in the Clinton White House. 
Hillary Clinton revealed to an in-
terviewer in the summer of 1999, “I 
urged him to bomb. You cannot let 
this go on at the end of a century 
that has seen the major holocaust of 
our time. What do we have NATO 
for if not to defend our way of life?” 
A biography of Hillary Clinton, 
written by Gail Sheehy and pub-
lished in late 1999, stated that Mrs. 
Clinton had refused to talk to the 
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president for eight months after the 
Monica Lewinsky scandal broke. 
She resumed talking to her husband 
only when she phoned him and 
urged him in the strongest terms to 
begin bombing Serbia; the presi-
dent began bombing within 24 
hours. Alexander Cockburn ob-
served in the Los Angeles Times, 

It’s scarcely surprising that 
Hillary would have urged 
President Clinton to drop 
cluster bombs on the Serbs to 
defend “our way of life.” The 
first lady is a social engineer. 
She believes in therapeutic po-
licing and the duty of the state 
to impose such policing. War 
is more social engineering, 
“fixitry” via high explosive, 
social therapy via cruise mis-
sile…. As a tough therapeutic 
cop, she does not shy away 
from the most abrupt expres-
sion of the therapy: the death 
penalty.

I followed the war closely from 
the start, but selling articles to edi-
tors bashing the bombing was as 
easy as pitching paeans to Scientol-
ogy. Instead of breaking into news-
print, my venting occurred instead 
in my journal:

April 7, 1999: Much of the me-
dia and most of the American 
public are evaluating Clinton’s 
Serbian policy based on the 
pictures of the bomb damage 
— rather than by asking 
whether there is any coherent 
purpose or justification for 
bombing. The ultimate tri-
umph of photo opportuni-
ties.... What a travesty and na-
tional disgrace for this 
country.

April 17: My bottom line 
on the Kosovo conflict: I hate 
holy wars. And this is a holy 
war for American good deeds 
— or for America’s saintly self-
image? Sen. John McCain said 
the war is necessary to “up-
hold American values.” Make 
me barf! Just another ... Hit-
ler-of-the-month attack.

May 13: This damn Serbi-
an war ... is a symbol of all that 
is wrong with the righteous 
approach to the world ... and to 
problems within this nation.

The KLA

The Kosovo Liberation Army’s 
savage nature was well known be-
fore the Clinton administration for-
mally christened them “freedom 
fighters” in 1999. The previous year, 
the State Department condemned 
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“terrorist action by the so-called 
Kosovo Liberation Army.” The KLA 
was heavily involved in drug traf-
ficking and had close to ties to Osa-
ma bin Laden. Arming the KLA 
helped Clinton portray himself as a 
crusader against injustice and shift 
public attention after his impeach-
ment trial. Clinton was aided by 
many congressmen eager to portray 
U.S. bombing as an engine of right-
eousness. Sen. Joe Lieberman 
whooped that the United States and 
the KLA “stand for the same values 
and principles. Fighting for the 
KLA is fighting for human rights 
and American values.”

American and NATO forces stood 
by as the KLA resumed its ethnic 

cleansing, bombing Serbian 
churches, and oppressing any 

non-Muslims.

In early June 1999, the Washing-
ton Post reported that “some presi-
dential aides and friends are de-
scribing [bombing] Kosovo in 
Churchillian tones, as Clinton’s ‘fin-
est hour.’” Clinton administration 
officials justified killing civilians be-
cause, it alleged the Serbs were com-
mitting genocide in Kosovo. After 
the bombing ended, no evidence of 
genocide was found, but Clinton 
and Britain’s Tony Blair continued 

boasting as if their war had stopped 
a new Hitler in his tracks.

In a speech to American troops 
in a Thanksgiving 1999 visit, Clin-
ton declared that the Kosovar chil-
dren “love the United States ... be-
cause we gave them their freedom 
back.” Perhaps Clinton saw free-
dom as nothing more than being 
tyrannized by people of the same 
ethnicity. As the Serbs were driven 
out of Kosovo, Kosovar Albanians 
became increasingly oppressed by 
the KLA, which ignored its com-
mitment to disarm. The Los Angeles 
Times reported on November 20, 
1999, 

As a postwar power struggle 
heats up in Kosovo Albanian 
politics, extremists are trying 
to silence moderate leaders 
with a terror campaign of kid-
nappings, beatings, bombings, 
and at least one killing. The 
intensified attacks against 
members of the moderate 
Democratic League of Koso-
vo, or LDK, have raised con-
cerns that radical ethnic Alba-
nians are turning against their 
own out of fear of losing pow-
er in a democratic Kosovo.

American and NATO forces 
stood by as the KLA resumed its 
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ethnic cleansing, slaughtering Serb-
ian civilians, bombing Serbian 
churches, and oppressing non-
Muslims. Almost a quarter million 
Serbs, Gypsies, Jews, and other mi-
norities fled Kosovo after Clinton 
promised to protect them. In March 
2000 renewed fighting broke out 
when the KLA launched attacks 
into Serbia, trying to seize territory 
that it claimed historically belonged 
to ethnic Albanians. UN Human 
Rights Envoy Jiri Dienstbier report-
ed that “the [NATO] bombing 
hasn’t solved any problems. It only 
multiplied the existing problems 
and created new ones. The Yugoslav 
economy was destroyed. Kosovo is 
destroyed. There are hundreds of 
thousands of people unemployed 
now.”

U.S. complicity in atrocities

Prior to the NATO bombing, 
American citizens had no responsi-
bility for atrocities committed by 
either Serbs or ethnic Albanians. 
However, after American planes 
bombed much of Serbia into rubble 
to drive the Serbian military out of 
Kosovo, Clinton effectively made 
the United States responsible for 
the safety of the remaining Serbs in 
Kosovo. That was equivalent to 
forcibly disarming a group of peo-
ple, and then standing by, whistling 

and looking at the ground, while 
they are slaughtered. Since the 
United States promised to bring 
peace to Kosovo, Clinton bears 
some responsibility for every burnt 
church, every murdered Serbian 
grandmother, every new refugee 
column streaming north out of 
Kosovo. Despite those problems, 
Clinton bragged at a December 8, 
1999, press conference that he was 
“very, very proud” of what the Unit-
ed States had done in Kosovo.

“The [NATO] bombing hasn’t solved 
any problems. It only multiplied 

the existing problems and 
created new ones.”

I had a chapter on the Serbian 
bombing campaign titled “Moral-
izing with Cluster Bombs” in Feel-
ing Your Pain: The Explosion and 
Abuse of Government Power in the 
Clinton–Gore Years (St. Martin’s 
Press, 2000), which sufficed to spur 
at least one or two reviewers to at-
tack the book. Norman Provizer, 
the director of the Golda Meir Cen-
ter for Political Leadership, scoffed 
in the Denver Rocky Mountain 
News, “Bovard chastises Clinton for 
an illegal, undeclared war in Koso-
vo without ever bothering to men-
tion that, during the entire run of 
American history, there have been 
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but four official declarations of war 
by Congress.”

As the chaotic situation in post-
war Kosovo became stark, it was 
easier to work in jibes against the 
debacle. In an October 2002 USA 
Today article (“Moral High Ground 
Not Won on Battlefield“) bashing 
the Bush administration’s push for 
war against Iraq, I pointed out, “A 
desire to spread freedom does not 
automatically confer a license to 
kill.... Operation Allied Force in 
1999 bombed Belgrade, Yugoslavia, 
into submission purportedly to lib-
erate Kosovo. Though Serbian lead-
er Slobodan Milosevic raised the 
white flag, ethnic cleansing contin-
ued — with the minority Serbs be-
ing slaughtered and their churches 
burned to the ground in the same 
way the Serbs previously oppressed 
the ethnic Albanians.”

A desire to spread freedom  
does not automatically confer a 

license to kill.

In a 2011 review for The Ameri-
can Conservative, I scoffed, “After 
NATO planes killed hundreds if not 
thousands of Serb and ethnic Alba-
nian civilians, Bill Clinton could 
pirouette as a savior. Once the 
bombing ended, many of the Serbs 
remaining in Kosovo were slaugh-

tered and their churches burned to 
the ground. NATO’s ‘peace’ pro-
duced a quarter million Serbian, 
Jewish, and Gypsy refugees.” 

In 2014, a European Union task 
force confirmed that the ruthless 
cabal that Clinton empowered by 
bombing Serbia committed atroci-
ties that included murdering per-
sons to extract and sell their kid-
neys, livers, and other body parts. 
Clint Williamson, the chief prose-
cutor of a special European Union 
task force, declared in 2014 that se-
nior members of the Kosovo Liber-
ation Army (KLA) had engaged in 
“unlawful killings, abductions, en-
forced disappearances, illegal de-
tentions in camps in Kosovo and 
Albania, sexual violence, forced 
displacements of individuals from 
their homes and communities, and 
desecration and destruction of 
churches and other religious sites.”

The New York Times reported 
that the trials of Kosovo body 
snatchers may be stymied by cover-
ups and stonewalling: “Past inves-
tigations of reports of organ traf-
ficking in Kosovo have been 
undermined by witnesses’ fears of 
testifying in a small country where 
clan ties run deep and former mem-
bers of the KLA are still feted as he-
roes. Former leaders of the KLA 
occupy high posts in the govern-
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America’s Benevolent Bombing of Serbia

Economics is not about things and tangible  
material objects; it is about men, their meanings 
and actions.

— Ludwig von Mises

ment.” American politicians almost 
entirely ignored the scandal. Vice 
President Joe Biden hailed former 
KLA leader and Kosovo Prime 
Minister Hashim Thaci in 2010 as 
“the George Washington of Koso-
vo.” A few months later, a Council 
of Europe investigative report 
tagged Thaci as an accomplice to 
the body-trafficking operation.

Clinton’s war on Serbia opened 
a Pandora’s box from which the 
world still suffers. Because politi-
cians and pundits portrayed that 
war as a moral triumph, it was easi-
er for subsequent presidents to  
portray U.S. bombing as the self-
evident triumph of good over evil. 
Honest assessments of wrongful 

killings remain few and far between 
in media coverage. 

James Bovard is a policy advisor to 
The Future of Freedom Foundation 
and is the author of a new ebook,  
Freedom Frauds: Hard Lessons in 
American Liberty, published by FFF, 
Public Policy Hooligan, Attention 
Deficit Democracy, and eight other 
books.

NEXT MONTH: 
“2002 Landmarks on the  

Road to 1984”  
by James Bovard
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Americans Didn’t 
Need the Original 
New Deal
by Laurence M. Vance

We have heard much this 
year about how much 
the country needs a 

Green New Deal to reverse the neg-
ative effects of climate change, en-
sure economic security, revamp the 
nation’s transportation system, re-
store damaged ecosystems, secure a 
sustainable environment, and 
achieve justice and equality. Over-
looked in all of the analyses of the 
Green New Deal is that Americans 
didn’t need the original New Deal. 

The Green New Deal

On February 7, newly elected 
Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-
N.Y.) introduced in the U.S. House 
a resolution (H.Res.109) “recogniz-
ing the duty of the Federal Govern-
ment to create a Green New Deal.” 

On the same day, the veteran Sen. 
Edward Markey (D-Mass.) intro-
duced a companion resolution (S.
Res.59) in the U.S. Senate. Accord-
ing to the U.S. Senate, “A simple res-
olution addresses matters entirely 
within the prerogative of one house,” 
is “also used to express the senti-
ments of a single house,” or may 
simply give “advice.” Simple resolu-
tions require neither the approval of 
the other House of Congress nor 
the signature of the president, as 
they do not have the force of law.

Prior to the introduction of her 
Green New Deal resolution, Repre-
sentative Ocasio-Cortez issued a 
“Green New Deal FAQ.” A similar 
FAQ sheet was sent to the media on 
the day the resolution was intro-
duced. The Green New Deal “is a 
10-year plan to create a greenhouse 
gas neutral society that creates un-
precedented levels of prosperity 
and wealth for all while ensuring 
economic and environmental jus-
tice and security.” The Green New 
Deal achieves this “through a World 
War 2 scale mobilization that fo-
cuses the robust and creative eco-
nomic engine of the United States 
on reversing climate change by fully 
rebuilding our crumbling infra-
structure, restoring our natural 
ecosystems, dramatically expand-
ing renewable power generation, 
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overhauling our entire transporta-
tion system, upgrading all our 
buildings, jumpstarting US clean 
manufacturing, transforming US 
agriculture, and putting our nation’s 
people to work doing what they do 
best: making the impossible possi-
ble.” The Green New Deal also “calls 
for an upgrade to the basic eco-
nomic securities enjoyed by all peo-
ple in the US to ensure everybody 
benefits from the newly created 
wealth.” This “upgrade” builds on 
“FDR’s second bill of rights” by 
guaranteeing to every American:

•  A job with family-sustain-
ing wages, family and medical 
leave, vacations, and retire-
ment security
•  High-quality  education, 
including higher education 
and trade schools
•  High-quality health care
•  Clean  air  and  water  and 
access to nature
•  Healthy food
•  Safe,  affordable,  adequate 
housing
•  An  economic  environ-
ment free of monopolies
•  Economic  security  to  all 
who are unable or unwilling 
to work

And that is just the beginning: 
“The economic securities and pro-
grams for justice and equity laid out 
in this Green New Deal resolution 
are a bare minimum of what we 
need to do to successfully execute 
the Green New Deal.”

It’s not just the Democratic  
Party that is pushing the Green 

New Deal.

And how will the Green New 
Deal be paid for? It will be paid for 
“the same way we paid for the origi-
nal New Deal, World War II, the 
bank bailouts, tax cuts for the rich, 
and decades of war — with public 
money appropriated by Congress.” 
But also, “the Federal Reserve can 
extend credit to power these proj-
ects and investments,” “new public 
banks can be created to extend 
credit,” and the government can 
“take an equity stake in Green New 
Deal projects so the public gets a re-
turn on its investment.” In the end, 
the Green New Deal is not an ex-
penditure; it is “an investment in 
our economy that should grow our 
wealth as a nation.”

It’s not just the Democratic Par-
ty that is pushing the Green New 
Deal. Not at all surprising, the 
Green Party also supports a Green 
New Deal. Although the center-
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piece of the Green New Deal “is a 
transition to 100% clean energy by 
2030,” it also “includes an Econom-
ic Bill of Rights, which ensures all 
citizens the right to employment 
through a Full-Employment Pro-
gram that will create 20 million jobs 
by implementing a nationally fund-
ed, but locally controlled direct-
employment initiative.” Unemploy-
ment offices will be replaced “with 
local employment offices offering 
public sector jobs that are ‘stored’ in 
job banks in order to take up any 
slack in private sector employ-
ment.” The Green New Deal “will 
provide assistance to workers and 
local communities that now have 
workers employed in the fossil fuel 
industry and to the developing 
world as it responds to climate-
change damage caused by the in-
dustrial world.” It will “end unem-
ployment in America once and for 
all by guaranteeing a job at a living 
wage for every American willing 
and able to work.” Once imple-
mented, the Green New Deal “will 
revive the economy, turn the tide 
on climate change and make wars 
for oil obsolete.” 

And how will the Green Party’s 
Green New Deal be paid for? “We 
will need revenues between $700 
billion to $1 trillion annually for the 
Green New Deal,” says the Green 

Party. Cutting the military budget 
by 50 percent and subsequently 
saving “several hundred billion dol-
lars per year would go a very long 
way toward creating green jobs at 
home.” The revenue from a carbon 
tax “will provide funding for the 
Green New Deal as well as safety 
nets for low-income households 
vulnerable to higher prices on cer-
tain items due to rising carbon tax-
es.” A tax “on the assets of oil and 
gas companies” will “help deal with 
the effects of climate change and 
smooth the transition to a low-car-
bon economy.” Wealthy Americans 
“should pay increased taxes to help 
with the cost of transitioning to a 
green economy.” The top income 
tax rate and the estate tax should 
both be raised. And on top of all 
that, “the Green New Deal largely 
pays for itself in healthcare savings 
from the prevention of fossil fuel-
related diseases, including asthma, 
heart attacks, strokes and cancer.”

The Green Party’s Green New  
Deal invokes Roosevelt’s New 

Deal several times.

The Green Party’s Green New 
Deal invokes Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal several times: “building 
on the concept of FDR’s New Deal,” 
“establish a Renewable Energy Ad-
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ministration on the scale of FDR’s 
hugely successful Rural Electrifica-
tion Administration,” “this would 
include a WPA-style public jobs 
program.” “So it’s like the New Deal 
that got us out of the Great Depres-
sion, but it’s a Green New Deal so it 
also solves the crisis of the climate,” 
says Jill Stein, Green Party presi-
dential candidate in 2012 and 2016.

The cost of the Green New Deal 
has been conservatively estimated 
in the tens of trillions of dollars — 
and that is the case even if only the 
costs of guaranteed jobs, universal 
health care, affordable housing, and 
food security are considered. In-
deed, according to Robert Murphy, 
senior economist with the Institute 
for Energy Research (IER), “The 
Green New Deal is simply a wish 
list of standard progressive social 
goals, rather than an actual blue-
print for fighting the technical 
problem of (alleged) human-caused 
harmful climate change.” The un-
derlying philosophy of the Green 
New Deal is that government inter-
vention in the economy and society 
is absolutely essential to effect the 
change that is needed to right every 
wrong and fix every problem.

The original New Deal

Much as conservative politi-
cians invoke the name of Ronald 

Reagan when they want to hood-
wink grassroots conservatives into 
believing how “conservative” they 
are, so liberal and progressive sup-
porters of the Green New Deal in-
voke the original New Deal. Just as 
the unregulated free market and 
unbridled capitalism caused the 
Great Depression and Roosevelt’s 
New Deal cured the Great Depres-
sion, so only the “massive invest-
ment” of government akin to the 
original New Deal can save the 
planet and eliminate economic in-
justice and inequality. The New 
Deal is viewed as the model for 
what government should do for the 
poor, needy, and vulnerable mem-
bers of society in times of economic 
instability, crisis, and uncertainty. 

“The Green New Deal is simply a 
wish list of standard progressive 

social goals.”

As explained by journalist and 
New Deal historian Michael Hiltzik, 
“The New Deal instilled in Ameri-
cans an unshakable faith that their 
government stands ready to succor 
them in times of need. Put another 
way, the New Deal established the 
concept of economic security as a 
collective responsibility.” The only 
reason the radical goals of the 
Green New Deal can even get a 
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hearing is that most Americans — 
of any political persuasion — look 
favorably on the original New Deal. 
After all, not only did it (eventually) 
end the Great Depression, it gave us 
Social Security — the most popular 
government program in history, 
and which is defended by conserva-
tive Republicans to this day. Yet it 
was government intervention by 
Presidents Herbert Hoover and 
Roosevelt that exacerbated and 
prolonged the Depression. The 
New Deal made the Depression the 
Great Depression. 

It was government intervention 
by Presidents Hoover and 

Roosevelt that exacerbated and  
prolonged the Depression.

After heading the federal Food 
Administration during World War 
I, Hoover concluded, in the words 
of Jim Powell, author of FDR’s Folly: 
How Roosevelt and His New Deal 
Prolonged the Great Depression, 
“that the vast power of the U.S. gov-
ernment could do wonders during 
an emergency.” He thought that 
government could spend its way 
out of a depression. Hoover sup-
ported dramatically increased sub-
sidies to business and agriculture 
and massive public-works projects. 
To pay for this spending, he backed 

both higher tariffs and higher taxes. 
In 1930, he signed into law the 
Smoot-Hawley tariff — the most 
protectionist legislation in U.S. his-
tory — that crippled international 
trade. In 1932, he signed into law 
the Revenue Act — the largest 
peacetime tax increase in history — 
which revived wartime excise taxes, 
imposed new taxes, restored elimi-
nated taxes, reduced exemptions 
and credits, raised the corporate in-
come tax, and doubled the estate 
tax and personal income tax.

The 1932 Democratic Party 
platform, as summarized by Law-
rence Reed, president of the Foun-
dation for Economic Education, in 
Great Myths of the Great Depression 
“called for a 25 percent reduction in 
federal spending, a balanced federal 
budget, a sound gold currency, the 
removal of government from areas 
that belonged more appropriately 
to private enterprise and an end to 
the extravagance of Hoover’s farm 
programs.” Throughout the 1932 
election campaign, “Roosevelt 
blasted Hoover for spending and 
taxing too much, boosting the na-
tional debt, choking off trade, and 
putting millions on the dole.” He 
accused Hoover of “reckless and ex-
travagant” spending, of thinking 
“that we ought to center control of 
everything in Washington as rapid-
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ly as possible,” and of presiding over 
“the greatest spending administra-
tion in peacetime in all of history.” 
Roosevelt’s running mate charged 
that Hoover was “leading the coun-
try down the path of socialism.”

During a speech on July 2 from 
the floor of the 1932 Democratic 
Convention in Chicago, Roosevelt 
said, “I pledge to myself a new deal 
for the American people.” The 
phrase was not original to Roo-
sevelt, but he made it his own. Once 
elected, he did everything he ac-
cused Hoover of and more. His 
remedies, which were inspired by 
European socialist or fascist models, 
were, in the words of Rexford Tug-
well, one of the architects of the 
New Deal, “extrapolated from pro-
grams that Hoover started.” 

Once elected, Roosevelt did 
everything he accused Hoover of 

and more.

The New Deal greatly increased 
the power of the presidency. In his 
first inaugural address, Roosevelt 
asked for “broad Executive power 
to wage a war against the emergen-
cy, as great as the power that would 
be given to me if we were in fact in-
vaded by a foreign foe.” He got it. 
He issued 3,728 executive orders, 
including one that ordered Ameri-

cans to surrender their gold to the 
government or face a fine of $10,000 
and ten years in prison. The New 
Deal’s National Recovery Adminis-
tration (NRA) forced most manu-
facturing industries into cartels 
with codes that regulated prices. 
The New Deal’s Agriculture Adjust-
ment Act (AAA) paid farmers to 
destroy crops and livestock. The 
New Deal’s National Labor Rela-
tions Act (NLRA) empowered la-
bor unions to organize strikes, seize 
plants, and commit violence with 
impunity. The New Deal’s Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) 
gave rise to the term “government 
boondoggle.” No one who valued 
any degree of individual liberty, pri-
vate property, free markets, and 
limited government would ever in-
voke the New Deal to give credence 
to any social or economic proposal.

Laissez faire

The alternative to a socialist or 
fascist economy — elements of 
which can still be found in our in-
terventionist economy in the twen-
ty-first century — is a laissez-faire 
economy; that is, an economy where 
exchange, commerce, business, and 
trade between individuals, groups, 
companies, and corporations are 
free from government intervention, 
whether such intervention takes the 
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form of regulation, mandates, over-
sight, management, control, licens-
ing, certification, privilege, tariffs, 
or subsidies. I want to explore three 
key issues in the context of a laissez- 
faire economy.

Trade. In a laissez-faire econo-
my, trade is absolutely free. It is nei-
ther managed by the government 
nor distorted by protectionism. 
There are no government trade 
agreements or trade treaties with 
other countries. There are no gov-
ernment memberships in trade or-
ganizations or associations. There is 
no 3,700-page Harmonized Tariff 
Schedule of the United States. There 
is no government trade representa-
tive or Export-Import Bank. The 
government doesn’t calculate a 
meaningless trade deficit and, even 
worse, seek to remedy it by inter-
vening in the economy. Managed 
trade is not free trade. It is a misno-
mer to call thousand-page trade 
agreements “free-trade agreements.” 
The World Trade Organization 
(WTO) is a globalist bureaucracy.

It is not the proper role of gov-
ernment to protect domestic indus-
try from foreign competition. Pro-
tectionism is not just tariffs; it can 
also take the form of quotas, barri-
ers, sanctions, or dumping rules. 
Calls for protectionism are actually 
calls for Soviet-style central plan-

ning. All forms and levels of protec-
tionism require central planning. 
Government economists and bu-
reaucrats must determine which 
industries to protect, against which 
countries to impose protectionist 
measures, which items should be 
subject to tariffs, how much the tar-
iffs should be, and what the dura-
tion of the tariffs should be. Trade is 
fair when it is not subject to govern-
ment interference, regulations, or 
restrictions. 

Trade is fair when it is not 
subject to government 

interference, regulations, or 
restrictions.

Free trade is fair trade. Trade 
cannot be made more fair by mak-
ing it less free. Protective tariffs and 
retaliatory tariffs are counterpro-
ductive. Raising tariffs will not 
make the country great again. Trade 
is not a zero-sum game in which 
one party gains at the expense of 
the other. Trade does not result in 
winners and losers. In every ex-
change, both parties give up some-
thing they value less for something 
they value more. Each party to a 
transaction anticipates a gain from 
the exchange or it wouldn’t engage 
in commerce with the other party. 
Tariffs are no different from taxes. 
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Any way you look at it, a tariff is a 
tax. American importers suffer 
when they have to pay a tariff to the 
U.S. government, just as American 
exporters suffer when they have to 
pay a tariff to a foreign government.

Commerce. In a laissez-faire 
economy, commerce is unrestricted 
and free enterprise and the free 
market are truly free. There is no 
National Economic Council or 
Council of Economic Advisers. 
There is no Small Business Admin-
istration, Securities and Exchange 
Commission, Federal Communica-
tions Commission, Federal Trade 
Commission, Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau, or Commerce 
Department. All businesses handle 
their own security. Private industry 
delivers the mail, provides utilities, 
and collects garbage. No place of 
business is forced to provide handi-
capped parking spaces or is prohib-
ited from selling alcohol after a cer-
tain time of day or on Sunday. No 
industry is singled out for special 
protection or provision by the gov-
ernment. 

The banking, education, hous-
ing, transportation, and health-care 
sectors of the economy provide ser-
vices just like any other business. 
There are no government grants, 
subsidies, vouchers, loans, or loan 
guarantees to any individual, group, 

organization, profession, occupa-
tion, business, or industry. There is 
no Federal Reserve to manipulate 
interest rates and distort the money 
supply. 

There is no AMTRAK or public 
transit, no government deposit in-
surance, no rent-control laws, and 
no government accreditation of ed-
ucational institutions. There are no 
departments of Health and Human 
Services, Agriculture, Transporta-
tion, Education, or Housing and 
Urban Development.

In a laissez-faire economy, 
commerce is unrestricted, and 

free enterprise and the free 
market are truly free. 

The free market allows buyers 
(who want to acquire goods at the 
lowest price possible) and sellers 
(who want to sell their goods at the 
highest price possible) to come to-
gether in harmony. Market forces  
of supply and demand allocate 
goods and resources and determine 
prices. Unhampered competition 
keeps prices in check. There are no 
government regulations to stifle 
businesses or anti-trust laws to 
“protect” consumers. Government 
intervention is not necessary to  
ensure competition or prevent  
monopolies. There are no price- 
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control, price-gouging, predatory- 
pricing, price-discrimination, or 
usury laws. The just price is the 
market price. 

Not only is it not the business of 
government to regulate how people 
engage in commerce, attempts to 
regulate markets by governments 
always have unintended conse-
quences that are often worse than 
the problems that regulations were 
meant to cure. Government inter-
ference in the market cannot make 
the market fairer or more competi-
tive; it can only distort or disrupt 
the market. 

Employment. In a laissez-faire 
economy, employment is strictly a 
contract between employer and 
employee. The government doesn’t 
interfere in the employer/employee 
relationship in any way. There is no 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Depart-
ment of Labor, National Labor Re-
lations Board, Americans with Dis-
abilities Act, Family and Medical 
Leave Act, or Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission. 

The government doesn’t interfere 
in the employer/employee 
relationship in any way.

There are no government job- 
training programs. There is no gov-
ernment unemployment-compen-

sation program. Unemployment 
insurance is private, voluntary, and 
purchased on the free market just 
like any other form of insurance. 
There are no government occupa-
tional-licensing or certification re-
quirements to prevent people from 
working. There are no minimum-
wage or overtime-pay laws. Regular 
wages and overtime pay are set en-
tirely by agreement between em-
ployers and employees, as are em-
ployee fringe benefits, since there 
are no other government-mandat-
ed employee benefits. Employers 
can hire anyone regardless of his 
citizenship or immigration status. 
Affirmative Action policies are not 
only voluntary, they can be based 
on anything, not just race. Union 
membership and participation in 
collective bargaining is voluntary, 
and employers are free to mandate 
or disallow either. Subject to any re-
strictions in an employment con-
tract, striking workers can be sum-
marily fired and replaced for the 
simple reason that any employee 
can be fired and replaced at any 
time and for any reason. 

Discrimination in hiring, pay, 
or promotions on any basis and for 
any reason is perfectly lawful. No 
one deserves to have a particular 
job, even if he is fully qualified for it. 
No one has the right to a “living 
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wage” or a particular rate of pay. No 
employee is entitled to pay equal to 
that of any other employee. Work-
place dress codes, hairstyles, head-
wear, appearance, and religious ac-
commodations related to these 
things are solely the prerogative of 
employers. 

Americans don’t need a Green 
New Deal any more than they 
needed the original New Deal. Each 
of them is a grab bag of progressive 
social and economic goodies with 
horrific consequences for liberty 
and property. Americans need lais-
sez faire. They need it now, just as 
they needed it in the 1930s.

Laurence M. Vance is a columnist 
and policy advisor for The Future of 
Freedom Foundation, an associated 
scholar of the Ludwig von Mises In-
stitute, and a columnist, blogger, 
and book reviewer at LewRockwell 
.com. Send him email: lmvance 
@laurencemvance.com. Visit his 
website at: www.vancepublications 
.com. 

NEXT MONTH: 
“Why Republicans Are  

Powerless against Socialism” 
by Laurence M. Vance

Under a controlled economy, it is persons — not 
things — who are told by government — what they 
must or must not do. This coercion of individual 
citizens is the vital issue.

— Dean Russell
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Learning Liberty and 
the Power of  
Principles
by Richard M. Ebeling

In The Constitution of Liberty, 
free-market economist and so-
cial philosopher F.A. Hayek, 

quotes in a footnote the famous 
nineteenth-century scientist Louis 
Pasteur: “In research, chance only 
helps those whose minds are well 
prepared for it.” What Pasteur was, 
no doubt, getting at is that unless the 
researcher already has been trained 
in the principles and methods of his 
own scientific field, and unless he is 
fairly knowledgeable about previous 
experiments and their outcomes in 
his area of study, he will not be able 
to see possibilities or opportunities 
for discovery that come his way that 
otherwise would just pass by the 
untrained mind.

I want to argue that the same 
applies in taking advantage of op-

portunities to advance liberty. Un-
less an individual is willing to take 
the time to make himself fairly well 
informed about the principles, ap-
plications, and some of the history 
of liberty, chances for advancing the 
cause of freedom may pass him by; 
opportunities that might have made 
a difference can be missed. 

I should confess that my guide 
for emphasizing that are ideas de-
veloped by Leonard E. Read (1898–
1983), the founder and first presi-
dent (1946–1983) of the Foundation 
for Economic Education (FEE). In 
June 1974, I attended a weeklong 
FEE seminar at the Foundation’s 
original headquarters in a grand old 
mansion located in Irvington-on-
Hudson, about 20 miles north of 
New York City. There were many 
excellent lectures during that week. 
Some of them were by FEE staff 
members, including Ed Opitz (FEE’s 
resident classical-liberal theolo-
gian), Paul Poirot (editor of FEE’s 
monthly magazine, The Freeman), 
and Bettina Bien Greaves (publica-
tions editor and expert on all things 
relating to Ludwig von Mises). 

There were also a number of 
outstanding talks by outside speak-
ers, including Hans Sennholz (the 
head of the economics department 
at Grove City College in Pennsylva-
nia) and Henry Hazlitt (the interna-
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tionally renowned free-market 
journalist, and the author of Eco-
nomics in One Lesson). Sennholz 
was a real showman, using his na-
tive German accent to great effect 
to make his points in defense of 
economic freedom and highlight-
ing the contradictions and errors in 
all forms of socialism. Henry Haz-
litt was clear, calm, and compelling 
in his emphasis on always looking 
beyond “what is seen” in govern-
ment policies so as not to miss the 
secondary or “unseen” effects of 
government interventions that usu-
ally lead to disastrous consequenc-
es. 

A light of liberty through self- 
improvement

But I must admit, reflecting 
back on that week now 45 years ago, 
that I can picture in my mind and 
remember most of the content of 
only one lecture. It was a talk deliv-
ered by Leonard Read. The presen-
tations were given in a lecture hall 
off the great library room of the 
mansion. At one point in his talk, 
Leonard Read asked that the lights 
be turned off. He held a small elec-
tric candle in his hand, and slightly 
turning its dimmer dial, there 
emerged a small flicker of light. 

“Notice,” Read said, “that 
though the candle gives off only a 

wee bit of light, how all of our eyes 
are drawn to it in the dark.” He 
slowly turned the dimmer dial 
again, and remarked, “Now notice 
how as I add just a little more to the 
candle’s illumination, we can now 
see more of me and some of those 
sitting in the front of the room.” He 
continued to turn the dial until the 
candle was at its maximum. As he 
was doing so, Leonard Read point-
ed out how much more of the room 
was becoming visible to our eyes, 
until finally the darkness had been 
pushed back into the small corners 
of the room. 

He said, “That is what is each of 
us can be — lights of liberty. The 
more we are informed, knowledge-
able, and articulate about the ideas 
of freedom the more intellectual 
light we give off in exchanges with 
others, and the more we may attract 
some of those others to also become 
illuminations of liberty. Finally, 
there will be enough of us that the 
ideas of collectivism and statism 
will have been pushed back to a few 
small, dark corners of society.” 

Changing the world begins with you.

Read noted that many of us 
would like to change society for the 
better. But the question is, where 
and how to start? He asked us, out 
of all the people in the world, over 
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whom do you have, personally, the 
most influence? The answer is, 
yourself! Making over the world, 
therefore, should and must start 
with improving your own under-
standing of freedom and dedication 
to it. In this case, it means being 
willing to take the time, attention, 
and courage to learn the meaning of 
liberty and improving your ability 
to share what you know with others. 

Leonard Read reminded us to 
always treat others with 

courtesy and respect.

Leonard Read did not say that 
each of us has to dedicate himself to 
learning and sharing what he called 
the “freedom philosophy” all day, 
every day. We all have different cir-
cumstances, obligations, and will-
ingness to do things. Some may 
have only the time and ability to 
become generally familiar with the 
ideas of liberty and just try to live by 
them to the best that we can while 
doing all the other things of life. 

Others might have the chance 
to read and think more about what 
freedom means, and the arguments 
for and against. If moved to do so, 
these people will have the knowl-
edge and interest to more actively 
participate in conversations and 
other forums to advance the cause 

of freedom. And still others may 
have the interest and desire to be-
come spokesmen and developers of 
arguments for freedom and the free 
society. 

However bright we try to make 
ourselves as such lights of liberty, 
we have to accept the fact that 
change always comes one person at 
a time, one mind at a time. If free-
dom seems to be something impor-
tant to you and for the world in 
which you live, then a little bit of the 
burden of learning about it and 
passing it on to others falls upon 
you, in your own way and personal 
circumstances.

The other important point that 
Leonard Read made is that you can-
not force the ideas of freedom on 
anyone, nor do people like to be 
“talked down to” in arrogant and 
know-it-all ways. Whether in com-
ments during a conversation over a 
meal, or answers you may give 
when someone asks your opinion 
on some political or economic is-
sue, Leonard Read reminded us to 
always treat others with courtesy 
and respect, and never with hubris 
or anger. 

You never know whom you have 
touched about freedom.

Another takeaway from Leon-
ard Read is never to allow disap-
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pointment to get the better of you. 
You never know how what you have 
said may end up rolling around in-
side some person’s head long after 
your exchange of views with him, 
or in others who may have said 
nothing themselves but overheard 
the conversation.

Many years ago, I found this out 
when I was first teaching while still 
in graduate school. One day I was 
waiting in line at the checkout 
counter in a small grocery store in 
New York City. The woman behind 
me in the line had been staring at 
me and said, “Aren’t you Richard 
Ebeling? Don’t you teach an eve-
ning course at Rutgers University?” 
Hesitatingly, I said, “Yes.” The wom-
an looked right at me and said, “You 
have ruined my marriage!” Every-
one around just looked at me. 
“You’ve ruined my marriage,” she 
repeated. “My husband took your 
economics class, and now all he 
does is come home from work, 
watch the evening news, and com-
plain about government all night. 
You have ruined my marriage.” 

I had no idea who her husband 
was, or where he sat in the class-
room, or whether he had ever asked 
questions or simply sat back and 
listened. But, clearly, some of the 
things I discussed and explained in 
that introductory economics class 

had clicked inside of him, and made 
a difference about how he thought 
about freedom, markets, and the 
role of government in society. None 
of us knows how or when some-
thing we say or do will affect or in-
fluence another, in one way or an-
other, for good or ill. 

You never know how what  
you have said may end up rolling 

around inside some  
person’s head. 

The lesson that I learned from 
that experience was that whether 
students in any class of mine 
seemed wide awake or half asleep, 
fully taking everything in I was say-
ing or showing body language indi-
cating that they wished they could 
be someplace else, I am always, to 
the best of my teaching ability, part-
ly talking and explaining to that un-
known one that may be there, like 
the unknown student in that Rut-
gers class of mine very long ago. 

Ideas influence events: the free-trade 
movement

Two of the momentous victories 
for liberty in the 19th century were 
the end to British trade protection-
ism and the abolition of slavery in 
the United States. Both advances 
for human freedom occurred dur-
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ing times of economic or political 
crisis. The British Corn Laws im-
posed high tariff barriers against 
the importation of foreign agricul-
tural goods into the British Isles, 
especially, though not exclusively, 
on wheat, as a means of securing 
higher prices for the landed aristoc-
racy. In the autumn and winter of 
1845/1846 some of the worst rains 
in living memory destroyed much 
of the wheat and related crops 
throughout Great Britain. High 
bread and other food prices caused 
many to face starvation, particular-
ly among the lower classes. Social 
unrest threatened the country. 

The issue of protectionism ver-
sus freedom of trade in food had 
been hotly debated for a long time 
in the British Parliament. But final-
ly, in June 1846, both Houses of 
Parliament passed legislation re-
pealing the Corn Laws, allowing 
unilateral free trade in virtually all 
food items. Cheap food from 
abroad could enter the land and 
feed the desperately hungry. But 
this “radical” answer of unilateral 
free trade, did not appear out of no-
where. 

For decades the friends of free-
dom in Great Britain, a generation 
of thinkers influenced by the ideas 
of Adam Smith and others, had 
been arguing for freedom of enter-

prise and trade, at home and 
abroad. Persons such as Richard 
Cobden and John Bright in the An-
ti-Corn Law League led them. They 
talked, they lectured, they pub-
lished books, monographs, and 
pamphlets, and they elected free-
trade advocates to Parliament.

This “radical” answer of 
unilateral free trade, did not 

appear out of nowhere.

A historical accident, a season 
of terrible weather, became the cat-
alyst for the economic reform of 
ending government interference 
with international trade in Great 
Britain, but only because before 
that moment of crisis there had 
been more and more people who 
had come to see economic freedom 
as the answer to poverty and starva-
tion. The idea of free trade had be-
come so much a part of the climate 
of opinion by the middle of the 
1840s, that children in poor parts of 
London would write graffiti on the 
walls of buildings with slogans such 
as, “I be protected, and I be starved.” 

Large segments of the British 
population among the poor and the 
“ruling classes” had been won over, 
one mind at a time, over a good 
number of years, in spite of many 
policy frustrations and disappoint-
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ments along the way; until, finally, 
an economic crisis of failed food 
crops could open the door to the 
chance of changing the course of 
economic events in a dramatic way. 
But it would not have been possible 
if people who had come to see the 
importance of liberty had not been 
willing to learn, champion, and 
speak out for free trade as a matter 
of moral as well as practical princi-
ple. Ideas, it was demonstrated, do 
have consequences. 

Slavery and the American South

Another instance is the end to 
slavery in the United States. Slavery 
was formally ended in all the 
Northern states of the United States 
by 1802. However, the institution of 
black slavery was embedded into 
the very fabric of the Southern 
states. There were 31.2 million peo-
ple in the United States in 1860, out 
of whom almost 4 million were 
slaves, or about 13 percent of the 
country’s total population. The 
overall population of the slave states 
before the Civil War was less than 
9.5 million, so 42 percent of the 
South’s population was made up of 
black slaves. Indeed, the 1860 cen-
sus showed that the slave popula-
tions were in the majority in some 
of the Southern states (53 percent 
in Mississippi and 57 percent in 

South Carolina). Those 4 million 
slaves were held as human property 
by a total of 294,000 Southern slave 
owners, or by only 7 percent of the 
South’s population.

Ideas, it was demonstrated, do 
have consequences. 

Nonetheless, the vast majority 
of slave owners and non–slave own-
ers in those Southern states consid-
ered this “peculiar institution” es-
sential to the livelihood and culture 
of the South. It was said that white 
labor could not work in the south-
ern climate; only blacks, originally 
made for the heat of Africa, were 
biologically fit to pick cotton, har-
vest tobacco, and wade into the rice 
fields in that part of the country. 
Besides, if slavery was ended not 
only would slave owners lose the 
market value of their investment, it 
would be impossible to get “free la-
bor” to work for wages that would 
still make their crops profitable, so 
the Southern economy would be 
destroyed without low-cost slave la-
bor. Finally, Africans, it was said, 
were inherently inferior to whites, 
and they needed masters to take 
care of them in beneficial ways that 
they could never do for themselves 
if they were free. Slavery, in other 
words, was a benevolent socialism, 
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and so said some of the slavery 
proselytizers publicly arguing in be-
half of the institution. 

Northern bigotry and the Abolitionist 
movement

In the Northern states, slavery 
may have been ended, but the free 
blacks in those parts of the coun- 
try were shunned, discriminated 
against, sometimes violently at-
tacked, and generally considered an 
undesirable element in American 
society. Slavery may be wrong in 
the eyes of God and man, but most 
whites in the North did not want 
blacks living next door, marrying 
their daughters, or competing for 
their jobs. It was for that reason that 
the eloquent runaway slave Freder-
ick Douglass delivered his Fifth of 
July address in 1852 on why the 
Declaration of Independence was a 
mockery with its talk of unalienable 
rights that belonged to all men, 
while millions languished in chains 
and slave labor south of the Mason-
Dixon Line, and too many white 
Northerners considered Africans to 
be less than fully and equal human 
beings. 

But like the enemies of slavery 
before them in Great Britain, where 
that institution was ended through-
out the British Empire in 1834, the 
American Abolitionist leaders, such 

as William Lloyd Garrison, spoke 
out against slavery as a matter of 
moral principle. Most were moti-
vated by their deeply held Christian 
belief that human slavery was an 
abomination in the eyes of God. 
They insisted that we are all equally 
God’s children, regardless of where 
we were born and how we looked. 

American Abolitionist movement 
spoke out against slavery as a 

matter of moral principle.

The cruelty of the slave traders 
and the harshness of the slave mas-
ters in the South called for one and 
only one answer: the end to slavery 
now and completely. And our Afri-
can brethren in the United States, 
the Abolitionists said, should be 
considered Americans with all the 
same rights and protections as all 
other citizens. Abolitionists were 
often scorned, physically attacked, 
sometimes murdered by racists and 
slavery sympathizers in the North. 
They were considered unreasonable 
and dangerous radicals threatening 
the unity of the country and the 
tranquility of society. 

Lincoln, slavery, and the Civil War

But the Abolitionists persisted, 
and their numbers slowly but surely 
grew. And then a national crisis 
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emerged with the election of Abra-
ham Lincoln as president in 1860. 
Lincoln was against the extension 
of slavery to any of the Western ter-
ritories that would, over time, have 
populations large enough to apply 
for statehood within the Union. He 
was emphatic, however, that he did 
not intend and did not consider 
that he had the authority as presi-
dent to abolish slavery in the South-
ern states where it already existed. 

However, for the Southern 
states, attempts to stop the spread of 
slavery to any future new states in 
the Union threatened to bring the 
death knell to their peculiar institu-
tion. New states meant more sena-
tors and additional congressmen 
increasingly outnumbering the 
congressional representatives from 
the slave states. The free states, at 
some point, would try to overthrow 
their slave system. 

(As an aside, it is true that there 
were disputes over protectionist 
tariffs and use of federal tax reve-
nues for “internal improvements” 
— canals, railways, and roads — 
more for the benefit of the North-
ern and Western states than those 
of the South. But any reading of the 
declarations of secession issued by 
the Southern states following Lin-
coln’s election makes it very clear 
that the only issue that mattered 

enough to explicitly refer to and de-
fend in their secession justifications 
was slavery.)

Lincoln needed the support of  
the Abolitionists in Congress to 

vote his way.

For the first two years, the Civil 
War went badly for Lincoln and the 
Union side. Southern resistance 
had been stronger than expected, 
the Confederate Armies had routed 
Union forces an embarrassing 
number of times, and the war was 
getting to be costly in terms of 
money and lives. Draft riots ensued 
in New York City following Lin-
coln’s imposing military conscrip-
tion. Members of his own Republi-
can Party were hesitant to vote 
sufficient funds to continue prose-
cuting the war. 

He needed the support of the 
Abolitionists in Congress to vote 
his way. But they would not, if end-
ing slavery was not made central to 
the Union cause. Finally, to win that 
support, Lincoln issued the Eman-
cipation Proclamation, ending slav-
ery in those parts of the South still 
in a state of rebellion against the 
U.S. government. It was an impor-
tant, if only partial, victory for those 
who demanded the complete end to 
this immoral institution. Following 
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the end to the Civil War, the stage 
was set for the Thirteenth Amend-
ment to the Constitution to be 
passed and ratified by the end of 
1865 for the formal end to slavery 
and any other form of involuntary 
servitude throughout the United 
States.

If the Abolitionists had not been 
hard at work for decades earlier in 
the United States; if they had not 
made the moral argument for a 
complete end to slavery as an 
abomination in the eyes of God and 
man; and if they had not grown in 
influence and support enough to 
sway votes in Congress, there is no 
certainty that either the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation or the Thirteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution 
would have been issued and passed 
when and how they were. 

Here was another accident of 
the circumstances of history, with 
its outcome partly dependent on 
people’s believing in and arguing 
for liberty, even in a political setting 
in which all the cultural and social 
attitudes and forces seemed to sug-
gest an unwinnable battle during all 
the years before the actual victory. 

The only chance is to fight for liberty.

It is never possible to know be-
forehand or with full certainty 
whether right ideas will win out in a 

particular place and at any particu-
lar time. But what is far more cer-
tain is that if those ideas are not 
known, believed in, and argued and 
fought for, they have no chance of 
ever prevailing.

If those ideas are not known, 
believed in, and argued and 

fought for, they have no chance of 
ever prevailing.

That is why it is so important to 
make the principled and uncom-
promising case for individual rights 
and economic liberty, however 
daunting the task seems, no matter 
how unwinnable the triumph of 
those ideas appear. It is why each of 
us must, to the best his ability and 
to the extent his time and circum-
stances permit, become one of 
Leonard Read’s lights of liberty; in-
tellectual candles of illumination 
offering the vision and vista of a 
free society. 

In 1949, when the possibility of 
the triumph of Soviet-style socialism 
seemed likely around the world, 
Austrian economist, F.A. Hayek, 
penned an article entitled “The In-
tellectuals and Socialism.” The heart 
of his argument is that socialism 
seemed to be winning because it 
had captured the imagination of far 
too many intellectuals as a vision of 
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a new, good, and more just society; 
and through them, a growing num-
ber of people in society in general 
were believing the same, owing to 
the persuasiveness of their writings.

But, Hayek insisted, it did not 
have to end with a collectivist future 
for mankind. Friends of freedom 
had to restate and remake the case 
for human liberty in a way that 
aroused the excitement and moral 
attractiveness of a truly free society. 
He said,

Unless we can make the philo-
sophic foundations of a free 
society once more a living in-
tellectual issue, and its imple-
mentation a task which chal-
lenges the ingenuity and 
imagination of our liveliest 
minds, the prospects of free-
dom are indeed dark. But if we 
can regain that belief in the 
power of ideas which was the 
hallmark of [classical] liberal-

ism at its best, the battle is not 
lost.

That is our task, our duty; and if 
we but try, all of us combined as in-
dividual lights of liberty can and 
will brighten up the world for free-
dom and free enterprise. 

Richard M. Ebeling is the BB&T Dis-
tinguished Professor of Ethics and 
Free Enterprise Leadership at The 
Citadel. He was professor of Econom-
ics at Northwood University and at 
Hillsdale College and president of 
The Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation, and served as vice president of 
academic affairs for FFF.

NEXT MONTH: 
“Ludwig von Mises’s Human 
Action: Marking 70 Years of 

Continuing Relevance” 
by Richard M. Ebeling



Future of Freedom 35 July 2019

Gun Ownership:  
An Individual Right
by Matthew Harwood
First Freedom: A Ride Through Amer-
ica’s Enduring History with the Gun 
by David Harsanyi (Threshold Edi-
tions, 2018); 321 pages. 

In David Harsanyi’s First Free-
dom, an entertaining jaunt 
through the gun’s important 

place in American history, the na-
tionally syndicated columnist notes 
that the first real attempt to institute 
gun control was New York’s Sulli-
van Act. The impetus for the 1911 
law, which required licenses for 
people who wanted to carry a con-
cealed firearm, came from a man 
who worked in New York City’s 
coroner’s office. In January 1911, 
George Petit le Brun performed  
autopsies on Fitzhugh Coyle Golds-
borough and David Graham Phil-

lips. Goldsborough, an unstable 
Harvard graduate, murdered Gra-
ham, a novelist, for slandering his 
sister and then turned the gun upon 
himself on East 21st Street in Man-
hattan.

In his 1960 autobiography, le 
Brun said the murder-suicide moved 
him to action. “I reasoned that the 
time had come to have legislation 
passed that would prevent the sale of 
pistols to irresponsible persons,” he 
wrote. “In the vernacular of the day, 
‘There oughta be a law.’” The result 
was the Sullivan Act — named after 
its sponsor, the corrupt Tammany 
Hall boss and state senator Timothy 
“Big Tim” Sullivan — which made it 
a felony to carry an unlicensed con-
cealed firearm. The law, which the 
New York Times in 2011 described as 
“a model for gun-control legislation 
enacted throughout the country,” is 
still on the books and is routinely 
criticized for allowing only certain 
people — ex-police officers and the 
city’s wealthy and connected elite — 
the privilege of receiving concealed-
carry licenses doled out by the New 
York Police Department. 

By the Franklin D. Roosevelt 
administration, the feds were get-
ting in on the gun-control act too. 
In response to the organized crime 
unleashed by government prohibi-
tion of the sale of alcohol and the 
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violence it spawned, Congress 
passed the National Firearms Acts 
of 1934 and 1938. Combined, the 
two laws taxed the manufacture and 
sale of machine guns and sawed-off 
shotguns, required gun manufac-
turers and dealers to be licensed, 
and prohibited gun dealers from 
selling guns to people under indict-
ment or convicted of violent crimes.

In England, the gun was already 
an unquestioned feature of 

everyday life in the Old World.

Though the public argument for 
these laws was to fight back against 
gangsters such as Al Capone, Attor-
ney General Homer Cummings 
told it like it was. The regulations 
were aimed not at criminals but 
law-abiding citizens. “We certainly 
don’t expect gangsters to come for-
ward to register their weapons and 
be fingerprinted, and a $200 tax is 
frankly prohibitive to private citi-
zens,” he said. (If only today’s gun 
prohibitionists were as forthright.) 

In 1939, the Supreme Court is-
sued its first gun-rights ruling in 
United States v. Miller, which con-
cluded that the National Firearms 
Act of 1934 was constitutional. But 
until the Court’s Heller decision in 
2008, gun-control advocates mis-
used Miller to argue that the found-

ing generation believed that the 
Second Amendment established a 
collective theory of gun rights con-
nected to militia service rather than 
an individual right to keep and bear 
arms. Harsanyi’s book should dis-
abuse anyone of that erroneous no-
tion and exposes the intellectual ig-
norance or dishonesty of anyone 
who traffics in it. 

Freedom’s guarantee

It is no surprise that Harsanyi’s 
book opens on European, particu-
larly English, colonization of the 
territory that would become the 
United States, because of the new 
arrivals’ relationship with the gun. 
For Christian nonconformists, such 
as the Pilgrims, fleeing religious 
persecution in England, the gun 
was already an unquestioned fea-
ture of everyday life in the Old 
World. “In early fifteenth-century 
England, most male citizens were 
already trained to serve in a mili-
tary reserve and knew how to use a 
musket,” writes Harsanyi. “From 
the ages of sixteen to sixty, reserv-
ists gathered in town squares across 
England four or five times each year 
and local military leaders inspected 
their weaponry and equipment —
which they most often personally 
owned. The Pilgrims reproduced 
this tradition in their own towns.” 
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Civil defense took on such im-
portance in the New World that 
some colonial municipalities fined 
men for not owning and carrying 
firearms. “By the end of the seven-
teenth century,” Harsanyi notes, 
“nearly every colonial town fea-
tured some kind of requirement 
impelling white inhabitants to bear 
arms (slaves, free slaves, indentured 
servants, and Catholics were typi-
cally prohibited from owning them) 
to protect their communities from 
external threats — and, on occa-
sion, from internal perils.” Aside 
from defense, the gun was essential 
to preserving one’s life in another 
way: eating. “Hunting, not war, was 
the main use of the gun in early 
America,” Harsanyi explains. 

In the New World, some colonial 
municipalities fined men for not 
owning and carrying firearms.

That changed during the last 
third of the 18th century as the 
English Crown and Parliament 
tried to control its increasingly res-
tive subjects across the pond. In 
September 1774, British redcoats 
seized the gunpowder stores from 
the Provincial Powder House in 
what’s now Somerville, Massachu-
setts, for fear that colonial militias 
would take it first. The event was 

evidence that the Crown meant to 
disarm the people of Boston and set 
off the “powder alarm,” in which 
the colonized and the colonizers 
each tried to get their hands on the 
precious material. “There was ... no 
way to defend your beliefs in natu-
ral law, the right to self-defense, or 
personal liberty without the ability 
to pour powder into your musket,” 
observes Harsanyi. 

A month later, King George III 
banned the export of gun powder 
to the colonies. Half a year later, the 
first shots of the American Revolu-
tionary War rang out on the Com-
mon in Lexington, Massachusetts. 
While it’s up for debate about what 
event made the Revolutionary War 
inevitable, writes Harsanyi, “it was 
the policy of gun and powder con-
fiscation that sealed the deal.” 

And as Harsanyi recounts, there 
was good reason that disarming the 
colonists helped induce rebellion 
and then revolution: It violated 
their rights as Englishmen under 
English common law. For example, 
the English Bill of Rights of 1689, 
an inspiration for our Bill of Rights, 
limited the power of the Crown to 
disarm the populace, anchoring the 
protection in “the true, ancient and 
indubitable rights and liberties” of 
the kingdom’s people. The Second 
Amendment would guarantee that 
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same individual right a little more 
than a century later on another 
continent — no matter that the pro-
hibitionists disingenuously argue 
otherwise. 

As constitutional scholar and 
Pulitizer Prize-winning historian 
Leonard W. Levy put it in his Ori-
gins of the Bill of Rights, “Believing 
that the amendment does not au-
thorize an individual’s right to keep 
and bear arms is wrong. The right 
to bear arms is an individual right.” 
Harsanyi explains why. “While it is 
convenient for contemporary advo-
cates of gun control to claim that 
evidence for individual gun rights is 
still inconclusive, what we do know 
for certain is that not a single soul 
in the provisional government or at 
the Second Continental Congress 
or any delegate at the Constitution-
al Convention ... ever argued against 
the idea of individuals owning a 
firearm,” writes Harsanyi. “Not a 
single militia leader asked his men 
to hand over their firearms after the 
town’s drills had ended.” 

A gun culture from birth

People interested in a deep 
scholarly rebuttal of the collective 
right theory of gun ownership, 
however, should go elsewhere. 
Though Harsanyi does a fine job of 
debunking it for the interested av-

erage reader, most of First Freedom 
is about the men who made the gun 
a central pillar of American identity 
and culture, such as Samuel Colt, 
John Browning, and Eugene Stoner. 
But even then, Harsanyi’s explora-
tion of the men and their times 
demonstrates that guns were ubiq-
uitous and considered a critical and 
prized possession for defense of life, 
liberty, and property, repudiating 
the notion that guns weren’t a 
mainstay of American life since its 
founding. 

“Believing that the amendment 
does not authorize an individual’s 

right to keep and bear arms  
is wrong.”

During the colonial era, probate 
records show that guns were com-
monplace in American homes, con-
tradicting the claims of some histo-
rians that America’s gun culture 
didn’t arise until the mid 19th cen-
tury. Recent studies show that male 
estates usually had more guns than 
other mundane items, such as 
books, chairs, or even Bibles. The 
records also document that the 
guns were in good condition, dem-
onstrating that the owner took 
good care of them. Harsanyni also 
notes that these records probably 
undercount the number of people 
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who owned guns because the weap-
ons were “handed from one rela-
tive, friend, or neighbor to another, 
without any record of the transfer.”

After the Revolution, American 
citizens and immigrants went west, 
eventually colonizing the entire 
continent through the force of their 
arms. “The peopling of the West 
gave birth to a new culture, disrupt-
ed the cultures of the American In-
dian, and ultimately created the 
most dynamic economy in world,” 
writes Harsanyi. “Guns would be a 
vital tool in this project, not only as 
a means of self-defense and war, but 
for hunting, trading, and explora-
tion.” 

When it comes to the American 
war with Indians, the progressive 
Left should pay special attention to 
the gun-control policies of the time. 
American governments regulated 
the gun trade with Indian tribes to 
ensure the settlers maintained the 
upper hand when it came to fire-
power. Harsanyi reports that in 
1837, the U.S. Office of Indian Af-
fairs restricted trade with tribes to 
“‘a pound of lead’ for ammunition 
to ‘not make less than forty-five, 
nor more than one hundred [shots], 
and must be of a length and weight 
corresponding properly with the 
size of the ball.’” And in December 
1890, in an example Harsanyi 

doesn’t include in the book, the 
Seventh Calvary went into the La-
kota camp to disarm the tribesmen. 
In the process, a gun went off and 
the U.S. soldiers proceeded to mas-
sacre the Lakotas in what became 
known as the Wounded Knee Mas-
sacre. 

Harsanyi also debunks the  
claims that “The Wild West” was 

bloody anarchy. 

But for those today who still be-
lieve the gun is a unique tool of 
American oppression, consider the 
Sharps rifle of the mid 1800s. One 
of the nicknames given to the rifle 
was the “Beecher’s Bible” because of 
Henry Ward Beecher, an Abolition-
ist minister. In 1856 before the Civil 
War, Beecher told a New York 
newspaper that sending Sharps ri-
fles to the militant anti-slavery 
“Free Staters” in Kansas  “was a tru-
ly moral agency, and that there was 
more moral power in one of those 
instruments, so far as the slavehold-
ers of Kansas were concerned, than 
in a hundred Bibles.”

Harsanyi also debunks the 
claims that “The Wild West” was 
bloody anarchy, noting that many 
of the “range wars” were more the 
product of journalists’ imaginations 
to sell papers back East. For exam-
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ple, the Associated Press reported 
that Dodge City, Kansas, had broken 
out in open warfare. The casualties 
of this war, Harsanyi reports, were 
zero.  Ogallala, Nebraska, earned the 
nickname “Gomorrah of the trail,” 
for its violence. Between 1875 and 
1884, it registered six killings. 

Instead, the men and women on 
the frontier owned guns to hunt for 
food and protect their families and 
property from criminals. “The ma-
jority of men and women who 
trekked westward in the second 
half of the nineteenth century did 
so to find prosperity and peace,” 
Harsanyi writes. “Most never fired, 
or even had to point their gun, at 
another human being.” 

The right interpretation

In 2008, in a 5-4 decision in Dis-
trict of Columbia v. Heller, the Su-
preme Court finally put to rest the 
intellectually dishonest argument 
that the Second Amendment did 
not guarantee an individual’s right 
to bear arms. The justices, led by 
Antonin Scalia, however, did not 
say it was an unfettered right. Gov-
ernment could regulate guns and 
gun ownership, but the majority 

upheld what should be common 
sense, both historically and philo-
sophically: The right to bear arms 
should be “understood as resistance 
to either private lawlessness or the 
depredations of a tyrannical gov-
ernment (or a threat from abroad).” 

In other words, anyone advocat-
ing the complete abolition of gun 
ownership in America, whether out 
of ignorance or malice, should be 
seen for what he is: a threat to the 
right of self-defense — the most 
natural right a human being pos-
sesses. And as Harsanyi aptly shows, 
without the right of self-defense, all 
other rights are null and void, be-
cause a government bent on dis-
arming law-abiding citizens has 
shown it no longer trusts them. 
And that’s neither limited govern-
ment nor self-government. It’s tyr-
anny. 

Matthew Harwood is a writer living 
in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. His 
work has appeared in The American 
Conservative, the Guardian, Rea-
son, TomDispatch, and others. He is 
managing editor at the American 
Civil Liberties Union.
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