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THE CASE AGAINST
T-BILLS And Other
Thoughts On Theft

by John A. Pugsley
Underlying all economic systems, and permeating all economic

questions, whether they are about the value of assets, or political
programs to foster economic change, is the fundamental question
of the nature of exchange of transact¡ons-to wit: is any particular
exchange of property voluntary or involuntary? The importance of
this question to the individual should not be underestimated. The
solution to virtually all social problems can be derived from this
starting point. The entire "science" of economics is built around it.
And the monetary prptiiems of this country, which lead to the in-
vestment problems you have as an individual, all originate because
individuals fail to ask this question.

Let us begin by establishing a definition of theft. I define theft as
any involuntary transfer of property from its owner to someone
else. While this definition is quite clear, understanding its implica-
tions requires some examples. Consider the following situations.
When Is Theft Not Theft?

Responding to a Knock at your Iront door, you open it to find a
stranger standing there pointing a pistol at you. Me demands
money. ISe¡ng of sound mind, you give him what you have.

Your property has been taken from you without your voluntary
consent, and therefore this would be an act of theft by our defini-
tion.

Suppose that you later find out that the individual who demand-
ed your money used it to satisfy an essential need-let's say he was
hungry and he used the money to buy food. Does the fact that he
needed the food mean that the act of taking money from you was
not an act of theft? In other words, is there any need he might have
for the money that would convert his act from theft to something
else? no, by definition, it was still stealing.

Suppose that you find out that the culprit used the money to,
satisfy an essential need of someone else-let's say his daughter was
ill and needed the money for medicine. Does this change the
nature of the act from theft to not theft? In other words, is there
any need someone else might have that would change your opinion
of the act and make it not an act of theft?

Suppose that you find that the man with the gun was not acting
by himself, but instead had been hired by a group of people to take
your money. Would the fact that they had hired him transform his
act from theft into something else? Is it possible that the number of
people who were involved in hiring him has a significance? If ten
people met and decided to hire him to take your money, would that
change what we called his act? Mow about 10,000?

What if 10,000 people met and hired the gunman, and they used
the money to buy medicine for someone's ailing child? Would the
fact that so many people were involved, coupled with the fact that
the money was used for a "good" cause make a difference ¡n how
the act was defined? What if the people who took your money
without your consent decided to buy something with the money
that they could all enjoy (perhaps a nice color TV set), and they
allowed you to occasionally come and watch it. Would the fact that
you could participate ¡n the use of the goods for which your money
was taken make the act not an act of theft?

The conclusion that most people would come to in considering
these questions is that no matter what the money is used for, and
no matter how many people consent to taking it from you by force,

and no matter who else needs the money, it is an act of theft if the
owner of the property-you-do not voluntarily (and that means
without any kind of threat) consent to part with it.
By Definition, Taxation is Theft

Mow does the IKS agent who collects our taxes differ from the
gunman? Me does not. You are forced to pay under threat of im-
prisonment (the gun). Your money is taken without your voluntary
consent. It is used by other people who claim that their need is a
just demand on your property. The process is justified because J
group of people (voters) decide as a group that you should be rob-
bed and that the money should be used for whatever purposes they
deem proper.

The next objection that is normally raised is that even though we
might define taxation as theft, it is still necessary and proper in
order to insure that the "needs" of society for government services
are fulfilled. I have answered this a number of times before, so I
won't attempt to refute this premise in any great detail at this
point. Let me just throw out a couple of thoughts for your con-
templation.

First, I reject the idea there is some real, definable entity out
there called "society." There are only individuals. Only individuals
live, think, and act. Groups do not think or act. So if property is be
ing transferred, it is always being transferred from one individual
to another individual. Consequently, we are back to the Key ques-
tion, does one individuals need constitute a just and rational claim
on the property of another?

Will The Means Fit The Ends?
There is no moral question involved here. It is a matter ol ends. II

the end objective of a social system is to provide the safest environ-
ment for the individual members, and is to result ¡n the highest
average standard of living for those individuals, then I can easily
prove that any form of theft would be wrong. Every successful act
of theft, no matter how large or small, diminishes the total produc-
tion of the members of society ¡n that it reduces the incentive of the
recipient of the plunder to be productive. It also results ¡n the diver-
sion of labor away from consumable goods to the production of
defensive goods, such as locks, fences, alarm systems, police
forces, etc.

A social system based on theft, whether it's called taxation or
anything else, cannot promote the highest standard of living for
the individuals in that society. In fact, the higher the degree ol
theft, the lower the standard of living. The reason that Russians
suffer a lower standard of living than Frenchmen is that the Rus-
sian social system confiscates more property from individuals than
does the French system. The reason the average Swiss has a higher
standard of living than the average Frenchman is because the
Swiss system is less conf¡scatory than the French. Taxation-
whether ¡n the form of direct taxes, regulation, or inflation-varies
¡n intensity from nation to nation. The result, however, is ¡dent¡cal-
the greater the involuntary transfer of property, the lower the stan-
dard of living.
Voluntary Citizenship?

I recently received the following letter from a reader who feels
that perhaps taxation is not theft. The reasoning is based on
another factor: citizenship.

Since I began reading your thoughts in 1975 I have
believed that taxation is theft-"removal of one's wealth
with a threat of force." Recently I confronted a line of
logic which makes me question that basic premise.

Each of us who is born ¡n this country is offered
citizenship. We may either accept it or we may reject it.
If we accept it we do so with conditions attached,
namely that we agree to abide by the laws of the land.

Continued, page 4


