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A Moral Challenge

By Carl Watner

I have recently been having correspondence
with my son about the morality of government
taxation, and it prompted this “challenge.” I main-
tain that taxation is theft and contrary to the uni-
versally accepted moral principles: thou shall not
steal and thou shall not murder. While these two
principles are found in the Ten Commandments,
they are also embraced by people of non-Judec-
Christian belief. They form the basis of every civi-
lization because without them there can be no
peaceful social cooperation or voluntary exchanges
between human beings.

“Once we assuage our conscience by calling
something a ‘necessary evil, it begins to look
more and more necessary and less and less
evil.”

—Sydney J. Harris

Most of the people I have spoken to over the
years think that government taxation is not theft
because government is a necessary social instite-
tion. The attainment of the common good re¢, ires
taxes to support government. Thus those i
evade paying their proper share o vri0sc wao «5-
ject to how their tax money is spenrt (the pacifist -
on war; the Catholic - on abortion; the anarchist -
in general) must be threatened with force before-
hand. If they refuse to pay they will ultimately
have their property confiscated and sold at auc-
tion or they will find themselves imprisoned (ei-
ther after a conviction for violating the tax laws
or for contempt of court [for refusing to obey a
judge’s orders to cooperate]). If they violently
refuse to cooperate with the marshals that come
to take their property or arrest them, they will be
subdued or killed.

These actions by government agents are “steal-
ing” and/or “killing” by any commonly accepted
definition of those terms. Aren’t government em-
ployees doing the same thing as members of the
criminal gang: taking property or life without the
owner’s consent? As Murray Rothbard (FOR A
NEW LIBERTY, 1973, p. 55) once asked: Is there
a way to define taxation so as to morally differen-
tiate it from robbery?

Furthermore, consider the fact that there is a
moral way to collect taxes (without force or violence):

Try rational argument and persuasion.

If government is really as necessary as most
people think, then it ought to be quite simple to
convince others to support it (or at least support
as much of it as they believe is necessary). Instead
of threatening people, educate them. Convince
them. Demonstrate why they ought to contribute
to government. Threatening them with force is not
a way to answer their arguments against paying.

If those who refuse to pay taxes at all, or who
selectively refuse to pay part of their taxes (for what-
ever reason), cannot be convinced, then they ought
to be left alone. They ought not to be placed in jail or
stolen from. Deny them whatever government ser-
vices they are not willing to pay for.

And, if the supporters of government ~- . »till
unable to collect enough in taxes to support the
amount of government they deem necessary, then
they ought to dig deeper into their own pockets. The
fact that government is a “good cause”is no justifica-
tion for stealing from or killing those who refuse to
support it.

My challenge to people of good will is to recognize
the logic and morality of my argument. The first step
in universalizing the commandments against steal-
ing ond killing is to admit that taxation is theft, even
if one caui * .ind ratrind how government and soci-
ety would :wnet i i we absence of coercive tax col-
lection. v.

“But what reason have we more than past
ages, to expect that we will be blessed with
impeccable rulers? We think not any. Al-
though it has been said that each genera-
tion grows wiser and wiser, yet we have no
reason to think that they grow better and
better. And therefore the probability lies
upon the dark side. Does not the experience
of ages teach, that men have generally ex-
ercised all the power they had given them,
and even have usurped upon them, in order
to accomplish their own sinister and avari-
cious designs, whenever they thought they
could do so with impunity?”

—Consider Arms, Malichi Maynard,
and Samuel Field, April 9, 1788 in
Herbert J. Storing, ed., THE COM-
PLETE ANTI-FEDERALIST (1981),
Vol. 4, Essay 26, p. 257.
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Potpourri from the
Editor’s Desk

No. 1“The New Despotism”

[M]ore often than not in history, license has been
the prelude to exercises of extreme political coercion,
which shortly reaches all areas of culture. ... [V]ery
commonly in ages when civil rights of one kind are
in evidence - those pertaining to freedom of speech
and thought, say, theater, press and forum, with ob-
scenity and libel laws correspondingly loosened - very
real constrictions of individual liberty take place in
other, more vital areas: political organization, volun-
tary association, property and the right to hold jobs,
for example. ...

There are, after all, certain freedoms that are like
circuses. Their very existence, so long as they are
individual and enjoyed chiefly individually as spec-
tators, divert men’s minds from the loss of other, more
fundamental, social and economic and political rights.

A century ago, the liberties that now exist rou-
tinely on stage and screen, on printed page and
canvas, would have been unthinkable in America
- and elsewhere in the West, for that matter, save
in the most clandestine and limited of settings. But
so would the limitations upon economic, profes-
sional, educational, and local liberties, to which
we have by now become accustomed, have seemed
equally unthinkable a half century ago. We enjoy
the feelings of great freedom, of protection of our
civil liberties, when we attend the theater, watch
television, buy paperbacks. But all the while we
find ourselves living in circumstances of a spread
of military, police, and bureaucratic power that
cannot help but have, that manifestly does have,
profoundly erosive effect upon those economic, lo-
cal, and associative liberties which are by far the
most vital to any free society. From the point of
view of any contemporary strategist or tactician
of political power, indulgence in the one kind of
liberties must seem a very requisite to diminution
of the other kind. We know it seemed that way to
the Caesars and Napoleons of history. Such indul-
gence is but one more way of softening the impact
of political power and of creating the illusion of

individual freedom in a society grown more cen-
tralized, collectivized, and destructive of the di-
versity of allegiance, the autonomy of enterprise
in all spheres, and the spirit of spontaneous asso-
ciation that any genuinely free civilization re-
quires.
—Robert Nisbet, “The New Despotism,”
COMMENTARY (June 1975), pp. 42-43.

No. 2 “Go Back to Basics”

... [Ulse a medical specialist only within his field
of expertise.

Also keep in mind that the word ‘patient’ is a high
falutin’ substitute for the world ‘customer.’

The words ‘patient’ and ‘client’ make doctors and
other professionals sound more noble. But if you think
of yourself as a customer, it puts you in control, with
the doctor - the lawyer or other professional - a ven-
dor who'’s just selling you his services. No matter how
sophisticated and professional your doctor seems to
be, you are the better judge of what’s best for you
and how well a treatment is working, not the other
way around.

Many years ago, a friend on his death bed gave
me some advice about doctors that has been very
helpful to me. In fact, it saved me a bundle in medi-
cal fees and probably saved my life. His advice? When
you realize that healing is not progressing favorably,
it’s time to switch doctors and try another approach.

—Tom Warren, BEATING ALZHEIMER’S: ASTEP
TOWARDS UNLOCKING THE MYSTERIES
OF BRAIN DISEASE (1991), pp. 113-114.

No. 3 “Books Received”

THE ANARCHISTS, Irving Louis Horowitz (ed.):

This is a 2005 re-publication of the 1964 edition,
with a new introduction by the editor. Includes nu-
merous essays by classical anarchists of all stripes.
Contact Transaction Publishers, 35 Berrue Circle,
Piscataway, NJ 08854-8042 or www.trans-
actionpub.com. ISBN 0-202-30768-9.

EXQUISITE REBEL: THE ESSAYS OF
VOLTAIRINE DE CLEYRE - ANARCHIST, FEMI-
NIST GENIUS, Sharon Presley and Crispin Sartwell
(eds.): Emma Goldman referred to De Cleyre (1866-
1912) as one of “the most gifted and brilliant anar-
chist women America ever produced.” Contact State
University of New York Press, 90 State Street # 700,
Albany, NY 12207 or www.sunypress.edu. ISBN 0-
7914-6094-0.

ANARCHISM: A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY
OF LIBERTARIAN IDEAS, Robert Graham (ed.),
Volume I: From Anarchy to Anarchism (300 CE to
1939): Published by Black Rose Books, C.P. 158, Succ.
Place de Parc, Montreal, QC H2X 4A7 Canada; Tel.
1-800-565-9523 or www.web.net/blackrosebooks. This
is an interesting collection of anarchist essays from
all across the spectrum, but with a conspicuous ab-
sence of individualist-anarchist materials.
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