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FROM POLITICS TO
VOLUNTARYISM

An Interview with Dyanne Petersen

in August 1980, Dyanne Petersen, Southern Executive
Director for the California Libertarian Council (the member-
ship organization of the Libertarian Party of California),
delivered her resignation speech before the State Executive
Committee at the State Convention in Sacramento.

Dyanne is currently Programs Coordinator for the Center
for Libertarian Studies in New York City, founder and director
of the Laissez Faire Supper Club of Manhattan, Associate
Publisher of The Libertarian Forum, and a supporter of The
Voluntaryists. We are pleased to have her as the subject of
our first interview in The Voluntaryist.
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‘political

Your resignation speech caused quite a stir. | under-
stand that several people tried to persuade you not to
give the speech and just to resign quietly. What was so
controversial?

The speech was very critical of the direction of the
Libertarian Party in general as well as critical of the
1980 campaigns. Many of the people who asked me not
to give the speech were simply concerned with the tim-
ing. The campaigns were in high gear and people
wanted all criticisms held until after the elections. |
couldn’t wait. As | said in the speech, | thought it was
important for libertarians to subject their own organiza-
tions to scrutiny—to take care of their own house-
cleaning—before becoming the target of criticism by
enemies. Philosophy—libertarian
ideals—was being sacrificed for political expediency.
| used the Nock quote, “you can’'t be a philosophiker
and a politiker at the same time.” The campaigns of
1980 proved him correct.

In using the Albert Jay Nock quote, were you making a
moral judgment against electoral politics?

No, not at the time. | thought Nock meant it was im-
possible to mix politics and philosophy—not that it was
morally incorrect to do so. It took further reading for me
to really understand his moral opposition to electorat
politics.

You see, | was one of those Libertarians who thought
that the LP was merely an educational vehicle. If an LP
candidate got elected, fine. But the real purpose of cam-
paigning was to get our ideas across to the widest
possible audience and influence opinion and policy.
And | think this was shared by most of the Party ac-
tivists in Orange County (California) in early
1978—which is where and when my Party activism
began. If | had to pinpoint a time when the LP shifted
gears and began to take itself seriously as a
political force, it would have to be just after Clark won
the 375,000 votes for governor in Calif. Vote totals and
percentages became the new measure of success. The
moral and ideological revolution was replaced by
strategies to achieve a political one. Ballot status
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DP:

became more important than education. A “mirrors
game’” was established.

What do you mean by a “mirrors game’ and do you still
think that the LP could be a good educational vehicle?

By “mirrors game” | mean creating the illusion of a
grand Party—a third Party that could really compete
with the Republicrats. The LP an educational vehicle?
No, | don’t think so. It can provide a decent introduction,
as it did for me and many others, simply by
“Libertarian” visibility during campaigns. But these
same campaigns can—and do—distort libertarian prin-
ciples by watering them down to make them more at-
tractive to voters. Look what happened in 1980. The
campaign managers were very obviously concerned
with Clark appearing Right of Reagan on economic
issues, hence low-tax liberalism. “Taxation is Theft”
and the reasons why it is theft were replaced with a pro-
posed 30% tax cut. To Joe-on-the-street, Libertarians
were against excessive taxation, not taxation itseif.
Just another example of Nock’s statement about mix-
ing philosophy and politics.

Is this what you meant in your speech about the ac-
tivities of the Libertarian Party having the potential of
being damaging to the libertarian movement? Can you
give another example?

Unfortunately, many. Cliark was interviewed on televi-
sion and talked about educational tax credits. He was
asked the libertarian position on compulsory education
and he replied that this was not part of his tax-credit
program. He was asked a second time and again he
refused to express libertarian principle. He obviously
thought that it was too radical for the public to accept.
He chose to evade the question rather than alienate
voters. I'm sure my reaction to his double evasion was
no different from the reaction of non-libertarians: he's
just another politician. In another interview, Clark
stated that he was for the decriminalization of soft
drugs. This implied that he felt differently about hard
drugs. Again, no statement about “‘no victim, no crime.”
The campaign was a mishmash of Left and Right. There
was no evidence of consistency or principle offered by
the candidate of the ““Party of Pure Principle.” Now the
general public, confused by this wishy-washy liber-
tarianism, has to have libertarianism redefined. | may be
unfair in choosing only Clark campaign mistakes. But |
think that one can see what happens when achieving
political office and power is the goal. Votes become
more important than ideas. But, as we know, ideas are
the key to social change.

You were “‘converted” to the anarchist position while in
the Party. Did it have anything to do with your resigna-
tion?
Definitely. | became unhappy with my own inconsisten-
cies—being an anarchist and working for an organiza-
tion which was trying to achieve political power. | didn't
believe any government could be benevolent or moral.
Watching the LP campaigns and candidates of 1980
convinced me that they were simply the least of three
Continued on page 7
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EDITORIAL

LET MY PEOPLE GO

June, 1974 was a fateful month for political anarchists. It
was during this month at the national convention that the
Libertarian Party arrived at the ‘“Dallas Accord” —an agree-
ment to shelve the minarctlist-anarchist conflict in order to
facilitate cooperation within the Party. Underlying the Dallas
Accord is the assumption;that anarchism and minarchism
derive from a common ideology, and that the debate over
government is little more than an aggravating bump on a
common path,

This assumption is dangerously misleading. Sound
theory—or at least sound instinct—should have made this
evident to political anarchists at the time. If not, the practical
lessons of the past eight years have made it inescapably
clear by now.

Minarchism and anarchism are not two points along the
same line. They represent divergent paths which, despite fre-
quent overiap, lead to antagonistic destinations. Their dif-
ferences cannot be reduced to an abstract debate over the
legitimacy of government. This debate is simply the
philosophical crystallization of profound conflicts in theory,
strategy, and attitude. |

Is it mere coincidence that anarchists comprise the majori-
ty of Party members who support radical positions on issues
other than government? Is it mere coincidence that ad-
vocates of disarmament, anti-militarism, cold-war revi-
sionism, hard-core campaigns, strategic abolitionism, and so
forth, usually hail from the anarchist camp? Similarly, is it
mere coincidence that Party minarchists look less and less
like libertarians and more and more like refugees of
Reaganism? Strange indeed if these deep-seated
disagreements stem from nothing more than a rather
technical dispute over a philosophical principle.

As polarization within the LP worsens, as minarchists dig
conservative trenches to withstand the onslaught of anar-
chists, it will become unmistakably ciear that the antagonists
embody different world views—one is tempted to say, dif-
ferent cultures. Minarchists often bring with them the cultural
baggage of nationalism, militarism, strategic conservatism,
and a peculiar reverence for the U.S. government. These
biases have a greater impact on policy disputes than does
belief in the abstract legjtimacy of government. How one
views government in theory is often less influential than how
one views presently existing governments (especially one’s
own) in practice.

Minarchists, to employ a common metaphor, view the pre-
sent U.S. government as a garden overgrown with weeds. This
suggests a conservative strategy: one eliminates the weeds
(repeals laws) one by one, until only flowers remain.

Anarchists, on the other hand, view the present U.S.
government as a garden of weeds, period. This suggests a dif-

terent strategy: one eliminates not only the weeds but the soi/
that permitted them to flourish. Anarchists focus not only on
specific manifestations of power, but on the underlying struc-
ture of power itself—the State.

Minarchists will never accept the strategic vision of anar-
chism, for it poses as great a threat to their political convic-

-tions (their garden) as it does to more conventional defenders

of government. If LP minarchists were to occupy the major
positions of power in the U.S. government, they would soon
regard libertarian anarchists—their supposed fellow
travelers—as their greatest threat. The English Levellers
learned this iesson the hard way from their alliance with
Oliver Cromwell. So did the Russian anarchists who allied
with the Bolsheviks. Anarchists who view the transition from
a minimal government to an anarchist society as simply the
last step of a long journey display a naivete that would be
touching if it were not so foolhardy. They, too, are destined to
learn the hard way.

As fissures deepen within the LP, internal conflicts will
become more bitter and divisive. Battles will focus not on the
minarchist-anarchist dispute but on particular policy stands,
such as nuclear disarmament. But whatever the issue may
be, there will a majority of anarchists on one side and a ma-
jority of minarchists on the other side. in the event of a
serious crisis, such as U.S. involvement in a major war, the
tension will become unendurable as the minarchists bare
their patriotic fangs and join in a bloody crusade against
communism.

It is impossible to say what will cause the final rup-
ture—that depends on the nature of the crisis—but the rup-
ture will come. (War or a foreign policy dispute is the best
bet.) Either minarchists or anarchists will flee the Party en
masse. But even if this is true, why should anarchists leave
the Party now to form a separate organization, as Volun-
taryists urge, rather that remain in the LP to slug it out with
minarchists?

The answer is simple. The anarchists cannot win. If minar-
chists triumph in the Party, the political anarchists lose, and
their past efforts are largely wasted. If anarchists triumph in
the Party, then anarchism itself loses.

Political parties (serious political parties, that is—ones
that intend to win elections) are inherently conservative. This
is chiefly because they deal with the State on the State’s own
terms. Political parties are essential to the legitimacy and
continued functioning of the American government. Political
parties may alter specific policies, or even repeal laws, but
they do not—because they cannot—challenge the structure
of State power itself.

Voluntaryists believe that anarchists have important con-
tributions to make in strategy as well as in theory. We believe
in the potential of nonviolent anarchist organizations to
challenge State power on a level impossible for political par-
ties. The basic theory is there, awaiting development. The
strategic insights are there, awaiting implementation. Where,
then, are the anarchists? Many of them, including those of
the highest caliber, are stuck in a regressive and increasingly
bureaucratic political party, soliciting votes like common
political hacks, engaging in vendettas, and fighting delaying
actions against Party conservatism which approaches with
the inevitability of death.

If this were not tragic enough, Party anarchists have further
crippled themselves with the Dallas Accord. After binding
themselves with political ropes, they have voluntarily gagged
themselves as well. Minarchists were thoroughly routed in
the early debates over government, and by 1974 they were in
hasty retreat. Then came the Dallas Accord, and the anar-
chists snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. There was to
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