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Rediscovering Charles Lane
By Carl Watner

Of all the great libertarian figures of the 19th Century, it is
ironic that one of the least known has had some of the greatest
impact. Charles Lane (1800-1870), author of the letter series A
VOLUNTARY POLITICAL GOVERNMENT and close friend of Henry
David Thoreau, is virtually unknown today. However, as we shall
see, his ideas and influence live on.

Lane was an Englishman by birth, who was attracted to the
United States through his association with Amos Bronson Alcott,
a radical abolitionist and school teacher. The two first met in
England, when Alcott went there to see an experimental school
which Lane had helped found. The school was named Alcott
House out of admiration for Alcott and it tried to implement the
theories of the Swiss theorist, Pestalozzi.

When Alcott returned to Boston in October 1842, he was
accompanied by Lane and Lane's son. It was their intention to
found a Utopian community in New England, a new Eden, a place
where they might "plant the spirit of paradise." Their idea was
to obtain a farm, on which they could support themselves and
their families, so as to become free of the stultifying complexity
and disunity of existing society. Alcott introduced Lane to his
circle of friends which included William Lloyd Garrison, Ralph
Waldo Emerson, Thoreau, and his own brother-in-law, Samuel J.
May. Before his departure for England, Alcott had been involved
with the New England Non-Resistance Society, a Christian group
founded by Garrison to promote his pacifist and anarchist
tendencies. Given his friendship with this radical group, it is not
surprising that within a month of his arrival on American soil
Lane began advocating overthrow of the American government
(by nonviolent means) because of its support of the slavery
system.

Alcott, himself, had been agitating against the state and he
was arrested on January 17, 1843 for failure to pay his 1842
Massachusetts poll tax. Even though Alcott was not formally
imprisoned for his resistance (the tax was paid by a well-meaning
friend), this episode represents the first known act of tax
resistance for voluntaryist reasons in American history. Others
had resisted payment of taxes because they were pacifists and
refused to have their tax money pay for war. But Alcott did not
care for what purpose he was taxed; he simply challenged the
justice of any system which forcibly made him hand over his
property—regardless of what it was to be spent for.

Soon after Alcotts arrest and release, Lane purchased a farm
by the name of Fruitlands, where the two set up their Utopian
community. Both vegetarians, Fruitlands was so named because
fruit was to be their principal staple of daily food. They took up
residence on June 1, 1843, and made a reasonable success of
farming throughout the summer. However, neither Lane nor
Alcott nor their associates in the venture were practical farmers
and by winter they came on hard times. The farm was unable
to support them financially, and friction quickly developed
between Lane and Mrs. Alcott, who with her children, had accom-
panied her husband to Fruitlands.

Lane took his own stand as a voluntaryist objector against
taxation and was arrested in mid-December 1843 for failure to
pay his own poll tax. Before the end of that year, the communi-
ty at Fruitlands broke up. Lane and his son departed to live with
the Shakers and Alcott and his family returned to Concord. Lane
remained in New England for some time; there is a record that
he attended the 7th annual convention of the Non-Resistance
Society in Boston in October 1845. (Interestingly, Lysander
Spooner was also listed as an attendee, but there is no evidence

that the two men knew one another.) By July 1846, Lane returned
to Concord in an attempt to sell his farm and it was during this
month that his friend Thoreau was imprisoned overnight for
having refused to pay his 1842 or 1843 poll tax. Lane eventually
sold the farm and returned to England in September 1846.

As mentioned, Lane, Alcott, Emerson and Thoreau formed a
close circle of friends, who were all undoubtedly sympathetic in
their libertarian outlook. Alcott "was Thoreau's chief companion
during the years at Walden.' Thoreau struck up a close personal
acquaintance with Lane soon after he arrived in America. It was
one of the few friendships which he actively sought. Even after
Fruitlands disbanded, both Emerson and Thoreau helped look
after Lane's pecuniary interests in this country.

Although Thoreau was never a member of the Non-Resistance
Society, or any other abolitionist organization for that matter,
he did come from a family of ardent abolitionists. Thoreau had
published in Garrison's LIBERATOR and was a reader of another
well-known abolitionist paper, THE HERALD OF FREEDOM. Both
papers printed Lane's letters on voluntary government, which
appeared as nine individual letters during January to June 1843.
Furthermore, it is likely that Lane and Thoreau had personally
discussed the issues that were raised in the letters. And further,
since Thoreau's 1846 arrest was based on his failure to pay his
1842 or 1843 poll tax, it is clear that he must have been
influenced by the arrests of Alcott and Lane. Thoreau's well-
known essay on civil disobedience, which was originally entitl-
ed "Resistance to Civil Government" was not actually publish-
ed until 1849.

Lane's letters originated in his desire to protest the arrest of
Alcott. Lane saw the state as nothing but instutionalized violence
and referred to its "club law, its mere brigand right of a strong
arm, to support guns and bayonets. " He saw the coercive state
on par with "forced ' Christianity. "Everyone can see that the
church is wrong when it comes to men with the bible on one hand,
and the sword in the other. ' "Is it not equally diabolical for the
State to do so? " Lane believed that governmental rule was only
tolerated by public opinion because the fact was not yet recog-
nized that all the true purposes of the state could be carried out
on the voluntary principle, as could the true purposes of the col-
lective church. The voluntary principle' could only come about
though "kind, orderly, and moral means " that were consistent
with the totally voluntary society that he was advocating.
Reformer and abolitionist that he was, Lane alluded to the evils
of slavery: "colored slavery " is in fact the consequence of a much
larger evil, which Lane called "government" and "Force." "The
State ...is at this moment the only serious obstacle to freedom."
In a plea for voluntaryism Lane closed his second letter on the
following note:

Let the people recollect that it is themselves who have
made and who sustain this dragon (the State). ...Away, then,
with such a delusion! There is no safety for person or
property, while government by force exists. Let us
supersede it by one of charity. Let us have a voluntary State
as well as a voluntary Church, and we may possibly then
have some claim to the appellation of free men. Till then,
at least, we are slaves.

Lane was a libertarian and voluntaryist because he supported
the voluntary principle and advocated a totally voluntary society
(one in which no legitimized institution of coercion existed). The
non-voting theories of the Garrisonian abolitionists and their
opposition to civil government affected him greatly. Their volun-
taryist or anti-electoral outlook, which emphasized the with-
drawal of individual sanction and nonparticipation in the body
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Potpourri from the Editor's Desk
1. "The World's Real Drug Crisis."

forget smack and crack. By many orders of magnitude, the
most addictive and destructive drug in the world is welfare,
government subsidies. Once people are shooting up the dole in-
to their veins, be they Polish workers, French farmers, American
greedy geezers, they're hooked far more than any heroin addict.
And any threat to cut off or even diminish their drug supply
makes them go berserk. So the Lithuanians and the Poles reject
economic freedom and elect communist apparatchiks who pro-
mise to spoon-feed them government handouts. So the EC
squashes Eastern Europe's economic hopes with protectionist
trade barriers. So any attempt to actually cut the federal budget
deficit, much less balance the budget, is completely hopeless
because so many millions of Americans want government
goodies and don't want to pay for them.

From: STRATEGIC INVESTMENT,
824 East Baltimore Street,
Baltimore, lid 21202-4799. $lO9/year

2. "A History Lesson"
In 1799 the French Government was in serious trouble, and

there was a revolt against the revolutionaries. A corporal from
Corsica came along with public support and eventually became
Emperor. He then almost became the master of all of Europe.
His name was Napoleon. ...

In 1922 the Italian Government was in great trouble, and the
country was near anarchy. An editor came along, led a march
on Rome and formed a new Government. He had the support of
the people and announced he would save Italy, His name was
Mussolini. ...

In the late 1920's the German Government was staggering
under a tremendous war debt, run away inflation and deadlock-
ed political problems. A former Austrian corporal marched to
Berlin and gained the support of the people and was elected their
leader. His name was Hitler. ...

Today, the United States is reeling under impossible trade pro-
blems. ...We have confiscatory leadership in the White House, and
we hear daily lies about the economy. The Press and TV are work-

"If the economy is so healthy, how come I have to keep
giving it transfusions?"
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ing overtime to convince us that "all is well" as we stand on the
brink of disaster. I fear by the end of this four years of "bad news"
the United States may bring forth a "strong" man who could
possibly capture the White House. One who thinks he can "save"
us. One who fits the above mentioned pattern. History does
repeat itself over and over. One may soon come in like a Knight
on a White Horse!

DOES THIS SOUND FAMILIAR???
The America people have no idea of the political strength of

the Presidency. This can be increased by the simple issuing of
Executive Order -11490 which can be done at his own discre-
tion! In that event the President can totally:

take control of ALL media, sources of power, food
resources, transportation, highways, seaports, railroads,
waterways, airports, storage, farms, ranches, timber pro-
perties, money, banks, civilian work force, activities
relating to health, education and welfare and move popula-
tions to other localities, and only the good Lord knows what
else! The bottom line is that a President CAN do anything
he wants to do.

All this is listed in 32 pages of almost 200,000 words in Ex-
ecutive Order -11490! EO -11490 provides for a total Dictator-
ship whenever the President "gives the word!" Who knows what
will happen if we elect a person like this to the White House? One
who owes NO ALLEGIANCE to any responsible party, or Congress,
or the people, or for that matter to anyone but himself! And, who
knows what he would REALLY do with all this power and with
our Country???

The wheels are in place, the machinery is in order; all that is
needed for an absolute Dictatorship is for the "man" to sign EO
-11490 anytime he feels like it!

—Fred Rowe,
THE HOUSE OF ONYX, February 1994.
Box 261, Greenville, KY 42345

3. "The Family vs. The State"
Healthy American families are subjected to the real abuse of

state investigations into their structure and character, a special
kind of terror unique to the sentimental totalitarianism of late
20th century America.

State schools serve as the primary instruments of scrutiny and
indoctrination. From the earliest grades, children are taught by
public officials to be suspicious of their parents' touches and
told how to register complaints over parents' actions with public
officials. Federally funded School-Based Multi-Disciplinary Teams
enter schools to ferret out "abusing families." These cadres of
social workers and psychologists have the power to examine a
family's source of income, history, living conditions, attitudes,
self-image, spousal relations, impulse control, and degree of
community involvement. Those falling short of federal standards
face therapy, loss of children, and formal criminal charges.

Indeed, it is primarily through the state's schools that parens
patriae continues its drive to displace the autonomous family.
As Princeton sociologist Norman Ryder has conclusively shown,
government schools serve as the prime instrument for com-
municating a "state morality" and a "state mythology" design-
ed to subvert the bonds and sense of continuity of each family.
"Families" are allowed to exist only as they become agents of
the state, dutifully providing room and board to the state's
children.

G.K. Chesterton explained, decades ago, what was at stake
here. "The ideal for which the family stands... is liberty," he wrote.
"It is the only ...institution that is at once necessary and volun-
tary. It is the only check on the state that is bound to renew itself
as eternally as the state, and more naturally than the state."

—Allan Carlson,
"Uncle Sam's Child," LIBERTARIAN FAMILIST,
Winter 1993, Box 4826, El Paso, TX 79914

4. "Attempts to Impose Order Lead to Greater Disorder"
Too much law and order brings its opposite. Attempts to create

World Government will lead to total anarchy. Examples:
David Koresh's principal problem, according to one FBI
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politic, played an important part in his life and ideas. The
Qarrisonian abolitionists were opposed to involvement in
electoral politics (whether it be office-holding, voting, or partici-
pating in political parties). They did not want to lend their
personal sanction to the legitimacy of a government which
permitted slavery. Their opposition to participation in govern-
ment also extended to their concern as to how slavery might be
ended. Politics and politicians were immoral by definition. Gar-
rison's field of action was that of moral suasion not political ac-
tion. For Garrison and Lane, if one took care of the means (moral
suasion), then the end (the abolition of slavery) would take care
of itself.

Lane's letters were devoted to a myriad of libertarian themes.
He was concerned about demonstrating the practicality of volun-
tary arrangements in the absence of state coercion. He argued
explicitly for the complete privatization of such services as roads,
schools, care for the poor, banks (totally unlicensed), lunatic
asylums, mail delivery, and all forms of public works (such as
turnpikes, canals, railways). He also discussed international
relations among "voluntary political governments " and conclud-
ed that with the abolition of the custom house and tariffs there
would be an end to trade wars. If commerce is good, why shackle
it with government restrictions; if commerce is bad, why try to
support it with the governmental apparatus? This argument
neatly summed up his outlook on a broad range of issues. Since
all the functions of government could be provided competitively
and voluntarily, there remained no pretense for any form of
taxation at all. The very fact that state sponsored activities
needed coerced support to exist, spoke out against their very
existence. The fact that government assistance was needed to
carry them on or sustain them was absolute proof of their in-
herent weakness. "If the work is desirable," it will be done; if not,
then it should not be done.

The most extended discussion in the letters concerns the
separation of school and state and the provision of educational
services free of government interference. This was a subject close
to Lane's heart and he perceptively noted that "this mixture of
education with politics is only a contrivance to gild the iron
chains by which men are so despotically bound." Only if men
were first trained to accept and obey the state could their
obedience be secured. All the physical might in the world could
not subdue a population of civil resistants. Referring to his own
homeland, Lane related that "in some of the most educated
countries on earth, Scotland and England for instance, the
government has seldom interfered in any way, and then its help
has generally been that of the bear in the boat, which wrecked
the passengers." Lane's theories of education led him to believe
that the natural teacher of the child was the parent, and that
any attempt on the part of the state to forcibly take the child
out of the parent's control was wrong.

In presenting the case for the practicality of voluntarily
provided goods and services, Lane admitted that he had ignored
the "highest moral ground." He claimed that his arguments
applied to all people, whether rich or poor, whether they be good,
bad, or indifferent. "It behooves us therefore as Christians, as
philanthropists? aye even as selfish beings of any sound dis-
crimination to turn our backs upon this forceful" system.
Whatever the inherent condition of man's nature, voluntary
relations are at once the most moral and the most productive
of peace and prosperity. Either men are sufficiently aware of their
own self-interest so as to take care of themselves or else they
are so far from it that they have no business participating in
governments anyway. In either case, there is no need for
compulsory government.

In a discussion of consent, written before the heyday of
Lysander Spooner's arguments, Lane pointed out that the pre-
amble to the State Constitution of Massachusetts read: "The body
politic is formed by a voluntary association of individuals." Lane
argued that:

'Crisis Management"—
Government Style

Crisis
World War I

Great Depression
World War II
Vietnam War
War on Drugs

Skyrocketing Health Costs
national Debt & Budget Deficits

—Adapted from Ron Holland,
THE RETIREMENT TRAP, 1993, p. 12,
Eagle's Nest Publishing,
Box 691, Greer, SC 29652

Government Solution
"Temporary" Income Tax

Gold Confiscation
Income Tax Withholding
Wage and Price Controls

Loss of All Privacy
Socialized Medicine

I give no strained or unusual value to the word "voluntary"
on this occasion. Either it means choice, or it means
nothing at all. If it does not assert the free voluntariness
of every individual who comes into "the body politic" it
signifies nothing; or at least nothing which common sense
can lay hold of. If the voluntariness is to be confined to
those who have the power, and they are to be at liberty to
force every one into the association, then I must esteem
the word "voluntary" a solemn mockery; and the sooner
it is erased, and the term "forced" is put in its stead, the
sooner will the words to the Constitution harmonize with
the idea of its framers, and be at one with the very practice
of its supporters.

In one of his opening statements, Lane presented the question:
"Why should we have all this complicated and costly machinery
of government?" In his conclusion, he summed up his answer
to this question by writing that he had sought to show what an
obstacle to true progress the State was and how easily it could
be set aside or avoided.

His aversion to politics was apparent and was perfectly
compatible with the no-voting and no-officeholding theories
espoused by the radical abolitionists. Lane implicitly recogniz-
ed that government control rests on the acquiescence of the
citizenry. What is needed is for reform to begin with the indi-
vidual, so that eventually enough people will be aroused to
withdraw their sanction from the state. His anti-voting outlook
comes out quite strongly when he asked what "would be the
probable consequences of a total abstinence of the citizens from
the ballot box?" He urged us to go as far as possible from human
government, although he recognized that for "a season perhaps
it is the misfortune of every one to fall into this delusion of
imagining that human good can be served by political means."

"What are we to do,? " he finally asked. Leave the beast alone,
he said. "Like all our enemies, State oppression will die of itself
if we meddle not with it" and do not support it. Disown the
government and do not support it with your taxes or your vote.
Enlighten the oppressed as to their own self-imposed servitude,
but stay away from the state for it will only contaminate you.
The similarity between Lane's answer and Thoreau's solution to
the question of the State's demise is striking: "When the sub-
ject has refused allegiance, and the officer has resigned his of-
fice, then the revolution is accomplished. "

A Voluntary Political Government
Letters From Charles Lane

Compiled and with an introduction
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