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MURRAY ROTHBARD, VOLUNTARYISM,
& THE GREAT GANDHI SMEAR |

By George H. Smith

(A Comment on Murray Rothbard, “The New Menace of Gandhism,” Libertarian Forum, March 1983).

“It is the old Game of mischievous Men to strike at
the Characters of the good and the great, in order to
lessen the Weight of their Example and Influence.”

—Samuel Adams (1778)

INTRODUCTION

When The Voluntaryists first organized, | wrote an editorial
for Frontlines entitled, “The Movement Be Damned” (August
1982). | knew our anti-political views would face severe
criticism (as they should), so | asked fellow libertarians to
deal fairly with our arguments. “You may find our arguments
unconvincing,” | wrote. “If so, reject them. But please don’t
reject them for the sake of ‘the movement.’ If there is one
thing the libertarian movement can do without, it is the move-
ment mentality.”

Despite my plea | suspected we would be the target of
misrepresentations and smears. “If our ideas gain currency
among many libertarians...and especially if libertarians begin
resigning from the party as a resuit, then brace yourself for
the storm. We shall be roundly denounced as subversives
who threaten ‘the movement’.”

My prophecy has been fulfilled, unfortunately, but not ac-
curately enough to qualify me for messiahship. | anticipated
a variety of attacks, but never did | foresee anything resembl-
ing Murray Rothbard’s “The New Menace of Gandhism.”

Say what you will about Murray Rothbard (and | have plenty
to say in this article), he is expert in keeping his adversaries
off balance. You hear that Murray Rothbard is going to attack
you in print. You become apprehensive at the thought of fac-
ing the enemy’s big guns. You speculate on his strategy. You
map out every conceivable tactic he might employ. The big
day arrives. You brace yourself and — wham! — arguments
you never dreamed of come bouncing off the wall.

And Rothbard does this with such aplomb! He almost had
me convinced that | am a Gandhi-worshiping mystic who —
seeking to camouflage my real purpose of dropping out —
longs to be beaten senseless by pacifist-hating cops.

After reading Rothbard’s article, concerned libertarians
have asked my friends: (a) Has George Smith repudiated his
atheism book and become a mystic? (b) Has George Smith
fallen over the edge into bonkersdom? The answer to (a) is no.
The answer to (b) depends on who you talk to. | feel normal,
but some friends tell my that | am bonkers for ever thinking
that Murray Rothbard would give voluntaryism a fair hearing.

THE ROTHBARDIAN FLIP-FLOP

One of the first times | talked to Murray Rothbard was at
the 1975 California Libertarian Party Convention. Looking for
a conversational topic, and having just read Arthur Koestler's
anthology The Heel of Achilles, | mentioned to Murray one of
the essays, “Mahatma Gandhi: A Re-valuation.” Calling it
“Gandhi revisionism,” | related some of Koestler's debunk-
ing, such as Gandhi’s practice of sleeping with young girls to
test his vow of celibacy.

| vividly recaill Murray’s reaction. Stating that Gandhi was a
‘“good guy” who was ‘“sound’” on British imperialism, Murray
emphasized that one’s personal life is irrelevant to one’s
political beliefs and accomplishments. A simple point
perhaps, but it sunk in.

Considering this background, it is surprising to see the
Koestler piece re-emerge. This time, however, the article
(reprinted in a recent Koestler anthology) is used by Rothbard
to attack Gandhi with surprising vindictiveness. Calling
Koestler's piece ‘‘a superb revisionist article,” Rothbard
employs a Classic Comics version to argue that Gandhi was a
“little Hindu charlatan.”

Something changed Rothbard’s view of Gandhi. Was it a
scholarly assessment of Gandhi’'s ideas and influence? The
facts suggest otherwise. Rothbard displays little familiarity
with Gandhian literature, primary or secondary. He seems to
think that Koestler uncovered obscure information about
Gandhi, but Koestler relied on standard biographies and an-
thologies (as his footnotes reveal). “The time has come,”
Rothbard announces, “to rip the veil of sanctity that has been
carefully wrapped around Gandhi by his numerous disciples,
that has been stirred anew by the hagiographical movie, and
that greatly inspired the new Voluntaryist movement.”

What “veil of sanctity”? Gandhi’'s sexual theories and prac-
tices, his dietary habits, his treatment of his children — these
and other “revisionist” aspects of Gandhi’s life were exten-
sively discussed by Gandhi himseif, and they appear in many
Gandhi biographies. This may be scintillating revisionist fare
for Murray Rothbard, but not for people who have read more
than a solitary article. (Rothbard apparently hasn’t even seen
the movie.)

Has voluntaryism been fueled by a trumped-up, sanctified
Gandhi? Not one iota of evidence is given to support this
claim. Not one word of voluntaryist writing is quoted to sup-
port Rothbard’s contention that we are, in effect, Gandhi
disciples.

Indeed, not one word from Wendy McElroy, Carl Watner, or




The Voluntaryist
Subscription Information

Published bi-monthly by The Voluntaryists, P.O. Box
5836, Baltimore, Maryland 21208. Subscriptions are $10 per
year, $18 for two years. Overseas subscriptions, please add
$5 for extra postage (per year), $2.00 per issue .

Editor: Wendy McEliroy
Contributing Editors: Carl Watner and
George H. Smith

me is quoted anywhere in “The New Menace of Gandhism,”
nor is a single article cited. Rothbard’s information comes
from unidentified informants, an overwrought imagination,
and thin air.

As an example of Rothbard’s concern for accuracy, con-
sider the following passage: “Indeed, one of the keenest
analysts of the libertarian scene attended Smith’s Volun-
taryist workshop at the recent February California LP conven-
tion, and reported that ‘George is psyching himself up for
confrontation with the state.’”

Are we talking about the same convention? There was no
“Voluntaryist workshop” (or voluntaryist event of any kind) at
that LP convention, much less one organized by me. There
was a workshop on nonviolent resistance put together by two
members of the Libertarian Party. Moreover, | was not even
one of the speakers at “Smith’s Voluntaryist workshop.” (The
four speakers included three LP members and Wendy
McElroy.) | participated in the discussion afterwards, as did
many people. Rothbard’s analyst may be keen on some
things, but not on getting his facts straight.

Details are troublesome little things, especially when
misrepresenting an adversary, so Rothbard doesn’t worry
much about them. Nor is he moved by any effort personally to
correct his distorted impressions. Consider this amazing
statement: “Smith, McEiroy and the others deny vehemently
either that they are mystics or that they are courting martyr-
dom. | remain unconvinced.” '

We denied these things ‘‘vehemently” in conversations
with Rothbard at the Oakland LP convention. If we take
Rothbard at his word, he is stating unequivocally that George
Smith and Wendy McElroy — two friends and colleagues of
fongstanding — have become mystics and martyrdom-
seekers, despite our repeated denials. Appealing to an “inner
logic,” Rothbard transforms two friends into fools or liars. (A
filat denial that we are “Gandhians” was obviously treated
with the same contempt.)

Rothbard is fiercely determined to stop voluntaryism in its
tracks, come what may, and he won’t let mundane things like
accuracy and common decency stand in his way.

No one owes a greater intellectual debt to Murray Rothbard
than | do. | treasure his magnificent contributions to liber-
tarian thought and scholarship. | therefore welcome
Rothbard’s reflections on voluntaryism, however hard-hitting
they may be.

But serious criticism requires knowledge of the subject
matter and a willingness to present it accurately. Rothbard
doesn’t even come close. From his musings about a volun-
taryist descent into mysticism to his vicious smear of Mohan-
das Gandhi, Rothbard distorts with gay abandon. “The New
Menace of Gandhism” is, in a word, disgraceful.

WHY GANDHI GOT THE AXE

There are several ways to read ‘“The New Menace of Gan-
dhism.” You can read it as a biting ‘“Menckenesque” com-

mentary on nonviolent resistance and Gandhi. (This leaves
much unexplained, and Mencken, let us remember, usually
got his facts straight.) Or you can read it as an objective, fair-
minded essay written in quest of truth. (If you believe this, |
have some Arizona real estate you might like to buy.) Or —
and this is my candidate — you can read it as a “Leninist”
Party tract, an effort to crush voluntaryist “deviationism’ in
its infancy and thereby steer libertarian radicals back to the
Libertarian Party (or at least to Rothbard’s wing of the Party).

One must understand Rothbard’s flirtation over the years
with “Libertarian Leninism” to appreciate his approach to
movement strategy. The appellation “Leninist” is not a smear
— it is Rothbard’s own term. It denotes, not an agreement
with Leninist philosophy, but a reliance on the Leninist model
of movement organization and strategy. B

Rothbard defended strategic Leninism for many years, only
to renounce it later in the pages of Vanguard. But Rothbard’s
shift from Leninism related to its emphasis on centralism in
Party organization. Having previously supported a party with
strong central control and direction, and having condemned
Party decentralists as ‘“Konkin deviationists,” Rothbard has
since swung over to the decentralist side. (Yesterday’s devia-
tionism is today’s Party line. After all, centralism isn’t so
great if someone eise is in the center.)

Despite Rothbard’s partial recantation, other features of
strategic Leninism continue to inform his approach to move-
ment politics. “Right opportunism,” “left sectarianism,”
‘“deviationism,” ‘vanguard,” ‘“‘cadre” — this standard
Leninist jargon is commonly employed by Rothbard and some
of his followers in the Radical Caucus (RC). These terms
reflect what | can only describe as a “Party mentality.” (“Par-
ty” may refer to a faction —such as the RC — within a larger
organization, or to the organization itself.)

Strategic Leninism requires obedience and loyalty to the
Party. All enemies, and especially internal enemies (‘‘devia-
tionists”’), must be “crushed.” The end (the good of the Party)
justifies the means. Short of violating rights, Libertarian
Leninists exhibit few constraints on their behavior. Their tac-
tics run the gamut from gossip and personal attacks to
serious misrepresentations.

Recall Rothbard’s statement about the unidentified analyst
who “reported” on a nonexistent “Voluntaryist workshop.”
We shouldn’t make too much of one word, but the term
“reported” is quite typical of Rothbard’s style and illustrates
his general mind-set. Ordinarily, if a friend tells us something,
we don’t say he “reported” it. A report usually implies a
specific assignment passed down a chain of command. A
lieutenant “reports” to his superior.

Libertarian Leninism is embraced by some RC members (by
no means all) owing to Rothbard’s influence. This is especial-
ly true of the higher echelon. The RC has an intelligence net-
work of sorts (e.g., the informant ‘“deep throat” ensconced
somewhere in the “Crane Machine”), and Vanguard delights
in printing private documents and internal memos relating to
their arch-villain, Ed Crane.

Many libertarians are bewildered by the incessant Rothbar-
dian and RC attacks on internal “‘deviationists,” and they are
disturbed by the vitriolic and often personal nature of these
attacks. But these libertarians fail to comprehend the Party
mentality, especially its Leninist Species. An obsession to
purge deviationists (especially competitors for internal
power) is almost a defining characteristic of strategic
Leninists.

The Leninist sees conspiracies and plots everywhere; reac-
tionaries and counter-revolutionaries infest the movement
and threaten to sap it from within. (“Honest disagreement” is
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