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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, I wrote an editorial
for Frontlines entitled, "The Movement Be Damned" (August
1982). I knew our anti-political views would face severe
criticism (as they should), so I asked fellow libertarians to
deal fairly with our arguments. "You may find our arguments
unconvincing," I 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 I 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 result, 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. I anticipated
a variety of attacks, but never did I foresee anything resembl-
ing Murray Rothbard's "The New Menace of Gandhism."

Say what you will about Murray Rothbard (and I 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 I 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. I feel normal,
but some friends tell my that I am bonkers for ever thinking
that Murray Rothbard would give voluntaryism a fair hearing.

THE ROTHBARDIAN FLIP-FLOP

One of the first times I 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, I mentioned to Murray one of
the essays, "Mahatma Gandhi: A Re-valuation." Calling it
"Gandhi revisionism," I related some of Koestler's debunk-
ing, such as Gandhi's practice of sleeping with young girls to
test his vow of celibacy.

I vividly recall 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 vindict¡veness. 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 himself, 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


