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Who Controls the Children?

By Carl Watner

In his book, THE SURVIVAL HOME MANUAL, Joel M. Skousen
notes that ""the bureaucrat never does any of the dirty work for
the prosecution of his rulings.” In other words, a judge or admin-
istrative officer who cites a citizen for the conduct of illegal
activities never directly enforces his own edicts. If the activity
in question—such as building a house without a permit—con-
tinues after it has been administratively determined such activity
should stop, then the bureaucrat in charge of regulating such
affairs usually initiates a case before the judicial branch of
government. If the defendant refuses to “cease and desist,” then
the judge has the power to hold the offender in contempt. Instead
of arresting a person for “building a house without a permit,”
the judge authorizes a policeman or sheriff to arrest the offender
for “contempt of court.” The crime then shifts into a different
playing field. The issue then becomes one of “control,” and the
offense becomes one of questioning and denying the power and
authority of the State and its judicial system. As Skousen puts
it, “Notice, that if you ever resist bureaucratic ‘law,” you are not
prosecuted for resisting an inane and unconstitutional law, but
for “defying the court” or “resisting arrest.”” Separating the act
of resistance from the initial law which motivated the act is one
of the slickest ways to bring a populace into line with bureau-
cratic law.”

A compliant citizenry makes it easy for the State to mask its
ultimate sanction. Usually the threat of arrest and imprisonment
is enough to make most people docile and obedient. However,
if a person wishes to resist, and refuses to submit to “court
orders,” he will usually find himself overwhelmed by State force,
usually in the form of drawn guns ready to shoot. All State law.
no matter how petty, has as its final punishment your death—
should you decide to resist to the bitter end. In this enlightened
age, there are few holdouts who would dare the State to go this
far, but in the late 1970s John Singer, a fundamentalist Mormon
living in Utah, defied court orders that he cease teaching his
children at home. Ultimately, he would not peacefully submit to
an arrest, and after holing himself and his family up in their
mountain hideaway, he was eventually shot and killed by law
enforcement officers on January 18, 1979.

The saga of John Singer should be of interest to voluntaryists
for a number of reasons. First, it is concrete proof that State
sovereignty rests on force and its threat. Second, it presents the
dilemma of conscientious homeschool parents: Who has the final
say how children should be raised and educated? Who has the
right to say what they are taught, and how they are taught?
Should homeschool parents acknowledge State supremacy in
matters of schooling and submit to the State by complying with
its regulations, or should they go their own way, as John and
Vickie Singer did? In short, the case of John Singer epitomizes
the question: Who ultimately controls the children in our
society~their parents or the State? The purpose of this article
is to look at some of the important evidence necessary to answer
these questions.

Although John Singer was born in Brooklyn, New York in 1931,
his parents, both originally German citizens, took him back to
their native country shortly after his birth. There he experienced
the horrors of Nazi regimentation and the chaos of World War
Il and its aftermath. Since he was a U.S. citizen he was allowed
to emigrate back to the United States in 1946. There he lived with
his mother’'s sister, learned English, studied TV repair, and
became a carpenter under his uncle’s tutelage. Within a year after
his mother, brother, and two sisters joined him in New York, they

had saved enough money to drive to Utah, “the promised land
of their faith,” the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
the Mormons.

By the time Singer married Vickie Lemon in September 1963,
he had built himself a log home in the Kamas Valley, where he
farmed and plied his TV repair trade. He was described by David
Fleisher and David Freedman, authors of his biography (DEATH
OF AN AMERICAN, New York: Continuum, 1983) as “a strong,
independent, industrious man with an unwavering faith in his
God.” Seven years after their marriage John and Vickie were
excommunicated from the Mormon Church for their continued
insistence on believing in the literal interpretation of the Mormon
scriptures (including its original doctrine of plural marriage) and
for taking the side of the fundamentalists rather than the modern
church. Two years later, in March 1973, they withdrew their three
school-age children from South Summit Elementary School, a
public school in Kamas, Utah. The Singers objected to the
“immoral secular influences” found in the Utah state-run
schools, including “‘the school’s ‘permissive attitude’ toward such
immoral behavior as sexual promiscuity, drugs, crude language
and gestures, rock music, and lack of respect for adults.”” They
believed the State had no constitutional right to interfere with
their religious beliefs by requiring them to send their children
to public school.

This marked the beginning of the first phase of Singer's
resistance to public schooling. After an initial meeting in April
1973, to explain their views to the Superintendent of the school
district and the members of the Board of Education, the Singers
received a letter informing them that they were in violation of
the state’s compulsory attendance law, which required attend-
ance at a public or “regularly established” private school, or
homeschooling subject to the approval of their local school
district’s Board of Education. On December 6, 1973 the School
Board filed a complaint against John Singer in juvenile court for
“the crime of contributing to the delinquency and neglect of”’
his three oldest children, ages 6, 7 and 8. When Singer failed to
appear in court to defend himself against the charges, the judge
issued a bench warrant for his arrest. It took the sheriff and his
deputies about a month to apprehend Singer, since he refused
to surrender voluntarily. They surprised him while he was on a
TV repair call. Singer spent the night in jail, and the following
day agreed to accept a court-appointed attorney and work with
the school board on an approved homeschooling program. On
March 8, 1974, the school board issued a certificate of exemption
to the Singers, with the stipulation that the school board
administer a Basic Skills Achievement Test to the four oldest
Singer children twice a year, starting in the fall. The school
psychologist, Tony Powell, was appointed to administer the tests
and monitor the children’s home education progress. Three
months later, in June 1974, the criminal complaint against
Singer was dismissed based on the evidence of his compliance.

John and Vickie Singer did not take lightly to regimentation.
Although they allowed their children to be tested in October
1974, and April 1975, by April 1976 they conciuded that “‘they
must get out from under the thumb of the local school district”
because they resented bureaucratic intrusions into their home
and family life. Consequently, they informed the district they
would permit no further testing. They decided that they would
educate their children according to their own religious beliefs
without interference from the government. As they explained,
“We are responsible for our children, not the school board. They
don’t support or raise them, we do. We are true Americans, and
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Guest Columnist
““Flint and Steel’’: The Memoirs
of a Superfluous Spark

By Kevin Cullinane

The other day I received an intellectual newsletter, of the small
“1”” (i.e. traditional) libertarian persuasion, in which the publisher
invited subscribers to submit occasional columns. The invitation
pushed my vanity button; I began to daydream: “Yes they say
that this year’s Nobel selection was first published as a guest
editorial in a small, libertarian newsletter. Really! How
interesting...”

Then that silent but baleful, uncompromising pile of half-
finished projects on my desk pushed my pragmatic button, and
the pleasant moment passed. “Besides,”” the pile seemed to
whisper, “You are a bit too vituperative, or sensational in style.
to appeal to a thoughtful journal.” In self-defense I muttered that
I wasn’t either, I'm a, uh, well,...an iconoclast! I write and lecture
in an effort to discredit icons which need clasting, and that
requires that sparks should fly off the paper—but, at heart I'm
just a sweet, loveable guy who can’'t get any respect. (The
unfinished projects seemed singularly unimpressed.)

Most of us can remember the imagery of a “’spark igniting a
powder keg” somewhere within the stale, dead pages of the state-
approved history books, force-fed us during adolescence. The
hopeful phrase was a five-word promise of something exciting
about to happen: KA-BOOOMI (Subliminally, we hoped the
explosion might actually leap from the pages to shatter the
classroom’s catatonic ambience.—Maybe even blow a hole in the
wall through which we could escape for the rest of the day!) The
anticipation invariably fizzled out; the sterilized writers of
approved histories having acquired the talent to distill even the
most dramatic gore into “lite” history. But for a moment the
powder-keg analogy would have sparked (?) a certain attentive
anticipation.

As we all did, I survived the ordeal of state-fed history, “written
by the winning side.” But my heart was always with those little
“sparks’’ which, from time to time shook things up for a page
or two of wearying world history. Perhaps that attraction was
what steered me—during my criminal past—into a brief career
as a Marine Corps insurgent and counterinsurgent “‘expert.” (it
certainly was what attracted me, in more innocent days, to
admiration of Robin Hood—bane of the sheriffs and bishops
surrounding Nottingham Forrest.)

To Spark Or Not To Spark...

Any who have ever camped out, beyond reach of propane
campstoves, know from frustrating experience, that most sparks
die without having ignited anything. But, is it the job of a spark
to succeed, or is its job merely to provide the potential for
ignition? I've muttered imprecations at sparks for dying on me
without getting my fire started, and I've sworn at them for
igniting unwanted brushfires. The poor spark! As with Kipling's
generic infantryman, Tommy Atkins, it is shot at if it does, and
damned if it doesn't.

John Harrington observed that, if a spark (always termed,
“treason”’ by the Establishment of its day), manages to touch
off a significant reaction, it undergoes a certain identity crisis.
He wrote:

“Treason doth never prosper.
What's the reason?

For if it doth prosper,

None dare call it treason.”

The inflammatory’s words, enshrined for a brief season, are
referred to as, ‘the sweet light of reason.” Of course, for every
Tom Paine who succeeds in touching off a sheet-flame of
revolutionary passion, a hundred others are rounded up by the
thought-police or, (even worse!), ignored by one and all during
their lifetime.

But, as Albert Nock pointed out in his MEMOIRS OF A
SUPERFLUOUS MAN, (or was it in his essay, “Isaiah’s Job’'?), trying
to second-guess the reception which it will receive, is counter-
productive to the spark’s mission. It is not the job of the spark
to know where the powder lies, or how much of it there is, Nock
observed. Nor does the job entail knowing whether the powder
is dry enough to ignite, or if, having sat overlong in an unfriendly
climate, it has become degraded into a lump of nitrate fertilizer.

Good point. Any one spark has its brief season, then extin-
guishes; what it accomplishes during its time depends, to
important degree, upon the situation in which it flares. But then,
if the spark were to take the time to carefully analyze the situa-
tion, before touching its tiny fire to it, the spark would surely
come to naught. (—rather than only, quite possibly. ... This may
be the place to observe that, given the unhappy odds facing an
iconoclast, it is always well for him to have some other form of
livelihood than the largess of a grateful populace!) In the face of
such somber telefinalism, I suppose that it's best that I speak
and write-away; and let the sparks fall where they may.

There will always be those who counsel a “spoonful of honey,”
and in most cases they will be correct. The impassive dignity of
diplomacy, and dispassionate phraseology of academic respect-
ability, almost always impress, even when they fail to persuade,
or even motivate, don’t they? But there remains a place for
“vinegar’’ within the intellectual affairs of passionate folks. It
could be that, at present, the time has passed a point where
politically-debased language is even capable of communicating
genuine freedom consciousness to any significant number—but
history comforts us that better times will dawn.

In the meantime, there is that all-precious Remnant whose
unquenchable spirit should be fed. “Feed it to them straight”,
Nock advised, “100-proof, and don’t be concerned about those
who gag or turn away.” So, if there be a journal, here or there,
still open to a bit of irreverent and rather highly seasoned
commentary, perhaps its time to bring the flint and the steel
together. M

Kevin Cullinane teaches Freedom School in Spartanburg, SC.

The Subscriber’s Corner

For a number of years, Charles Curley wrote a column titled
“Voluntaryist Musings.” It appeared in nearly every issue of
THE VOLUNTARYIST during the time of his contributions.
Since that time, we have had no regular contributing
columnist.

It has occurred to me that perhaps there might be interest
in setting up a column that would rotate as to authorship.
If we had five or six subscribers who would commit
themselves to writing one column per year, it would be quite
simple to assign issues and deadlines, without putting undue
strain on any one person to contribute a column regularly.

The column could deal with current economic, political,
or social events, goings-on in the libertarian movement, or
just about any topic of interest to voluntaryists.

What do you think?

Would you like to volunteer to write one article a year for
THE VOLUNTARYIST? Please contact: Carl Watner, Editor,
THE VOLUNTARYIST, Box 1275, Gramling, SC 29348.
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