
The Voluntaryist
Whole Number 74 'If one takes care of the means, the end will take care of itself." June 1995

An Open Letter to Harry Browne From John Pugsley

Harry, Please,
Don't Run for President
An Argument In Defense of the Invisible Hand

Dear Harry:
Your decision to seek the Libertarian Party's nomi-

nation for president in the next election has electrified
libertarians. It is, without doubt, the most exciting news
that has hit the Party since its formation in 1971.

Many of us were stunned. Your writings over 30
years have consistently argued the futility of political
action and maintained that people waste their freedom
working to affect the government. However, on review-
ing your writings along with your explanation for the
change, I'm satisfied that you haven't reversed course.
You just believe that the public's perception of govern-
ment has changed. Today, tens of millions of Ameri-
cans—perhaps the majority—can see for themselves
that government doesn't work. Where in the past you
felt political action was futile, you now are convinced
that the time is here to wage the battle for individual
liberty through the ballot-box. With heightened public
recognition that government is the problem, you sense
that the right candidate could be a lightning rod, col-
lecting the disparate energies of a disenchanted popu-
lace and focusing them on disbanding the state.

As a long-time friend who has been one of your great-
est admirers, I can testify that your considerable skills
as a speaker, coupled with your brilliant mind and ra-
pier wit, make you the most powerful candidate the
Libertarian Party has ever put forward. The emotional
appeal of a person of your intelligence, wisdom and
knowledge in the position of president makes the
thought of joining your crusade compelling. Win or lose,
such a campaign would bring the free-market argument
to hundreds of thousands of disenchanted individuals,
spreading the truth that big government is their en-
emy and the sole source of America's social decay. And
yes, it would be an extreme longshot, but with luck,
the Libertarians might actually win. If you became
president, it would appear that you'd be positioned to
strike a potentially-mortal blow to the state. And even
if you didn't win, reaching voters with the truth might
exert tremendous pressure on politicians in the other
parties, leading them to change the direction of gov-
ernment.

I hear that support is pouring in from libertarians
who have never before deigned to touch a ballot. Many
of my close friends and colleagues, including such in-

dependent thinkers as Doug Casey, Mark Skousen, Bill
Bradford, Rick Rule and Bob Prechter, have told me
that they are joining your campaign. The calls are com-
ing in thick and fast entreating me to join the new lib-
ertarian army at the political barricades.

As I said, this is emotionally compelling. However, I
ask you and all of our libertarian friends to re-examine
the premises on which political action is founded be-
fore succumbing to its visceral appeal. Your charisma
and persuasive power will attract the best and bright-
est minds of the libertarian world onto the political
battlefield. If you are wrong, the potential injury to the
cause of freedom could take a century to heal.

The goal of all individuals of good will today and for
most of history is and has been freedom. The brightest
minds of every generation in recorded history have
searched for the path to that goal. The discovery of how
to achieve freedom has been and is mankind's most
important quest. You and I are painfully aware of how
completely mankind has failed. Nowhere on earth does
man live in freedom.

Why has our species failed to achieve this, its most
important goal?

I think you would probably agree that it has failed
because those searching for freedom have incorrectly
assumed that freedom could only exist if we first de-
signed the perfect form of government. Even those en-
lightened men whom we call our "founding fathers"
started from the premise that a society can only func-
tion if individuals subordinate at least some of their
personal freedom to a political authority. Outside of you,
me and a relative handful of libertarians around the
world, this false belief that men cannot live in harmony
without government is nearly universal.

Libertarians and anarchists have long recognized
the wolf in grandmother's nightgown, and now conser-
vatives and even many who consider themselves liber-
als at last are becoming aware that each time grand-
mother kisses them, they wind up with a nasty bite. As
the victims of government multiply, the search intensi-
fies for a way to contain it. The central issue facing all
freedom-seeking individuals, conservatives, libertarians
and anarchists alike, is, how can the cancerous growth
of the state be stopped? What can individuals do to ef-
fectively reverse the trend toward omnipotent govern-
ment and ultimately achieve either a stateless society,
or at least the maximum degree of individual freedom?

There are two fundamentally different strategies
from which to choose. The most popular strategy is to
use the political process to take control of the state ap-
paratus. Those who choose this strategy believe that
through education, political campaigning and the vot-
ing booth, political power can be wrested from special
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interests, spendthrift politicians can be excised from
government, and the state can be subdued. The Liber-
tarian Party was founded to pursue such an agenda.
The other strategy, that of using individual action, is
far less popular. Those who seek freedom through a
strategy of individual action refuse to condone political
action even as a means to an end. They reject all politi-
cal action. They do not register. They do not vote. They
do not campaign for or against candidates. They do not
contribute to political parties or political action com-
mittees. They do not write letters to congressmen or
presidents. This nonpolitical road is one some libertar-
ians and all pure anarchists have followed.

In the past you have rigorously argued that indi-
vidual action was the only rational strategy primarily
because voting is futile—one vote doesn't matter. How-
ever, you now feel that masses of voters will choose a
candidate who promises to bring down government, so
that individual votes will matter. I'm not clear why if
one vote doesn't matter in one election, it does in an-
other. If it's because now there is a chance of winning
when before their wasn't, then that would presume that
votes only matter if there's a chance of winning.

But you also argue that even if you don't win, a large
voter turnout for a Libertarian candidate will send a
message to the Democrat or Republican who does win
in 1996. But again, I'm not clear as to why this wasn't
true in past elections. If influence on the winner is a
reason to participate in politics, this should have been
just as legitimate a reason for voting in the past, too.

You've talked with people all over the country and
they universally distrust government. The polls them-
selves continually signal the public's disenchantment
with the state. If asked, even many liberal Democrats
will say that government is doing a bad job. But, have
the majority of people become anti-government? There
is some evidence to support the idea that a great num-
ber have become fed up with big government. Perot's
appeal in the last election stemmed partly from his
government bashing. But part of it also came from his
Japan bashing, and courting workers and business
owners with protectionist arguments. We shouldn't for-
get that in spite of all, the election was won by the "Big

Government" party.
It would be dangerous to assume that just because

someone says he thinks government is too big, that he
is ready to eliminate those areas of government in which
he is a beneficiary. If history is any guide, the next elec-
tion will be won by the candidate who promises to bring
big government under control, without cutting off the
flow of government benefits. Assuming there is a ma-
jority of voters who could be won over to a candidate
that promises to bring down big government and re-
peal the income tax, what will happen to the attitude
of these voters when the consequences of repealing the
income tax and downsizing government become obvi-
ous? How many senior citizens will vote for repealing
the income tax if they believe that the effect will be to
curtail social security or Medicare? How many corpo-
rate executives will back away when they realize that
their regulatory shield will be removed and they'll face
open competition? How many managers of subsidized
export industries will defect when they realize the for-
eign loans that pay for their products will be axed? How
many public school employees will vote libertarian when
they learn that education will be privatized? How many
union members will vote Libertarian when they learn
that minimum wages and other pro-labor laws they
have worked years to get passed will all be trashed?

Yes, 7 out of 10 people will say they want less gov-
ernment—but I fear their desire will last only as long
as it doesn't interrupt their own turn at the trough.
The point is that the number of people who want smaller
government is no indicator of how many will be willing
to sacrifice immediate gratification to secure their
longer-term well being. ...

Your arguments for political action basically revolve
around a belief that political action really can ultimately
result in freedom. But I ask you to reconsider each of
the arguments against political action, one by one.
Some, I grant you, are weak, as I will point out. But
others require your response.

1. One vote doesn't matter. The front-line argument
against voting, and the reason that most people don't
vote, is simply the belief that one vote doesn't matter.

This is one of the weaker arguments against vot-
ing, since we all know that this is not quite true. It's
more correct to say that one vote probably won't mat-
ter. But it could. Elections have been won or lost on
small margins. Since voting could swing an election,
the low probability of casting a useful vote should not
be considered a valid reason for abstaining from politi-
cal action... providing that political victory could even-
tually lead to a free society. I think you properly quali-
fied this argument when you said in HOW I FOUND
FREEDOM IN AN UNFREE WORLD, "...the
individual's efforts become almost irrelevant to the
outcome." The operative word was "almost."

2. Libertarians can't hope to win. The futility-of-one-
vote argument above is harmonic with the argument
that the Libertarians can't hope to win. Because of the
power of the two major parties, the great sums of cam-
paign money they command and the bias of the media,
the odds against free market advocates are overwhelm-
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ing. Furthermore, even if free-market advocates gain
media coverage, the majority of individual voters will
probably prefer to vote themselves benefits in the short-
term because they fool themselves into believing that
somehow they will personally be able to avoid paying
the price in the long-term. Again, I think this is one of
the weaker arguments against political action. There
is no law of nature that says a Libertarian candidate
couldn't win. Victory is not impossible, just unlikely.
The low probability of winning an election is not an
insurmountable reason for abstaining from political ac-
tion ... providing, that is, that political victory could
eventually lead to a free society.

3. Natural rights. The central anarchist argument
against political action, and the first one, it seems to
me, that is impossible to refute, is that of "natural
rights." As stated in THE DECLARATION OF INDE-
PENDENCE all men are created equal and are endowed
by their creator with certain unalienable rights, includ-
ing life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. If each
person has a natural right to his body and property,
then another individual cannot have a right to aggress
against him. In a political democracy or republic, vot-
ers appoint a candidate to be their agent and implicitly
sanction him to aggress against others in the commu-
nity. It is equivalent to saying that you have the right
to give A permission to aggress against B. The anar-
chist argues that no individual, including you, has the
right to give anyone else permission to aggress. Accord-
ing to the natural rights hypothesis, voting is an im-
moral act. ...

The would-be-voter, in a fall-back defense of voting,
argues that he is not voting for just anyone, he is vot-
ing for Harry Browne. You're ready to swear that you'll
never, never use the gun of political power against any-
one, but are seeking that gun only in an attempt to
destroy it once you hold it in your hands. If the other
candidate wins, he may aggress, but you will not.

You and your voters know the office carries with it,
by law, by Constitution and by tradition, the power to
aggress. Each voter admits he knows the authority ex-
ists and delegates it to the individual for whom he votes.
The voter implicitly agrees that whoever wins the elec-
tion is entitled to those powers—the power to regulate,
power to tax, the power to imprison and the power to
kill. If you are elected, you'll be required to swear an
oath to carry out the duties of the presidency and up-
hold the laws, as specified in the Constitution. You and
the voter don't set the contract, but your participation
is your agreement to abide by its rules. You condone
the existence and authority of the office by the very act
of entering the race and entering the voting booth so
you must therefore be responsible for acts of aggres-
sion performed by whoever wins the election. Where
on the ballot is there a box that you can check saying
you do not agree that the person elected should be given
the powers of the office? Where on the ballot can you
withhold the authorization for some or all of the pow-
ers that are attached to the office? Where on the ballot
is there a box to check denying personal responsibility
for the acts of any of the candidates once they are in

office? If an appointed agent acts within the boundaries
of the office to which he is appointed every individual
participating in appointing an agent to that office is
responsible for the acts of any agent appointed to that
office. The voter is not absolved of his responsibility
simply because his candidate didn't win. In truth, what
is missing from any ballot, and which should be printed
on it, is the entire Constitution and body of laws set-
ting down in detail the duty and powers of the office
being voted on, as well as the place to check the person
you want to fill the office. It would then become crystal
clear that every voter endorses the office and is thereby
responsible for all acts carried out in its name.

In response to the moral argument, your campaign
manager, Michael Cloud, asked me: "If Libertarian poli-
tics were an act of self-defense, would you consider it
morally acceptable?"

In order to understand the implications of this posi-
tion, burrow down to the basic principle on which the
question rests. Political action, as explained above, is a
synonym for aggression, and the term "Libertarian poli-
tics," becomes, by definition, an oxymoron. Substitute
"aggression" for "politics" and he's really asking, "If
aggression were an act of self-defense, would it be
moral? Well, something can't simultaneously be moral
and not moral. The proper question is, "am I justified
in aggressing against B in order to defend myself from
aggression by A?" While aggression in the name of self-
defense is widely accepted, I'm not certain Michael or
you would be comfortable absolving yourself of guilt in
this way. If you are threatened by a lion, are you justi-
fied in throwing me to the lion in order to save your-
self? What if the lion is about to attack our group? Can
individuals in the group vote to throw me to the lion
and claim that it's an act of self-defense? If the mugger
tells you he's stealing your money to defend himself
against his neighbor, or hunger, or illness, does that
make his aggression morally acceptable? ...

By definition, any attack on the life, property or free-
dom of an innocent third party is aggression. It does
not become right or moral simply because it is carried
out while acting in self-defense. Voting does not become
moral simply because the voter declares that he is act-
ing in self-defense.

In summary, according to my reading of morality,
the voter can't deny responsibility for the acts of elected
officials, nor can he deny being an aggressor because
he appointed them in self-defense. Just as much as those
who voted for Hitler share in the guilt of his atrocities,
voters in the allied nations share the responsibility for
the deaths of the innocent civilians who died in the
bombing of Dresden. Those who voted in the Clinton/
Bush election have permanently stained their hands
with the blood of the families who died in Waco. Those
who vote in the next presidential election will share
responsibility for the theft, coercion and destruction the
next administration will wreak on all Americans as well
as on innocent people around the world who fall victim
to American intervention. ... Since a voter appoints an
agent and empowers that agent to aggress against oth-
ers, the act of voting is immoral. It is wrong.
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