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WHY I QUIT THE
LIBERTARIAN PARTY

by Burgess Laughlin

Between December 1979 and November 1982, I invested
thousands of dollars and over a thousand hours in the Liber-
tarian Party. I volunteered my time as a state committee
member, newsletter editor, campaign manager, county chair
and active candidate for state-wide office.

In November 1982, after a year of doubts, five months of
campaigning, and weeks of analyzing my electoral and par-
tisan experiences, I concluded that electoral politics is wrong
in principle and ineffective, even counterproductive, in prac-
tice.

The insights I gained during my three-year involvement with
the L.P. led inevitably to my resignation.

WHO I AM

I am 38 years old, a publications consultant (providing
writing, editing and other publications services for elec-
tronics companies) and an author of two books on the black
market.

In 1962, Ayn Rand's writings led me from statism to minar-
chy. In 1971, the writings of Harry Browne, Murray Rothbard
and Lysander Spooner opened me to the idea of a stateless
society. However, in 1979, a desire to "do something" led me
to join the LP and begin voting. In 1982, I was the LP can-
didate for the position of Oregon Labor Commissioner, an
almost purely coercive administrative and law enforcement
position.

INSIGHTS INTO THE LP

Several of my political experiences raised questions about
the LP itself. I coordinated the 1982 Tax Day protest at
Portland's main U.S. Post Office. I admonished two pro-
testers that they were misrepresenting the LP when they said
that the LP doesn't oppose all taxes, only the federal income
tax ("because it is unconstitutional," they said).

A month later, one of those two men was selected to be the
Oregon LP's gubernatorial candidate. Except for token, last
minute opposition from me, he was the only nominee.
(Besides me, the only other LP nominee for the Labor Com-
missioner position was a man who supports land-planning
laws.)

In the last week of the campaign, just before a televised
candidates' forum, the gubernatorial candidate told me he
was considering filing suit to force TV stations, radio stations
and newspapers to give equal coverage to LP candidates.

Why does the LP tolerate candidates who advocate coer-
cion? Because the LP's need for candidates is greater than
its need for consistency with its principles.

INSIGHTS INTO THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Many LP members recognize that they have little chance of
directly reducing or eliminating government. Their rationale
for membership is that LP activism is an effective way to
educate nonlibertarians. I now believe that electoral politics
is a very ineffective and inefficient educational tool.

Electoral politics is an ineffective educational tool
because the peop!e in the electoral audience are most likely
to be statists. They pay attention to electoral politics
because they think they benefit from government coercion.
The people who are disgusted with government in general
and electoral politics in particular are unlikely to listen to
campaign speeches and ads. Promoting libertarian ideas to
most voters is like advertising milk to alcoholics.

Electoral politics is inefficient as well as ineffective. Can-
didates and campaign workers spend most of their time
organizing, fundraising, complying with electoral re-
quirements and performing other housekeeping activities.
They spend very little time talking to people who don't already
agree with them.

The theme of my campaign was abolition of the office I was
running for. Throughout most of my campaign I was treated
respectfully by even the most thoroughly statist politicians
and their supporters. A short haircut, a sparkling personality
and an expensive suit helped, but I sensed some other factor
at work.

In September, I realized why I was "respectable": in spite
of my abolitionist ideas, statists didn't see me as a threat. I
was playing their game by their rules. Even if I were to win the
election and work with the Oregon legislature to abolish my
office, I would still be accepting the system for what it is: a
system which acquires and dispenses coercive power
through the electoral system.

With that realization, I started thinking again about "sanc-
tion of the victim," a concept I learned first from Ayn Rand's
novel, Atlas Shrugged, and from Harry Browne's book, How I
Found Freedom in an Unfree World. In the next to the last
month of the campaign, I began rereading some of their
works because I respect the clarity of their writing and the ef-
fectiveness of their ideas. Their writings reminded me that I
was helping the very people who were oppressing me.

Electoral politics is the government-approved way to
change government. That insight was enough, by itself, to tell
me that there is no chance to achieve more freedom in my life
through electoral politics except occasionally, temporarily
and very inefficiently.

Many governments that attempt to rule strong-willed, in-
dependent people try to involve those people in government
activities, at least nominally. People involved with "the
system" won't actually abolish it if they are part of it, any
more than they would t>~,¡nk of scuttling their own life boat.

At that point I asked myself, "But haven't other groups
achieved large measures of freedom through the ballot box?"
In September, I began reading about the history of the move-
ment to abolish slavery in the U.S.

Wasn't that movement, I thought, a shining example of suc-
cessful electoral politics? I quickly found the answer: no,
electoral politics played almost no role in emancipating
slaves. When the Emancipation Proclamation was issued, it
was grotesquely ineffective and cynical. It was a weapon of
war, not a tool of freedom. After the Civil War, blacks (as well
as others) were still the victim of systematic coercion.

Before the Civil War, thousands of slaves reached greater
freedom, not through legislative fiat, but through their own in-
itiative and the courage and enterprise of loosely organized

Continued on page 6


