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A Plague on Both
Your Houses

By Carl Watner

Suppese you were an advocate of a consistent philosophy of
freedom and self-government living in British North America in the
early 1770’'s. What position would you have taken with regards to
the on-going resistance to British rule and the establishment of
new governments free from Parliamentary control? How would you
have analyzed the rhetoric and the actions of the revolutionists?
Would you have considered the Declaration of Independence a truly
liberating document? Did it emanate from a governmental body
that coulid rightfully be described as a State or was the Second Con-
tinental Congress a voluntary body of people that made no claims
to national sovereignty? In short, as the revolution, unfolded
before your eyes, what did you learn about the nature of the State?
Did the State ever die in North America or was the Constitution of
1789 merely a continuation of the activities of the pre-
revolutionary era?

The classical definition of the State is that it is an institution
which possesses one or both (and almost always both) of the follow-
ing characteristics: (1) it acquires its income by physical coercion,
known as taxation; and (2) it asserts and maintains a coerced
monopoly of the provision of defense services (police, army and
courts) over a given territorial area. As THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE
SOCIAL SCIENCES puts it, "The State is a community in which
membership is not voluntary but imposed upon all individuals
within a given territory.” (Vol. 7, p. 9) Few would disagree that the
State is a complex institution, but all States seem to share certain
characteristics: the acquiescence of a majority which allows them
to control sufficient physical force to tax, police and defend the
population of a specified area; a legislature exists to pass laws to
define crimes (against the State); it issues money and maintains a
post office. Every State is of necessity a police State because its ac-
tions are invasive. By its very nature, the State must violate in-
dividual rights, but some States may be more totalitarian than
others.

Did a State actually exist in North America during the early days
of the revolution? If it did, then how totalitarian was it? Two ready
measures of State oppression will be used to answer these ques-
tions. The oppressiveness of a State can be determined by (1) judg-
ing how much a criminal people become when they simply attend
to their own business; and (2) to what extent do government
employees confiscate property? If no one became a criminal for
minding his own business and no property is “taxed” then it is
reasonably safe to say that no State existed. Where do the revolun-
tionary governments of 1776 stand in these respects? To what ex-
tent did the revolutionists actually oppose the State? Just because
the Americans were opposed to the British State, is it safe to con-
clude that they were opposed to all States in general, and an in-
digenous State in particular? How “'stateless’” was the ideology of
the American revolution? How libertarian was the revolution itself?

The Quakers are a particularly apt group of people to look at in
times of revolutionary upheavals because their pronounced
pacifism makes them an unlikely threat to either side of the con-
flict. Most members of the Society of Friends refused to support
either the British or the Americans. Their goal was to maintain a
passive neutrality, without actively aiding either side. For this they
were condemned by both sides. The Quakers were one group of peo-
ple that offered no threat to the American cause, yet the history of
their treatment during the American revolution demonstrates how

coercive the American State had become, even before the issuance
of the Declaration of Independence. As early as 1775, many Friends
refused to sign the articles of Association, the American declara-
tion of October 1774, to abide by the non-intercourse agreements
against Britain. Neither the Americans nor the British seemed to
understand that the Quaker policy embraced a traditional loyalty
to the old order, as well as a passive, if unenthusiastic, obedience
to the new. As we shall see, the Quaker attempt to mind their own
business made each and every Quaker a criminal from the point of
view of American law.

The Quakers were particularly hard hit by the laws compelling
military service and the swearing of test oaths. Both sets of laws
were passed by many state assemblieg, In Massachusetts and
Rhode Island, where heavy concentratiors of Quakers lived, selec-
tive service laws were imposed shortly after the outbreak of the
revolution. In Massachusetts, by a law of September 1776, persons
refusing the draft or the hiring of a substitute were to be fined 10
English pounds or imprisoned up to two months. (Three young
Quakers from Worcester were actually imprisoned soon after the
passage of the laws.) In Rhode Island, at first, Quakers were subject
merely to the requirement included in pre-war legislation of per-
forming in an emergency certain auxiliary non-combatant but
paramilitary duties, such as acting as scouts or messengers. Later
in April 1777, the Rhode Island assembly imposed a draft upon ali
citizens, including Quakers. There was no exemption for conscien-
tious objectors and those who would not find substitutes were to
have a distress levied upon their property. (Brock, 200) When a
British attack on Philadelphia was expected, the Continental
authorities were desperate for men to stem the enemy advance.
Two men from a Philadelphia meeting were jailed “for refusing to
bear arms or work at the entrenchments near the city.” They were
released after Friends had intervened with General Israel Putnam.

Due to their rejection of bellicose means, Quakers often refused
to handle the paper currency issued by the Second Continental -
Congress and state assemblies. In their eyes the usage of such
money was not financially honest (they preferred using gold or
silver coins), since transactions carried on with it, whether by the
authorities or by private individuals, did not approximate the true
values involved. Furthermore, continental paper money was con-
sidered to be a covert means of taxation to finance the prosecution
of the war. “In February 1776, as a result of their outspoken stand
against the money, the two Fisher brothers (Samuel Rowland Fisher
and his brother of Philadelphia) were "advertised as enemies of the
American cause, and their stores were temporarily closed down by
the authorities.” (Brock, 208)

During the period of serious military crisis, when Philadelphia
was threatened by British troops, 17 leading Philadelphia Quakers
and three well-known Anglicans were accused of “treasonable rcla-
tions with the enemy.” Their arrests took place between Sept. 2nd
and 5th, 1777 and on Sept. 9th the men were removed to Win-
chester, Virginia, for safekeeping. They were held in custody until
April 1778. Two members of the group died during their detention.
“The charge of Quaker complicity with the British was undoubtedly
false; it was based in part on hearsay. in part on forged documents,
and in part on the known neutralist and quasi-ioyalist sentiments
of these leading members of the Pennsylvania Society.” The arrests
were precipitated by a resolution of the Continental Congress,
issued in late August 1777. The exiles were never tried and branded
their imprisonment illegal and arbitrary. (Brock, 251-252, 258)

J. P. Brissot de Warville, who travelled widely throughout the
United States, half a decade after the end of the American Revolu-
tion, had this to say about the Quakers and the war:

Continued page 5




The Voluntaryist

Subscription Information

Published bi-monthly by The Voluntaryists, P. O.
Box 1275, Gramling, SC 29348. Subscriptions are $15
per year. Overseas subscriptions, please add $5 (per
year) for extra postage. Please check the number on
your mailing label to see when you should renew. No
reminders will be sent! Back issues $3 each.

Communications

Dear Carl,

Just a quick note first, to offer best wishes to you and your new
bride, and second, to congratulate you on your fine piece about R.
C. Hoiles in the latest edition of The Voluntaryist. The piece really
hit home with me because I grew up in Santa Ana, California, and
adapted, even at that early age, R. C. Hoiles as my unsung hero in
developing my philosophy of life.

A group of us spread his political and economic line everywhere
from school to Young Republican meetings, and we were
understandably fairly unpopuiar with our teachers, who viewed us
as some sort of political aberrations to be put down at every oppor-
tunity. But we had the whole-hearted support of R. C. himself, and
every so often a few of us would finagle our way into his office and
listen to the master himself pontificate on the great issues of the
day.

| particularly remember a bond issue drive (bond issues in ultra-
conservative Santa Ana, Orange County were regularly voted down)
which the teachers thought they had a good chance at winning, as
the sole high school was overflowing and the old gymnasium was
crumbling with age. My political cohorts and 1 launched a letter
writing campaign to The Register; we claimed huge classes didn’t
phase us and we offered to play basketball on the outdoor courts, if
necessary, so that the poor taxpayers would not be saddled with
higher taxes. As | recall, the bond issue lost by one vote. We
celebrated with glee upon hearing about its defeat, and when | tried
to explain my reasoning to one of the teachers, he threw a coke on
me.

Along with Ayn Rand, R. C. Hoiles had the most profound in-
fluence on my political and economic thoughts, and for that I shall
be forever grateful. God bless him.

Sincerely,

(s) David Pearse

Dear Carl,

Thank you for the review of my Calculated Chaos book. | ap-
preciate the attention given to it. [ did have a few comments to
make on your review, however:

1. needless to say, | have no quarrel with the notion that
“voluntary’” social relationships are not to be opposed, nor
“involuntary’’ ones to be sanctioned. | was, however, addressing
issues that go beyond the voluntary/involuntary threshold. I
have always been interested in getting at the underlying
psychological foundations of freedom, and have come to the
realization that freedom and peace are but two ways of talking
about the same thing; that conflict — and the conditions that
produce conflict—is at the base of the problem of liberty. Let me
give you a hypothetical to explain what | am trying to say: | have
no quarrel with the right of a young child to learn, through his
highly religious parents, how to “voluntarily” beat himseif
bloody with a stick through self-flagellation. I do not, however,
look upon the practice as being psychologically healthy nor, for
that matter, consistent with the underlying conditions that are
conducive to freedom. This is but an extension of the same

argument | have with many of my libertarian friends over the
question of schooling: too many seem content with discussing
only the question of how the schools are to be owned. If they are
owned—and run and financed—privately, that seems to end the
discussion. | am very interested in knowing what the teaching
methods are, for a classrom that continues to offer the same
teacher-centered classroom, with the teacher insisting upon
obedience to her authority, will procduce the kind of conflict
within children that will, in the long run, produce the kind of
adults who will happily follow other authorities in their lives.
While | would do nothing to forcibly prevent anyone from run-
ing a teacher-centered school, | do feel quite free to comment
upon what I consider the adverse consequences that can flow
from even purely voluntary undertakings;

2. as to my very strong opposition to slavery, | do not oppose
slavery on moral grounds per se. As you will recall from my
chapters on religion and morality, 1 have quite strong opposi-
tion to any philosophy that is founded on “moral” premises, . .
. the main reason being that moral arguments always presume
standards—which are necessarily outside myself—by which I
am to live my life, rather than living my life according to my con-
scious awareness and understanding of the nature and con-
sequences of my behavior. This is not just a quarrel with the use
of the word “morality,” but goes to the very essence of what is
implicit in that approach. It invariably ends up being used as a
tool for attacking the psyches of those with whom we disagree; a
device for trying to get others to control themselves as we might
want them to act by threatening to attack their self-esteem. (I
might point out that this was an ongoing difference of opinion
Bob LeFevre and | always had, even when | was teaching at Ram-
part College in Colorado.);

3. finally, in your next to last paragraph, you comment upon my
aotion that disorganization may be our best system of
defense. (By the way, | think the whole course of American
history of economic regulation by the State confirms this: large
business firms no longer able to dominate their markets had to
turn to the State for antitrust laws and other regulatory legisla-
tion. I believe Mancur Olson’s latest book picks up this same
theme. The thesis also finds support in such documents as that
we used to use at Rampart Coliege: the AFL-CIO was trying to get
California food growers to organize into trade associations in
order to make it easier for the unions to go after the growers!)
You seemed to equate my notion of “disorganization” with
“nonviolent civil disobedience or civilian based defense.”
Again, while I would have no quarrel with the use of such tac-
tics from the point of view of voluntary behavior, they do, all
too often, generate conflict which, as I have suggested, is not
only a problem in itself, but helps to erode freedom. Gandhi
understood this point quite well in his concern that nonviolence
might be used in a manipulative sense, and thus generate more
conflict. The principal theme of my book is, as you pointed out,
that violence and the loss of freedom are the products of how
we—you and [—view ourselves and one another. If I want to do
something to improve these conditions, | must work on what |
have control over, namely, the content of my own conciousness.
As long as | am engaging in trying to reform other people—or in-
stitutions—(whether through voting, or engaging in acts of civil
disobedience that are designed to change the thinking of
others) 1 am focusing my attentions in the wrong direction. If 1
presume that my own behavior and thinking is in such great
shape that | can now undertake the task of changing others, |
will produce the conflict that will, in the end, destroy liberty for
us all.

These are just a few brief responses to what was, otherwise, a
very good review. You were in good company, however: in every
presentation | have made of my thinking to libertarian groups,
these very objections (which you raised) have surfaced.  am, as you
might guess, rather critical of most libertarian thinking, not so
much because of where many of the more thoughtful libertarians
would like to end up, but because of the failure to extend their
thinking. There is so much more that can be said on behalf of
freedom—and, | might add, to many tens of thousands of non-
Libertarians who hunger for something substantial—than is to be
found in trying to ressurect 18th century ideas! Good grief! Here we
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