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The Story of Sam Bird
by Jacob G. Hornberger

In December 1966, Army Cap-
tain Sam Bird’s one-year tour of 
duty in Vietnam was coming to 

an end. He was set to be transferred 
from a combat zone in which he had 
been operating to a safe zone in the 
rear and then sent home. However, 
according to a written account enti-
tled “The Courage of Sam Bird” by 
B. T. Collins, one of his subordinate 
officers, Bird “conned his com-
manding officer into letting him stay 
an extra month with his beloved 
Bravo Company,” a move that would 
prove to be a near-fatal mistake.

For high school, Sam had at-
tended Missouri Military Academy, 
where he was a company com-
mander his final year. He received 
the school’s highest possible honor 
— the Legion of Honor for indus-
try, integrity, and abiding loyalty. 

Sam then attended the Citadel, 
the prestigious military college in 

South Carolina. During his senior 
year, he served on the regimental 
staff, the highest-ranking group 
within the corps of cadets. He grad-
uated with several honors, although 
not without the following contro-
versial incident: Army officers who 
are assigned to military schools are 
called “tactical officers.” The group 
of tactical officers at the Citadel 
were called the “South Carolina 
Unorganized Militia.” Sam submit-
ted an essay on the group in a class 
being taught by a tactical officer 
who Sam didn’t particularly like. It 
seems that Sam’s paper emphasized 
a bit too heavily the initials of the 
tactical officers’ group. Sam re-
ceived an “F” on the paper.

Upon graduation in 1961, Sam 
was commissioned an Army 2nd 
Lieutenant. After attending infan-
try school, he attended Ranger 
School, which was the most diffi-
cult and arduous program in the 
U.S. Army. After graduating from 
Ranger School, he attended Air-
borne School, another highly rigor-
ous program that trains soldiers to 
parachute out of planes.

In 1965, Airborne Ranger Sam 
Bird was promoted to captain. His 
commanding officer in the Third 
Infantry Division wrote, “Captain 
Bird’s performance of duty during 
the period covered by this report 
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was outstanding in every respect. 
This officer is definitely general of-
ficer material and should be pro-
moted and schooled well in ad-
vance of his contemporaries.” 

The Vietnam War

Sam Bird decided that he want-
ed to serve in Vietnam, where U.S. 
troops were increasingly being 
killed. Among the dead was First Lt. 
Dave Ragin, who had served on the 
same regimental staff as Sam at the 
Citadel. Sam served 10 months at 
Fort Benning preparing for Viet-
nam at the Pathfinder and Infantry 
Officer’s Career Course. In 1966, he 
was transferred to Vietnam, where 
the life span of an infantry officer 
was growing exceedingly short. 

Collins points out that when Bird 
was in Vietnam, he always put 

the welfare of his men first.

I highly recommend reading 
the aforementioned “The Courage 
of Sam Bird.” It’s a short article, but 
the author, B. T. Collins, provides a 
perfect description of the military 
man that Sam Bird was. Collins 
points out that when Bird was in 
Vietnam, he always put the welfare 
of his men first and, unlike so many 
other officers in the military, never 
had them do anything that he him-

self was unwilling to do. Collins, 
who himself lost an arm and a leg in 
combat in Vietnam, makes it clear 
that Bird was the epitome of mili-
tary professionalism, duty, and in-
tegrity. His article is posted at: 
https://www.tapsbugler.com/the-
courage-of-sam-bird.

Sam Bird considered it his patri-
otic duty to volunteer for Vietnam. 
Like so many other young men 
during that time, Sam had bought 
into the notion that by fighting 
communists in Vietnam, he would 
be protecting our freedoms here at 
home. At Sam’s 15th class reunion 
at the Citadel, World War II Gen. 
Mark Clark, the school’s president 
emeritus, said to Sam, “On behalf of 
your country, I want to thank you 
for all you did.” Sam responded, 
“Sir, it was the least I could do.” He 
later stated, “I had friends who 
didn’t come back. I’m enjoying the 
freedoms they died for.”

On January 27, 1967 — Sam 
Bird’s 27th birthday and just before 
he was set to return home — he was 
ordered to take part in an airborne 
assault on North Vietnamese forces. 
The standard policy was to land in-
fantry units on the outskirts of ene-
my units and then have them attack 
the enemy. This time, however, 
some superior officer in the rear got 
the bright idea of having his soldiers 
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land in helicopters in the middle of 
a North Vietnamese regimental 
headquarters. 

Not surprisingly, Sam’s unit 
came under unbelievably heavy en-
emy fire. Sam was hit in both legs. 
And then came the shot that ripped 
through his skull, carrying away 
about one-fourth of it. His execu-
tive officer, Lt. Dean Parker, 
scooped what was left of Sam’s brain 
and inserted it back into Sam’s head.

Miraculously, Sam Bird sur-
vived his wounds, but only after 
high-risk surgery that required the 
removal of more parts of his brain. 
Later, he had a steel plate put on his 
skull, which was then later replaced 
by a plastic plate. He ended up a 
paraplegic, one who suffered from 
severe short-term memory loss, dif-
ficulty in thinking and communi-
cating, and periodic extremely se-
vere headaches. He moved in with 
his parents, who resigned them-
selves to taking care of him for the 
rest of his life. He never complained 
and remained convinced that his 
sacrifice had been worth keeping 
America “free.”

Me and VMI

One of the reasons that the Sam 
Bird story hit home with me in a 
personal way was that I had the 
same mindset that Sam had when I 

entered Virginia Military Institute 
in 1968. Like Sam, I had been taught 
to believe that fighting the Reds in 
Vietnam was necessary to keep our 
nation “free.” One difference be-
tween Sam Bird and me, however, 
was that I “broke through” to the 
truth before I graduated from VMI 
in 1972. 

Sam ended up a paraplegic, one 
who suffered from severe 
short-term memory loss.

By that time, I had come to the 
realization that the war in Vietnam 
was just one great big crock, which 
was why I was demoted to first-
class private my senior year rather 
than be promoted to a cadet officer-
ship like Sam was. Sam Bird never 
came to that realization, believing 
to the day he died that he had sacri-
ficed himself to protect “freedom” 
in America. Another difference was 
that by the time I graduated, the 
war in Vietnam was winding down. 
Even though I was, like Sam, an in-
fantry officer, I was spared the mis-
fortune of being sent to Vietnam to 
kill “gooks” or die in the name of 
“freedom.”

Love at second sight

In September 1971, a woman 
named Annette Blazier reentered 
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Sam Bird’s life. They were both 32 
years old. He and Annette had 
known each other in grade school. 
One day, after a failed marriage, 
Annette moved back to Wichita, 
Kansas, with her young son Eric. 
Learning that Sam in Wichita living 
with his parents, she decided to 
visit him.

It was love at second sight. After 
a courtship that involved things like 
going to the movies with Sam in a 
wheelchair, he proposed marriage 
to Annette. Over the objections of 
both sets of parents, she accepted. 
The marriage took place, and the 
couple moved into their own home.

Annette Bird was a special 
woman who deeply loved the man 

she married, and she did not 
want him to be forgotten.

Needless to say, taking care of 
Sam was not easy, especially given 
that, on top of everything else, he 
had a catheter and could not con-
trol his bowel movements. More-
over, Annette had to manage a spe-
cial lift to get him into bed. Some 
people figured that Annette had 
married Sam for his Army salary, 
since by then he had been promot-
ed to major. 

I discovered a 1993 biography of 
Sam Bird online entitled So Proudly 

He Served. The author? Annette 
Bird, along with a writer named 
Tim Prouty. By this time, I was suf-
ficiently intrigued by the Sam Bird 
story that I decided to purchase the 
book. It is not a short summery of 
Sam’s life. Instead, it is a long, de-
tailed account (413 pages) of Sam 
Bird’s life. By the time I finished 
reading it, I had reached a firm con-
clusion: Annette Bird was a special 
woman who deeply loved the man 
she married, and she did not want 
him to be forgotten. It was also 
crystal-clear to me that she had 
brought 12 years of extreme happi-
ness to Sam Bird’s very difficult life 
— and that he had done the same 
for her.

On October 18, 1984, after 12 
years of marriage to his beloved 
Annette, Sam Bird’s body simply 
couldn’t take it anymore. He passed 
away at the age of 44. Although he 
had not died in Vietnam, his name 
was added to the Vietnam Memo-
rial. 

A side note about the book I 
purchased: I mistakenly thought I 
was buying a new copy. Instead, the 
copy I received had the following 
inscription in it: “To Ron Turney 
’78. With warm wishes. Annette 
Bird. March 21, 1994.” I googled 
Ron Turney and discovered that he 
was a 1978 graduate of the Citadel 
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who had gone on to become a Navy 
pilot. He died of Lou Gehrig’s dis-
ease in 2018. Somehow, his book 
had ended up in my possession.

Sam Bird and the JFK assassination

There is another reason, how-
ever, why the Sam Bird story has 
impacted me so deeply. Although 
he and his wife Annette were never 
aware of it, the fact is that Sam Bird 
played a critically important role in 
establishing the fraudulent nature 
of the autopsy that the military es-
tablishment conducted on Presi-
dent Kennedy’s body on the eve-
ning of his assassination.

Sam Bird played a critically 
important role in establishing the 
fraudulent nature of the autopsy 

on President Kennedy’s body.

As longtime supporters of The 
Future of Freedom Foundation 
know, we have published many 
books and articles and sponsored 
several conferences and video pre-
sentations detailing the fraudulent 
nature of the JFK autopsy. Why is a 
fraudulent autopsy so important? 
Because there is no possible inno-
cent explanation for a fraudulent 
autopsy. It necessarily proves crimi-
nal culpability in the assassination 
itself. Once one concludes that  

the national-security establishment 
conducted a fraudulent autopsy, 
one has also automatically conclud-
ed that the national-security estab-
lishment orchestrated and carried 
out the assassination itself. There is 
no way around it.

No autopsy in Dallas

At 1 p.m. Central Time on No-
vember 22, 1963, President Kenne-
dy was declared dead at Parkland 
Hospital in Dallas. At that point, 
Dr. Earl Rose, the Dallas County 
medical examiner, announced that 
he was going to conduct an autopsy 
on the president’s body. Rose was 
operating under Texas state law, 
which mandated that after any ho-
micide, the county medical exam-
iner was required to conduct an 
autopsy.

At that time, it was not a federal 
offense to assassinate a president. 
Therefore, no federal department, 
agency, or officer, including the Se-
cret Service, the FBI, the Pentagon, 
the CIA, and the Justice Depart-
ment, had any jurisdiction over any 
aspect of this crime. 

Immediately after Rose made 
his announcement, a team of Secret 
Service agents led by a man named 
Roy Kellerman went into action. 
Declaring that he was operating un-
der orders and sporting a Thomp-
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son submachine gun, Kellerman 
told Rose in no uncertain terms 
that he would not be permitted to 
conduct the autopsy and that the 
president’s body was going to be 
taken back to Washington. 

Rose stood his ground and re-
fused to budge, pointing out the  
requirements of state criminal law 
with respect to homicides. The 
members of Kellerman’s team 
pulled their coats back to brandish 
their guns. One apparently large Se-
cret Service agent physically picked 
up Rose, carried him to a nearby 
wall, and wagged his finger in his 
face. Amidst screaming, yelling, 
and a stream of profanities, Keller-
man’s team forced their way out of 
Parkland Hospital with the heavy, 
ornate, funeral-type casket into 
which the president’s body had 
been placed. Hospital personnel 
later stated that they were scared to 
death.

The members of Kellerman’s team 
pulled their coats back to 

brandish their guns.

Kellerman’s team delivered the 
body to the new president, Lyndon 
Johnson, who was waiting for it at 
Dallas’s Love Field. Johnson had al-
ready ordered aides to remove seats 
from the back of Air Force One to 

make room for the casket, which 
makes it a virtual certainty that it 
was LBJ who issued the order to 
Kellerman to prevent Rose from 
conducting the autopsy and to 
bring the body immediately to 
Johnson.

Sam Bird’s Joint Service Casket Team

Johnson’s plane landed at An-
drews Air Force Base in Maryland 
at approximately 6 p.m. Eastern 
Time. There were plenty of compe-
tent forensics pathologists in Mary-
land, Washington, D.C., and Vir-
ginia to perform the autopsy. 
Johnson chose not to use any of 
them. Instead, he delivered JFK’s 
body into the hands of the military, 
notwithstanding the fact that the 
military had no jurisdiction what-
soever over any aspect of the crime. 
The military forced the enlisted 
men who participated in the autop-
sy to sign secrecy oaths vowing to 
never disclose what they had seen 
and done and then threatened them 
with court martial or criminal pros-
ecution if they ever did so. One en-
listed man later stated that they put 
the fear of God in them.

The Dallas casket was removed 
from Air Force One and placed in a 
Navy grey ambulance in which 
Jackie Kennedy and Bobby Kenne-
dy rode. It slowly made its way to 
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the Bethesda National Naval Medi-
cal Center, where the autopsy was 
to be conducted. The ambulance 
stopped in the front of the facility at 
approximately 6:55 p.m. Mrs. Ken-
nedy and Bobby Kennedy got out, 
went into the front of the facility, 
and were escorted to the 17th floor 
to await the autopsy and the em-
balming of the president’s body.

Lt. Sam Bird was in charge of 
what was known as the Joint Ser-
vice Casket Team, or Honor Guard. 
It was his team that carried the Dal-
las casket into the morgue, which 
was located at the back of the 
Bethesda facility. Bird’s team car-
ried the casket into the morgue at 8 
p.m. The president’s body was then 
taken out of the casket, and the au-
topsy began at 8:15 p.m.

Lt. Sam Bird was in charge of 
what was known as the Joint 

Service Casket Team, or Honor 
Guard. 

How do we know that Bird’s 
team carried the casket into the 
morgue at 8 p.m.? On December 
10, 1963, Bird submitted a written 
after-action report to his com-
manding officer. In Bird’s report, he 
details his team’s activities on that 
day, including the following state-
ment: “The casket team transferred 

the remains ... from the ambulance 
to the morgue (Bethesda) 2000 
hours, 22 Nov. 63.” (2000 hours is 8 
p.m. in military time.) You can see 
Bird’s report here: https://www.his-
tory-matters.com/archive/jfk/arrb/
master_med_set/md163/html/
md163_0001a.htm.

Sneaking JFK’s body into the morgue

Why is the 8 p.m. entry time im-
portant? 

In the 1990s, the Assassination 
Records Review Board discovered 
the existence of a man named Rog-
er Boyajian, who told the ARRB a 
remarkable story, one that he had 
kept secret for more than 30 years 
because of the “classified” nature of 
the autopsy. He stated that on the 
day of the assassination he was 
serving as a Marine sergeant at the 
Marine Barracks in Washington, 
D.C. He and a team of Marine per-
sonnel were ordered to the Bethes-
da morgue to establish security. 

Boyajian told the ARRB that the 
president’s body was carried into 
the morgue at 6:35 p.m., which was 
almost 1 1/2 hours before the time 
that Bird’s team had carried the 
body into the morgue at 8 p.m.

Was there any corroboration for 
Boyajian’s extraordinary claim? Ac-
tually, there was. In the week fol-
lowing the autopsy, he had done 
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what Bird had done. He had pre-
pared and submitted to his com-
manding officer an after-action re-
port detailing his team’s activities. 
Although the JFK Records Act re-
quired the military to turn over that 
report to the ARRB, the military 
never did so. 

However, Sgt. Boyajian had kept 
an onion-skin copy of his report. 
More than 30 years after the assas-
sination, he sent a copy of his report 
to the ARRB. It confirms the entry 
of the president’s body into the 
morgue at 6:35 p.m., long before the 
8 p.m. entry time of Sam Bird’s 
team.

Corroboration for Boyajian’s report

Was there any independent cor-
roboration of Boyajian’s report? Yes. 
A team of Navy enlisted men stated 
that they carried the president’s 
body into the morgue in a light-
weight aluminum shipping casket, 
rather than the heavy, ornate, fu-
neral-type casket that Bird’s team 
carried into the morgue. Other 
Navy personnel stated that the 
president’s body was inside a rub-
ber body bag rather than wrapped 
in the white sheets that had been 
placed around him at Parkland 
Hospital.

The ARRB also discovered the 
existence of a memorandum pre-

pared by Gawler’s Funeral Home, 
which was the most prestigious fu-
neral home in Washington, D.C. 
Having been selected by Jackie 
Kennedy to take charge of the fu-
neral, it conducted the embalming 
of JFK’s body. The memorandum 
stated that the president’s body was 
brought into the morgue in a ship-
ping casket. 

Although the JFK Records Act 
required the military to turn over 

that report to the ARRB, the 
military never did so.

Jerrol Custer, an x-ray techni-
cian who was helping take x-rays of 
the president’s body, went up to the 
main floor and saw Mrs. Kennedy 
entering the front of the building. 
He knew that the Dallas casket that 
was still in the Navy grey ambu-
lance in the front of the building 
had to be empty because the presi-
dent’s body was downstairs being 
x-rayed.

Army Lt. Col. Pierre Finck, one 
of the three pathologists who con-
ducted the autopsy, later testified 
under oath that he received a tele-
phone call from Commander James 
Humes, the lead pathologist, invit-
ing him to come and participate in 
the autopsy. The call came at 8 p.m., 
the time that Bird’s team was carry-
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ing the Dallas casket into the 
morgue. During that call, Humes 
told Finck that they already had x-
rays of the president’s head. (No x-
rays were taken in Dallas.) Finck 
made the same point in a report 
that he submitted to his command-
ing officer, Gen. J. M. Blumberg. At 
the risk of belaboring the obvious, 
the only way they could already 
have x-rays of the president’s head 
was if the body had already been in 
the morgue before 8 p.m.

Dark-side skullduggery

I have detailed the autopsy fraud 
in my books The Kennedy Autopsy, 
The Kennedy Autopsy 2, and An En-
counter with Evil: The Abraham Za-
pruder Story. The autopsy fraud is 
more fully detailed in Douglas 
Horne’s five-volume book Inside  
the Assassination Records Review 
Board, which is the watershed book 
regarding the JFK autopsy. Horne 
served on the staff of the ARRB as 
chief analyst for military records.

Therefore, I won’t repeat the de-
tails of the military’s autopsy fraud 
in this article. But suffice it to say 
that when military personnel who 
have no jurisdiction over a crime 
are secretly sneaking the body of a 
president of the United States into a 
military morgue, it is a safe assump-
tion that they are up to no good. 

Even though he was never aware 
of it, it is Sam Bird’s after-action re-
port that helps to establish the dark-
side skullduggery that was taking 
place on President Kennedy’s body 
on the evening of November 22 at 
the Bethesda military morgue.

JFK’s breakthrough 

As Douglas Horne details in his 
Future of Freedom Foundation 
book JFK’s War with the National-
Security Establishment: Why Ken-
nedy Was Assassinated, by the time 
of his assassination, President Ken-
nedy was determined to move 
America in a totally different direc-
tion than the direction desired by 
the Pentagon, the CIA, and the 
NSA. This new direction included 
establishing peaceful and friendly 
relations with Russia, Cuba, and the 
rest of the communist world, enter-
ing into a nuclear test-ban treaty 
with Russia, and withdrawing all 
U.S. troops from Vietnam. 

The national-security establishment 
deemed Kennedy to be a grave threat 

to “national security.”

The national-security establish-
ment deemed Kennedy to be a grave 
threat to “national security,” just as it 
had in 1953 with Mohammad Mos-
sadegh, the democratically elected 
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prime minister of Iran, in 1954 with 
Jacobo Arbenz, the democratically 
elected president of Guatemala, and 
in 1961 with Patrice Lamumba, the 
leader of the Congo, and would do 
later, in 1970, with Gen. Rene 
Schneider, the commanding general 
of Chile’s armed forces, in 1973 with 
Salvador Allende, the democrati-
cally elected president of Chile, and 
with many others as part of Opera-
tion Condor, the top-secret assassi-
nation and torture operation in 
South America.

Immediately after Kennedy was 
assassinated, the new president, 
Lyndon Johnson, acceded to the de-
mands of the national-security es-
tablishment to rescind Kennedy’s 
Vietnam withdrawal order. Then, as 
soon after LBJ won the 1964 elec-
tion, during which he had labeled 
his opponent, Barry Goldwater, as a 
dangerous warmonger, LBJ and the 
Pentagon engineered the Tonkin 
Gulf Resolution based on a bogus 
attack by North Vietnamese forces 
and then flooded Vietnam with 
hundreds of thousands of U.S. 
troops, including Sam Bird.

Thus, in an indirect way, Sam 
Bird, like tens of thousands of other 
U.S. soldiers, was a casualty of the 
JFK assassination. If Kennedy had 
not been assassinated and replaced 
by Johnson, there would have been 

no U.S. war in Vietnam, which 
means that tens of thousands of 
American soldiers, including Sam 
Bird, would not have suffered 
senseless and meaningless deaths 
and injuries.

After he returned home from 
the war, Sam Bird received a letter 
from Senator Robert F. Kennedy, 
who knew that Sam had been the 
head of the casket team for Presi-
dent Kennedy’s funeral. The letter 
stated:

“April 21, 1967 
Dear Captain Bird:
I want to take this opportunity 

to tell you how sorry I was to learn 
you were seriously wounded while 
on duty in Vietnam. I know that 
with your usual determination and 
perseverance you will come 
through to a full recovery. Mrs. 
Kennedy joins me in sending you 
our warm regards and best wishes 
for the future. 

Sincerely,
Robert F. Kennedy
[Handwritten postscript] Mrs. 

John Kennedy also asked to be re-
membered to you. I hope I shall have 
an opportunity of seeing you if you 
come back East. Robert Kennedy”

One year later, in March 1968, 
Kennedy announced his candidacy 
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for president against President 
Johnson. Perhaps, just perhaps, 
Sam Bird’s severe injuries in Viet-
nam played a role in Kennedy’s 
fierce opposition to the national-
security establishment’s war in 
Vietnam, which became the center-
piece of his campaign. Perhaps, just 
perhaps, Sam Bird indirectly helped 
to bring an earlier end to the war 
that brought him so much mean-
ingless suffering and an early death, 
thereby possibly saving countless 

other U.S. soldiers from the same 
fate.

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

NEXT MONTH: 
“America’s  

National Security State”  
by Jacob G. Hornberger

People hired by government know who is their 
benefactor. People who lose their jobs or fail to get 
them because of the government program do not 
know that that is the source of their problem. The 
good effects are visible. The bad effects are invisible. 
The good effects generate votes. The bad effects gen-
erate discontent, which is as likely to be directed at 
private business as at the government.

— Milton Friedman
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Congress’s  
Unconstitutional  
Pay Raise Scandal
by James Bovard

“A good politician is almost 
as rare as an honest bur-
glar,” once quipped H. L. 

Mencken. After the shenanigans 
around the latest congressional pay 
increase, America’s burglars should 
file a posthumous libel suit against 
Mencken for that disparaging com-
parison.  

There is a pity party in Wash-
ington: You weren’t invited, but 
you’ll pay the bill.

The Constitution’s 27th Amend-
ment, ratified in 1992, prohibits any 
law “varying the compensation for 
the services of the Senators and 
Representatives” from taking effect 
“until an election of representatives 
shall have intervened.” But the Con-
stitution wasn’t permitted to im-
pede the latest insider raid on the 

U.S. Treasury. 
Thanks to a backroom deal, 

members of the House of Represen-
tatives can now claim automatic re-
imbursement of $258 a night for 
lodging expenses and $79 a day for 
meals in D.C. — even if they don’t 
spend a dime. But though House 
members can pocket up to $34,000 
a year in additional tax dollars, it’s 
not a pay raise, because politicians 
are entitled to use false labels for ev-
erything they do.

Members of Congress are whin-
ing that they receive only $174,000 a 
year — more than triple the average 
U.S. salary and higher pay than 93 
percent of what other Americans 
pocket. And it is a part-time job: 
The House of Representatives will 
be in session just 117 days this year. 
The New York Times reported, 
“Lawmakers, especially younger 
ones, have voiced concern about be-
ing able to afford to live in Washing-
ton, where they spend about a third 
of the year.” Few Americans get six-
figure salaries for part-time gigs. 

Admittedly, some new mem-
bers of Congress are not too bright 
and maybe didn’t realize the job 
would require spending time in 
Washington. The poster boy for the 
pay raise was newly elected Rep. 
Maxwell Frost (D-Fla.), who com-
plained he got turned down for an 
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apartment in D.C. because of his 
“really bad” credit rating (in his 
own words). He wailed about his 
congressional gig: “This ain’t meant 
for people who don’t already have 
money.” But it wasn’t voters’ fault 
that Frost didn’t pay his bills. Actu-
ally, being a deadbeat is good job 
training for being a congressman 
and spending trillions of dollars the 
government doesn’t possess.  

If it is actually “reimbursement,” 
then why do congressmen get the 
money without showing receipts? 

Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 
(D-NY) moaned that “Congress 
structures itself to exclude and push 
out the few working-class people 
who do get elected.” Congressional 
salaries are far higher than average 
Americans’ pay in part to cover the 
extra cost of spending time in 
Washington. But House members 
wanted more. 

The origins of the raise

After Republicans captured the 
House majority in November, the 
Democrat-controlled House Ad-
ministration Committee rushed 
through a provision in December 
to boost members’ pay. The Select 
Committee on the Modernization 
of Congress recommended “addi-

tional reimbursement” to “increase 
the pool of people who could afford 
to serve on Capitol Hill,” the New 
York Times reported. The Times did 
not reveal which planet the Select 
Committee resided on. 

The new windfall was labeled 
“reimbursements” and took effect 
thanks to a tweak in the Members’ 
Congressional Handbook. There 
was no debate or vote on the House 
floor; neither the Senate nor the 
president had a say in the matter. 
Former Rep. Mo Brooks (R-Ala.) 
denounced the “clandestine secre-
cy” of the process.

In a press conference in April, 
Rep. Hakeem Jeffries (D-NY), 
House Democratic leader, denied 
that any pay raise occurred: no, it 
was just “reimbursement.” Jeffries 
used the word “bipartisan” five 
times in one minute to sanctify the 
new measure. Inside the Beltway, 
“bipartisan” bestows instant absolu-
tion. House Republican leaders did 
not oppose the windfall.

If it is actually “reimbursement,” 
then why do congressmen get the 
money without showing receipts? 
Are we supposed to assume that 
legislators would go hungry unless 
they got another $79 a day? And if 
they aren’t competent at feeding 
themselves with their $174,000 sal-
ary for a part-time job, then maybe 
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they shouldn’t be in charge of any-
thing more complex than a toy bat-
tleship floating in a bathtub. 

Politico calls the new regime 
“among the biggest changes to Con-
gress’ financial operation in de-
cades.” It describes the new system 
as “bringing Congress more in line 
with the American workforce.” But 
“the American workforce” wasn’t 
responsible for endless deficit 
spending that wrecked the value of 
the dollar that other Americans 
must use to pay for food and rent. 

Caterwauling about low pay is a 
venerable tradition on Capitol Hill. 
In 1999, Senate Minority Leader 
Tom Daschle (D-SD) whined that 
“we don’t make anything near what 
journalists in this town make.” But 
congressmen were far better paid 
than most reporters. (Daschle exit-
ed the Senate to pocket millions of 
dollars a year hustling his former 
colleagues as a quasi-lobbyist.)

How much would you  
pay a lawyer who didn’t bother 
reading the contracts he signed 

on your behalf?

House Speaker Dennis Hastert 
(R-Ill.) declared in 1999 that con-
gressmen need raises because “they 
need to have a life.” Apparently, re-
ceiving any salary less than $140,000 

means that a person is legally dead. 
Unfortunately, the Internal Reve-
nue Service does not accept this 
definition and still levies taxes on 
such zombies. Hastert was sen-
tenced to prison in 2016 for finan-
cial fraud tied to his being a “serial 
child molester,” a federal judge de-
clared. 

Pay raises bring out the sordid 
side of the nation’s political elite. In 
1987, congressional pay jumped 
from $$77,400 to $89,500 a year. 
After controversy erupted, the 
House took a voice vote which con-
firmed overwhelming opposition 
to permitting the pay raise to go 
through. Except that the vote oc-
curred one day after the deadline to 
stop an automatic pay raise for leg-
islators from taking effect. As the 
Los Angeles Times reported, “Ac-
cording to congressionally estab-
lished procedures, such resolutions 
are effective only if they are passed 
within 30 days of pay raise recom-
mendations by the President — and 
Wednesday was the 31st day.” One 
congressman said the procedure al-
lowed members to “Vote No and 
Take the Dough.”

Did they earn it?

How much do members of 
Congress legitimately earn? How 
much would you pay a lawyer who 
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didn’t bother reading the contracts 
he signed on your behalf? Every 
year, Congress enacts multiple, 
thousand-page legislative blunder-
busses without bothering to read 
the text. But congressmen have no 
liabilities for the monstrosities they 
create. 

Anyone who watches a typical 
House oversight hearing — and sees 
the empty chairs and vacant stares 
of the congressmen — could be ex-
cused for scoffing. Many private 
employees would be fired if they 
routinely failed to show up at im-
portant meetings — or showed up 
so bewildered they had to have an 
aide continually whisper in their 
ear, apparently reminding them of 
their own name. Congress has done 
a pathetic job of overseeing the most 
abusive federal agencies, such as the 
EPA, HUD, EEOC, DEA, and FBI.

Congressmen rarely read the re-
ports they command federal agen-
cies to produce. Federal agencies 
routinely fail to submit reports de-
manded by Congress — or turn in 
reports 10 or 20 years after a dead-
line set in federal law — and suffer 
no retribution.

Many congressmen receive 
huge salary increases when they 
first arrive in Washington; more 
than 90 percent of members first 
elected in 1994 earned more money 

as congressmen than they had in 
their previous jobs. The larger the 
federal government becomes, the 
more powerful congressmen are 
perceived, and the more lackeys 
and lobbyists flatter them every 
hour of the working day. Naturally, 
politicians come to think of them-
selves as great saviors — and then 
demand to be paid as such, regard-
less of their batting averages.

Congress has done a pathetic job 
of overseeing the most abusive 

federal agencies.

Salaries are only part of the ben-
efits that legislators pocket. Mem-
bers of Congress award themselves 
far more lavish pensions than most 
Americans receive. They also bene-
fit from a 72 percent subsidy on 
their health insurance costs. And 
they are often surrounded people 
desperate to do them favors — in 
return for double-crossing the citi-
zenry. 

Congress wouldn’t dare openly 
hike its own pay, because only 20 
percent approve of how Congress is 
handling its job (78 percent disap-
prove). House members are like 
employees who are afraid to ask the 
boss for a raise — and then “com-
pensate” themselves by pilfering the 
company’s cash register.
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Congressional leadership is 
portraying the new windfall as 
practically a typo on W-2 forms. 
The up-to-$34,000-a-year benefit is 
part of a budget boost to “provide a 
‘living wage,’” according to a sum-
mary from House Appropriations 
Committee Democrats. The new 
benefit system “does not require the 
submission of receipts to reduce 
burdens and address the potential 
security risks,” ruled the House’s 
chief administrative officer. Con-
gress last year bankrolled hiring 
87,000 new IRS agents and employ-
ees to audit Americans’ 1040 forms 
and shake more money out of their 
bank accounts. The new benefits 
are tax-free, so House members can 
pocket the pretax equivalent of 
$50,000 in extra income based sole-
ly on unverified claims.

Why should we give Congressmen 
a reward for their economic 

mismanagement?

The House report bewailed that 
“the personal benefits of winning a 
seat in Congress have ... decreased.” 
But that was because Congress’ 
reckless deficit spending helped 
wreck the value of the dollar, which 
has fallen 40 percent since the last 
pay raise Congress gave itself in 
2009. Do we give train captains 

raises after they wreck the train? 
Then why should we give Congress-
men a reward for their economic 
mismanagement?

The report claimed that permit-
ting reimbursement would “mod-
ernize” the pay system. Was the 
goal to have congressional compen-
sation harmonize with the nation-
wide epidemic of shoplifting?  The 
covert pay raise is akin to hiring a 
store clerk who then announces he 
is entitled to pilfer cash registers to 
get his lunch money.

Raises for millionaires

Most members of Congress are 
millionaires. Most members are 
also landlords, and there is no limit 
to the rent they pocket on top of 
their salary. Nor is there any limit to 
the illicit profits they snare from in-
sider stock trading — despite con-
gressional leaders’ endless promises 
to end that crime spree.

The House report laments that 
“the decision to retire from Con-
gress is sometimes driven by finan-
cial concerns.” It didn’t mention 
representatives rushing to get rich 
by selling out America. Almost 100 
former members of Congress have 
registered as foreign agents. That 
notorious revolving door inspired a 
Politico headline: “Want to be a ‘for-
eign agent’? Serve in Congress first.”
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The House report justified the 
compensation boost: “More candi-
dates are willing to run for office if 
they see public service as an eco-
nomically viable career.” But the 
Founding Fathers didn’t intend for 
citizens to make “viable careers” by 
endlessly seeking coercive power 
over other Americans.

I don’t want my name on an FBI 
terrorist watch list for inciting “con-
tempt of Congress,” so here’s my 
compromise proposal. Raise con-
gressional salaries to $250,000 a 
year, thereby ending the risk of leg-
islators needing food stamps. Tie 
the higher salaries to strict liability 
for all wasted tax dollars. If con-
gressmen end all the boondoggles, 
foreign and domestic, let them keep 
their higher pay. But hold members 
of Congress personally liable for 
any reckless, wasteful outlays (not 
to exceed $2 billion per congress-
men). If legislators continue squan-
dering vast swaths of tax dollars, 
then it may be time to revive a hal-
lowed institution from colonial 
America — debtors’ prisons.

Actually, if congressmen are not 
going to respect the Constitution 
when it comes to their own pay-
checks, why should we expect them 
to give a damn about any of the 
constitutional rights created to pro-
tect Americans from Washington? 
The highest life achievement for 
many congressmen was persuading 
a plurality of voters that they were 
less reprehensible than opposing 
candidates. This is no qualification 
for managing a $7 trillion budget.

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

NEXT MONTH: 
“Our Potemkin Presidency”  

by James Bovard
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Why I Will Never 
Change My Mind about 
Marijuana
by Laurence M. Vance

 

Charles Fain Lehman has 
changed his mind about 
marijuana. I haven’t, and 

never will, change my mind about 
marijuana. 

Lehman, a self-described “con-
servative,” is a fellow at the Manhat-
tan Institute and contributing edi-
tor of City Journal whose work has 
“appeared in outlets including the 
Wall Street Journal, the Atlantic, Na-
tional Review, the New York Post, 
and elsewhere.” He is “a policy ana-
lyst by trade, thinking about social 
problems and how to make them 
better from both a quantitative and 
journalistic perspective.” His inter-
ests “are generally at the intersec-
tion of policy and pathology: the 
causes, consequences, and control 

of death, crime, drugs, sex, and vio-
lence.” 

In addition to being a columnist 
and policy advisor for The Future of 
Freedom Foundation, I am a con-
tributing columnist at the New 
American magazine, an associated 
scholar of the Ludwig von Mises In-
stitute, and a columnist, blogger, 
and book reviewer at LewRockwell.
com. I am an accountant by trade, 
and a Christian libertarian by con-
viction. Although my interests are 
broad, I often write on the subjects 
of libertarianism, the free society, 
the warfare state, and the war on 
drugs. 

But Lehman hasn’t just changed 
his mind about marijuana. He has 
also changed his mind about liber-
tarianism. This is something that I 
will also never change my mind 
about.

Lehman’s mind

In his Substack article “How I 
Changed My Mind about Marijua-
na,” subtitled “The Case for Prohi-
bition,” Lehman spends several 
paragraphs denigrating libertarian-
ism before telling us that he voted 
in 2022 against Maryland’s ballot 
question 4 “directing the Maryland 
State Legislature to pass laws for the 
use, distribution, regulation, and 
taxation of marijuana.” (The mea-
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sure was approved by a margin of 
67.2 percent to 32.8 percent.) 

Lehman confesses that he was a 
“teenage libertarian.” He was no 
“fair-weather” libertarian, mind 
you, but “also read all the books the 
guys at the Mises Institute shove at 
you,” including Murray Rothbard’s 
For a New Liberty and America’s 
Great Depression. Like any good lib-
ertarian, he supported drug legal-
ization: “Only a fool could think 
drug prohibition was a good idea! 
Marijuana, especially, should obvi-
ously be freely available.” He also 
“consumed marijuana a handful of 
times.” But it turns out that his 
“youthful libertarianism” was “driv-
en by an instinctual contrarianism.” 
He now considers being a libertari-
an to be “passé.” 

Lehman never actually takes on 
the main argument against 

marijuana prohibition.

As for marijuana, Lehman 
thinks that “the arguments for le-
galization are mostly bad; that the 
harms of marijuana are, though not 
overwhelming, significant and 
probably debilitating for a large mi-
nority of the population; and that 
marijuana legalization will exacer-
bate, rather than alleviate, the cu-
mulative harm of marijuana.” He 

believes “that the most commonly 
used arguments for legalization are 
not about marijuana per se. They 
are mostly about the harms of crim-
inalization, and the way in which 
those harms fall disproportionately 
on black and Hispanic people.” Al-
though these are indeed arguments 
used for legalization, they are cer-
tainly not the most commonly used 
arguments. Lehman never actually 
takes on the main argument against 
marijuana prohibition and just 
mentions it in passing. 

He considers the notion that 
“marijuana’s psychoactive ingredi-
ents have medical benefits” to be 
“often overstated.” He finds “more 
persuasive” than the legal and med-
ical arguments for marijuana legal-
ization “two related and very 
straightforward reasons to legalize 
marijuana, ones which do not often 
feature in the debate but which ob-
viously influence it nonetheless.” 

“These are,” he says: “1) by de-
fault, people should be able to do 
what they want with their bodies 
and 2) marijuana is fun, and fun 
things are good.” Lehman weakens 
the seriousness of the first reason by 
mentioning it in conjunction with 
the second, which is something that 
no serious proponent of marijuana 
legalization has ever put forth. He 
also believes that “there are sub-
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stantial harms associated with mar-
ijuana, just like any other intoxi-
cant.” Marijuana use is a “social 
problem” because “marijuana has 
short- and long-term harms, it’s 
generally ‘performance-degrading,’ 
and these effects concentrate in a 
small, addicted subset of the popu-
lation.” Therefore, “We should at 
the very least want it controlled in 
some way, if not prohibited out-
right.” Indeed, “If we cannot opti-
mize the market in a vicious good, 
perhaps it is better to have no mar-
ket at all, and to actively prohibit 
the production and sale of that 
good.”

Marijuana

Before giving my mind on mari-
juana and why I will never change 
it, it might be beneficial to take a 
brief look at the current status of 
marijuana in the United States. Be-
ginning with Colorado and Wash-
ington in 2012, the recreational use 
of marijuana has been legalized in 
23 states and the District of Colum-
bia. Beginning with California in 
1996, the medical use of marijuana 
has been legalized in 38 states (takes 
effect in Kentucky on January 1, 
2025), the District of Columbia, 
and the other U.S. territories of the 
Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, 
Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. 

Over half of the states have decrim-
inalized the possession of small 
amounts of marijuana. The recre-
ational and medical use of marijua-
na are both illegal in the states of 
Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, 
Kansas, Nebraska, North Carolina, 
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, 
Wisconsin, and Wyoming. There 
are potential statewide ballot mea-
sures relating to marijuana upcom-
ing in elections in Ohio this year 
and Florida, Idaho, Missouri, and 
Nebraska in 2024. 

Beginning with California in 1996, 
the medical use of marijuana has 

been legalized in 38 states.

It should be pointed out, 
though, that the legalization of 
marijuana by a state — whether 
recreational or medical — should 
never be confused with marijuana 
freedom. Legalization comes with 
so many government rules and reg-
ulations on the state and local level 
that the marijuana market can 
hardly be considered free at all. 

Most marijuana legalization 
laws don’t apply to legal adults who 
have not reached the age of 21 even 
though once they turn eighteen 
they can vote, run for office, enter 
legally binding contracts, marry, 
engage in consensual sex with other 
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adults, adopt children, join the mil-
itary, be subject to the draft (when 
the draft is in force), and produce or 
purchase pornography. 

In most states, medical mari-
juana is only allowed for certain 
medical conditions, users must first 
obtain an identification card, doc-
tors must prescribe the marijuana, 
the number of cannabis plants that 
one can possess is limited, and the 
number of ounces of cannabis that 
one can possess is limited.

The federal government still 
classifies marijuana as a 

Schedule I controlled substance.

And in spite of the legalization 
efforts of the states, it should also be 
mentioned that the federal govern-
ment still classifies marijuana as a 
Schedule I controlled substance un-
der the Controlled Substances Act 
(CSA) with “a high potential for 
abuse,” “no currently accepted 
medical use,” and “a lack of accept-
ed safety for use of the drug under 
medical supervision.” Possessing, 
growing, transporting, or distribut-
ing marijuana is a federal felony, 
with violations resulting in fines 
and/or imprisonment. And the Su-
preme Court, in the case of Gonza-
les v. Raich (2005), has ruled that the 
Controlled Substances Act did not 

exceed Congress’s power under the 
Commerce Clause as applied to the 
intrastate cultivation and possession 
of marijuana for medical use. 

Therefore, the federal govern-
ment has the authority to prohibit 
marijuana possession and use for 
any and all purposes. According to 
annual data compiled by the Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA), 
5.7 million cultivated cannabis 
plants were confiscated last year via 
the DEA’s Domestic Cannabis 
Eradication/Suppression Program. 
Even though recreational marijua-
na is legal in California, the major-
ity of DEA-related seizures and ar-
rests took place in California. 

My mind

I am of a different mind than Mr. 
Lehman. There should be no rules, 
restrictions, or regulations at any 
level of government for any reason 
regarding the buying, selling, pos-
sessing, growing, processing, trans-
porting, advertising, using, deliver-
ing, or “trafficking” of marijuana. 

This doesn’t mean that using 
marijuana is not addictive, harmful, 
foolish, risky, unhealthy, immoral, 
sinful, financially ruinous, or dan-
gerous. But it does mean a number 
of things. 

No one should be arrested for a 
marijuana offense. 
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No one should be charged with 
a law violation for a marijuana of-
fense.

No one should be issued a ticket 
for a marijuana offense.

No one should have to go to 
court for a marijuana offense.

No one should receive a fine for 
a marijuana offense.

No one should be required to 
enter drug treatment for a marijua-
na offense.

No legal adult should have to 
wait until he is 21 to use marijuana. 

No one should have to get a li-
cense to sell marijuana.

No one should have to get an 
identification card to purchase 
marijuana.

No one should have to see a 
physician to obtain marijuana. 

Everyone incarcerated for a 
marijuana-related offense should 
be immediately released from jail or 
prison and have his record ex-
punged. 

There should be a free market in 
marijuana just like the free market 
that exists for fruits and vegetables 
or over the counter medications. 

Any marijuana user should be 
able to grow as much marijuana as 
he wants to, purchase as much mar-
ijuana as he wants to, store as much 
marijuana as he wants to, or smoke 
as much as he wants to in his own 

home without fear of government 
agents breaking down his front 
door and arresting him for doing 
any of these things.

The use of medical marijuana 
should not be limited to just serious 
or specified medical conditions. 

Everyone incarcerated  
for a marijuana-related offense 
should be immediately released 

from jail or prison.

Marijuana sales should not be 
taxed any more than the sale of oth-
er goods.

Marijuana businesses should 
not be regulated any more than 
other businesses.

Marijuana should not be limited 
to just medical use.

It should not be illegal to grow 
marijuana in a publicly visible 
space.

Commerce in marijuana should 
not be hindered. 

Marijuana should not be avail-
able just from state-run dispensa-
ries. In fact, there should be no 
state-run dispensaries.

Americans should not have to 
vote to legalize marijuana. 

At the very least, marijuana 
should be as freely available as alco-
hol. This, of course, is not ideal. 
There is certainly not a free market 
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in alcohol in the United States. Al-
cohol is heavily regulated by the 
federal government and the states. 
Alcohol cannot be sold before or af-
ter certain times of the day depend-
ing on where one lives and what day 
of the week it is. Alcohol is heavily 
taxed. The legal drinking age is 21. 
Some states have government li-
quor stores and outlaw private li-
quor stores. And some states still 
have dry counties. 

All laws that regulate or restrict 
marijuana could be ended 

immediately.

But almost any American who 
wants to can purchase as much 
beer, wine, and hard liquor as he 
wants to, store as much in his home 
as he wants to, and drink as much 
as he wants to in his own home 
without fear of government agents 
breaking down his front door and 
arresting him for doing any of these 
things. As long as they don’t abuse 
their children, commit a crime, or 
drive while intoxicated, the govern-
ment will just leave them alone. 
(But not if Lehman has his way: 
“Bluntly, we should regulate alcohol 
much more stringently than we 
currently do.”)

Although I advocate a complete 
and immediate end to the war on 

marijuana at every level of govern-
ment, I don’t want to make the per-
fect the enemy of the good. Some 
marijuana freedom is better than 
no marijuana freedom. Legal medi-
cal marijuana with illegal recre-
ational marijuana is better than 
both of them being illegal. Legal 
medical marijuana with prescrip-
tions and restrictions is better than 
illegal medical marijuana. And le-
gal recreational marijuana with 
taxation and regulation is better 
than illegal recreational marijuana. 
But not only is it true that all laws 
that regulate or restrict marijuana 
should be ended immediately, it is 
also just as true that all laws that 
regulate or restrict marijuana could 
be ended immediately.

The basis of my views on legalization

My opinions regarding mari-
juana legalization are not based on 
crime or incarceration statistics, my 
personal views of marijuana (many 
medical claims dubious, recreation-
al use is immoral), whether the 
drug war is “racist,” opinion polls, 
scientific studies, religion, medical 
research, or politics. My opinions 
regarding marijuana legalization 
are based on a number of things: 
federalism, the proper role of gov-
ernment, individual liberty, and the 
nature of crime.
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To support any kind of federal 
role in the war against marijuana is 
to support a war against the Consti-
tution and our federal system of 
government. The Constitution no-
where authorizes the federal gov-
ernment to have anything to do 
with marijuana (or any other drug). 

The Constitution nowhere au-
thorizes the federal government to 
have a drug czar, an Office of Na-
tional Drug Control Policy, a Drug 
Enforcement Administration, a 
Controlled Substances Act, a Na-
tional Drug Control Strategy, a Na-
tional Survey on Drug Use and 
Health, or a Domestic Cannabis 
Eradication/Suppression Program. 

The Constitution nowhere 
authorizes the federal 

government to ban any substance.

The Constitution nowhere au-
thorizes the federal government to 
ban any substance. Even progres-
sives after World War I who sought 
to institute alcohol prohibition 
knew they could do it on the na-
tional level only by amending the 
Constitution. The Volstead Act to 
prohibit the “manufacture, sale, or 
transportation of intoxicating li-
quors” could not be passed by Con-
gress until after the adoption of the 
Eighteenth Amendment in 1919. 

Under our federal system of gov-
ernment, any and all laws related to 
marijuana must be enacted by the 
states.

It is not the proper role of gov-
ernment to prevent people from 
engaging in actions that are hedo-
nistic, immoral, sinful, dangerous, 
unhealthy, destructive, addictive, or 
financially ruinous — or for pun-
ishing them for doing so. It is not 
the job of government to keep peo-
ple from harming themselves. 

Although he was a drug warrior, 
President Reagan nevertheless said 
it best: “Government exists to pro-
tect us from each other. Where gov-
ernment has gone beyond its limits 
is in deciding to protect us from 
ourselves.” All government agencies 
devoted to warring against mari-
juana should be eliminated. All 
government bureaucrats who work 
for those agencies should be let go. 
All government efforts to study and 
classify drugs and conduct surveys 
and issue reports on drug use 
should be ended. Government 
should not fund or operate drug 
treatment centers, supervised drug 
injection sites, or needle exchange 
programs. Government should not 
educate people about the dangers of 
drug use, provide overdose medica-
tions, or persuade people to “just 
say no” to drugs. 
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Government marijuana-prohi-
bition efforts lead to even greater 
evils, as Ludwig von Mises so well 
explained: “Opium and morphine 
are certainly dangerous, habit-
forming drugs. But once the prin-
ciple is admitted that it is the duty 
of government to protect the indi-
vidual against his own foolishness, 
no serious objections can be ad-
vanced against further encroach-
ments.”

A free man has the natural right 
to use marijuana — even if it kills 
him. All men have one thing in 
common: self ownership. Every free 
man owns his own body. As the 
owner of his own body, a man has 
the natural right to pamper his 
body or harm his body. Individuals 
should be free to use marijuana as 
long as they pay for it, don’t use it 
on someone else’s property without 
permission, and accept responsibil-
ity for their actions when they use 
it. Individuals should be free to pur-
sue happiness in their own way 
even if their choices are deemed by 
others to be harmful, unhealthy, 
unsafe, immoral, unwise, stupid, 
destructive, or irresponsible. Indi-
viduals should be free to live their 
lives in any manner they choose as 
long as their activities are nonvio-
lent, nondisorderly, nondisruptive, 
nonthreatening, and noncoercive. 

Individuals should be free to decide 
what risks they are willing to take 
and what behaviors are in their own 
best interests. In a free society, indi-
vidual liberty has to include the 
right to do anything that’s peaceful 
as long as one does not violate the 
liberty of another. Anything less is 
not a free society. 

A free man has the  
natural right to use marijuana 

— even if it kills him.

Every crime needs a real victim 
— not a potential victim or a possi-
ble victim but a tangible and identi-
fiable victim who has suffered mea-
surable harm to his person or 
measurable damages to his proper-
ty. Marijuana use may be a vice, but 
it should never be a crime. As ex-
plained by the great nineteenth-
century classical-liberal political 
philosopher Lysander Spooner:

Vices are those acts by which a 
man harms himself or his 
property. Crimes are those 
acts by which one man harms 
the person or property of an-
other. Vices are simply the er-
rors which a man makes in his 
search after his own happi-
ness. Unlike crimes, they im-
ply no malice toward others, 
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and no interference with their 
persons or property.

Unless this clear distinction be-
tween vices and crimes is made and 
recognized by the laws, there can be 
on earth no such thing as individual 
right, liberty, or property — no 
such things as the right of one man 
to the control of his own person 
and property, and the correspond-
ing and coequal rights of another 
man to the control of his own per-
son and property.

I could not change my mind 
about marijuana without also 
changing my mind about federal-
ism, the proper role of government, 
individual liberty, and the nature  
of crime. To advocate the govern-
ment controlling marijuana or pro-
hibiting it outright, Lehman is re-

jecting a whole lot more than 
libertarianism.  

Laurence M. Vance is a columnist 
and policy advisor for The Future of 
Freedom Foundation, an associated 
scholar of the Ludwig von Mises  
Institute, and a columnist, blogger, 
and book reviewer at LewRockwell 
.com. Send him email at: lmvance 
@laurencemvance.com. Visit his 
website at: www.vancepublications.
com. 
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Albert Jay Nock on 
“Doing the Right 
Thing” versus  
Government
by Richard M. Ebeling

It is almost 100 years since the 
libertarian essayist and social 
critic Albert Jay Nock (1870–

1945) published his essay “On Do-
ing the Right Thing” in the pages of 
the American Mercury (November 
1924). Nowadays, the very title of 
the essay may seem strange to many 
modern American readers. The 
“right thing?” Surely, the right thing 
is just “doing your own thing.”

Even in 1924, Nock explained 
that the notion of “doing the right 
thing” was not present in the think-
ing of many Americans, though he 
thought it was still widely prevalent 
in the minds of many British. Hav-
ing spent some time in London, he 
noticed the number of times the 
phrase, “doing the right thing,” was 

used and repeated by people going 
about their everyday affairs. This 
was observed by Nock regardless of 
whether the people saying it were 
members of the working or middle 
class or among the upper elite.  

“A dozen times a day one will 
hear Englishmen mutter in an apol-
ogetic tone,” Nock said, “Beastly 
bore, you know! — oh, dev’lish 
bore! — but then, you know, one re-
ally must do the Right Thing, 
mustn’t one?’” Nock immediately 
saw a connection between this no-
tion of doing the right thing and the 
idea of individual liberty. In fact, 
doing the right thing, he said, only 
had relevance and reality in an en-
vironment of extensive personal 
and economic freedom. 

Freedom and three arenas of life

Nock distinguished between 
three arenas of human conduct. 
The first was that area of a person’s 
life most directly influenced by gov-
ernment. There, the actions of the 
individual are constrained by the 
necessity to follow what the law 
proscribes, such things as not kill-
ing, stealing from, or defrauding 
others. That is, the negative con-
straints of a properly limited gov-
ernment. 

The second area of life, given 
these legal prohibitions, Nock re-

Future of Freedom 28 October 2023



Future of Freedom 29 October 2023

Richard M. Ebeling

ferred to as the matters of personal 
and “indifferent” choice. Will you 
wear a green necktie or a red one, or 
maybe no necktie at all. Will you 
dress according to social conven-
tions or as the eccentric little con-
cerned about how others may 
think? Will you furnish you home 
in Victorian or rustic style? Spend 
your weekends in a drunken stupor 
carousing with your equally inebri-
ated friends or teetotallingly sober 
and focused on mowing your lawn 
or fixing that squeaky screen door? 
Whiling away your time in the eve-
ning in front of the television or 
taking night classes to earn the de-
gree that may open the opportunity 
for a promotion at work? 

In a free society, to use some of 
the lyrics of the old song, “It Ain’t 
Nobody’s Business If I Do”:

If I should take a notion to 
jump into the ocean,
Ain’t nobody’s business if I do.
If I go to church on Sunday, 
then cabaret all day Monday,
Ain’t nobody’s business if I do.

If my man ain’t got no money 
and I say, “Take all of mine, 
honey,”
Ain’t nobody’s business if I do.
If I give him my last nickel and 
it leaves me in a pickle,

Ain’t nobody’s business if I 
do....

Finally, there is the third area of 
life, the one, Nock said, that incor-
porates “doing the right thing”:

There is a region where con-
duct is controlled by unen-
forced, self-imposed alle-
giance to moral or social 
consideration. In this region, 
for instance, one follows the 
rule of “women and children 
first,” takes a long risk to get 
somebody out of a burning 
house, or, like Sir Philip Sid-
ney, refuses to slake one’s own 
thirst when there is not water 
enough to go around. 

Giving others their just due

In another essay written around 
the same time in the mid-1920s, “A 
Study in Manners,” Nock gave some 
other examples of what might be 
considered doing the right thing. In 
these instances, doing the right 
thing is treating others with a sense 
of right or appropriate conduct, 
even if the law does not require it 
and you could personally benefit by 
taking advantage of the situation. 
That is, in good conscience, does it 
really seem right not to act or inter-
act in a certain way toward some-
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one else given the circumstances 
and even if it would be to your ad-
vantage? Says Nock:

In stealing an inventor’s purse, 
let us say, one must reckon 
with the law; in stealing his 
idea, one must reckon with 
the sense of morals, with the 
common conscience of man-
kind; in buying up and sup-
pressing his idea or in exploit-
ing it without adequate 
compensation, one must reck-
on with the sense of manners, 
with the fine and high percep-
tion established by culture, to 
which such transactions at 
once appear mean and low. 
When Baron Tachnitz paid in 
full royalties to foreign au-
thors whose works he repub-
lished before the days of inter-
national copyright, he was 
governed by a sense of man-
ners; for no law compelled 
him to pay anything, and the 
morals of trade would have 
been quite satisfied if he had 
paid whatever he chose.

Clearly, in paying whatever 
might have been standard royalties 
to authors whose works he repub-
lished, Baron Tachnitz was doing 
what his conscience was telling him 

was the right thing, even though ex-
isting international law did not 
make it illegal to fail to do so. Sup-
pose the law said that pickpocket-
ing someone’s wallet was illegal, but 
seeing it fall out of someone’s pock-
et and not returning it was not theft 
under the law. “Doing the right 
thing” would be going up to the 
person who lost his wallet in this 
way and handing it back to him, 
contents intact. To do otherwise 
would be to take something from 
another that is their property, with-
out their consent, due to the acci-
dent of circumstances. 

Doing the right thing in a presidential 
election

In another interesting example, 
Nock relates a story about John Jay, 
one of the writers of The Federalist 
Papers and then governor of New 
York State at the time of the 1800 
presidential election. John Adams 
had been elected the second presi-
dent of the United States in 1796 
and was running for reelection 
against Thomas Jefferson. Adams 
was running as the Federalist can-
didate and Jefferson as the Republi-
can. Supporters of Jefferson’s vice-
presidential running mate, Aaron 
Burr, had successfully won the New 
York legislative elections in 1800, 
meaning they would be seated as 
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the majority in early 1801; under 
the then-current practice, this new 
Republican majority would be se-
lecting the New York Electoral Col-
lege representatives who would be 
voting on who would be appointed 
the next president of the United 
States, therefore helping to assure 
that Thomas Jefferson became the 
third president of the country. 

It seems John Jay never wrote 
back to Alexander Hamilton after 

receiving this letter.

Alexander Hamilton, a support-
er of John Adams and strongly anti-
Jefferson, wrote to John Jay propos-
ing that as governor of New York he 
could call a special session of the 
state legislator while the Federalists 
still held the majority so that the 
method by which the electors were 
chosen could be changed, increas-
ing the certainty that Adams would 
win a second term in office instead 
of Jefferson succeeding him. So bit-
ter was the political divide in the 
country at the time between Feder-
alists and Republicans that Hamil-
ton said in his letter to John Jay, “in 
times like these in which we live, it 
will not do to be overscrupulous. It 
is easy to sacrifice the substantial 
interests of society by a strict adher-
ence to ordinary rules.” It was not 

illegal for Jay to call a lame-duck 
session of the state legislature to 
change the Electoral College proce-
dure, argued Hamilton, even 
though it would be seen as an act of 
abusive political expediency. After 
all, Hamilton continued, it would 
“prevent an Atheist in Religion and 
a Fanatic in politics from getting 
possession of the helm of State.” A 
bit of legislative trickery was need-
ed to save the country “from the 
fangs of Jefferson.”

It seems John Jay never wrote 
back to Alexander Hamilton after 
receiving this letter. What is known 
is that he did not follow the course 
of political action proposed by 
Hamilton, but after Jay’s death, it 
was found that on the backside of 
Hamilton’s letter, John Jay had writ-
ten, “Proposing a measure for party 
purposes which I do not think it 
would become me to adopt.” That is, 
while no doubt legal for him to do 
so as governor and ensuring a major 
political victory over someone Jay 
strongly opposed, it would not be 
“doing the right thing.” It would fly 
in the face of the legitimate elective 
procedures and be an inappropriate 
and abusive use of political power 
as governor of the state to reverse 
what otherwise would be the lawful 
outcome of the presidential election 
of 1800. Explained Nock:
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Governor Jay had unusual 
ability and the most nearly 
flawless character probably, of 
any man in public life of that 
time.... In principle he was as 
strong a Federalist as Hamil-
ton himself.... He had a deep 
distrust of popular govern-
ment, and viewed the pro-
spective triumph of Mr. Jeffer-
son, the “fanatic of politics,” 
with apprehension and dis-
taste.... He could quite legally 
and constitutionally have 
made the move that Hamilton 
implored him to make, for the 
old legislature still had tenure 
of office for seven or eight 
weeks.... With his party con-
tinued in power at Washing-
ton, the Administration would 
have taken royal good care of 
him and given him his pick of 
patronage. Every predilection 
of his own was in favor of 
Hamilton’s suggestion. A de-
vout man, he might well have 
let the end justify the means of 
keeping a person of Jefferson’s 
well-known unorthodoxy out 
of the presidency. Yet he 
looked at the opportunity and 
passed it by in silence because 
he did not think it would be be-
coming to embrace it.

Cultivating doing the right thing
In the essay “On Doing the Right 

Thing,” Nock argued that whether it 
was the liberty to make those every-
day choices that primarily effect 
ourselves or those decisions that 
embrace, impact, or affect those 
around us that require us to weigh 
thinking about and “doing the right 
thing,” the scope and range of such 
choices are greatly influenced by the 
degree to which government in-
trudes upon or leaves us alone to 
determine them on our own. 

The scope and range of such 
choices are greatly influenced by 
the degree to which government 
intrudes upon or leaves us alone. 

The more that government  
interferes with these matters, the 
less range there is for each of us to 
take responsibility for what we do 
and how we do it in guiding our 
own lives and in developing ethical 
and moral senses concerning our 
relationships and voluntary obliga-
tions and noncompulsory duties to 
others in society. The development 
and exercise of these choices, Nock 
insisted, depends on freedom and 
the confinement of government to 
securing each person’s liberty rath-
er than restraining it through vari-
ous forms of political paternalism. 
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Said Nock:

The practical reason for free-
dom, then, is that freedom 
seems to be the only condition 
under which any kind of sub-
stantial moral fiber can be de-
veloped. Everything else has 
been tried, world without end. 
Going against reason and ex-
perience, we have tried law, 
compulsion, and authoritari-
anism of various kinds, and 
the result is nothing to be 
proud of.... In suggesting that 
we try freedom, therefore, the 
anarchist or individualist has a 
strictly practical aim. He aims 
at the production of a race of 
responsible beings. He wants 
more room for the savoir se 
gener [knowing how to get 
along], more scope for the no-
blesse oblige [the obligations of 
position], a larger place for the 
sense of the Right Thing. 

If our legalists and authori-
tarians could once get this well 
through their heads, they 
would save themselves a vast 
deal of silly insistence on a 
half-truth and upon the sup-
pressio veri [lying by omission] 
which is the meanest and low-
est form of misrepresentation. 
Freedom, for example, as they 

keep insisting, undoubtedly 
means freedom to drink one-
self to death. The anarchist 
grants this at once; but at the 
same time, he points out that 
also means freedom to say 
with the gravedigger in Les 
Misérables, “I have studied, I 
have graduated; I never drink.”

It unquestionably means 
freedom to go on without any 
code of morals at all; but it also 
means freedom to rationalize, 
construct and adhere to a code 
of one’s own. The anarchist 
presses the point invariably 
overlooked that freedom to do 
the one without correlative 
freedom to do the other is im-
possible; and that just here 
comes in the moral education 
which legalism and authori-
tarianism, with their denial of 
freedom, can never furnish.

Free choice and doing the right thing

In nineteenth-century America, 
during a time when government 
played a much smaller part in peo-
ple’s everyday lives than is the case 
today, it was taken for granted that 
not only were personal and family 
affairs the responsibility of individ-
uals but that there was a far greater 
sense of obligation and duty to “do 
the right thing” concerning the 
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problems of society. For instance, in 
a famous passage in volume 2 of 
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy 
in America (1840), he highlighted 
the extent to which Americans took 
upon themselves the voluntary 
forming of associations and organi-
zations to foster and cultivate im-
provements in society, including 
hospitals, orphanages, fire depart-
ments, charities for those who had 
fallen upon hard times, and philan-
thropic activities for religious and 
secular education and training to 
assist people in becoming more 
self-supporting. Tocqueville be-
lieved that Europeans, so used to 
relying upon and turning to the 
state to take care of such matters, 
should take note of the American 
example of the opposite. 

A Polish political dissident, 
Count Adam Gurowski (1805–
1866), who had come to America in 
1849, published a book in 1857 en-
titled America and Europe in which 
he compared the two. He drew at-
tention to how much of the most 
beneficial and generous improve-
ments in the United States had 
nothing to do with the government 
and were almost solely due to the 
private initiative and actions of in-
dividuals and voluntary associa-
tions. All the types of things that 
Nock had categorized under per-

sonal choice and doing the right 
thing with and toward others were 
what Adam Gurowski drew our at-
tention to:

Everything great, beneficial, 
useful in America, is accom-
plished without the action of 
the so-called government, 
notwithstanding even its pop-
ular, self-governing character. 
Individual impulses, private 
enterprise, association, free 
activity, the initiative pouring 
everlasting from within the 
people, are mostly substituted 
here for what in European so-
cieties and nations forms the 
task of governments....

By far the larger number of 
monuments, works and useful 
establishments, for industry, 
trade, for facilitating and 
spreading tuition and mental 
culture, universities, schools, 
and scientific establishments, 
are created and endowed by 
private enterprise, by private 
association, and by individual 
munificence.... Neither indi-
viduals separately, nor the ag-
gregated people look to the 
government for such cre-
ations; private associations 
and enterprise, these corollar-
ies of self-government — un-
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trammeled by government ac-
tion — have covered the land 
[with progress].... All this 
could not have been miracu-
lously carried out, if the Amer-
ican people had been accus-
tomed to look to government 
for the initiative, instead of 
taking it themselves. Without 
the self-governing impulse, 
America would be materially 
and socially a wilderness.

Pervasive presence of government

Nock observed even in 1924: 

I remember seeing recently a 
calculation that the poor 
American is staggering along 
under a burden of some two 
million laws; and obviously, 
where there are so many laws, 
it is hardly possible to conceive 
of any items of conduct escap-
ing contact with one or more 
of them. Thus, the region 
where conduct is controlled by 
law so far encroaches upon the 
region of free choice and the 
region where conduct is con-
trolled by a sense of the Right 
Thing, that there is precious 
little left of either.
 
If this was anywhere near the 

truth a hundred years ago, what is 

to be said about the arenas of com-
pletely free action in the America of 
today? Our movements are sur-
veilled, and our language is policed. 
Our associations with others are 
monitored and held up to criticism 
and “cancellation.” We have little re-
sponsibility for the raising and edu-
cating of our own children, and 
how we attempt to do it is subject to 
intervention by government social 
workers, including removal of a 
child from the parent’s care. 

Our words and actions, past and 
present, hang over our heads to be 
scrutinized and criticized like the 
sword of Damocles that may fall at 
any time and destroy the remainder 
of our lives. Picking a necktie to 
wear can get you persecuted and 
maybe even prosecuted for being 
supposedly “phobic” about some-
thing or violating the “political cor-
rectness” of the time.  And watch 
out about the song you hum or the 
joke you laugh at. You better not be 
caught watching YouTube videos of 
Rodney Dangerfield, Joan Rivers, 
or Don Rickles. George Carlin is 
okay, so long as it’s not one of his 
videos in which he is criticizing the 
environmentalists or the political 
and corrupt paternalistic busybod-
ies manning the halls of govern-
ment power. Otherwise, you are 
likely to be labelled homophobic, 
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racist, sexist, an enemy of “the plan-
et,” or insensitive to the feelings and 
“safe spaces” of others. That laugh 
may be your last. 

What we do with our income is 
an expression of ourselves, a 

statement about what we value 
and what we wish and hope to be.

At the same time, government 
regulates how businesses are run, 
and how workers employed are 
hired, paid, and fired. This includes 
what is produced, how it is pro-
duced and sold, and under what 
terms of sale, all of which are dic-
tated by swarms of bureaucrats at 
all levels of government. Taxes con-
sume anywhere between 25 percent 
and 50 percent of many people’s in-
come, if you add together federal, 
state, and local taxes. 

Self-responsibility and doing the 
right thing

The interventionist-redistribu-
tive state pervades so much of soci-
ety that it is estimated that nearly 50 
percent of Americans receive a 
monetary or “in-kind” transfer 
from others through the conduit of 
government, taking from the Peters 
to give to the Pauls of the country. 
How are people to have the finan-
cial wherewithal to take greater re-

sponsibility for their own lives and 
cultivate this in their children when 
not only education but health care, 
medical insurance, and retirement 
have been taken out of the hands of 
the individual and moved into the 
“care” of government? 

This also increasingly limits the 
monetary means of people “doing 
the right thing.” More than 70 years 
ago, Bertrand de Jouvenel warned 
of the consequences in The Ethics of 
Redistribution (1951). Denying an 
individual the honest income and 
wealth he has earned means deny-
ing him the ability to formulate and 
give expression to his own purposes 
as a human being. You deny him 
the capacity to make his voluntary 
contribution to the civilization and 
society in which he lives as he sees 
best. Income is not merely a means 
for physical maintenance of oneself 
and one’s family, plus a few dollars 
for leisure activities. What we do 
with our income is an expression of 
ourselves, a statement about what 
we value, how we see ourselves, and 
what we wish and hope to be. The 
way we use our income also enables 
us to teach future generations about 
those things which are considered 
worthwhile in life. Our own earned 
income provides the means to per-
form many activities through dona-
tions and free time that are consid-
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ered the foundation of the social 
order, from community and church 
work to support for the arts and hu-
manities. In other words, the many 
things that make up, as a good citi-
zen of society, the capacity of “doing 
the right thing.”

When government replaces the 
free marketplace with subsidies, 
cushy contracts, and trade protec-
tions from foreign and domestic 
competition, picking someone else’s 
pocket no longer becomes illegal or 
seems unethical. These days, a 
seemingly “normal” way of acquir-
ing income is having access to other 
people’s money through govern-
ment redistribution.

Rejecting protectionism to do the 
right thing

Back in the 1960s, I recall read-
ing an article on the opinion page of 
the Wall Street Journal by a busi-
nessman named William Law, who 
owned and operated a tannery 
company in Wisconsin. He said 
that he opposed a protectionist 
trade bill being sponsored by other 
enterprises in the tannery business 
because it would artificially raise 
the price of imported goods and se-
cure a larger market and profit mar-
gin for the domestic firms in his 
industry by limiting the foreign 
competition. He explained that he 

did not want to be acquiring ill-got-
ten gains by politically raising pric-
es above a more market-determined 
price; this would amount to picking 
the pockets of American consum-
ers for the tannery industry’s spe-
cial interest. 

Mr. Law went on to say that he 
would rather go out of business 
in a free market than prosper on 

a government-manipulated market.

Mr. Law went on to say that he 
would rather go out of business in a 
free market than prosper on a gov-
ernment-manipulated market at the 
expense of foreign rivals and do-
mestic consumers. In other words, 
in William Law’s eyes, gaining prof-
its through government protection-
ism would not be doing the right 
thing; instead, it would be the very 
opposite. Or to use John Jay’s phrase, 
it would not “become him” to en-
dorse or accept such a political 
privilege at other people’s expense. 

For some others, nowadays, the 
honesty and consistency of their 
words and actions no longer seem 
to matter. Elon Musk has insisted 
that he values unbridled freedom of 
speech as the owner of Twitter, but 
during a trip to China in July 2023 
connected to his Tesla production 
and sales activities in that country, 
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he pledged allegiance to the Com-
munist Party’s “core socialist val-
ues” in pricing his electric cars un-
der the dictatorial regime of Xi 
Jinping. “Doing the right thing” in 
America in rhetorically defending 
free speech, obviously, is different 
from what seems to be the right 
thing for his sales and profits in a 
fascist-type economy (government 
control and command over private 
businesses) in communist China. 

Not doing the right thing in American 
politics

A good number of years ago, I 
asked a free market–oriented Texas 
member of the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives what had he found most 
surprising when he first came to 
Washington, D.C., after being elect-
ed by the voters in his district. He 
replied that it was the discovery that 
there were two arguments, if made 
as part of his remarks about legisla-
tion being discussed on the floor of 
the House of Representatives, that 
resulted in his congressional col-
leagues laughing at him and not 
taking him seriously. The two argu-
ments concerning any legislation or 
other matters being debated that got 
you ignored and laughed at were: it’s 
unconstitutional and it’s immoral.

In other words, there is no “do-
ing the right thing” in politics or 

not doing something because it 
would not be “becoming,” as John 
Jay decided in 1800. There are far 
too many in the politically connect-
ed business world that believe there 
is no “right thing” or anything un-
becoming in following the pursuit 
of gains; it does not matter if it vio-
lates others’ freedom of choice and 
opportunity or requires cozying up 
to tyrants and terrorists to assure 
market share or protection from 
competitors. 

There is no “doing the right 
thing” in politics or not doing 

something because it would not 
be “becoming.”

But why should we be surprised? 
When we are told that there are no 
rights and wrongs in politics or life 
in general, that it is all about how 
you “feel” and what you want, with 
nothing constrained by custom, tra-
dition, “good conscience,” or respect 
for the rights, liberty, and property 
of others, what else should we ex-
pect? Back in the early 1990s, I was 
invited to speak at several conven-
tions of the State Farm Bureau As-
sociation. I found an interesting dif-
ference in generational attitudes 
among the farmers with whom I 
spoke to about government inter-
vention in the agricultural sector.
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If someone, at that time, was, 
say, over 50 or 60 years old, and I 
asked them if they supported gov-
ernment farm subsidies of various 
types, including being paid by Un-
cle Sam for not growing anything at 
all, many of them said, “No.” If there 
was a way to do away with these 
government programs so no one 
had an unfair advantage of getting 
government money while other 
farmers did not, they would, in 
principle, be glad to see the end of 
them. 

However, when I asked the 
same question of the younger farm-
ers, those especially under 40 years 
of age, they for the most part did 
not even understand my question. 
In their minds, having grown up 
and operated under the network of 
government farm programs, they 
could not understand why receiv-
ing subsidies and other political 
supports from the government was 
any different than revenues earned 
from producing and selling farm 
products wanted and paid for by 
consumers interested in what they 
had for sale. 

The greater the intrusiveness of 
government over people’s lives, the 

smaller the areas of life left to peo-
ple for freedom of choice and self-
responsibility. The narrower the 
range of individual decision-mak-
ing, the less the need for people to 
weigh and act upon what used to be 
called “doing the right thing” both 
in the marketplace and the wider 
social arena of human association. 
This is why it is important to halt 
and reverse the size and scope of 
government in society. Otherwise, 
both liberty and responsibility as 
ideas and in actions may disappear.

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 
Hillsdale College, president of the 
Foundation for Economic Education, 
and served as vice president of aca-
demic affairs for FFF.
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An outstanding feature of the open market is the 
businessman, whose success or failure depends en-
tirely on his ability to “focus on consumer needs” 
and so combine existing and potential factors of 
production to serve consumers most efficiently. The 
only constructive role government can play under 
the free market method of overcoming poverty is to 
see that the participation of individuals is strictly 
voluntary — that none is permitted to steal from or 
cheat or enslave another. In the free and open soci-
ety, the organized force of government is to be used 
only if necessary to protect the lives and property of 
peaceful individuals. In other words, the proper 
function of government is to protect against rob-
bery rather than practice it.

— Paul L. Poirot
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