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Weights and Measures:

State or Market?
by Carl Watner

Introduction

Historically, the State has been largely responsible for coinage,
and the systems of weights and measures by which the metallic
content of coins has been determined, but there is no reason why
these operations should not be in the hands of private enterprise.
The purpose of this article is to call attention to the parallel
between the advocacy of private money and the free market
provision of weights and measures.

A Brief History of Weights and Measures

Before there was a State, primitive man perceived a need for
measurements of length and weight. For objects which he could
lift and handle, nature suggested the arm, the hand’s breadth,
and the finger as units of measure, while the pace and the foot
provided a ready means to measure distance. For small and
delicate items, the earliest and most commonly available unit
of weight was found in the form of the seeds of plants. The carat
weight, used by jewelers and goldsmiths, was originally based
on the weight of the carob seed of the Near East, or the locust
tree seed. In Central Europe, the dry grain of wheat was another
natural weight, which gave its name to the standard unit of one
‘grain.” Although seed grains are all not equal, there is a
reasonably constant uniformity among samples from the same
locality and from the same harvest, which was sufficient to i ake
the early ‘grain’ standard widespread from Europe to China.

Apart from the metric system, nearly all of the customary
standards of weights and measures used in the western world
have evolved from the systems used by the empires of the Middle
East. The Beqa Standard, usually associated with the weighing
of gold and silver, has by far the longest history of any of the
ancient standards. It was used in Egypt throughout 3000 years
of dynastic rule, and was then adopted by the Greeks as their
standard about 700 B.C. The Romans derived their weights for
the silver denarius and the gold aureus from the Beqa Standard.
The Arabic empire of the 7th Century A.D. used the Beqa Standard
to weigh bulk gold, and ultimately it became the basis for the
English troy weight system (which was transmitted to medieval
Europe by way of the ancient Greek city of Troy, hence the name).

Since the mining and use of gold and silver were a jealously
guarded prerogative of royalty in the ancient world, the provision
of coins became a government monopoly. The coining monopoly
necessitated government intervention in the definition and
promulgation of weights and measures because of the integral
connection between measuring gold and silver, and determining
the standards by which they were to be measured. To enforce
its monopoly in these areas, governments had to erect
safeguards for the proper manufacture and use of weights and
measures, and simultaneously provide for the prohibition of new
standards, which might compete with it's existing standards. The
involvement of early governments in these areas is well
exemplified by the ordinances found in medieval Germany. The
accuracy of early German coinage left much to be desired: many
were underweight, others overweight. In an effort to prevent
people from discovering and melting down the overweight coins,
the government outlawed the private ownership of scales.

There were numerous, other ways in which governments
tampered with weights and measures. In the history of nearly
every national unit of account, there can be found the story of
chronic debasement, either in the form of reducing the weight
or the purity of the metal in a given coin, without reducing its

legal value. In other times and places, the State has redefined
the content or standard of value of the monetary unit. The story
of modern State control over currency and coinage may be
summed up in the numerous hyperinflations of the Twentieth
Century, in which the monetary systems of various countries
have been totally destroyed. To say the least, the constitutional
mandate of these sovereign nations—generally described as “'to
coin money, regulate the value thereof, ... and fix the standard
of weights and measures’’—has demonstrated the total inability
of coercive political power to ever accomplish these goals. While
there is no guarantee that private enterprise would perform
better over the long run, there is at least the assurance that if
a private organization fraudulently altered its money or weight
standards, other alternatives would be quickly offered by its
competitors. The voluntary aspect of market competition in both
weights and measures and monies most likely would insure us
against the failure of a single coercive monopoly to honor its
own laws and standards. In any case, it is hard to imagine private
enterprise leaving a more sordid record than the State has left.

The Common Law of Weights and Measures

In any country, there must always be some commonly accepted
standard(s) of weights and measures. The use of certain weights
and measures, like the use of various kinds of money, originates
with the people, in their economic transactions in the
marketplace. There is no inherent reason why these common law
standards must be legalized or sanctioned by the State; adoption
by the government adds nothing to their efficacy. Unless the new
system demonstrates an overriding superiority to the one in use,
there seems little reason for people to give up the old standard.
Indeed, if a new system of weights and measure requires
legislation to bring it into use, it must be lacking the advantages
which the users consider necessary to cause them to adopt it
voluntarily.

The one system developed and promoted by governments, the
metric system, has still not been commonly accepted in the
United States. Instituted by the revolutionary government of
France in 1791, the metric system was supported by compulsory
legislation wherever its use became widespread. In the United
States, the Metric System Act of 1866, “officially recognized the
use of metric weights and measures in commercial transactions,”
meaning that no contract or pleading in a government court was
to be held invalid because the weights or measures expressed
or referred to were metric. The Act also provided an official table
of equivalents between metric and the customary units of
measure. Despite the fact that there was never a similar Act of
Congress authorizing the use of our customary systems of
English weights and measures, those systems have always been
recognized in government courts.

The duty of Congress or some private registry agency with
respect to weights and measures is to define and preserve the
standard, so that if some dispute arises, there is an independent,
third-party verification of the weight or measure used. Lysander
Spooner, a 19th Century constitutional lawyer, explained this
purpose thusly,

Congress fixes the length of the yard-stick, in order that
there may be some standard, known in law, with reference
to which contracts may conveniently be made, (if the
parties choose to refer to them,) and accurately enforced
by course of justice when made. But there is no compulsion
upon the people to use this standard in their ordinary
dealings. If, for instance, two parties are dealing in cloth,
they may, if they both assent to it, measure it by a cane
Continued on page 5
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Potpourri From The Editor’s Desk

1. ““/A Matter of Royal Conscience’’

“Belgium’s King Baudouin has stepped down temporarily
because his conscience wouldn't let him sign a law legalizing
abortion,... . Legal experts said the king was able to step down
through a law intended for use if the monarch was too ill to carry
out his duties or was prevented from doing so for other reasons.”
(The constitutional provision had been used when the king was
in the hands of the Nazis during World War II). Its use in a matter
of conscience was unprecedented.

—THE WALL ST. JOURNAL, April 5 & 10, 1990

2. ““‘Laissez Fairel’’

There is a story that the famous French mercantilist minister,
Colbert, once asked a group of businessmen what he could do
for them. One of the men, Legendre, is supposed to have replied,
Laissez nous faire—leave us alone. Several French authors in the
earlier 18th century, including the Marquis d’Argenson, used the
slogan, laissez faire. The great Turgot attributed the rule laissez
faire, laissez passer—leave things alone, let goods pass
through—to Gournay. Sometimes a phrase was added suggesting
the social theory behind the slogan: le monde va de lui meme—
the world goes by itself. Today the term Laissez faire has come
to mean: leave the people alone, let them be, in their economic
activities, in their religious affairs, in thought and culture, in the
pursuit of fulfillment in their own lives.

—Ralph Raico

3. ‘““A Prediction”

Fred Woodworth in the Winter 1989-90 issue of THE MATCH
predicts that the International Standard Book Number (ISBN)
which is widely used throughout the publishing industry (to make
it easier for libraries and bookstores to keep track of their
acquisitions via computer) will become a tool of censorship. The
ISBN system is administered in the United States by a private
agency and it is not compulsory that every publication be

assigned such a number. For example, THE VOLUNTARYIST has

never applied for one as a serial (newsletter) publication; nor have
any of our books, such as Robert LeFevre’s biography, or NEITHER
BULLETS NOT BALLOTS been assigned such numbers.

Fred's fear is that the ISBN system will eventually evolve into
a mandatory system, which will effectively prevent the alternative
and underground press from printing its literature. “Perhaps in
time of war there’'s suddenly a loyalty oath on the paperwork
(when applying for the ISBN number), ...just to make sure that
the valuable privilege of using the ISBN isn’'t handed out
indiscrimately to people who endanger society via their irrespon-
sible writings. ‘Freedom means responsibility, If you aren’t willing
to be a responsible publisher, you have no business... (being
allowed to publish).” From there it is hardly any distance at all
to the situation we have today with Social Security Numbers:
without one you can’t work, get a driver’s license, have a bank
account, rent an apartment, or go to school.” And he adds, "if
you’'d asked in 1936 whether the Social Security Number could
result in all those strictures, you’'d have been laughed at, just
as anyone who says a word against the ISBN is laughed at now.”

Fred’s comparison of the ISBN to Social Security is somewhat

off base. The ISBN number is a voluntary, industry-wide standard
which developed out of the book numbering system introduced
into the United Kingdom in 1967, by J.A. Whitaker and Sons, Ltd.,
and into the United States in 1968, by the R.R. Bowker Company.
As aresult of meetings sponsored by the International Standards
Organization, the ISBN system was implemented in the early
1970s. If there is a danger that the ISBN system might be
“nationalized” by the government and used as a tool of
censorship, the fault would not be with ISBN, but rather with the
State. So long as there is a State, the evolution of industrial
standards offers an opportunity for the government to co-opt
the market place’s voluntary solutions. (It is also worth
mentioning that those who choose not to use the ISBN numbers
may have their products refused by the book trade, simply for
that reason. Such exclusion, however, is not a form of
government censorship. In fact, the ISBN standards make
provision for assigning numbers to the works of non-
participating publishers.)

4. "The Man Who Knows Freedom Will Find a Way to Be Free””

“But though our attachments can be taken from us by force,
our free will cannot. ...Because (these) attachments increase the
likelihood that we will cooperate with those who would control
us, it should be evident that only our attachments can enslave
us. We are only free when we are complete within ourselves. Only
when we value something outside ourselves more than we value
the inviolability of our will do we make ourselves vulnerable to
the loss of our freedom. Because we cannot lose our free will but
can only chose to relinquish it, we have nothing to fear from
others. The realization of that fact is freedom. ...

Neither you nor I will recover our freedom through petitions,
elections, or legislation: ... . We will become free not when our
neighbors understand what it means to be free, but when you
and I do. We will not become free when the State goes away:;
rather, the State will go away when we become free. We have no
saviours—be they religious, political, ideological, or
technological—to whom we can turn for salvation: the passion
to live as free men and women will either arise with us, or we
shall not experience it at all. Since freedom is a condition natural
to us as human beings, we need do no more to reclaim it than
to resolve to exercise full control over our individual selves. ...

In the words of a sign that hung above the road at a school
in Colorado ...: ‘the man who knows what freedom means will
find a way to be free.” Our freedom will not be attained by political
revolutions, but only by a spiritual revolution within each of us.”

—Butler Shaffer,
CALCULATED CHAOS, 1985, pp. 223227

5. “From THE DIARY OF H.L. MENCKEN"’
Reflecting on the possibility of the return of civil liberties in

the United States after World War II, H.L. Mencken wrote:
It is highly improbable that even the rudiments of free
speech will be restored in my time, as they began to be
restored in 1925. There will be a state of war so long as
Roosevelt is in office, for if he made peace he would lose
all his war powers, and his disintegration would follow
quickly. Thus I'll never see any freedom again. It is hardly
a prospect to fill me with patriotic frenzy. The government
I live under has been my enemy all my active life. When it
has not been engaged in silencing me it has been engaged
in robbing me. So far as I can recall I have never had any
contact with it that was not an outrage on my dignity and
an attack on my security. (emphasis added)

6. “From a Former Subscriber’”’

““Enclosed please find a check for $29.95. This is for one year
of THE VOLUNTARYIST, and one copy of your biography of Robert
LeFevre.

While I have not been following the flow of libertarian thought
lately, I recall that your journal was more than name-calling and
finger-pointing. Also, based on my recollections, I believe that
THE VOLUNTARYIST emphasis on living the basic libertarian
credo, rather than working towards some ‘end of history’ political
revolution, is both more conducive to being a better person, and
to achieving the social changes most libertarians seek.”
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