
The Voluntarvist
VoM,No.6 "// one takes care of the means, the end will take care of itself." August 1983

Interview With Carl Watner
MY EXPERIMENT WITH TRUTH

Editor's Note: Carl Watner, one of the co-organizers of
The Voluntaryists, has received a forty day jail
sentence for contempt of court specifically for his
refusal to obey a summons to produce books and
records requested by the IRS. Carl's statement of cons-
cientious objection and his refusal to bear witness
against himself were rejected by the judge, who, in ac-
cordance with a 60 day appeal period, ordered Carl to
purge the contempt or be imprisoned on Nov. 14. As a
matter of personal conscience, Carl has decided not to
cooperate. The following interview took place several
days before the Sept. 8th hearing.

Vol: How did this conflict with the IRS originate?
CW: For several years, the IRS has been after me to
explain why I have not filed income tax returns since
1976.1 have maintained that the burden is not on me to
prove why I don't have to file, but on them to prove why
I do. As a result, they finally issued a "Collection Sum-
mons" (July 1982) by which I was to appear before
them with my books and records for 1976 through 1981.
I ignored this. On March 31, 1983, the IRS filed a peti-
tion with the federal district court in Baltimore to en-
force its Collection Summons. An agent attempted to
serve me with papers in early June 1983 which notified
me of a June 6th hearing to "show cause why the sum-
mons should not be enforced." Since I handed the
papers back to the agent without looking at them, I was
ignorant of the hearing date. On June 7, 1983, Federal
District Court Judge Joseph Young, in Baltimore,
issued an Order that I appear before the IRS on June 20
and "produce all of the books and records required and
called for under the terms of the summons and give
testimony in order to prepare tax returns."
Vol: How did you handle the June 20th hearing?
CW: I appeared before the IRS with a friend as a
witness. I refused to give them any information (either
testimony or records) and delivered to them instead a
written statement affirming my refusal to bear witness
against myself. It also expressed my conscientious ob-
jection to taxation in strong and absolute terms.

Then around August 10th, when I drove home from
work, there was a strange car at the bottom of our
driveway. In it was an IRS agent with another set of
papers to serve on me—an "Order to Show Cause"
why I should not be held in contempt of court for failure
to obey the June 7tti order. The hearing was set for

September 8,1983.
Vol: What do you expect the outcome of that hearing
will be?
CW: There are several possibilities. The most unlikely
one is that the judge will agree that I am not required to
bear witness against myself in matters which might
possibly lead to criminal prosecution and, thus, find
me not in contempt. Another way I could avoid prison
would be to "purge myself of contempt" by coopera-
tion with the IRS. But, given my non-cooperative stand,
a lawyer I consulted believes I will be found guilty of
contempt and jailed until I comply. Since this is a civil
contempt and not a criminal one, there is no fixed time
for the length of imprisonment. Theoretically, I could
be held in jail for the rest of my life. I am at the judge's
mercy. As long as I refuse to comply—to give
testimony to the IRS and produce books and
records—I am in contempt.
Vol: How does The Voluntaryists as an organization
stand on this issue?
CW: As an organization, The Voluntaryists has
nothing to do with this. My non-cooperation with the
IRS goes back many years—long before George and
Wendy and I conceived of the organization. While
George and Wendy have expressed their individual
support, we all consider it a personal matter. That is,
none of us advocate going to jail as a strategy; it is
more a matter of personal conscience. Our attitude is
similar to how we approached Paul Jacob's resistance
to draft registration. It is one of many strategies and
we do not advocate it as something everyone should
do. Not everyone could do it because of personal cir-
cumstances and mental outlook. Not everyone can be
a Paul Jacob. How far one can oppose the government
is a matter of conscience and circumstance. In short,
neither I nor The Voluntaryists can decide this issue for
anyone.
Vol: Like Paul, you will be described as both a martyr
and a hero. Which label is appropriate?
CW: I don't claim to be either. When your conscience
tells you it is wrong to cooperate with the government
as a witness against yourself, then I say it is time to
non-cooperate. I am not ignoring possible conse-
quences. I am a little scared about what might happen
but I can't honestly use that as an excuse to back
down. Furthermore, I know from my study of the liber-
tarian tradition that many resisters suffered far worse
fates than going to jail for a couple of months. John
Lilburne and Richard Overton, 17th Century liber-
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THE PARTY LINE
ON A PARTY LINE

Individuals act. There is no such thing as a collective
will. It is strange to have explain this to libertarians. It
is disturbing to see how difficult it is for some of them
to understand an organization which promotes dif-
ferences of approach in an important area, which en-
courages individuals to think and act independently.
Where, they insistently ask of The Voluntaryists, is
your party line on strategy? If this were a request for
the statement of principles of Voluntaryism—the
essential characteristics which distinguish us from
other libertarian groups—it would be a perfectly
reasonable inquiry. And simply answered. We are an
organization of anarchists with the dual purpose of
developing antipolitical theory and investigating non-
political strategies. Our party line on strategy is that it
must be consistent with Voluntaryist theory; in short, it
mustbenonpolitical.

Unfortunately, the quest for a party line is rarely
motivated by a desire for information. It is part of a
mindset. In this libertarian golden age of hammering
out the platform and pushing the "pure" party line,
many political libertarians find it inconceivable that an
organization could function without words-to-purge by.
And the demand for The Voluntary¡st party line is not a
request for the broad principles which tie Voluntaryists
together/but for the specific positions to which they
must conform or be purged as heretical. The reply that
our position is, in a word, "nonpolitical" is considered
to be an evasion. Where specifically do The Volun-
taryists stand on nonviolent resistance, parallel institu-
tions, Utopian communities, etc.? Specifically, Volun-
taryists stand as individuals using their individual
judgments concerning the context of a situation and
what they consider to be be an appropriate strategy
given their own weaknesses and strengths.

This is not to say that, as editor of The Voluntaryist, I
do not have strong preferences or that I will give space
to any and all nonpolitical approaches. Being open
minded does not entail abandoning reason or suspen-
ding judgment. It does entail a commitment to con-
sider any strategy which does not defy com-
monsense—eg. jumping off a cliff as a grand plan for
liberty. I intend to pursue the ones I find most promis-
ing and I cheerfully grant other Voluntaryists the same
freedom.

But why this open m¡ndedness? If there is a strategy
I prefer, one which I think is objectively the most

valuable, why not make it the official Voluntaryist
methodology? There are at least three reasons why an
official strategy would be a mistake. First, nonpolitical
strategy within libertarianism is largely an uncharted
area which requires far more of a pioneer spirit than a
doctrinaire censoring. It is necessary to examine a
wide range of strategies in the context of their
histories and their compatibility with anarchist theory.
Frankly, it is not presently apparent to me whether cer-
tain strategies are promising or a deadend.

Secondly, although moral questions adhere to
strategy—i.e. is the strategy peaceful, is it
political?—any number of approaches can satisfy
these moral requirements and be equally valid. Given
that a strategy satisfies basic anarchist principles, it
should be judged solely on pragmatic grounds: how
well does it address specific goals; how difficult is it to
implement; does it have undesirable side effects; how
well does it embody the personalities and talents of
those using it? This somewhat contextual view of
strategy is at odds with an apriori party line on what is
acceptable.

Thirdly, even if The Voluntaryists had the arrogance
to claim perfect knowledge on which strategy best fits
any one context, contexts change and strategy must
be flexible enough to address these shifts in situation.
Flexibility and a party line are at odds.

The Voluntaryist have two goals: the development of
antipolitical theory; and, the pursuit of nonpolitical
means. The "party line" with reference to the first goal
is that anarchism and the political process are mutual-
ly destructive and morally inconsistent positions.
Here, we are pushing a very specific conclusion; to be
consistent, anarchists must eschew the political pro-
cess and truly oppose the State. For those who accept
this conclusion in theory, no party line on strategy is
necessary. For those who do not, no party line is possi-
ble.

I applaud all the inventiveness and creativity I find in
the area of strategy. But, then, I'm an old fashioned
libertarian. I still welcome diversity.

Wendy McElroy

FOR THE RECORD
In view of the recent absurd attacks on George Smith which label him as a

mystic, a martyr and a Gandhi·cultist, I have reached into our files to reprint
part of a letter written by George to Carl Watner during the formation of the
Voluntaryists. George's position remains unchanged.

Dear Carl,
(W.M.)

May 2, 1982
The Voluntaryists is supposed to be an alternative

group for those dissatisfied with LP activities. Our
main raison d'etre is to educate libertarians away from
the political means. This basic focus thereby defines
our platform. We are, first and foremost, a nonpolitical,
or anti-political, libertarian organization. One of the
reasons for forming such a group is to act as a clearing
house and incentive for libertarians to explore non-
political alternatives. (This Is what I emphasized in the
brief statement of purpose.) I think we should leave the
issue of alternative strategies open-ended. We should
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not Include, as part of our platform, a nonviolent
strategy. Instead, we should take a position neither for
nor against. I believe this for the following reasons:

1. To include a definite concept of strategy as part
of our organizational structure will discourage in-
vestigation into other alternatives. It will appear as if
we have finalized this issue, which we have not.

2.1 remain uncomfortable with nonviolent strategy
(i.e., nonviolent in the broad sense, e.g., a Gandhian
theory). There are important insights here, certainly,
but they have not been fully adapted (to my satisfac-
tion) to libertarian ends. In other words, more work re-
mains in this area.

3. To include nonviolence will "turn-off" many liber-
tarians who tend to regard Gandhianism, etc. as
somewhat cranky (as does Murray, for example). We
want to attract all the anti-political libertarians,
whatever their views of strategy, or however well-
formed they may be. We should cast as wide a net as
possible.

Within this framework, of course, investigation of
traditional nonviolent strategy can be undertaken, and
adapted to libertarian goals. I by no means wish to ex-
clude nonviolent theory; I only wish to relegate it to a
topic of investigation, rather than a defining
characteristic of membership.

On the means/ends distinction: You say the volun-
taryist insight Implies the rejection of violent acts. I
disagree. If, as argued in my last letter, the voluntaryist
insight pertains to the concept of legitimacy, then one
way to destroy the legitimacy of the state is to con-
vince a large number of people that they have the right
to use force to defend themselves, against it, as they
would against any criminal. Remember, there are two
basic options here — two ways in which the
withdrawal of tacit consent may make itself felt:

1. When confronted with nonviolent resistance on a
mass scale, the state may resign itself to defeat and
withdraw the oppressive measure.

2. When confronted with the withdrawal of consent
on a mass scale by individuals who have become con-
vinced that they have as much right to defend
themselves by force against a tax collector as against
a common thief, the state may resign in the face of this
potential use of massive force against it.

In other words, the state may concede a measure
because (1) it recognizes the futility of attempting to
enforce it; or (2) it recognizes the danger (threat of
retaliation) of attempting to enforce it. The first is
characteristic of nonviolent strategy and thinking. The
second, however, appears to me quite plausible and
realistic, or at least something that merits investiga-
tion. The withdrawal of consent and the dissolution of
legitimacy may be effective precisely because the
state now realizes that its moral authority alone will no
longer elicit obedience, that the widespread use of
force is now necessary to enforce its laws, and that it
therefore faces the prospect of massive armed
resistance (whether organized or sporadic).

So the voluntaryist insight by no means entails non-
violence. It is easily adaptable to at least the potential
threat of massive violence, even if that violence is not
consciously organized and directed by an organization.
And such violence, should it occur, would be aimed
solely at the state on behalf of individual liberty. It
would not aim, as much revolutionary violence does, at
the establishment of a competing state.

In your "fourth" point, you refer, as you have
previously, to the inadvisability of using violence
against the state, even if we have superior firepower.
You also reject the notion that we can "coerce" people
to be free. I think you are somewhat mired in a conven-
tional view of "revolutionary" violence. I too reject the
notion that libertarians should march on Washington
and capture it, even if we had the capability of doing
so. But please consider the possibility I outlined
above. If we concede the right of self-defense, then
there is no way we can deny that right to a person con-
fronted with a government official. But should we re-
ject this kind of individual self-defense, as a matter of
policy? I think not, for I think we abandon the second
alternative I mentioned above. We need not come out
pro-violence. But if we emphasize the concept of
delegit¡mizing — moral leveling, as it were — then the
natural implication is that one has a right of self-
defense against government as against any thief. We
need not advocate its use. But neither should we deny
ourselves the prospect of an enlightened citizenry
which is willing to defend itself with force of arms, if
necessary.

To summarize, then, I think we must distinguish the
voluntaryist insight (legitimization, tacit consent, etc.)
from the issue of violence or nonviolence.
Delegitimization of the state could be pursued by non-
violent or by (potentially) violent means. By the latter,
as I have indicated, I mean the possibility of large
numbers of individuals resisting government laws by
force, and the resulting inability of the government to
function after that point is reached. Thus (potentially)
violent resistance is as fully compatible with the volun-
taryist insight as is the nonviolent strategy. It simply
represents a different manifestation of the withdrawal
of consent. This, if it happens at all, would arise spon-
taneously and thus is not something we would include
as a definite strategy. But it is certainly a possible out-
come of voluntaryism, owing to our emphasis on deny-
ing moral privilege to the state. Hence we should not
advocate it in our platform, but neither should we ex-
clude it out of hand with the inclusion of a nonviolent
plank. After all, when and if this threatened use of
mass force became realistic, it would be the conse-
quence of a voluntaryist educational revolution, not a
strategy or method per se.<ln other words, if we reach-
ed that point, our work would be largely completed and
successful, because it would indicate that individuals
are no longer willing to treat government as exempt
from the moral standards applied to everyone else.

Cordially,
George Smith
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