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The Voluntaryist
Insight: from "The
Political Thought of
Etienne de la Boetie'

By Murray IN. Rothbard

(Editor's riote: The following excerpts are taken from the Introduc-
tion to THE POLITICS OF OBEDIENCE: The Discourse of Voluntary
Servitude (New York: Free Life Press, 1975). Etienne de la Boetie
(1550-1563) anonymously authored The Discourse some time dur-
ing the late 1550s. It is one of the earliest formulations of the volun-
tary ist insight: that all coercive government depends on the consent
and/or acquiescence of its subjects. THE POLITICS OF OBEDIENCE
is a piece of literature that should interest all readers of this newslet-
ter. It is available from THE VOLUNTAKYIST for $7.95 per copy
postpaid.)

THE DISCOURSE OF VOLUNTARY SERVITUDE is lucidly and
coherently structured around a single axiom, a single percipient in-
sight into the nature not only of tyranny, but implicitly of the State
apparatus itself. Many medieval writers had attacked tyranny, but
La Boetie delves especially deep into its nature, and into the nature
of State rule itself. This fundamental insight was that every tyranny
must necessarily be grounded upon general popular acceptance. In
short, the bulk of the people themselves, for whatever reason, ac-
quiesce ¡n their own subjection. If this were not the case, no tyran-
ny, indeed no governmental rule, could long endure, Hence a
government does not have to be popularly elected to enjoy general
public support; for general public support is in the very nature of
all governments that endure, including the most oppressive of
tyrannies. The tyrant is but one person, and could scarcely com
mand the obedience of another person, much less of an entire
country, if most of the subjects did not grant their obedience by
their own consent.

This, then, becomes for La Boetie the central problem of political
theory: why in the world do people consent to their own enslave-
ment? La Boetie cuts to the heart of what is, or rather should be, the
central problem of political philosophy: the mystery of civil obe-
dience. Why do people, in all times and places, obey the commands
of the government, which always constitutes a small minority of
the society? To La Boetie the spectacle of general consent to
despotism is puzzling and appalling:

I should like merely to understand how it happens that
so many men, so many villages, so many cities, so
many nations, sometimes suffer under a single tyrant
who has no other power than the power they give him;
who is able to harm them only to the extent to which
they have the willingness to bear with him; who could
do them absolutely no injury unless they preferred to
put up with him rather than contradict him. Surely a
striking situation! Yet it is so common that one must
grieve the more and wonder the less at the spectacle of
a million men serving in wretchedness, by their necks
under the yoke, not constrained by a greater multitude
than they. . . .

And this mass submission must be out of consent rather than
simply out of fear:

Shall we call subjection to such a leader cowardice? . . .
If a hundred, if a thousand endure the caprice of a

single man, should we not rather say that they lack not
the courage but the desire to rise against him, and that
such an attitude indicates indifference rather than
cowardice? When not a hundred, not a thousand men,
but a hundred provinces, a thousand cities, a million
men, refuse to assail a single man from whom the
kindest treatment received is the infliction of serfdom
and slavery, what shall we call it? Is it cowardice? . . .
When a thousand, a million men, a thousand cities, fail
to protect themselves against the domination of one
man, this cannot be called cowardly, for cowardice
does not sink to such a depth. . . . What monstrous vice,
then, is this which does not even deserve to be called
cowardice, a vice for which no term can be found vile
enough . . . ?

It is evident from the above passages that La Boetie is bitterly op
posed to tyranny and to the public s consent to its own subjection.
Me makes clear also that this opposition is grounded on a theory of
natural law and a natural right to liberty. La Boet¡e s celebrated
and creatively original call for civil disobedience, for mass non-
violent resistance as a method for the overthrow of tyranny, stems
directly from the above two premises: the fact that all rule rests on
the consent of the subject masses, and the great value of natural
liberty. Eor if tyranny really rests on mass consent, then the ob-
vious means for its overthrow is simply by mass withdrawal of that
consent. The weight of tyranny would quickly and suddenly col-
lapse under such a non-violent revolution. (The Tory David flume
did not, surprisingly, draw similar conclusions from his theory of
mass consent as the basis of all governmental rule.)

Thus, after concluding that all tyranny rests on popular consent,
La Boetie eloquently concludes that obviously there is no need of
fighting to overcome this single tyrant, for he is automatically
defeated if the country refuses consent to its own enslavement.
Tyrants need not be expropriated by force; they need only be
deprived of the public s continuing supply of funds and resources.
The more one yields to tyrants, La Boetie points out, the stronger
and mightier they become. But if the tyrants are simply not
obeyed, they become undone and as nothing. La Boetie then ex-
horts the poor, wretched, and stupid peoples to cast off their
chains by refusing to supply the tyrant any further with the in
struments of their own oppression. The tyrant, indeed, has

nothing more than the power that you confer upon him
to destroy you. Where has he acquired enough eyes to
spy upon you, if you do not provide them yourselves?
How can he have so many arms to beat you with, if he
does not borrow them from you? The feet that trample
down your cities, where does he get them if they are
not your own? How does he have any power over you
except through you? How would he dare assail you if he
had not cooperation from you?

La Boetie concludes his exhortation by assuring the masses that to
overthrow the tyrant they need not act, nor shed their blood. They
can do so merely by willing to be free. In short,

Resolve to serve no more, and you are at once freed. I
do not ask that you place hands upon the tyrant to top-
ple him over, but simply that you support him no
longer; then you will behold him, like a great Colossus
whose pedestal has been pulled away, fall of his own
weight and break in pieces.

It was a medieval tradition to justify tyrannicide of unjust rulers
who break the divine law, but La Boet¡e s doctrine, though non-
violent, was in the deepest sense far more radical. For while the
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From the Editor:

"It's Only Just A
Beginning":
Reflections on
Being a New Father

In the last issue of THE VOLUÌ ÏTARYIST, I announced the birth of
our first child, William Lloyd Watner. Although it might seem
strange to introduce readers of this newsletter to my ideas and ex-
periences about the life cycle, I think that many will find my
remarks on our home birth of interest. By introducing this subject,
I am not advocating that readers should follow the course of action
chosen by Julie and myself, but merely wish to present the alter-
native we chose.

few medical doctors deliver babies at home, but Julie and I
discovered that there are midwives living in the Carol¡nas, who pro-
vide experienced and knowledgeable assistance in the birthing
process. We opted for home delivery, for a number of moral and
practical reasons. First, we found we could avoid having a state
birth certificate for our child. Instead we created our own Record
of Birth. Second, we found that home birth was far less expensive
than a hospital delivery and was at least as safe, if not safer, for low
risk mothers. Third, having the birth at home allowed us to be in
our familiar environment, surrounded by the people we wanted to
be there. Finally we wanted to avoid (as much as possible) un-
necessary medical intervention (which is routine procedure in most
hospital births) with both mother and baby.

Since midwives are for the most part uncertified and uninsured,
they are very careful about the women they accept as clients. They
try to screen out all high risk mothers (ones who are undernourish-
ed, smoke, drink heavily, take drugs, etc.) in an effort to maintain
their own excellent safety records. If they anticipate complications,
for any reason, they simply advise the mother that they will not
handle a home birth for her. The midwives also place a great deal of
emphasis on preparation and emergency procedures (which in-
clude taking the mother to a hospital if a life-threatening situation
occurs during childbirth). In our own case, Julie and I attended
over 15 hours of classes and slide shows, which taught us what to
expect and how to prepare for our amazing experience.

The miracle of life is simply incredible! Birthing and being birth-
ed could definitely be termed an ordeal. As any mother will tell
you, labor is the hardest work she s ever done in her life. Julie
went into very slow labor on Friday morning, January 16th, 1987.lt
did not begin progressing until about 24 hours later, during the
early hours of Saturday morning. The midwives arrived around
3:3Ü a. m. and Julie and I delivered our son, William Lloyd, some
seven hours later with their invaluable assistance.

During the birth, I often thought of my father and grandfather,
both deceased, and wondered what they would have thought of
their son witnessing the birth of another generation. These reflec-
tions prompted me to think of the life cycle of our species: how
close in resemblance birth and death are. My own emotions at the

birth —of caring for a loved one experiencing such pain —reminded
me of the emotions I experienced while my father was dying of
leukemia. Though often a much longer process, the struggle with
death is an ordeal, too. I couldn t help but notice another parallel.
After I buried the afterbirth between the trees where Julie and I
were married, 1 recalled the funeral lines From ashes to ashes,
from dust to dust. How ironic it is that burying the afterbirth is so
much like burying the remains of a loved one in the earth! Both are
in a sense a beginning and an end.

Julie and I were often asked during her pregnancy, Which do you
want —a boy or girl? Our common response was that we wanted a
healthy child; that was the most important thing, and that was
what we received. Whether or not William Lloyd will live up to the
reputations of his two namesakes, William Lloyd Garrison, the
abolitionist, and my dad, Lloyd Watner, the important thing for me
is not that he follow my thought patterns. Recognizing that each
person exercises self-control, my only hope is that he learns to
think independently, logically and above all, to act honestly and
with integrity. If I can teach him to practice the virtues of honesty
and integrity, I believe all else will follow. He may start out with
wrong premises, but if he remains true to himself and to others and
to truth, then it seems to me inevitable that he will reach the right
conclusions in the end, no matter how difficult the struggle. I want
a son that will think for himself. It is not nearly so important
what he thinks, as how he thinks. If he is intellectually honest

and makes a mistake in logic or judgment, then he will be capable
of making the necessary corrections in his conclusions. But, if he
accepts a wrong conclusion, merely because his parents or some-
one else tells hims it is right, there is no chance that he will ever cor-
rect himself.

When I told Julie I was writing this article, she said, And this
adventure is only just beginning.

My thanks to all who have conveyed congratulations on this
great event.

P. S. from Julie — Who said anyone was entitled to a full night s
sleep?

"There's a general breakdown of parental
authority all over the country Dad-you expect

me to buck the system? "
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Voluntaryist insight
Continued from page I

assassination of a tyrant is simply an isolated individual act within
an existing political system, mass civil disobedience, being a direct
act on the part of large masses of people, is far more revolutionary
in launching a transformation of the system itself. It is also more
elegant and profound in theoretical terms, (lowing immediately as
it does from La Boetie s insight about power necessarily resting on
popular consent; for then the remedy to power is simply to
withdraw that consent.

The call for mass civil disobedience was picked up by one of the
more radical of the later Huguenot pamphlets, La France Turquie
(1575), which advocated an association of towns and provinces for
the purpose of refusing to pay all taxes to the State. But it is not
surprising that among the most enthusiastic advocates of mass
civil disobedience have been the anarchist thinkers, who simply ex-
tend both La Boetie s analysis and his conclusion from tyrannical
rule to all governmental rule whatsoever. Prominent among the
anarchist advocates of non-violent resistance have been Thoreau,
Tolstoy and Benjamin K. Tucker, all of the nineteenth century, and
all, unsurprisingly, associated with the non-violent pacifist branch
of anarchism. Tolstoy, indeed, in setting forth his doctrine of non-
violent anarchism, used a lengthy passage from the Discourse as
the focal point for the development of his argument. In addition,
Qustav Landauer, the leading German anarchist of the early twen-
tieth century, after becoming converted to a pacifist approach,
made a rousing summary of La Boet¡e s Discourse of Voluntary Ser-
vitude the central core of his anarchist work, Die Revolution (191 9).
A leading Dutch pacifist-anarchist of the twentieth century, Bar
thelemy dc L¡gt, not only devoted several pages of his Conquest of
Violence to discussion and praise of La Boet¡e s Discourse; he also
translated it into Dutch in 1933. . . .

Why do people continue to give their consent to despotism? Why
do they permit tyranny to continue? This is especially puzzling if
tyranny (defined at least as all personal power) must rest on mass
consent, and if the way to overthrow tyranny is therefore for the
people to withdraw that consent. The remainder of La Boetie s
treatise is devoted to this crucial problem, and his discussion here
is as seminal and profound as it is in the earlier part of the work. . . .

Mere La Boetie proceeds to supplement this analysis of the pur-
chase of consent by the public with another truly original contribu-
tion This is the establishment, as it were the permanent and
continuing purchase, of a hierarchy of subordinate allies, a loyal
band of retainers, praetorians and bureaucrats. La Boetie himself
considers this factor the mainspring and the secret of domina-
tion, the support and foundation of tyranny. Here is a large sector
of society which is not merely duped with occasional and negligible
handouts from the State; here are individuals who make a hand-
some and permanent living out of the proceeds of despotism.
Hence, their stake in despotism does not depend on illusion or
habit or mystery; their stake is all too great and all too real. A
hierarchy of patronage from the fruits of plunder is thus created
and maintained: five or six individuals are the chief advisors and
beneficiaries of the favors of the king. These half-dozen in a similar
manner maintain six hundred who profit under them, and the six
hundred in their turn maintain under them six thousand, whom
they promote in rank, upon whom they confer the government of
provinces or the direction of finances, in order that they may serve
as instruments of avarice and cruelty, executing orders at the pro-
per time and working such havoc all around that they could not
last except under the shadow of the six hundred. . . ."

In this way does the fatal hierarchy pyramid and permeate down
through the ranks of society, until a hundred thousand, and even
millions cling to the tyrant by this cord to which they are tied. In
short,

when the point is reached, through big favors or little
ones, that large profits or small are obtained under a
tyrant, there are found almost as many people to
whom tyranny seems advantageous as those to whom
liberty would seem desirable. . . . Whenever a ruler
makes himself a dictator, all the wicked dregs of the
nation . . . all those who are corrupted by burning am-
bition or extraordinary avarice, these gather around
him and support him in order to have a share in the

booty and to constitute themselves petty chiefs under
the large tyrant.

Thus, the hierarchy of privilege descends from the large gainers
from despotism, to the middling and small gainers, and finally
down to the mass of the people who falsely think they gain from the
receipt of petty favors. In this way the subjects are divided, and a
great portion of them induced to cleave to the ruler, just as, in
order to split wood, one has to use a wedge of the wood itself. Of
course, the train of the tyrant s retinue and soldiers suffer at their
leader s hands, but they can be led to endure evil if permitted to
commit it, not against him who exploits them, but against those
who like themselves submit, but are helpless. In short, in return
for its own subjection, this order of subordinates is permitted to op-
press the rest of the public.

How is tyranny concretely to be overthrown, if it is cemented
upon society by habit, privilege and propaganda? How are the peo-
ple to be brought to the point where they will decide to withdraw
their consent? In the first place, affirms La Boetie, not all the peo-
ple will be deluded or sunk into habitual submission. There is
always a more percipient elite who will understand the reality of the
situation; there are always a few, better endowed than others, who
feel the weight of the yoke and cannot restrain themselves from at-
tempting to shake it off. These are the people who, in constrast to
the brutish mass, possess clear and far-sighted minds, and have

further trained them by study and learning. Such people never
quite disappear from the world: Even if liberty had entirely perish-
ed from the earth, such men would invent it. . . .

La Boetie s Discourse has a vital importance for the modern
reader —an importance that goes beyond the sheer pleasure of
reading a great and seminal work on political philosophy, or, for
the libertarian, of reading the first libertarian political philosopher
in the Western world. Tor La Boetie speaks most sharply to the pro-
blem which all libertarians —indeed, all opponents of despotism-
find particularly difficult: the problem of strategy, facing the
devastating and seemingly over-whelming power of the modern
State, how can a free and very different world be brought about?
How in the world can we get from here to there, from a world of
tyranny to a world of freedom? Precisely because of his abstract
and timeless methodology, La Boetie offers vital insights into this
eternal problem. . . .

Since despotic rule is against the interests of the bulk of the
population, how then does this consent come about? Again, La
Boetie highlights the point that this consent is engineered, largely
by propaganda beamed at the populace by the rulers and their in-
tellectual apologists. The devices —of bread and circuses, of
ideological mystification —that rulers today use to gull the masses
and gain their consent, remain the same as in La Boetie s days. The
only difference is the enormous increase in the use of specialized
intellectuals in the service of the rulers. But in this case, the
primary task of opponents of modern tyranny is an educational
one: to awaken the public to this process, to demystify and desanc
tify the State apparatus. Furthermore, La Boetie s analysis both of
the engineering of consent and of the role played by bureaucrats
and other economic interests that benefit from the State,
highlights another critical problem which many modern opponents
of statism have failed to recognize: that the problem of strategy is
not simply one of educating the public about the errors commit
ted by the government. Tor much of what the State does is not an
error at all from its own point of view, but a means of maximizing
its power, influence, and income. We have to realize that we are fac-
ing a mighty engine of power and economic exploitation, and
therefore that, at the very least, libertarian education of the public
must include an expose of this exploitation, and of the economic in
terests and intellectual apologists who benefit from State rule. By
confining themselves to analysis of alleged intellectual errors,
opponents of government intervention have rendered themselves
ineffective, for one thing, they have been beaming their counter-
propaganda at a public which does not have the equipment
or the interest to follow the complex analysis of errors, and which
can therefore easily be rebamboozled by the experts in the employ
of the State. Those experts, too, must be desanctified, and again La
Boetie strengthens us in the necessity of such desanctification. . . .

La Boetie was also the first theorist to move from the emphasis
on the importance of consent, to the strategic importance of toppl-
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