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Voluntaryism and the Evolution
of Industrial Standards

By Carl Watner
The State is involved in just about everything we do. The alarm

clock that wakes us up in the morning is set according to
government-mandated time. The radio or tv station that we turn
on must have a government license, nearly all the other
appliances we use are subject to regulations regarding their
manufacture and sale. If you live in an area where there is city
water, you cook and shower with water you purchased from the
government. Your toothpaste has been approved by some branch
of the government; so has the towel you dry yourself with, as
well as your clothes. The food you eat must pass certain govern-
mental standards and labelling requirements. You drive to work
in a government-approved and licensed vehicle, whose gas
mileage has been certified by yet another government agency.
You drive on a government-owned road, and get paid by check
or cash in government-denominated units.

How has the State created all the technical standards by which
it regulates and governs our lives? For the most part, the various
branches of government in the United States rely upon
parameters that originally evolved on the free market. Only after
these standards have proven themselves workable and
acceptable does the State expropriate them, and attempt to make
their use compulsory. The history of the standard time zones
used in the United States are a perfect example of this. First
developed by the railroad industry for a safe, yet practical way
of overcoming the use of local mean time across the country,
the time zone plan was adopted by an early predecessor of the
Association of American Railroads on November 18, 1883. The
whole program was accomplished prior to the onset of the
Interstate Commerce Commission, without the use of govern-
ment legislation or compulsion. In fact, Congress did not make
the railroad's time zone plan legally binding on the country until
the passage of the daylight savings law during World War I.

In its broadest sense, standardization applies not only to
weights and measures and material objects, but permeates near-
ly all fields of human activity. The process of establishing, by
custom or general consent, a rule or model to be followed is this
article's working definition of standardization. "Folkways,
taboos, moral codes, ceremonies, religious rituals, educational
procedures, social and business customs, industrial practices,
and law itself, are all forms of standardization'' described in the
ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA. 'Language standards enable us to
articulate our thoughts; legal standards enable us to live together
— all social organization would be impossible without social stan-
dards. " Language, which has been discussed from a voluntaryist
perspective in Whole No. 45 of THE VOLUNTARYIST, is probably
man's most important example of voluntary standardization.
Without agreeing on the meaning of words and sounds, there
would be no way of communicating with other individuals. In so
far as the English language is concerned, this has been
accomplished over the centuries without government
involvement.

Part of what I am trying to document in this paper are some
of the ways in which industrial standards have evolved and
affected our lives. The voluntary development of industrial
guidelines, particularly in the United States, is an integral part
of the system of private ownership and private production —
which has made this country the most productive on earth. The
importance of this fact, from our perspective, is that the
successful formulation, implementation, and functioning of such

standards is entirely dependent on voluntaryism from start to
finish. The use, value, and efficiency of industrial standards
clearly does not need or require compulsion of the State.

The Consensus Principle
The more important industrial customs and trade practices are,

in a very real sense, industrial law, no less than statute or
common law. "Often more potent than much of the legislation
on the statute books, they constitute a powerful system of
controls, which become generalized law." Most standards have
come about, like our language standards, through a more or less
unconscious evolutionary process. Even the development of the
common law is a remarkable example of the standardization
process at work. "The common law is the result of gradual growth
of a consensus of opinion as to what conduct on the whole will
produce the best possible society. It is a slowly acquired body
of standardized conduct, " which does not depend on the
legislature, but rather on the actions and acceptance of the
people involved. It differs from legislation, which usually involves
a majority mandate.

Howard Coonley and Paul Agnew, writers on the subject of "The
Role of Standards in the System of Free Enterprise,'" have
explicitly described the standardization process as resting on the
principle of consensus. "Standards must represent an agreement
among those concerned with its subject matter, " whether the
subject be industrial or social. Industrial standards, in particular,
are "issued only when supported by a majority so substantial
as to approach unanimity — almost never on a mere majority
vote as so frequently happens in legislatures. " They approvingly
quote Sir John Salmon, author of JURISPRUDENCE (1924, p. 364)
who succinctly stated the consensus principle in the following
manner: "There is in general no better evidence of the justice
of an arrangement than the fact that all persons whose interests
are affected by it have freely and with full knowledge consented
to it." If this isn't what voluntaryism is all about, what is?

One of the main purposes of standards is to remove conditions
that lead to potential danger or controversy. Rules of the road
like driving on the right-hand side of the road, help prevent
vehicle collisions. Social standards, such as manners, are devices
for reducing friction and conflict. Many industrial standards serve
the same function, but are usually definitional in nature since
"all buying and selling in which goods do not come under the
actual eye of the buyer must necessarily be based upon some
sort of standard. " Other industrial standards help identify parts
that do not fit, that are not suitable for their intended purpose,
and that do not live up to their sales representations. Since the
beginning of the Twentieth Century, such standards have often
been brought into existence by a deliberately planned,
cooperative effort, often spearheaded by groups known as
standardizing bodies. One specific example will suffice at this
point. The Chicago Board of Trade was making use of specialists
to inspect and certify the quality of grain as early as 1856. Other
examples include the numerous codes of ethics adopted by
commercial, industrial, and professional associations; much of
the work of trade associations; rules and machinery for the
arbitration of commercial disputes; and the rules laid down by
the governing bodies of organized sports such as baseball,
football, and basketball.

History of Standards Institutions
Sometimes standardization has been brought about by the

threat of State intervention in industrial affairs, and at other
times it has been brought about by the requirements of govern-
ment in wartime. The American National Standards Institute's
(ANSI) predecessor was founded in 1918, and was given a great
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Potpourri From
The Editor's Desk
1. "The Church and State Have More in Common with

Each Other than with the Market Place"
"State and church, although arch-enemies over long periods

of time in the annals of civilization, have more in common than
either does with the economic realm—the common butt of both
religious and political condemnation for its alleged crassness
and egoism. And it is a fact that in the succession of power that
forms the greatest single pageant in Western history, the state
has succeeded the church in the detailed and minute custodian-
ship of the individual. The state for a long time in history was
obliged to wear the mantle of other, more respectable
institutions. Thus the patriarchal state of yore, followed by the
religious or divine-right state. But since the eighteenth century,
the state has walked on legs of its own, and in so many respects
has taken over once-ecclesiastical functions.

In Western Europe, throughout the Middle Ages, the majority
of Europeans lived cradle-to-grave lives in the church. There was
no aspect of life that was not either actively or potentially under
the ordinances of the church. Birth, marriage, death were all
given legitimacy by the church, not the state. Property,
inheritance, work conditions, profits, interest, wages, schooling,
university admissions, degrees, licenses for professional practice,
workdays, holidays, feasts, and commemorations, all were
subject not to secular but to ecclesiastical governance. The
Middle Ages represented the height of ecclesiastical absolutism.
That particular absolutism has vanished in the West—though not
of course in other parts of the world, beginning with an Iran—
but no vacuum has been left. Much of modern European history
is the story of the gradual transfer, as it were, of ecclesiastical
absolutism to monarchical and then democratic-nationalist
absolutism. Medieval man was so accustomed to the
multitudinous ordinances of the church governing his life that
he didn't even see them. That is more and more true today of
modern man, democratic man."

-Robert Nisbet,
THE PRESENT AGE, 1988, pp.55-56

2. "Voluntaryism at Work"
From time to time, I read about individuals or groups of people

who are at work solving what they perceive to be some of the
world's problems. They may do this as volunteers, on a non-profit
basis, or they may operate a,profit-seeking business. In either
case, what distinguishes their efforts from others, is that they
don't run to their local, state, or federal government to get help.
In what used to be the American Way, they see a problem that
needs their attention, and they go to work, lessening or remov-
ing it.

The following two examples have come to my attention, and
I thought they were worth mentioning in THE VOLUNTARYISM
If you are aware of other voluntary, problem-solving efforts at

work, please send me a brief description of their activities.

"Rescuing Horses"
During the 1970s, Sharon Jackson of Denver, Colorado, began

her own personal rescue program—for horses. With the help of
her husband, Steve, and friends Jill and Qeorge Pratt, who
operated Q fif J Lazy P Stable, they began accepting needy,
abused, abandoned, or injured horses and finding them new
homes. By 1989, The Colorado Horse Rescue volunteers, as
Sharon's group became formally known, was processing almost
a dozen horses a month. There has been such an outpouring of
interest and assistance that a state-wide network of about 100
volunteers has been established, including people who help with
everything from hauling horses, to mucking out stalls, to book-
keeping. Rescued horses are kept at about 50 private barns and
pastures. Half-a-dozen businesses provide feed and supplies
whenever necessary to save a horse, or the Colorado Horse
Rescue's bank account. And several vets donate medical treat-
ment at reduced rates. Horse groups, such as the Colorado Draft
Horse Association, and several Denver-area horse clubs, are
highly supportive.

-adapted from THE WESTERN HORSEMAN, June 1990

"Norm Emanuel—Guru of Tire Recycling"
"America's scrap tire problem will be solved—and perhaps

faster than many people think—and Norm Emanuel intends to
be a major part of that solution. The owner of Emanuel Tire Co.
in Baltimore not only believes that, he's obsessed with the idea.
He is without question the guru of tire recycling in the U.S.

"Emanuel is one of an elite few in the country who take scrap
tires on a large scale and make money disposing of them. While
others talk about scrap tire recycling, he has been doing it for
30 years. What does Emanuel believe it will take to get rid of the
mountains of tire throw-aways. 'Hard work! Hustle! Private
enterprise'!"

He has been processing scrap tires since 1957, and shredding
them since 1979. Emanuel has operated his business without
a dime of help from the public sector, and claims he is the reason
that the Baltimore area has no scrap tire problem. He disposes
of more than four million scrap tires a year that are collected
by a network of 30 small businessmen in five states and the
District of Columbia. He encourages his "collectors" to pick up
tires from service stations and individuals. They charge a dollar
or more per tire, and Emanuel pays them 50 cents to take the
tire off their hands.

"That's free enterprise at work," says Emanuel. "The best and
most efficient way to clean up any community is to make it
possible for people to dispose of tires at a profit." He does this
by inspecting and sorting out the tires. Some end up as casings
for recaps, others are sold directly to used tire dealers. The
balance are processed through an "awesome" machine that
Emanuel has designed and operates. Called a "granulator," it
reduces a tire to two-inch tire chips, and removes the bead wire
in the process. The tire chips are then sold to businesses who
burn them for fuel.

—adapted from MODERN TIRE DEALER, Mid-April 1990

3. "The Savings and Loan Fiasco:
A Lesson from 19th Century Wildcat Banking"

"Wildcat banking never existed because of freedom, but
became possible only through and by the use of the law-making
power of the state. Did anyone ever hear of dishonest banking
being conducted without a charter from the state? There is not
a man in the world with knowledge enough to form an intelligent
conception of the banking business who does not know that it
is not possible for people doing business with a bank to have
any security except such as is afforded by the intelligence and
integrity of the banker. And that the only effect of legislative
attempts to strengthen the security of banks is to impair their
usefulness, thereby weakening instead of making them stronger.
With freedom, there would be bad banking, of course, but evils
of that kind would soon be corrected and would be of small
concern compared to the benefits to be derived under such
conditions. Men of honesty, and with reputations acquired by
honest methods of banking, would soon come to the front; no
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dishonest banker could long compete with a banker who was
honest. Under present conditions there is no opportunity for
moral considerations to have any force; it is only necessary to
make people believe that bankers comply with the law, thereby
giving the dishonest banker an advantage over those who
conduct their banks honestly and in strict accordance with sound
banking principles."

-A.W. Wright, in ELECTRIC ENGINEERING, July 1896

4. "Bagatorialsl"
The Customer Company, whose principal subscribes to THE

VOLUNTARYIST and who operates a large chain of convenience
stores in California, has been printing messages on its paper
shopping bags since the Fall of 1988. The first editorial on a bag
(hence, the term—bagatorial) was "Don't Vote, It Only Encour-
ages Them," on one side, and Bob LeFevre's "Abstain from
Beans," on the other.

Approximately three-quarters of a million bags are printed for
each message, and numerous other statements have been
printed in the ensuing years. The following voluntaryist message,
written by your editor, was printed on one of their most recent
runs of bags.

Neither Ballots Nor Bullets!
By Carl Watner

America's most powerful polling booth is the cash register.
There's a vote that really counts.

When you make a purchase at a Food of Liquor store, you make
us a little bit stronger. It's a vote for us over our competition.
Choices are made and lives are changed by the decisions you
make while shopping.

Think how this differs from the government polls. The govern-
ment asks you to vote occasionally. If your choice loses, tough
luck. You're bound to live by the results. If the whole process
turns you off, tough luck. You have no choice but to deal with
the government. If they pass a law, you have to obey it. If they
demand a tax, you have to pay it. Then, to add insult to injury,
they tell you that what they're doing is "the will of the people."

Where Are The Real Elections?
With us, you have a choice. You can vote every day in hundreds

of different ways. In our stores, you have plenty of choices (soda
or beer? Pepsi, Coke or It's a Cola? Some of each?) If you don't
like our store, you can go to a lot of other places, or you can
decide not to shop at all. If we raise prices, you can tell us we're
crazy and you can go somewhere else.

Those products that you buy and the places at which you shop
prosper. Those that you ignore tend to wither away. The more
you spend, the bigger and stronger the business becomes. When
the business gets so big and proud that it stops caring about
getting your vote, quality suffers—and you can take your
business elsewhere.

After the shopping-election is over, our stores give you value
for money You can take the purchase home and enjoy it. After
the political election, what do you have? Promises?

Plus, your shopping-vote comes with a money-back guarantee.
Try doing that with your vote at the polls! The government would
suffer moral bankruptcy! Think of the returns Nixon and Carter
would have had!

You Are a Self-Governor
The economic marketplace is all about self-government. You

govern your own life. You make choices about when to get up,
what to eat, how to budget your money, where to live, and what
to do. The majority doesn't decide this for you. This is how
millions of people live together in peace and prosperity.

When the government steps in, things are thrown out of whack.
Every day, the government becomes more involved in our daily
lives. Only more self-government and less political government
will get us moving in the right direction again. After all, what
can the government do that you and I, or voluntary groups of
us can't do? Fight wars? Collect taxes? Maybe those things
shouldn't be done anyway.

Some cry, "But the government has to pay for such-and-such.''
Where does all the government's wealth come from? From you
and me and all the other millions of people who produce it daily.

The government possesses no magical powers to create wealth.
You Can Make a Difference

If we live honestly and assume the responsibility of caring for
ourselves and our families we have no need for the ballot box.
This quiet way of changing society is non-violent and apolitical.
We each labor in our own garden, doing our best to present
society with an improved product: ourselves. Focus on making
yourself better as an individual. Don't waste your time waiting
for everyone else to become better as a group. As individuals
improve, the improvement of society will take care of itself. You
are the key to a better world.

Well, what do you think? Write us at FOOD & LIQUOR, P.O. Box
886, Benicia, CA 94510

5. Proclaim liberty throughout the land,
and to all the inhabitants thereof...

The following letter was published in THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL, Sept. 27,1990, in commemoration of the Jewish New
Year. The essence of the message, which is that "Freedom is self-
control," is a major voluntaryist theme.

"Dear People,
I offer you a gift. I hope you will accept it. Linked with the gift

is a burden. I hope you can handle it.
My gift is freedom.
It means that each of you can do just about anything — say

anything, use, build, or destroy anything within your grasp.
But wait — I'm giving this gift to all of you, every woman, man,

and child, every race and every nation.
Ah, you see the difficulty: if all of you are to be free, each of

you will have to put limits on your own actions— otherwise you'll
wind up with misery, crime, chaos, and tyranny. Everything you
make will be broken; every place you go will be dangerous. Only
a few will be free,' and they'll really be enslaved to their greed
and their fear of everyone else.

That's the burden linked with the gift: self-restraint.
I'm asking a lot of you. You have to make freedom work.
If unbridled greed is accepted as success, it isn't working.
If the earth is poisoned and its resources depleted, it isn't

working.
If people are treated as sex objects, it isn't working.
If racial and ethnic hatreds are countenanced, it isn't working.
If people turn to drugs and alcohol, it isn't working.
If people cheat because everyone cheats,' it isn't working.
And if it isn't working, the responsibility to fix it belongs to

everyone of you. Unless all of you use your freedom with restraint,
everyone's liberty will weaken and die. No one can be free alone.

This isn't going to be easy. But it will help if you remember
that the world doesn't revolve around you. It will help you
remember who gave you this gift.

With love,
God"

(The 1990 High Holy Day Message of the Jewish Theological
Seminary of America. Reprinted by Permission.)

"You have to hand it to Kleinzweck — he got a $300,000
government grant to write a book on free enterprise."
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