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An Introduction To
Voluntaryist

Strategy
by George H. Smith

¯ Libertarians opposed to electoral politics are often criticized for
failing to present alternative strategies to achieve a free society.
This is false, of course, and it was false long before The Voluntary-
ists came along. Robert LeFevre, who has been warning against
the hazards of electoral politics longer than any of us, has
discussed strategy at length, as has Sam Konkin. But their ideas
are sometimes dismissed not as simply wrong or inadequate but
as non-strategies. A true strategy, we are told, has parties and
cadres and platforms and campaigns and so on. In brief, the
critics of Voluntaryism often define strategy in a way such that
nothing except a political party will qualify.

As the Libertarian Party continues its nose dive into political
oblivion, this strategic elitism will lose even superficial plausibility.
The strategic "vision" of Rothbardians in particular requires
corrective surgery after the recent electoral disaster. Having
purged Craniac deviationists from the Party, the Rothbardians
lack scapegoats and so must explain the failure by other means.
We eagerly await the issue of Lib-Forum wherein Murray Rothbard
presents a Talmudic interpretation of how the dismal LP showing
is really cause for optimism. (We suggest, however, that this issue
be entitled Ad-Lib Forum.)

Meanwhile, it is back to square-one for many disspinted
members of the Libertarian Party. This is the time to examine
strategy anew and to decide whether options other than electoral
politics are feasible. Here I wish to sketch the theoretical
foundations of a Voluntaryist approach to strategy. But first a
disclaimer.

Strategy is a realm so vague and uncertain that even the best of
strategic theories are little more than educated guesses. Strategy
is not a science, i.e., a systematic body of knowledge. At best
strategy is an art, i.e., an application of theory to practice guided
by our knowledge of principles, history, present circumstances,
and ultimate goals.

All strategies must confront the dynamics of social and political
change. Usually this change is gradual (except during revolution)
and results from the unplanned coordination of many individuals.
Libertarians should be especially sensitive to the role of unintend-
ed consequences in social change, because a theory of
spontaneous order is central to our social theory. Just as
unintended consequences wreak havoc with theories of social
planning, so they wreak havoc with theories of strategic planning.
For what is a strategic theory, in the final analysis, except a kind of
social engineering9 The strategist has a theory of social causation:
put these causes in place, he argues, and certain effects should
follow.

But between the seeming necessity of cause and effect, there
stands the individual and his subjective evaluations. This un-
predictable creature renders foolish an army of social planners
with their phoney predictions, and he threatens to render equally
foolish the libertarian strategist who, having correlated the
"subjective conditions" with the "objective conditions," confidently
foresees Liberty around the next bend.

A healthy respect for unintended consequences and their
strategic implication — the impossibility of social forecasting —
immediately rules out certain kinds of strategic theorizing. Any
theory based on deterministic presuppositions (Leninism, for
example) cannot be adapted to Libertarian purposes. But given
the uncertainty haunting the strategic enterprise, is any coherent
strategy possible? Yes, and we can look for guidance to the way
economic theory deals with a similar problem.

Austrian economics begins with the subjective valuations of
purposive human beings. Austrians concede that economic fore-
casting is impossible, owing to unknown and uncontrollable
variables, but they do admit a kind of qualitative prediction. If we
inflate the money supply, for example, we can generally predict a
rise in prices. These qualitative predictions are based on an
institutional analysis of the market. If we understand the basic
mechanism of the free market, the dynamics of supply and
demand, we can then "predict" distortions in the market caused
by governmental intervention, although such predictions will lack
quantitative precision.

Faithful readers of The Voluntaryist will recall that I
discussed the subject of "institutional analysis" at length in early
issues of this journal. I maintained that an institutional analysis of
the State, leading to the conclusion that the State is invasive per
se, is essential to the Voluntaryist case against electoral politics. I
was especially critical of political anarchists who, seemingly
afflicted with a kind of intellectual schizophrenia, railed against the
State in theory while seeking its offices and power in practice.
Surely, I argued, the anarchist analysis of the State should play a
major role in developing a theory of libertarian strategy.
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