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Preface to the 1998 Edition

More than a quarter of a century ago, I published a little book
with the provocative title, In Defense of Anarchism. The book
conformed, I like to think, to Bertrand Russell’s prescription
for an “ideal form of a work in philosophy” (quoting Arthur
Danto in the November 17, 1997 issue of the Nation): “It should
begin with propositions no one would question and conclude
with propositions no one would accept.” The premise of the
book was quite indisputable: Each of us has an overriding obli-
gation to be morally autonomous; and the conclusion was quite
outrageous: A morally legitimate state is a logical impossibility.

The year was 1970, right in the middle of what has come to
be called, somewhat inaccurately, “the Sixties,” and the book
received a great deal of notice for a philosophical essay, virtu-
ally all of it negative. Every single reviewer—and there were
many—said that the argument of the book was fatally flawed.
Jeffrey Reiman even wrote a short book in response, appropri-
ately called In Defense of Political Philosophy, in which he un-
dertook to demonstrate the falsity of my thesis. The only
person in the philosophical world who agreed with me, to the
best of my knowledge, was a young graduate.student at Flan-
ders University in Australia, P. D. Jewell, who defended my
position in his doctoral dissertation, and then published the
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results in a book called By What Authority? Anarchism, the
State, and the Individual.

Nevertheless, everyone, it seemed, read the book, if only to
disagree with it. Another doctoral student, Tanya Snegirova,
this time in Moscow, made it the focus of her dissertation [al-
though, as she told me when she visited me in Northampton,
Mass., she had to get special permission from her supervisors
to read it]. It was even required reading for a while on the
Moral Science Tripos at Cambridge University. I have always
been convinced that the real secret of its success lay in the fact
that it was a perfect one-week assignment in a course otherwise
devoted to mainstream political theory. No professor in his or
her right mind would devote a substantial portion of a semester
to a work so subversive and unAmerican, not to say undemo-
cratic, but after soldiering through Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau,
and Kant on social contract theory, it was rather fun to spend
a few throwaway sessions beating up on Wolff.

There were some fans, of course. After the book appeared, I
received a number of warm, appreciative letters from right-
wing libertarians, a fact that gave me greater pause, I must
confess, than all of the highly technical counter-arguments in
the philosophical journals. But with the application of a cer-
tain amount of dialectical logic, I managed to reassure myself
that I was really not a closet reactionary.

So the little book has survived, and now, thanks to the gra-
cious generosity of the University of California Press, is to
have yet another life. The Press’s Paperback Editor, Charlene
Woodcock, has invited me to write a new Preface for In De-
fense, suggesting that I might like perhaps to say something
about the relationship of this essay to more recent academic
work in political philosophy. I will have a go at that, a bit later
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on in this Preface, but first, since this little book has.a rather
odd history, I will tell the story of how it came to be.

In Defense of Anarchism actually had its start in 1960 as a
reaction to the personal emotional stress I was suffering be-
cause of the campaign against nuclear weapons and nuclear de-
terrence. Then a young Instructor in Philosophy and General
Education at Harvard, I had-become deeply involved in the
rather desperate effort many of us were making to persuade
Americans of the insanity of the nuclear arms race. The mon-
strousness of the dangers of nuclear weapons and the blindness
of our elected and unelected leaders drove all of us a little
crazy. For me, the breaking point came one afternoon in the
Harvard Union, where I began an argument with some Har-
vard luminary that rapidly descended into a shouting match. I
cannot recall now who my opponent was, but it could have
been any of a number of people. Harvard then, as now, was
full of ambitious, clever, self-satisfied men whose belief in the
infallibility of their own intellects led them down the path to
success and folly. Henry Kissinger, McGeorge Bundy, Zbigniew
Brzezinski, on their way to Washington, mass murder, and the
Nobel Peace Prize.

At any rate, the argument in the Union grew more heated,
and I must have wigged out, because the next thing I knew, I
was running down Massachusetts Avenue toward Harvard
Square as fast as I could, in the throes of a full-scale anxiety
attack. When I recovered, I decided that I had to back off
somehow from the intensity of the daily, frustrating effort to
persuade deaf ears that they were leading us to destruction.
My way of preserving my sanity—rather a cop-out I thought at
the time—was to retreat into political theory, and spend my
time thinking about the intellectual foundations of the madness

- ey,



x Preface to the 1998 Edition

that passed for official U. S. policy. So I spent a good many
tranquil hours mastering Game Theory and Collective Choice
Theory, as well as the physics of fallout shelters. But I also
launched an investigation into the foundations of the legitimacy
of the authority of the state. ’

As a student of the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, I natu-
rally conceived the question of state legitimacy as the problem
of making the moral autonomy of the individual—the center-
piece of Kant’s ethical theory—compatible with the authority
claims that Max Weber had identified as the hallmark of the
state. So my first efforts were in the form of an essay entitled
“The Fundamental Problem of Political Theory.” I read that
essay here and there, in Cambridge and then in Chicago, for
several years, until in 1964 I was offered a Professorship at
Columbia University. By this time, I had grown weary of read-
ing a paper in which I posed a problem only to confess that I
could not find a solution, so I had taken to calling the paper,
“The Impossibility of a Solution to the Fundamental Problem
of Political Philosophy.”

When I arrived at Columbia in the Fall of 1964, I was
greeted by Arthur Danto, already a member of the Philosophy
Department, with a proposition. Arthur had been recruited by
Harper & Row to assemble a collective volume of original essays
to be called The Harper Guide to Philosophy. Harper conceived
this as one of a series of handsome volumes, bound in half calf,
to be called collectively the Harper Guides—a Harper Guide to
Art, a Harper Guide to Music and so forth. As one editor ex-
plained to me some years later, when I asked him who on earth
would ever read these volumes, Harper was “aiming more at
the book buying than the book reading public.” At any rate,
Arthur had rounded up a stellar assemblage of authors for
these essays, but Isaiah Berlin had just turned him down for
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the Political Philosophy contribution, and he was a bit desper-
ate. Would I write it? Well, I was about to begin a full-scale
four-times-a-week psychoanalysis with an Upper East Side an-
alyst at the forbidding price of $25 an hour (my whole annual
salary that first year was $11,000) so my only question to
Arthur was, “How much is the advance?” Five hundred, he
said, and I was in. That was five weeks of analysis.

The next summer, while I was teaching summer school, I sat
down to write the essay. Arthur had said something vague
[vagueness was Arthur’s characteristic mode of discourse]
about sketching what was happening at “the. forefronts of the
field,” but I decided to ignore that and simply set forth my own
political philosophy. Over the course of several weeks during
the summer, I wrote an eighty page essay, entitled “Political
Philosophy,” which laid out the full-scale version of the argu-
ment I had been retailing for five years now on the incompati-
bility of individual moral autonomy with any state claims to
authority whatsoever. '

When I wrote the essay in 1965 the Free Speech movement
had started at Berkeley, but the Viet Nam War was still in its
very earliest stages, and the challenges to authority of any sort,
which were to play to large a part in American public life, were
still in the future.

- THe Harper Guide languished, as such things often do. The
original editor, Fred Wieck, was replaced for a bit by Al Pret-
tyman, and then by Hugh Van Dusen, the general editor of
Harper Torchbooks and still a senior editor at HarperCollins
[as it is now called]. By 1970, I had published a number of
things in which I had rather optimistically referred to the essay

s “forthcoming,” but the book market had changed, and it
was pretty clear the Harper Guides were never going to ap-
pear. Some time in early 8pring of that year, I called Hugh Van
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Dusen to ask whether I could quote freely from the essay. Some-
what embarrassed, he assured me that I could. Then, a thought
struck me. Why not publish my essay as a little independent
book? “Great idea,” he answered, “we could publish all of the
essays as a series of little books. But ‘Political Philosophy’ is a
pretty dull title. Can you think of anything catchier?”

When I was a teenager, I had loved the literary essays of
Mark Twain, and at that moment one in particular popped into
my head—an attack on the pieties of the literary establishment
called “In Defense of Harriet Shelley.” “How about In Defense
of Anarchism?” 1 suggested. Van Dusen loved it, and so, six
months later, only five years after it had been written and ten
years after it had been conceived, this little book appeared.!
The time was right for a book with such a title. It was trans-
lated into Swedish, Italian, German, and French, and eventu-
ally sold well over a hundred thousand copies in English.
Clearly, I had struck a nerve.

"The America in which I lived when I wrote In Defense of An-
archism was so different from the America in which I now live
that those of us old enough to remember the forties and fifties
often think that we have somehow mysteriously emigrated to
another country. Living as I do in the little town of Pelham,
Massachusetts, in what is locally called the Pioneer Valley, I
am surrounded by pickup trucks and battered Volvos loaded

down with counter-cultural and radical bumper stickers. My

1. The complete list of the little books generated out of the manuscript
for the ill-fated Harper Guide is rather impressive. In addition to my contri-
bution, there were: What Philosophy Is, by Arthur Danto; Observation and
Explanation, by Norwood Hanson; The Underlying Reality of Language
and its Philosophical Import, by Jerrold Katz; Problems of Mind, by Nor-
man Malcolm; What is Knowledge by David Pears; The Philosophy of Logic,
by Hilary Putnam; Morality: An Introduction to Ethics, by Bernard
Williams; and Art and Its Objects, by Richard Wollheim.
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favorite—the one I always secretly take personal credit for—is
“Question Authority,” which might be a two-word summary of
the thesis of In Defense. Nothing remotely resembling such a
bumper sticker was to be seen in 1965, as I recall.

But it is not only in enclaves like the Pioneer Valley that one
sees evidence of the changes. All of American popular culture
these days exhibits a distrust of the state and of claims of legiti-
mate authority. When I was young, and movies were Black and
White, a character who introduced himself as a member of
the FBI could be trusted implicitly. He was the good guy. Now,
in movies and. on television, the FBI agent is almost inevitably
the bad guy. When he shows up in the squad room of a big city
police department, he is the intruder, ready to screw up simple
justice in the name of some high level, secret, and suspect
investigation.

The police too are the heavies. Think, for example, of the
marvelously revealing series of Rambo movies. In the opener,
First Blood, Medal of Honor Viet Nam veteran John Rambo
comes walking into a small western town and is immediately
rousted by the local sheriff, Brian Denehy. Everything in the
movie is designed to make us side with Rambo and view the
sheriff as a bigoted, stupid sadist. And yet, the sheriff is of
course absolutely correct! He thinks Rambo is trouble, and be-
fore the movie is over, several of the sheriff’s deputies are dead
and the town is on its way to becoming a shambles.

The second movie in the series is even .more revealing.
Rambo is brought out of prison by the CIA to lead a mission to
Viet Nam, supposedly to find POWs still there. But it turns out
that the real purpose of the mission is for Rambo to fail, so
that the rumor of living POWs is once and for all put to rest.
When Rambo, against all the odds, finds and liberates some
POWs, the CIA agent aétually orders them abandoned. He,
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not the North Vietnamese who are trying to kill Rambo, is the
real enemy in the film.

This theme, that you cannot trust an official representative
of the U.S. Government, extends even to implausible comedies.
Manhattan Project is an amusing film about a phenomenally
talented—and, if the truth be told, utterly irresponsible—
teenager who builds a functional suitcase-sized nuclear weapon
as a project for a science fair. This, we are told, is an unusu-
ally powerful bomb, thanks to some hyped .up plutonium that
looks very much like Prell. When the military show up, ready
to kill the lad in order to take from him a weapon capable of
destroying a good deal of the surrounding landscape and all
the people for quite a radius, they are made to look the heav-
ies, and this young kid is figured in the film as just a feckless
youth with a sweet girl friend and an overactive imagination.

In the seventies, it was the Left that mistrusted state author-
ity. Today, it is the Hard Right—the citizen militias with their
stores of assault rifles and fantasies about U.N. black heli-
copters. But the utter lack: of faith in constituted authority
seems to have become one of the staples of popular culture
across the political spectrum. The movies I have mentioned,
and the countless other bits of entertainment, are popular with
mass audiences, which is simply another way of saying that the
distrust of authority is endemic. I do not decry this public
mood, of course. Quite to the contrary, it strikes me as evi-
dence of the fundamental political health of the American peo-
ple. Having been tricked, cheated, and lied to for at least the
last fifty years, Americans have concluded that they cannot
trust their elected officials.

So, if this cry in the wilderness from thirty years ago has be-
come as familiar as an advertising slogan, why a new edition?
What does this essay have to say to readers today? The answer,
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I hope and believe, is actually a good deal, because although
suspicion of constituted authority is currently running high, a
real understanding of the foundations of democratic theory
and the problematic nature of representative government is in
just as scarce supply now as it was when this little book was
first written. One way to see this is to revisit the relatively re-
cent flap over President Clinton’s nomination of Professor
Lani Guinier to be Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights.

Attornéy General Janet Reno nominated Professor Guinier,
a member of the University of Pennsylvania law faculty and a
long-time friend of the Clintons from Yale Law School days, on
April 30, 1993. The troglodytic right, led by attack dog Clint
Bolick, immediately initiated a savage campaign to deny Guinier
the nomination, and as we have now come to expect, Clinton
folded quickly and withdrew her nomination. The focus of the
attack was a group of rather arcane law review articles Guinier
had written, all on the subject of voting rights and race-based
districting.

In what proved to be a pact with the devil, supporters of
Southern Black political interests struck a deal with Republi-
can-controlled legislatures to redraw Congressional district
lines, gathering together enough African-Americans to create
“majority minority” districts. The result was dramatically to in-
crease the number of African-Americans in the House of Rep-
resentatives—and also to diminish the total number of seats
held by Democrats.

Guinier, writing from the left, criticized this tactic, arguing
not only that it was politically self-defeating but also, rather
more fundamentally, that it simply perpetuated the defects of
district-based winner-take-all representation. She argued in-
stead for what she called the principle of “one person one
value.” By this, she meant-some sort of proportional represen-
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tation that would give minorities of all sorts a measure of rep-
resentation in the legislature.

Her arguments, as we shall see, were quite strong, and her
proposals have considerable merit, but because of a fundamen-
tal unclarity about the status of representation in the theory of
democracy, she was unable to make her case as strongly as she
might have. The intellectual weaknesses of her argument had
nothing whatsoever to do with the firestorm created by her
nomination, of course. Bolick and his fellow paleocons at-
tacked Guinier because her name was “funny,” because her
hair was “funny,” and also, incidentally, because her theories
were supposedly violently undemocratic. Clinton, ever pusil-
lanimous, caved in and Guinier went back to the University of
Pennsylvania.

The details of the political fight are unimportant. (Histori-
ans will find it hard to believe that Professor Guinier’s hair-
style was actually an issue in the choice of an Assistant
Attorney General for Civil Rights, or at least I hope they will!)
But the underlying theoretical issues are extremely important,
and as I shall suggest, they are considerably illuminated by the
central arguments of this little book.

The core of Guinier’s argument is the concept of “wasted
votes.” A vote can be said to be wasted when it has no impact
on the choice of the representatives who make the laws. Now,
the American system of representation is district-based and
winner-take all. That is to say, Members of Congress represent
geographical districts, and the candidate getting the most votes
in the district wins the seat. As a result, all the voters who vote
for losing candidates can reasonably be said to have wasted
their votes, for what they did has no effect on the selection of
the person who ostensibly represents them. In addition, all of
the votes cast for the winning candidate over and above the
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bare majority needed to win can be said to have been wasted,
though it is of course impossible to say which of the winning
candidate’s extra votes were superfluous.

Guinier quite correctly points out that there are many alter-
native systems of voting that do not in the same way waste
votes. Each of them has certain strengths and also certain
weaknesses. Consider, for example, the system used in the first
free election in South Africa, in 1994 (this is not Guinier’s ex-
ample). As agreed in lengthy negotiations between the African
National Congress and the ruling white-only apartheid govern-
ment, the new representative body, elected for the first time by
all South Africans, was to consist of a lower house, or National
Assembly, of four hundred members, and an upper house, or
National Council of Provinces, consisting of nine represen-
tatives from each of the nine provinces, the representatives to
be elected by the Provincial Legislatures and accountable to
them.

The upper house was thus to be geographically based, but
the National Assembly, which held most of the power, was not.
The system worked like this: Each party seeking to contest the
election was permitted to nominate a ranked slate of up to four
hundred candidates—one for each seat in the Assembly. In the
end, no,fewer than nineteen parties entered the election. Vot-
ers were given one vote, which they could cast for a party
slate, not for an individual. When the votes were counted, each
party was given a number of seats in the Assembly propor-
tional to its share of the total vote. With four hundred seats,
this meant one seat for each quarter of one percent of the vote
that the party secured nation-wide. Once the votes were
counted, the seats were allocated to party candidates in the or-
der in which the candidates were listed on their party’s slates.
Thus, since Nelson Mandela topped the ANC’s list of candi-
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dates, he was the first ANC candidate to be assigned a seat in
the Assembly.

In the end, almost twenty million South Africans voted.
Seven parties won enough votes to get at least one seat in the
Assembly. The ANC, with 62.65% of the total vote, received
252 seats. The Inkatha Freedom Party (headed by Chief
Buthelezi) won 43 seats. The old National Party, stronghold of
the Afrikaaners, won 82 seats. The smallest number of seats
went to the African Christian Democratic Party, which with
0.45% of the vote won two seats.

It is immediately obvious how this system reduces the num-
ber of “wasted votes.” First of all, supporters of minority par-
ties gain some representation, even if they can only muster less
than one percent of the vote nationally. Secondly, there are few
superfluous votes. The more voters who choose the ANC,
which was the big winner, the larger the ANC’s share of the
representatives. To be sure, there are some wasted votes. Since
a party gets one seat for every quarter of one percent of the
vote it can muster, a party that gets three-eighths of a percent
of the vote will have wasted that last one-eighth percent. But
clearly the phenomenon of wasted votes will be marginal, not
central as it is in the American system. (The actual results are
a bit more complicated than this. Because there were twelve
very small parties which failed to win even a single seat, all
the successful parties had their vote totals rounded up, except
for the Pan-Africanist Congress—Steve Biko’s old party—
which with exactly 1.25% of the vote was exactly on the mark
for five seats.)

There are other alternatives to district-based winner-take-
all voting. For example, voters can be given a block of votes
which they can either spread around among a number of can-
didates or concentrate on a single candidate. This permits a
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minority of voters who coordinate their voting to elect at least
one representative. And so on.

The debate in the press over Guinier’s proposals, such as it
was, proceeded from a universally held assumption that is in
fact false. Everyone who attacked Guinier assumed that the
current American system of district-based winner-take-all vot-
ing is the ideal or perfect form of representative democracy,
and that Guinier’s proposals were therefore an attempt to ad-
dress a supposed problem by compromising with that ideal.
Thus, it was easy for her detractors to attack.he} as somehow
undermining the foundations of democracy.

But as the argument of this little book demonstrates, all rep-
resentative government of whatever sort is a compromise with
the ideal of autonomous self-rule. The only way to preserve au-
tonomy while achieving collective self-rule is to demand unani-
mous direct democracy. In other words, autonomy can be
preserved in the legislative process only if every person bound
by the law participates directly.in the making of the law, and
furthermore only if each person is bound only by those laws
for which he or she has voted. Majority rule of any sort is a
compromise with autonomy, and representation, as Rousseau
pointed out long ago, is not much better than voluntary self-
enslavement. '

If this conclusion is accepted, as I argue in this essay that it
must be, then we are left with two options: Either we can take
the absolutist position that anything other than full autonomy
is enslavement—heteronomy in Kant’s language—or we can
adopt the relativist position that there are degrees of auton-
omy, and that more autonomy is better than less.

Now if we adopt the relativist position, then the interesting
question becomes: Which compromise with the ideal is best?
Any form of representationbeing a falling away from the ideal
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of autonomy, and all ways of dealing with the inevitability of
divided opinion requiring a serious compromise, how shall we
arrange things so as to adjust ourselves in the best possible
fashion to the imperfections of the world?

Once the question is asked in this way, the debate opens up
and becomes a genuine engagement of competing political vi-
sions. In the dispute between district-based voting and the
South African system, for example, we immediately see that
there are many things to be said for and against each arrange-
ment. For example, district-based voting wastes votes by giving
all the political power available in a district to the person or
party mustering a bare majority of the votes. But the South
African system has the distinct drawback that there is no iden-
tifiable person who can be said to represent a region, district,
or person in the halls of government. Difficult as it now is to
command the attention of one’s Member of Congress, imagine
how much worse things would be if one were forced to make
application to the national office of the Democratic or Republi-
can Party! A South African system also requires strict party
discipline, which in turn makes impossible the sort of negotia-
tion and reciprocal dealing that in the U. S. Congress does so
much of the work of political accommodation.

It could be argued that geographically based voting is
preferable in a continental state like the United States in which
there are easily identified regional variations in the economic
and political interests of the citizens. We are accustomed, for
example, to seeing a Democratic and a Republican senator from
a farm state unite in supporting a bill favorable to farmers, or
all the representatives from a mountain state, Democratic or
Republican, joining forces to support a land conservation bill.
This sort of regional representation would be difficult, if not
impossible, under the South African system.
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On the other hand, with a South African system in place,
there would have been more than eighty representatives of
Perot’s party in the Congress after the 1992 election, and that
would surely have constituted a more accurate reflection of the
wishes of the American electorate.

If we could define a measure of how far a system of repre-
sentation falls short of the ideal of unanimous direct democ-
racy, then we might be able to rank order the available
schemes, and thus demonstrate which is better and which
worse. But there is no way of establishing such a measure.
Each system benefits some groups of voters and disadvantages
others. Which is least undesirable is thus a matter of ideology
and group interest, not of political theory. What is more, as
the underlying social, economic, and political situation
changes, a representational scheme that was least bad from
some group’s point of view might become extremely undesir-
able to them. There can be no principles here, only shifting
conflicts of interest.

To recognize this truth is both liberating and sobering: liber-
ating because it frees us from the illusion that with sufficient
analytical skill, we can somehow hit upon a scheme that will
appeal to all rational persons of good will; sobering because it
requires each of us honestly to acknowledge the nature of his
or her commitments and interests, and not to hide behind false
claims of objectivity. The simple fact is that genuine direct
unanimous self-legislation is the foundation of the truly legiti-
mate state, and every other political arrangement is a compro-
mise covertly or overtly designed to aid some interests in
society and frustrate others.

With this fact clearly before us, perhaps we can now under-
stand a bit better the impulse behind Game Theory and Collec-
tive Choice Theory generally, and the work of John Rawls in
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particular.? Growing out of the branch of economic theory
called Welfare Economics, Game Theory seeks to predict a pri-
ori the outcome of situations of competitive interaction in
which each of the participants recognizes and takes account of
the presence of other agents similarly self-interested. Since it
turns out that the sets of cases in which anything like a formal
theorem can be proved are extremely narrow in scope, a
broader, less rigorous inquiry into situations of collective ra-
tionality developed under the titles “Bargaining Theory” and
“Collective Choice Theory.” All of these investigations have in
common the starting assumption that mutual agreement, or
unanimity, must be arrived at in order for collective action to
be satisfactorily grounded.

When I wrote In Defense, these branches of economic theory
were relatively new (although John von Neumann had actually
proved the fundamental theorem of Game Theory thirty years
earlier). Consequently, I treated unanimity as an unattainable
ideal, a limiting case designed to highlight the impossibility of a
truly legitimate state. Since that time, however, there has been
a flood of fascinating work investigating various forms of unan-
imous decision-making, the most famous and imaginative of
which is John Rawls’ theory of justice.

As readers will no doubt be aware, Rawls conceived the idea
of construing the problem of identifying the fundamental prin-
ciples of social cooperation as a bargaining game—in effect, a
modern version of the traditional social contract. Participants

2. See A Theory of Justice, by John Rawls, Harvard University Press,
1971. For an extended analysis and critique of Rawls’ work, see my Under
standing Rawls: A Reconstruction and Critique of A Theory of Justice,
Princeton University Press, 1977. Rawls started publishing his theories in
the 50s, and there is in fact reference to them in the original text of In De
fense, but it was only later that Rawls’ views gained the enormous currency
outside of technical philosophy that they now enjoy.
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are, by a process of consultation and negotiation, to achieve a
unanimous agreement on the foundational principles that are
to govern their social interactions. In short, their deliberations
are to conform to the ideal of unanimous direct democracy (al-
though Rawls does allow subsequently for representation and
majority rule). Eventually, in response to internal theoretical
weaknesses in his argument, Rawls gave up the elements of
consultation and negotiation in his theory, and reconstrued the
problem as one of pure coordination. Further shifts and
changes reduced this game to a problem of individual con-
strained rational ch01ce Nevertheless, even in the final version
of his theory, we can sée Rawls’ underlying desire to ground
himself in the ideal principles of unanimity and direct unmedi-
ated participation in the process of legislation. In the end,
I can only be bound by those laws that I have made for myself.

When I wrote In Defense, the computer revolution was in its
infancy. I myself did not buy my first computer until some sev-
enteen years later—an old clunky Apple II with less memory
than my toaster-oven now has and an enormous ugly hard drive
with all of six megs on it. When I conjured up the idea of a
technologically advanced direct democracy, the most I could
imagine was the use of television sets and thumb print detectors.
Hence, some readers dubbed this fanciful thought-experiment
“television democracy.” But now that we have truly entered
the computer age, it should be obvious to all that the technical
obstacles to direct, or plebiscitary, democracy have been
solved.

The force and immediacy with which objections to direct
democracy surface whenever the subject is mentioned merely
demonstrates, if indeed demonstration were needed, that very
few political theorists indeed really believe in democracy. Most
commentators on public affairs prefer to place their trust in an
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elite class of professional politicians and policy experts. The
fact remains that any legitimacy the commands of the state
could possibly possess must derive not from the wisdom of the
commands nor from the expertise of those who drafted them
but only from the fact that they have been issued collectively
by the same group of people who supposedly owe them obedi-
ence. Autonomy, which is to say self-legislation, is the only pos-
sible ground of legitimate authority.

What then is the message of this little book for the new mil-
lennium? In a way, the past three decades have been kind to
those of us who question the authority of the state. After Viet
Nam, Watergate, the secret war in Nicaragua, and the inanities
of Iran-Contra, it is no longer difficult to make the case that the
state cannot be trusted. No theorist, even in a drug-induced
reverie, could have conjured up a better poster child for anar-
chism than Oliver North! But is there a positive message to be
derived from the critique of the authority claims of the state,
or are we left merely with the negative injunction, “Don’t trust
anyone over or under thirty!”

As is often the case in philosophy, the answer lies in chang-
ing the question. So long as I ask, Under what circumstances
can the authority of the state be justified?, I am doomed to
frustration. But suppose, instead, that I ask, With whom shall
I make common cause in the pursuit of our shared goals and
aspirations? This question is eminently answerable, for when I
reflect, I find that I have many commitments to others, many
shared goals to which I am prepared to commit my energies
and resources. But I must never make the mistake of supposing
that there is an argument, formal or informal, that will demon-
strate that my commitments are the correct commitments, that
they are the commitments that any rational agent as such must
make. That way lies precisely the failure that ultimately under-
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mined Kant’s ethical theory, and that equally undermines
Rawls’ modern attempt to revive and revise it. I write as some-
one who has spent the better part of a lifetime looking for, and
not finding, some a priori justification for the fundamental
principles of morals and politics. I have pursued this will o’ the
wisp through a series of publications, only to realize that the
search itself is ill-conceived. If Political Theory is the search
for the fundamental principles of legitimate authority, as I sug-
gested in the opening pages of In Defense of Anarchism, then
Political Theory is dead. In its place you must put political ac-
tion, guided by reason and directed toward those collective
goéls to which you and your comrades have committed your-
selves. If you have no comrades, then neither this little book
nor anything else can help you.

Pelham, Massachusetts

3 February 1998






Preface

This essay on the foundations of the authority of the
state marks a stage in the development of my concern with
problems of political authority and moral autonomy. When
I first became deeply interested in the subject, I was quite
confident that I could find a satisfactory justification for
the traditional democratic doctrine to which I rather un-
thinkingly gave my allegiance. Indeed, during my first
year as a member of the Columbia University Philosophy
Department, I taught a course on political philosophy in
which I boldly announced that I would formulate and then
solve the fundamental problem of political philosophy. I
had no trouble formulating the problem—roughly speak-
ing, how the moral autonomy of the individual can be
made compatible with the legitimate authority of the state.
I also had no trouble refuting a number of supposed solu-
tions which had been put forward by various theorists of
the democratic state. But midway -through the semester, I
was forced to go before my class, crestfallen and very em-
barrassed, to announce that I had failed to discover the
grand solution.

At first, as I struggled with this dilemma, I clung to the
conviction that a solution lay just around the next con-
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ceptual corner. When I read papers on the subject to meet-
ings at various universities, I was forced again and again to
represent myself as searching for a theory which I simply
could not find. Little by little, I began to shift the empha-
sis of my exposition. Finally—whether from philosophical
reflection, or simply from chagrin—I came to the realiza-
tion that I was really defending the negative rather than
looking for the positive. My failure to find any theoretical
justification for the authority of the state had convinced
me that there was no justification. In short, I had become
a philosophical anarchist.

The first chapter of this essay formulates the problem as
I originally posed it to myself more than five years ago.
The second chapter explores the classical democratic solu-
tion to the problem and exposes the inadequacy of the
usual majoritarian model of the democratic state. The
third chapter sketches, in a rather impressionistic, Hege-
lian way, the reasons for my lingering hope that a solution
can be found; it concludes with some brief, quite utopian
suggestions of ways in which an anarchic society might ac-
tually function.
" Leaving aside any flaws which may lurk in the argu-
ments actually presented in these pages, this essay suffers
from two major inadequacies. On the side of pure theory,
I have been forced to assume a number of very important
propositions about the nature, sources, and limits of moral
obligation. To put it bluntly, I have simply taken for
granted an entire ethical theory. On the side of practical
application, I have said almost nothing about the material,
social, or psychological conditions under which anarchism
might be a feasible mode of social organization. I am pain-
fully aware of these defects, and it is my hope to publish a
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full-scale work in the reasonably near future in which a
great deal more will be said on both subjects. If I may steal
a title from Kant (and thus perhaps wrap myself in the
cloak of his legitimacy), this essay might rather grandly
be subtitled Groundwork of the Metaphysics of the State.

New York City, March, 1970
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L
The Conflict Between
Authonty and Autononvy

1. The Concept of Authority

Politics is the exercise of the power of the state, or the at-
tempt to influence that exercise. Political philosophy is
therefore, strictly speaking, the philosophy of the state. If
we are to determine the content of political philosophy,
and whether indeed it exists, we must begin with the con-
cept of the state.

THe state is a group of persons who have and exercise
supreme authority within a given territory. Strictly, we
should say that a state is a group of persons who have su-
preme authority within a given territory or over a certain
population. A nomadic tribe may exhibit the authority
structure of a state, so long as its subjects do not fall under
the superior authority of a territorial state.! The state may

1. For a similar definition of “state,” see Max Weber, Politics as
a Vocation. Weber eniphasizes the means—force—by which the will
of the state is imposed, but a careful analysis of his definition shows

San,



4 In Defense of Anarchism

include all the persons who fall under its authority, as does
the democratic state according to its theorists; it may also
consist of a single individual to whom all the rest are sub-
ject. We may doubt whether the one-person state has ever
actually existed, although Louis XIV evidently thought so
when he announced, “L’état, c’est moi.” The distinctive
characteristic of the state is supreme authority, or what po-
litical philosophers used to call “sovereignty.” Thus one
speaks of “popular sovereignty,” which is the doctrine that
the people are the state, and of course the use of “sov-
ereign” to mean “king” reflects the supposed concentration
of supreme authority in a monarchy.

Authority is the right to command, and correlatively, the
right to be obeyed. It must be distinguished from power,
which is the ability to compel compl
the use or the threat of force. When I turn over my wallet
to a thief who is holding me at gunpoint, I do so because
the fate with which he threatens me is worse than the loss
of money which I am made to suffer. I grant that he has
power over me, but I would hardly suppose that he has
authority, that is, that he has a right to demand my money
and that I have an obligation to give it to him. When the
government presents me with a bill for taxes, on the other
hand, I pay it (normally) even though I do not wish to,
and even if I think I can get away with not paying. It is,
after- all, the duly constituted government, and hence it
has a right to tax me. It has authority over me. Sometimes,
of course, I cheat the government, but even so, I acknowl-
edge its authority, for who would speak of “cheating” a
thief ?

that it also bases itself on the notion of authority (“imperative co-
ordination™). )
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To claim authority is to claim the right to be obeyed. To
have authority is then—what? It may mean to have that
right, or it may mean to have one’s claim acknowledged
and accepted by those at whom it is directed. The term
“authority” is ambiguous, having both a descriptive and a
normative sense. Even the descriptive sense refers to norms
or obligations, of course, but it does so by describing what
men believe they ought to do rather than by asserting that
they ought to do it.

Corresponding to the two senses of authority, there are
two concepts of the state. Descriptively, the state may be
defined as a group of persons who are acknowledged to
have supreme authority within a territory—acknowledged,
that is, by those over whom the authority is asserted. The
study of the forms, characteristics, institutions, and func-
tioning of de facto states, as we may call them, is the
province of political science. If we take the term in its pre-
scriptive signification, the state is a group of persons who
have the right to exercise supreme authority within a ter-
ritory. The discovery, analysis, and demonstration of the
forms and principles of legitimate authority—of the right
to rule—is called political philosophy.

What is meant by supreme authority? Some political
philosophers, speaking of authority in the normative sense,
have held that the true state has ultimate authority over all
matters whatsoever that occur within its venue. Jean-
J achues Rousseau, for example, asserted that the social
contract by which a just political community is formed
“gives to the body politic absolute command over the mem-
bers of which it is formed; and it is this power, when
directed by the general will, that bears . .. the name of ‘sov-
ereignty.’” John Locke,“on the other hand, held that the
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supreme authority of the just state extends only to those
matters which it is proper for a state to control. The state
is, to be sure, the highest authority, but its right to com-
mand is less than absolute. One of the questions which po-
litical philosophy must answer is whether there is any limit
to the range of affairs over which a just state has authority.

An authoritative command must also be distinguished
from a persuasive argument. When I am commanded to do
something, I may choose to comply even though I am not
being threatened, because I am brought to believe that it
is something which I ought to do. If that is the case, then
I am not, strictly speaking, obeying a command, but rather
acknowledging the force of an argument or the rightness
of a prescription. The person who issues the “command”
functions merely as the occasion for my becoming aware
of my duty, and his role might in other instances be filled
by an admonishing friend, or even by my own conscience.
I might, by an éxtension of the term, say that the prescrip-
tion has authority over me, meaning simply that I ought
to act in accordance with it. But the person himself has no
authority—or, to be more precise, my complying with his
command does not constitute an acknowledgment on my
part of any such authority. Thus authority resides in per-
sons; they possess it—if indeed they do at all—by virtue
of who they are and not by virtue of what they command.
My duty to obey is a duty owed to them, not to the moral
law or to the beneficiaries of the actions I may be com-
manded to perform.

There are, of course, many reasons why men actually
acknowledge claims of authority. The most common, tak-
ing the whole of human history, is simply the prescriptive
force of tradition. The fact that something has always been
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done in a certain way strikes most men as a perfectly ade-
quate reason for doing it that way again. Why should we
submit to a king? Because we have always submitte
kings. But why should the oldest son of the king become
king in turn? Because oldest sons have always been heirs
to the throne. The force of the traditional is engraved so
deeply on men’s minds that even a study of the violent and
haphazard origins of a ruling family will not weaken its
authority in the eyes of its subjects.

Some men acquire the aura of authority by virtue of
their own extraordinary characteristics, either as great
military leaders, as men of saintly character, or as forceful
personalities. Such men gather followers and disciples
around them who willingly obey without consideration of
personal interest or even against its dictates. The followers
believe that the leader has a right to command, which is
to say, authority.

Most commonly today, in a world of bureaucratic armies
and institutionalized religions, when kings are few in num-
ber and the line of prophets has run out, authority is
granted to those who occupy official positions. As Weber
has pointed out, these positions appear authoritative in
the minds of most men because they are defined by certain
sorts of bureaucratic regulations having the virtues of pub-
licity, generality, predictability, and so forth. We become
conditioned to respond to the visible signs of officiality,
such as printed forms and badges. Sometimes we may have
clearly in mind the justification for a legalistic claim to au-
thority, as when we comply with a command because its
author is an elected official. More often the mere sight of a
uniform is enough to make us feel that the man inside it
has a right to be obeyed.
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That men accede to claims of supreme authority is plain.
That men ought to accede to claims of supreme authority
is not so obvious. Our first’ question must therefore be,
Under what conditions and for what reasons does one man
have supreme authority over another? The same question
can be restated, Under what conditions can a state (under-
stood normatively) exist? '

Kant has given us a convenient title for this sort of in-
vestigation. He called it a “deduction,” meaning by the
term not a proof of one proposition from another, but a
demonstration of the legitimacy of a concept. When a con-
cept is empirical, its deduction is accomplished merely by
pointing to instances of its objects. For example, the de-
duction of the concept of a horse consists in exhibiting a
horse. Since there are horses, it must be legitimate to em-
ploy the concept. Similarly, a deduction of the descriptive
concept of a state consists simply in pointing to the in-
numerable examples of human communities in which some
men claim supreme authority over the rest and are obeyed.
But when the concept in question is nonempirical, its de-
duction must proceed in a different manner. All normative
concepts are nonempirical, for they refer to what ought to
be rather than to what is. Hence, we cannot justify the use
of the concept of (normative) supreme authority by pre-
senting instances.> We must demonstrate by an a priori
argument that there can be forms of human community in
which some men have a moral right to rule. In short, the
fundamental task of political philosophy is to provide a
deduction of the concept of the state.

2. For each time we offered an example of legitimate authority,
we would have to attach to it a nonempirical argument proving the
legitimacy.
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To complete this deduction, it is not enough to show
that there are circumstances in which men have an obliga-
tion to do what the de facto authorities command. Even un-
der the most unjust of governments there are frequently
good reasons for obedience rather than defiance. It may be
that the government has commanded its subjects to do
what in fact they already have an independent obligation
to do; or it may be that the evil consequences of defiance
far outweigh the indignity of submission. A government’s
commands may promise beneficent effects, either inten-
tionally or not. For these reasons, and for reasons of pru-
dence as well, a man may be right to comply with the
commands of the government under whose de facto au-
thority he finds himself. But none of this settles the ques-
tion of legitimate authority. That is a matter of the right
to command, and of the correlative obligation to obey the
personwho issues the command.

The point of the last paragraph cannot be too strongly
stressed. Obedience is not a matter of doing what some-
one tells you to do. It is a matter of doing what he tells
you to do because he tells you to do it. Legitimate, or de
jure, authority thus concerns the grounds and sources of
moral obligation.

Since it is indisputable that there are men who believe
that others have authority over them, it might be thought
that we could use that fact to prove that somewhere, at
some time or other, there must have been men who really
did possess legitimate authority. We might think, that is
to say, that although some claims to authority might be
wrong, it could not be that all such claims were wrong,
since then we never would have had the concept of legiti-
mate authority at all. By a similar argument, some phi-
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losophers have tried to show that not all our experiences

are dreams, or more generally that in experience not every-

thing is mere apearance rather than reality. The point is

that terms like “dream™ and “appearance” are defined by

contrast with “waking experience” or “reality.” Hence we

could only have developed a use for them by being pre-

sented with situations in which some experiences were

dreams and others not, or some things mere appearance®
and others reality.

Whatever the force of that argument in general, it can-
not be applied to the case of de facto versus de jure au-
thority, for the key component of both concepts, namely
“right,” is imported into the discussion from the realm of
moral philosophy generally. Insofar as we concern our-
selves with the possibility of a just state, we assume that
moral discourse is meaningful and that adequate deduc-
tions have been given of concepts like “right,” “duty,” and
“obligation.”3

What can be inferred from the existence of de facto
states is that men believe in the existence of legitimate au-
thority, for of course a de facto state is simply a state whose
subjects believe it to be legitimate (i.e., really to have the
authority which it claims for itself). They may be wrong.
Indeed, all beliefs in authority may be wrong—there may
be not a single state in the history of mankind which has
now or ever has had a right to be obeyed. It might even be
impossible for such a state to exist; that is the question we
must try to settle. But so long as men believe in the au-

3. Thus, political philosophy is a dependent or derivative discipline,
just as the philosophy of science is dependent upon the general theory
of knowledge and on the branches of metaphysics which concern
themselves with the reality and nature of the physical world.
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thority of states, we can conclude that they possess the con-
cept of de jure authority.4

The normative concept of the state as the human com-
munity which possesses rightful authority within a terri-
tory thus defines the subject matter of political philosophy
proper. However, even if it should prove impossible to pre-
sent a deduction of the concept—if, that is, there can be no
de jure state—still a large number of moral questions can
be raised concerning the individual’s relationship with de
facto states. We may ask, for example, whether there are
any moral principles which ought to guide the state in
its lawmaking, such as the principle of utilitarianism, and
under what conditions it is right for the individual to obey
the laws. We may explore the social ideals of equality and
achievement, or the principles of punishment, or the justi-
fications for war. All such investigations are essentially ap-
plications of general moral principles to the particular
phenomena of (de facto) politics. Hence, it would be ap-
propriate to reclaim a word which has fallen on bad days,
and call that branch of the study of politics casuistical
politics. Since there are men who acknowledge claims to
authority, there are de facto states. Assuming that moral
discourse in general is legitimate, there must be moral
questions which arise in regard to such states. Hence,
casuistical politics as a branch of ethics does exist. It re-

4. This point is so simple that it may seem unworthy of such
emphasis. Nevertheless, a number of political philosophers, including
Hobbes and John Austin, have supposed that the concept as well as
the principles of authority could be derived from the concepts of
power or utility. For example, Austin defines a command as a sig-
nification of desire, uttered by someone who will visit evil on those
who do not comply with it (The Providence of Jurisprudence Deter-
mined, Lecture I).
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mains to be decided whether political philosophy proper
exists. :

2. The Concept of Autonomy

The fundamental assumption of moral philosophy is that
men are responsible for their actions. From this 4ssump-
tion it follows necessarily, as Kant pointed out, that men
are metaphysically free, which is to say that in some sense
they are capable of choosing how they shall act. Being able
to choose how he acts makes a man responsible, but merely
choosing is not in itself enough to constitute taking re-
sponsibility for one’s actions. Taking responsibility in-
volves attempting to determine what one ought to do, and
that, as philosophers since Aristotle have recognized, lays
upon one the additional burdens of gaining knowledge,
reflecting on motives, predicting outcomes, criticizing prin-
ciples, and so forth.

The obligation to take responsibility for one’s actions
does not derive from man’s freedom of will alone, for more
is required in taking responsibility than freedom of choice.
Only because man has the capacity to reason about !ﬁs
choices can he be said to stand under a continuing obliga-
tion to take responsibility for them. It is quite appropriate
that moral philosophers should group together children
and madmen as beings not fully responsible for their ac-
tions, for as madmen are thought to lack freedom of
choice, so children do not yet possess the power of reason
in a developed form. It is even just that we should assign
a greater degree of responsibility to children, for madmen,
by virtue of their lack of free will, are completely without
responsibility, while children, insofar as they possess rea-
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son in a partially developed form, can be held responsible
(i.e., can be required to take responsibility) to a corre-
sponding degree. :

Every man who possesses both free will and reason has
an obligation to take responsibility for his actions, even
though he may not be actively engaged in a continuing
process of reflection, investigation, and deliberation about
how he ought to act. A man will sometimes announce his
willingness to take responsibility for the consequences of
his actions, even though he has not deliberated about them,
or does not intend to do so in the future. Such a declaration
is, of course, an advance over the refusal to take responsi-
bility; it at least acknowledges the existence of the obliga-
tion. But it does not relieve the man of the duty to engage
in the reflective process which he has thus far shunned. It
goes without saying that a man may take responsibility for
his actions and yet act wrongly. When we describe some-
one as a responsible individual, we do not imply that he
always does what is right, but only that he does not neglect
the duty of attempting to ascertain what is right.

The responsible man is not capricious or anarchic, for he
does acknowledge himself bound by moral constraints.
But he insists that he alone is the judge of those con-
straints. He may listen to the advice of others, but he
makes it his own by determining for himself whether
it is good advice. He may learn from others about his moral
obligations, but only in the sense that a mathematician
learns from other mathematicians—namely by hearing
from them arguments whose validity he recognizes even
though he did not think of them himself. He does not learn
in the sense that one learns from an explorer, by accepting
as true his accounts of things one cannot see for oneself.

Since the responsible man arrives at moral decisions
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which he expresses to himself in the form of impera-
tives, we may say that he gives laws to himself, or is self-
legislating. In short, he is autonomous. As Kant argued,
moral autonomy is a combination of freedom and responsi-
bility; it is a submission to laws which one has made for
oneself. The autonomous man, insofar as he is autonomous,
is not subject to the will of another. He may do what an-
other tells him, but not because he has been told to do it.
He is therefore, in the political sense of the word, free.

Since man’s responsibility for his actions is a conse-
quence of his capacity for choice, he cannot give it up or
put it aside. He can refuse to acknowledge it, however,
either deliberately or by simply failing to recognize his
moral condition. All men refuse to take responsibility for
their actions at some time or other during their lives, and
some men so consistently shirk their duty that they present
more the appearance of overgrown children than of adults.
Inasmuch as moral autonomy is simply the condition of
taking full responsibility for one’s actions, it follows that
men can forfeit their autonomy at will. That is to say, a
man can decide to obey the commands of another without
making any attempt to determine for himself whether
what is commanded is good or wise.

This is an important point, and it should not be con-
fused with the false assertion that a man can give up re-
sponsibility for his actions. Evan after he has subjected
himself to the will of another, an individual remains re-
sponsible for what he does. But by refusing to engage in
moral deliberation, by accepting as final the commands of
the others, he forfeits his autonomy. Rousseau is therefore
right when he says that a man cannot become a slave even
through his own choice, if he means that even slaves are
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morally responsible for their acts. But he is wrong if he
means that men cannot place themselves voluntarily in a
position of servitude and mindless obedience.

There are many forms and degrees of forfeiture of au-
tonomy. A man can give up his independence of judgment
with regard to a single question, or in respect of a single
type of question. For example, when I place myself in
the hands of my doctor, I commit myself to whatever
course of treatment he prescribes, but only in regard to
my health. I do not make him my legal counselor as
well. A man may forfeit autonomy on some or all ques-
tions for a specific period of time, or during his entire life.
He may submit himself to all commands, whatever they
may be, save for some specified acts (such as killing)
which he refuses to perform. From the example of the doc-
tor, it is obvious that there are at least some situations in
which it is reasonable to give up one’s autonomy. Indeed,
we may wonder whether, in a complex world of technical
expertise, it is ever reasonable not to do so!

Since the concept of taking and forfeiting responsibility
is central to the discussion which follows, it is worth devot-
ing a bit more space to clarifying it. Taking responsibility
for one’s actions means making the final decisions about
what one should do. For the autonomous man, there is no
such thing, strictly speaking, as a command. If someone in
my environment is issuing what are intended as commands,
and if he or others expect those commands to be obeyed,
that fact will be taken account of in my deliberations. I
may decide that I ought to do what that person is com-
manding me to do, and it may even be that his issuing the
command is the factor in the situation which makes it de-
sirable for me to do so. ¥or example, if I am on a sinking
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ship and the captain is giving orders for manning the life-
boats, and if everyone else is obeying the captain because
he is the captain, I may decide that under the circum-
stances I had better do what he says, since the confusion
caused by disobeying him would be generally harmful. But
insofar as I make such a decision, I am not obeying his
command; that is, I am not acknowledging him as having
authority over me. I would make the same decision, for
exactly the same reasons, if one of the passengers had
started to issue “orders” and had, in the confusion, come
to be obeyed. '

In politics, as in life generally, men frequently forfeit
their autonomy. There are a number of causes for this fact,
and also a number of arguments which have been offered
to justify it. Most men, as we have already noted, feel so
strongly the force of tradition or bureaucracy that they
accept unthinkingly the claims to authority which are
made by their nominal rulers. It is the rare individual in
the history of the race who rises even to the level of ques-
tioning the right of his masters to command and the duty
of himself and his fellows to obey. Once the dangerous
question has been started, however, a variety of arguments
can be brought forward to demonstrate the authority of
the rulers. Among the most ancient is Plato’s assertion
that men should submit to the authority of those with su-
perior knowledge, wisdom, or insight. A sophisticated mod-
ern version has it that the educated portion of a democratic
population is more likely to be politically active, and that
it is just as well for the ill-informed segment of the elec-
torate to remain passive, since its entrance into the politi-
cal arena only supports the efforts of demagogues and
extremists. A number of American political scientists have
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gone so far as to claim that the apathy of the American
masses is a cause of stability and hence a good thing.

The moral condition demands that we acknowledge re-
sponsibility and achieve autonomy wherever and when-
ever possible. Sometimes this involves moral deliberation
and reflection; at other times, the gathering of special,
even technical, information. The contemporary American
citizen, for example, has an obligation to master enough
modern science to enable him to follow debates about nu-
clear policy and come to an independent conclusion.®
There are great, perhaps insurmountable, obstacles to the
achievement of a complete and rational autonomy in the
modern world. Nevertheless, so long as we recognize our
responsibility for our actions, and acknowledge the power
of reason within us, we must acknowledge as well the con-
tinuing obligation to make ourselves the authors of such
commands as we may obey. The paradox of man’s condi-
tion in the modern world is that the more fully he recog-
nizes his right and duty to be his own master, the more
completely he becomes the passive object of a technology
and bureaucracy whose complexities he cannot hope to
understand. It is only several hundred years since a rea-
sonably well-educated man could claim to understand the
major issues of government as well as his king or parlia-
ment. Ironically, the high school graduate of today, who

._r

5. This is not quite so difficult as it sounds, since policy very rarely
turns on disputes over technical or theoretical details. Still, the citizen
who, for example, does not understand the nature of atomic radiation
cannot even pretend to have an opinion on the feasibility of bomb
shelters; and since the momentous choice between first-strike and
second-strike nuclear strategies depends on the possibility of a suc-
cessful shelter system, the uninformed citizen will be as completely at
the mercy of his “representdtives” as the lowliest slave.
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cannot master the issues of foreign and domestic policy on
which he is asked to vote, could quite easily have grasped
the problems of eighteenth-century statecraft.

3. The Conflict Between Authority
and Autonomy

The defining mark of the state is authority, the right to
rule. The primary obligation of man is autonomy, the re-
fusal to be ruled. It would seem, then, that there can be no
resolution of the conflict between the autonomy of the indi-
vidual and the putative authority of the state. Insofar as
a man fulfills his obligation to make himself the author of
his decisions, he will resist the state’s claim to have au-
thority over him. That is to say, he will deny that he has
a duty to obey the laws of the state simply because they
are the laws. In that sense, it would seem that anarchism
is the only political doctrine consistent with the virtue of
autonomy.

Now, of course, an anarchist may grant the necessity of
complying with the law under certain circumstances or for
the time being. He may even doubt that there is any real
prospect of eliminating the state as a human institution.
But he will never view the commands of the state as legiti-
mate, as having a binding moral force. In a sense, we might
characterize the anarchist as a man without a country, for
despite the ties which bind him to the land of his child-
hood, he stands in precisely the same moral relationship to
“his” governmerit as he does to the government of any
other country in which he might happen to be staying for
a time. When I take a vacation in Great Britain, I obey its
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laws, both because of prudential self-interest and because
of the obvious moral considerations concerning the value
of order, the general good consequences of preserving a
gystem of property, and so forth. On my return to the
United States, I have a sense of reentering my country, and
if I think about the matter at all, I imagine myself to stand
in a different and more intimate relation to American laws.
They have been promulgated by my government, and I
therefore have a special obligation to obey them. But the
anarchist tells me that my feeling is purely sentimental
and has no objective moral basis. All authority is equally
illegitimate, although of course not therefore equally
worthy or unworthy of support, and my obedience to
American laws, if I am to be morally autonomous, must
proceed from the same considerations which determine me
abroad.

The dilemma which we have posed can be succinctly ex-
pressed in terms of the concept of a de jure state. If all
men have a continuing obligation to achieve the highest
degree of autonomy possible, then there would appear to
be no state whose subjects have a moral obligation to obey
its commands. Hence, the concept of a de jure legitimate
state would appear to be vacuous, and philosophical anar-
chism would seem to be the only reasonable political belief
for an enlightened man.

J






II.
The Solution of

- Classical Democracy

1. Democracy Is the Only Feasible Solution

It is not necessary to argue at length the merits of all the
various types of state which, since Plato, have been the
standard fare of political philosophies. John Locke may
have found it worthwhile to devote an entire treatise to
Sir Robert Filmer’s defense of the hereditary rights of
kings, but today the belief in all forms of traditional au-
thority is as weak as the arguments which can be given for
it. There is only one form of political community which
offers any hope of resolving the conflict between authority
and-autonomy, and that is democracy.

The argument runs thus: men cannot be free so long as
they are subject to the will of others, whether one man (a
monarch) or several (aristocrats). But if men rule them-
selves, if they are both law-givers and law-obeyers, then
they can combine the-benefits of government with the
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blessings of freedom. Rule for the people is merely benevo-
lent slavery, but rule by the people is true freedom. Insofar
as a man participates in the affairs of state, he is ruler as
well as ruled. His obligation to submit to the laws stems
not from the divine right of the monarch, nor from the
hereditary authority of a noble class, but from the fact
that he himself is the source of the laws which govern him.
Therein lies the peculiar merit and moral claim of a demo-
cratic state.

Democracy attempts a natural extension of the duty of
autonomy to the realm of collective action. Just as the
truly responsible man gives laws to himself, and thereby
binds himself to what he conceives to be right, so a society
of responsible men can collectively bind themselves to laws
collectively made, and thereby bind themselves to what
they have together judged to be right. The government of
a democratic state is then, strictly speaking, no more than
a servant of the people as a whole, charged with the execu-
tion of laws which have been commonly agreed upon. In
the words of Rousseau, “every person, while uniting him-
self with all, ... obey[s] only himself and remain[s] as
free as before” (Social Contract, Bk. I, Ch. 6).

Let us explore this proposal more closely. We shall be-
gin with the simplest form of democratic state, which may
be labeled unanimous direct' democracy.

2. Unanimous Direct Democracy

There is, in theory, a solution to the problem which has
been posed, and this fact is in itself quite important. How-
ever, the solution requires the imposition of impossibly re-
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strictive conditions which make it applicable only to a
rather bizarre variety of actual situations. The solution is
a direct democracy—that is, a political community in
which every person votes on every issue—governed by a
rule of unanimity. Under unanimous direct democracy,
every member of the society wills freely every law which
is actually passed. Hence, he is only confronted as a citi-
zen with laws to which he has consented. Since a man who
is constrained only by the dictates of his own will is au-
tonomous, it follows that under the directions of unani-
mous direct democracy, men can harmonize the duty of
autonomy with the commands of authority.

It might be argued that even this limiting case is not
genuine, since each man is obeying himself, and hence is
not submitting to a legitimate authority. However, the case
is really different from the prepolitical (or extrapolitical)
case of self-determination, for the authority to which each
citizen submits is not that of himself simply, but that of
the entire community taken collectively. The laws are is-
sued in the name of the sovereign, which is to say the total
population of the community. The power which enforces
the law (should there be any citizen who, having voted for
a law, now resists its application to himself) is the power
of all, gathered together into the police power of the state.
By this means, the moral conflict between duty and interest
which arises from time to time within each man is external-
ized, and the voice of duty now speaks with the authority
of law. Each man, in a manner of speaking, encounters his
better self in the form of the state, for its dictates are sim-
ply the laws which he has, after due deliberation, willed
to be enacted.

Unanimous direct denfocracy is feasible only so long as
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there is substantial agreement among all the members of a
community on the matters of major importance. Since by
the rule of unanimity a single negative vote defeats any
motion, the slightest disagreement over significant ques-
tions will bring the operations of the society to a halt. It
will cease to function as a political community and fall into
a condition of anarchy (or at least into a condition of non-
legitimacy; a de facto government may of course emerge
and take control). However, it should not be thought that
unanimous direct democracy requires for its existence a
perfect harmony of the interests or desires of the citizens.
It is perfectly consistent with such a system that there be
sharp, even violent, oppositions within the community,
perhaps of an economic kind. The only necessity is that
when the citizens come together to deliberate on the means
for resolving such conflicts, they agree unanimously on the
laws to be adapted.®

For example, a community may agree unanimously on
some principles of compulsory arbitration by which eco-
nomic conflicts are to be settled. An individual who has
voted for these principles may then find himself personally
disadvantaged by their application in a particular case.
Thinking the principles fair, and knowing that he voted
for them, he will (hopefully) acknowledge his moral obli-
gation to accept their operation even though he would

6. In recent years, a number of political philosophers have explored
the possibilities of decision by unanimity, and it turns out that much
more can be achieved than one would expect. For example, John Rawls,
in an influential and widely read essay, “Justice as Fairness,” uses cer-
tain models taken from bargaining theory to analyze the conditions
under which rational men with conflicting interests might arrive at
unanimous agreement on the procedural principles for resolving their
disputes. See Rawls in Philosophy, Politics, and Society, 2nd series,
eds. P. Laslett and W. Runciman.
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dearly like not to be subject to them. He will recognize
the principles as his own, just as any of us who has com-
mitted himself to a moral principle will, uncomfortably to
be sure, recognize its binding force upon him even when it
is inconvenient. More precisely, this individual will have
a moral obligation to obey the commands of the mediation
board or arbitration council, whatever it decides, because
the principles which guide it issue from his own will. Thus
the board will have authority over him (i.e., a right to be
obeyed) while he retains his moral autonomy.

Under what circumstances might a unanimous direct
democracy actually function for a reasonable period of
time without simply coming to a series of negative deci-
sions? The “answer, I think, is that there are two sorts of
practical unanimous direct democracies. First, a commu-
nity of persons inspired by some all-absorbing religious
or secular ideal might find itself so completely in agree-
ment on the goals of the community and the means for
achieving them that decisions could be taken on all major
questions by a method of consensus. Utopian communities
in the nineteenth century and some of the Israeli kib-
butzim in the twentieth are plausible instances of such a
functioning unanimity. Eventually, the consensus dissolves
and factions appear, but in some cases the unanimity has
been preserved for a period of many years.

Second, a community of rationally self-interested individ-
uals m)ay discover that it can only reap the fruits of cooper-
ation by maintaining unanimity. So long as each member
of the community remains convinced that the benefits
to him from cooperation—even under the conditions of
compromise imposed by the need for unanimity—outweigh
the benefits of severing-his connection with the rest, the
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community will continue to function. For example, a classi-
cal laissez-faire economy ruled by the laws of the market-
place is supposedly endorsed by all the participants because
each one recognizes both ‘that he is better off in the sys-
tem than out and that any relaxation of the ban against
arrangements in restraint of trade would in the end do
him more harm than good. So long as every businessman
believes these two propositions, there will be unanimity
on the laws of the system despite the cutthroat competi-
tion.”

As soon as disagreement arises on important questions,
unanimity is destroyed and the state must either cease to
be de jure or else discover some means for settling disputed
issues which does not deprive any member of his au-
tonomy. Furthermore, when the society grows too large for
convenience in calling regular assemblies, some way must
be found to conduct the business of the state without con-
demning most of the citizens to the status of voiceless sub-
jects. The traditional solutions in democratic theory to
these familiar problems are of course majority rule and
representation. Our next task, therefore, is to discover
whether representative majoritarian democracy preserves
the autonomy which men achieve under a unanimous di-
rect democracy.

Since unanimous democracy can exist only under such
limited conditions, it might be thought that there is very
little point in discussing it at all. For two reasons, however,

7. Strictly speaking, this second example of a viable unanimous
community is imperfect, since there is a significant difference between
committing oneself to a moral principle and calculating one’s en-
lightened self-interest. For an illuminating discussion of the moral
importance of committing oneself to a principle, see Rawls, op. cit.
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unanimous direct democracy has great theoretical impor-
tance. First, it is a genuine solution to the problem of au-
tonomy and authority, and as we shall see, this makes it
rather unusual. More important still, unanimous direct
democracy is the (frequently unexpressed) ideal which
underlies a great deal of classical democratic theory. The
devices of majoritarianism and representation are intro-
duced in order to overcome obstacles which stand in the
way of unanimity and direct democracy. Unanimity is
clearly thought to be the method of making decisions
which is most obviously legitimate; other forms are pre-
sented as compromises with this ideal, and the arguments
in favor of them seek to show that the authority of a
unanimous democracy is not fatally weakened by the ne-
cessity of using representation or majority rule. One evi-
dence of the theoretical primacy of unanimous direct
democracy is the fact that in all social contract theories,
the original collective adoption of the social contract is
always a unanimous decision made by everyone who can
later be held accountable to the new state. Then the vari-
ous compromise devices are introduced as practical mea-
sures, and their legitimacy is derived from the legitimacy
of the original contract. The assumption that unanimity
creates a de jure state is usually not even argued for with
any vigor; it seems to most democratic theorists perfectly
obvious.

3. Representative Democracy

Although the problem of disagreeinent is the more imme-
diate, I shall deal first. with the difficulties of assembly
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which lead—in democratic theory—to the device of a rep-
resentative parliament.® There are two problems which are
overcome by representation: first, the total citizenry may
be too numerous to meet together in a chamber or open
field; and second, the business of government may require
a continuous attention and application which only the idle
rich or the career politician can afford to give it.

We may distinguish a number of types of representation,
ranging from the mere delegation of the right to vote a
proxy to a complete turning over of all decision-making
functions. The question to be answered is whether any of
these forms of representation adequately preserve the
autonomy which men exercise through decisions taken
unanimously by the entire community. In short, should a
responsible man commit himself to obey the laws made by
his representatives ?

The simplest sort of representation is strict agency. If I
am unable to attend the assembly at which votes are taken,
I may turn over my proxy to an agent with instructions as
to how to vote. In that case, it is obvious that I am as
obligated by the decisions of the assembly as though I had
been physically present. The role of legal agent is too
narrowly drawn, however, to serve as an adequate model
for an elected representative. In practice, it is impossible
for representatives to return to their districts before each
vote in the assembly and canvass their constituents. The
citizens may of course arm their representative with a list
of their preferences on future votes, but many of the is-
sues which come before the assembly may not have been

8. Needless to say, the origin of parliaments historically has nothing
to do with this problem. It is rather the other way around: first there
were parliaments, then there was universal suffrage.
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raised in the community at the time the representative
was chosen. Unless there is to be a recall election on the
occasion of each unforeseen deliberation, the citizens will
be forced to choose as their representative a man whose
general “platform” and political bent suggests that he will,
in the future, vote as they imagine they would themselves,
on issues which neither the citizens nor the representative
yet have in mind.

When matters have reached this degree of removal
from direct democracy, we may seriously doubt whether
the legitimacy of the original arrangement has been pre-
served. I have an obligation to obey the laws which I my-
gelf enact. I have as well an obligation to obey the laws
which are enacted by my agent in strict accord with my
instructions. But on what grounds can it be claimed that
I have an obligation to obey the laws which are made in
my name by a man who has no obligation to vote as I
would, who indeed has no effective way of discovering what
my preferences are on the measure before him? Even if
the parliament is unanimous in its adoption of some new
measure, that fact can only bind the deputies and not the
general citizenry who are said to be represented by them.

It can be replied that my obligation rests upon my prom-
ise to obey, and that may in fact be true. But insofar as a
promise of that sort is the sole ground of my duty to obey,
I can no longer be said to be autonomous. I have ceased to
be the author of the laws to which I submit and have be-
come the (willing) subject of another person. Precisely the
same answer must be given to the argument that good ef-
fects of some sort will result from my obeying the duly
elected parliament. The moral distinction of representative
government, if there is-any, does not lie in the general
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good which it does, nor in the fact that its subjects have
consented to be ruled by a parliament. Benevolent elective
kingship of a sort which has existed in past societies can
say as much. The special legitimacy and moral authority of
representative government is thought to result from its be-
ing an expression of the will of the people whom it rules.
Representative democracy is said not simply to be govern-
ment for the people but also government (indirectly) by
the people. I must obey what the parliament enacts, what-
ever that may be, because its will is my will, its decisions
my decisions, and hence its authority merely the collected
authority of myself and my fellow citizens. Now, a parlia-
ment whose deputies vote without specific mandate from
their constituents is no more the expression of their will
than is a dictatorship which rules with kindly intent but
independently of its subjects. It does not matter that I am
pleased with the outcome after the fact, nor even that my
representative has voted as he imagines I would have liked
him to. So long as I do not, either in person or through my
agent, join in the enactment of the laws by which I am
governed, I cannot justly claim to be autonomous.
Unfounded as is traditional representative government’s
claim to the mantle of legitimacy, it seems impeccable in
comparison with the claims of the form of “democratic”
politics which actually exist in countries like the United
States today. Since World War II, governments have in-
creasingly divorced themselves in their decision-making
from anything which could be called the will of the people.
The complexity of the issues, the necessity of technical
knowledge, and most important, the secrecy of everything
having to do with national security, have conspired to at-
tenuate the representative function of elected officials un-
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til a point has been reached which might be called political
stewardship, or, after Plato, “elective guardianship.” The
President of the United States is merely pledged to serve
the unspecified interests of his constituents in unspecified
ways.

The right of such a system to the title of democracy is
customarily defended by three arguments: first, the rulers
are chosen by the people from a slate which includes at
least two candidates for each office; second, the rulers are
expected to act in what they conceive to be the interest of
the people; and third, the people periodically have the op-
portunity to recall their rulers and select others. More
generally, the system allows individuals to have some
measurable influence on the ruling elite if they choose.
The genealogy of the term “democracy” need not concern
us. It suffices to note that the system of elective guardian-
ship falls so far short of the ideal of autonomy and self-
rule as not even to seem a distant deviation from it. Men
cannot meaningfully be called free if their representatives
vote independently of their wishes, or when laws are passed
concerning issues which they are not able to understand.
Nor can men be called free who are subject to secret de-
cisions, based on secret data, having unannounced conse-
quences for their well-being and their very lives.

Some while after John Kennedy was assassinated, several
memoirs appeared recounting the inside story of the de-
cisions to invade Cuba in 1961 and to risk a nuclear war by
blockading Cuba in 1962. More recently, with the advent
of the Nixon Administration, we have begun to learn some-
thing of the way in which President Johnson and his ad-
visers committed this country to a massive land war in
Vietnam. As this book-is being prepared for publication,
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new decisions are being taken in secret which may involve
the United States in the Laotian situation.

In none of these instances of major decisions is there the
slightest relation between the real reasons determining
official policy and the rationale given out for public con-
sumption. In what way, it may be wondered, are Americans
better off than those Russian subjects who were allowed,
by Khrushchev’s decision, to know a bit of the truth about
Stalin?

Even those forms of representative government which
approximate to genuine agency suffer from a curious and
little-noted defect which robs electors of their freedom to
determine the laws under which they shall live. The as-
sumption which underlies the practice of representation is
that the individual citizen has an opportunity, through his
vote, to make his preference known. Leaving aside for the
moment the problems connected with majority rule, and
ignoring as well the derogations from legitimacy which re-
sult when issues are voted on in the parliament which were
not canvassed during the election of deputies, the citizen
who makes use of his ballot is, as it were, present in the
chamber through the agency of his representative. But
this assumes that at the time of the election, each man had
a genuine opportunity to vote for a candidate who repre-
sented his point of view. He may find himself in the mi-
nority, of course; his candidate may lose. But at least he
has had his chance to advance his preferences at the polls.

But if the number of issues under debate during the
campaign is greater than one or two, and if there are—as
there are sure to be—a number of plausible positions
which might be taken on each issue, then the permutations
of consistent alternative total “platforms™ will be vastly
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greater than the number of candidates. Suppose, for exam-
ple, that in an American election there are four issues: a
farm bill, medical care for the aged, the extension of the
draft, and civil rights. Simplifying the real world consider-
ably, we can suppose that there are three alternative
courses of action seriously being considered on the first
issue, four on the second, two on the third, and three on
the last. There are then 3 X 4 X 2 X 3 = 72 possible stands
which a man might take on these four issues. For example,
he might favor full parity, Kerr-Mills, discontinuation of
the draft, and no civil rights bill; or free market on agri-
cultural produce, no medicare at all, extension of the draft,
and a strong civil rights bill; and so on. Now, in order to
make sure that every voter has a chance of voting for
what he believes, there would have to be 72 candidates,
each holding one of the logically possible positions. If a
citizen cannot even find a candidate whose views coincide
with his own, then there is no possibility at all that he will
send to the parliament a genuine representative. In prac-
tice, voters are offered a handful of candidates and must
make compromises with their beliefs before they ever get
to the polls. Under these circumstances, it is difficult to see
what content there is to the platitude that elections mani-
fest the will of the people.

The-most biting rejection of representative democracy
can be found in Rousseau’s Social Contract. In opposition
to such writers as Locke, Rousseau writes:

Sovereignty cannot be represented for the same reason
that it cannot be alienated; its essence is the general
will, and that will must speak for itself or it does not
exist: it is either itself or not itself: there is no inter-
mediate possibility. The deputies of the people, there-
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fore, are not and cannot be their representatives; they
can only be their commissioners, and as such are not
qualified to conclude anything. definitively. No act of
theirs can be a law, unless it has been ratified by the
people in person; and without that ratification nothing
is a law. The people of England deceive themselves when
they fancy they are free; they are so, in fact, only during
the election of members of parliament: for, as soon as a
new one is elected, they are again in chains, and are
nothing. And thus, by the use they make of their brief
moments of liberty, they deserve to lose it (Bk. III,
Ch. 15).

APPENDIX: A PROPOSAL FOR INSTANT DIRECT DEMOCRACY

The practical impossibility of direct democracy is gen-
erally taken for granted in contemporary discussions of
democratic theory, and it is accounted an unpleasantly
utopian aspect of the philosophy of Rousseau, for exam-
ple, that it assumes a community in which every citizen
can vote directly on all the laws. Actually, the obstacles
to direct democracy are merely technical, and we may
therefore suppose that in this day of planned technological
progress it is possible to solve them. The following pro-
posal sketches one such solution. It is meant a good deal
more than half in earnest, and I urge those readers who
are prone to reject it out of hand to reflect on what that
reaction reveals about their real attitude toward democ-
racy.

I propose that in order to overcome the obstacles to di-
rect democracy, a system of in-the-home voting machines
be set up. In each dwelling, a device would be attached to
the television set which would electronically record votes
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and transmit them to a computer in Washington. (Those
homes without sets would be supplied by a federal subsidy.
In practice this would not be very expensive, since only
the very poor and the very intelligent lack sets at present.)
In order to avoid fraudulent voting, the device could be
rigged to record thumbprints. In that manner, each person
would be able to vote only once, since the computer would
automatically reject a duplicate vote. Each evening, at the
time which is now devoted to news programs, there would
be a nationwide all-stations show devoted to debate on the
issues before the nation. Whatever bills were “before the
Congress” (as we would now describe it) would be debated
by representatives of alternative points of view. There
would be background briefings on technically complex
questions, as well as formal debates, question periods, and
go forth. Committees of experts would be commissioned to
gather data, make recommendations for new measures, and
do the work of drafting legislation. One could institute the
position of Public Dissenter in order to guarantee that dis-
sident and unusual points of view were heard. Each Friday,
after a week of debate and discussion, a voting session
would be held. The measures would be put to the public,
one by one, and the nation would record its preference in-
stantaneously by means of the machines. Special arrange-
ments, might have to be made for those who could not be
at their sets during the voting. (Perhaps voting sessions at
various times during the preceding day and night.) Simple
majority rule would prevail, as is now the case in the Con-
gress.

The proposal is not perfect, of course, for there is a great
difference between the passive role of listener in a debate
and the active role of participant. Nevertheless, it should
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be obvious that a political community which conducted its
business by means of “instant direct democracy” would be
immeasurably closer to realizing the ideal of genuine de-
mocracy than we are in any so-called democratic country
today. The major objection which would immediately be
raised to the proposal, particularly by American political
scientists, is that it would be too democratic! What chaos
would ensue! What anarchy would prevail! The feckless
masses, swung hither and yon by the winds of opinion,
would quickly reduce the great, slow-moving, stable gov-
ernment of the United States to disorganized shambles!
Bills would be passed or unpassed with the same casual
irresponsibility which now governs the length of a hemline
or the popularity of a beer. Meretricious arguments would
delude the simple, well-meaning, ignorant folk into voting
for pie-in-the-sky giveaways; foreign affairs would swing
between jingoist militarism and craven isolationism. Gone
would be the restraining hand of wisdom, knowledge, tra-
dition, experience.

The likelihood of responses of this sort indicates the
shallowness of most modern belief in democracy. It is obvi-
ous that very few individuals really hold with government
by the people, though of course we are all willing to oblit-
erate ourselves and our enemies in its name. Neverthe-
less, the unbelievers are, in my opinion, probably wrong
as well as untrue to their professed faith. The initial re-
sponse to a system of instant direct democracy would be
chaotic, to be sure. But very quickly, men would learn—
what is now manifestly not true—that their votes made a
difference in the world, an immediate, visible difference.
There is nothing which brings on a sense of responsibility
so fast as that awareness. America would see an immediate
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and invigorating rise in interest in politics. It would hardly
be necessary to launch expensive and frustrating cam-
paigns to get out the vote. Politics would be on the lips of
every man, woman, and child, day after day. As interest
rose, a demand would be created for more and better
sources of news. Even under the present system, in which
very few Americans have any sense of participation in
politics, news is so popular that quarter-hour programs are
expanded to half an hour, and news specials preempt
prime television time. Can anyone deny that instant direct
democracy would generate a degree of interest and par-
ticipation in political affairs which is now considered im-
possible to achieve? ‘

Under a system of genuine democracy the voices of the
many would drown out those of the few. The poor, the un-
educated, the frightened who today are cared for by the
state on occasion but never included in the process of gov-
ernment would weigh, man for man, as heairily as the rich,
the influential, the well-connected. Much might be endan-
gered that is worthwhile by such a system, but at least
social justice would flourish as it has never flourished be-
fore.

If we are willing to think daringly, then, the practical
obstacles to direct democracy can be overcome. For the
moment, we need not discuss any further whether we wish
to overcome them; but since our investigation concerns the
possibility of establishing a state in which the autonomy of
the individual is compatible with the authority of the
state, I think we can take it that the difficulties which in
the past have led to unsatisfactory forms of representative
democracy do not constitute a serious theoretical problem.
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4. Majoritarian Democracy

The principal theoretical weakness of unanimous direct
democracy is its requirement that decisions be taken unani-
mously in order for them to acquire the authority of law.
As a practical matter, of course, this requirement severely
limits the actual situations in which a state can flourish,
but it is perhaps an even more serious failing of unanimous
democracy that it offers no way at all for men of good will
to resolve their differences. Presumably, in order for the
concept of a just state to have more than idle interest, it
must at least in theory be possible for conflicts to be re-
solved without a loss of autonomy on the part of the citi-
zens or of authority on the part of the state. The conflicts
need not be motivated by divisive self-interest; they may
simply be disagreements over the best way to pursue the
common good.

The solution which immediately springs to the fore is, of
course, majority rule. Where the electorate are divided,
take a vote; give to each man one vote, and let the group
as a whole be committed by the preponderance of voices.
So widespread is the belief in majority rule that there is
not a single variant of democratic theory which does not
call upon it as the means for composing differences and ar-
riving at decisions. Our task is to discover an argument
which demonstrates that the autonomy of unanimous de-
mocracy is preserved in a democracy which is guided by
the rule of the majority. In other words, we must inquire
whether the members of a democratic polity are morally
bound to obey the decisions of the majority, and if so, why.
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The problem, of course, concerns those who find them-
selves in the minority on any question. The members of
the majority bear the same relation to the law they have
passed as do all the citizens in a unanimous democracy.
Since the majority have willed the law, they-are bound by
it, and they remain autonomous in submitting to its au-
thority. A member of the minority, however, has voted
against the law, and he appears to be in the position of a
man who, deliberating on a moral question, rejects an
alternative only to find it forced upon him by a superior
power. His readiness to deliberate, and to be committed
by his decision, manifests his desire to be autonomous; but
insofar as he must submit to the will of the maJorlty, it
seems that his desire is frustrated.

One common justification of majority rule is that, on
prudential or general moral grounds, it works better than
any other system which has been devised. For example, it
is said that democratic politics is a substitute for the rule
of arms which prevails in lawless societies. Since the ma-
jority are, militarily speaking, likely to be the superior
body, they must be allowed to rule by the ballot; for other-
wise they will resort to force and throw society back into
chaos. Or, again, historical observation may reveal that
rule by the majority tends to advance the general welfare
better than any other system of government (such as rule
by the wise or the powerful), since contrary to what Plato
and others have supposed, the people know their own in-
terest best. Majoritarian democracy, it is said, is therefore
the most effective safeguard against the rule of a hypo-
critically self-interested elite. From the point of view of
the individual, it might be urged that submission to the
rule of the majority offers him the best chance, in the long
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run, for advancing his own interests, since by and large he
will find himself in the majority as often as in the minority,
and the benefit flowing from collective action will outweigh
the losses suffered when his side loses.

All such defenses, and others besides which might be
based on considerations of interest or good consequences,
are, however, strictly irrelevant to our inquiry. As justifica-
tions for an individual’s autonomous decision to cooperate
with the state, they may be perfectly adequate; but as dem-
onstrations of the authority of the state—as proofs, that is,
of the right of the state to command the individual and of
his obligation to obey, whatever may be commanded—they
fail completely. If the individual retains his autonomy by
reserving to himself in each instance the final decision
whether to cooperate, he thereby denies the authority of
the state; if, on the other hand, he submits to the state and
accepts its claim to authority, then so far as any of the
above arguments indicate, he loses his autonomy.

Indeed, the prudential and casuistical defenses of de-
mocracy do not succeed in distinguishing it morally from
any other form of political community. A man might find
that his affairs flourished in a dictatorship or monarchy,
and even that the welfare of the people as a whole was
effectively advanced by the policies of such a state. Democ-
racy, then, could claim to be no more than one type of
de facto government among many, and its virtues, if any,
would be purely relative. Perhaps, as Winston Churchill
once remarked, democracy is the worst form of govern-
ment except for all the others; but if so, then the “citizens”
of America are as much subjects of an alien power as the
Spaniards under Franco or,the Russians under Stalin. They
are merely more fortuna}e/in their rulers.
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A more serious case for majority rule can be founded on
the terms of the contract by which the political order is
constituted. According to many theorists of democracy, the
transition from unanimous rule, as exemplified by the adop-
tion of the social contract, to majority rule, on which the
subsequent functionings of the society depend, is provided
for by a clause in the original agreement. Everyone pledges
himself henceforth to abide by the rule of the majority,
and whenever a citizen objects to being required to obey
laws for which he has not voted, he can be recalled to his
promise. On that pact, it is asserted, rests the moral au-
thority of a majoritarian state.?

But this argument is no better than the previous one. A
promise to abide by the will of the majority creates an ob-
ligation, but it does so precisely by giving up one’s au-
tonomy. It is perfectly possible to forfeit autonomy, as we
have already seen. Whether it is wise, or good, or right to
do so is, of course, open to question, but that one can do so
is obvious. Hence, if citizens contract to govern themselves
by majority rule, they thereby obligate themselves in just

9. A great deal has been written, in mitigation of the manifest
historical implausibility of contract theories, about the metaphorical
or mythical character of the original “contract.” Sometimes, for ex-
ample, it is said that the contract merely states in convenient form
the underlying moral consensus of the society. It should be clear that
a sophisticated interpretation of this sort will not do, if one wishes
to found majority rule on the promise contained in the contract. A
promise is an act, not the mere expression or summation of an exist-
ing obligation. It creates a new obligation where none existed before.
Whatever may be my general moral obligation to do an act, my
promise to do it lays an independent burden of responsibility upon
me. Hence, those theorists who trace the legitimacy of majoritarianism
to the contract cannot, in all consistency, dissolve the contract into
a myth. Needless to say, there can be tacit promises as well as explicit
promises, and therefore tacit or quasi-contracts of the sort which are
invoked to explain the obligation of succeeding generations.
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the manner that they would be obligated by any promise.
The state then has a right to command them, assuming that
it is guided only by the majority. But the citizens have
created a legitimate state at the price of their own au-
tonomy! They have bound themselves to obey laws which
they do not will, and indeed even laws which they vigor-
ously reject. Insofar as democracy originates in such a
promise, it is no more than voluntary slavery, and the
characterization which Rousseau gives of the English form
of representation can as well be applied here.

The force of this point is difficult to grasp, for we are so
deeply imbued with the ethic of majoritarianism that it
possesses for us the deceptive quality of self-evidence. In
the United States, little children are taught to let the
majority rule almost before they are old enough to count
the votes. Whenever force or wealth threatens to dominate
a situation, the voice of the majority is appealed to as
the higher call of morality and reason. Not rule by the ma-
jority? What else is there, one wants to ask. Perhaps
it will help, therefore, to reflect that the justification of
majority rule by appeal to an original promise opens the
way to justification of virtually any other mode of de-
cision-making, for the contracting citizens could as well
have promised to abide by minority rule, or random
choice, or the rule of a monarch, or rule by the best edu-
cated, or rule by the least educated, or even rule by a daily
dictator chosen by lot.

If the only argument for majority rule is its legitimation
by unanimous vote at the founding convention, then pre-
sumably any method of decision-making at all which was
given that sanction would be equally legitimate. If we hold
that majority rule has some special validity, then it must
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be because of the character of majority rule itself, and not
because of a promise which we may be thought to have
made to abide by it. What is required, therefore, is a di-
rect justification of majority rule itself, that is, a demon-
stration that under majority rule the minority do not
forfeit their autonomy in submitting to the decisions of
the collectivity.

John Locke somewhat recognizes the necessity for a
proof -of the principle of majority rule, and at the very
outset of his Second Treatise Concerning Civil Government
offers the following:

When any number of men have so consented to make
one community or government, they are thereby pres-
ently incorporated, and make one body politic, wherein
the majority have a right to act and conclude the rest.
For when any number of men have, by the consent of
every individual, made a community, they have thereby
made that community one body, with a power to act as
one body, which is only by the will and determination of
the majority. For that which acts [i.e., activates] any
community being only the consent of the individuals of
it, and it being one body must move one way, it is neces-
sary the body should move that way whither the greater
force carries it, which is the consent of the majority; or
else it is impossible it should act or continue one body,
one community, which the consent of every individual
that united into it agreed that it should; and so every
one is bound by that consent to be concluded by the
majority (Ch. VIII).

The key to the argument is the assertion that the body poli-
tic must be carried “whither the greater force carries it.”
If this means that the state must in fact move in the direc-
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tion of the preponderance of power, it is either trivially
true, power being defined by its effects, or else nontrivial
and false, since frequently a minority can dominate the
conduct of public affairs even though they command far
less than a preponderance of the available force in the
society. On the other hand, if Locke means that the state
ought to move in the direction of the greater moral force,
then presumably he believes that the majority will possess
that superior moral force because each individual counts
for one in the moral calculus. However, even if sense can
be made of the notion of a moral force, we are still without
a reason why the minority has an obligation to obey the
majority.

One possible line of argument is to found the rule of
the majority on the higher principle that each person in
the society should have an equal chance to make his pref-
erences the law. Assuming for the moment that the princi-
ple of equal chance is valid, does majority rule achieve that
equality?

It is difficult to decide, since the notion of having an
equal chance of making one’s preferences law is ambigu-
ous. In one sense, majority rule guarantees to the members
of the majority that their preference will become law.
Hence if a man knows that he is in the minority, he will
realize that he has no chance at all of effecting his will.
This is the characteristic of majoritarian democracy which
drives permanent minorities into rebellion, and permits
what Mill quite justly called the tyranny of the majority.
A system of legislation by lot might therefore be more in
accord with the principle of equal chance. Each individual
could write his preference on a piece of paper, and the
winning law could be drawn from a twirling basket. Then,
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we might suppose, each citizen could have exactly the
same chance that his will would become law. But proba-
bility is a tricky science, and here again we must pause to
reconsider. Each citizen, to be sure, would have the same
chance for his piece of paper to be drawn from the basket;
but presumably what he desires is simply that the law
which he prefers be enacted, not that the enactment take
place by means of his personal slip of paper. In other
words, he would be equally satisfied by a drawing of any
piece of paper on which his preference was written. Now,
if there are more slips with alternative A on them than
with ;lternative B, then of course the probability is higher
of alternative A being chosen. Thus, legislation by lot
would offer some chance to the minority, unlike rule by
the majority, but it would not offer to each citizen an
equal chance that his preference be enacted. Nevertheless,
it does seem to come closer to the ideal of equal chances
than majority rule.

We have cited the device of decision by random choice
chiefly as a way of exposing the weaknesses of a certain
justification of majority rule, but before going on to yet
another argument for majoritarianism, it might be well to
consider whether random decision is a worthy candidate
for adoption in its own right. Is it reasonable to resolve
differences of opinion by chance? Does commitment to
such a device preserve the autonomy of the individual
citizen, even when the die is cast against him?

We must not be too hasty in rejecting the appeal to
chance, for in at least some situations of choice it would
appear to be the proper method. For example, if I am
faced with a choice among alternatives whose probable
outcomes I cannot estimate, then it is perfectly sensible to
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let chance decide my choice. If I am lost in the forest, with
not the slightest idea which direction is most promising,
and if I am convinced that my best chance is to choose one
path and stick to it, then I might as well spin myself
around with my eyes closed and start off in any direction.
More generally, it is reasonable to choose at random among
equally promising alternatives.! Random decision is also
reasonable in another sort of case, where rewards or bur-
(Ilens are to be distributed among equally deserving (or
undeserving) citizens, and the nature of the item to be
distributed makes it impossible to divide it and parcel out
equal shares. Thus, if the armed forces require only one-
half of the available men, and cannot adjust matters by
halving the service time and doubling the draft, then the
fair method of choosing inductees is to put the names in a
bowl and pull them out at random.

Since the duty of autonomy dictates only that I use all
available information in making my decisions, it is clear
that randomization in the face of ignorance is not a deroga-
tion of autonomy. This is equally true in the second case,
of indivisible payoffs, though we are there obligated to at-
tempt to overcome the inevitable unfairness by incorporat-
ing the matter into a broader context and balancing off

future rewards and burdens. It follows that the use of ran-

10. I am deliberately glossing over the much more controversial
question, whether it is reasonable to equate a less probable outcome
having a high value to me with a more probable outcome having a
low value. Somewhat more technically, the question is whether I
ought to be guided by my calculation of the expected value, or math-
ematical expectation, of the alternatives open to me. Von Neumann
and Morgenstern, in their development of the pure theory of games,
assume the rationality of maximization of expected value, but there
is nothing approaching consensus on the issue in the contemporary
literature.
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dom devices in some collective decision will not violate au-
tonomy, assuming for the moment that there has been
unanimous agreement on their adoption. But what shall
we say of the decision by lot in cases where the obstacle to
decision is simple disagreement among the members of
the assembly, and not ignorance of future outcomes or the
indivisibility of payoffs? Is this, perhaps, a solution to the
problem of the subjection of the minority?

In' the making of individual decisions, an appeal to
chance when the necessary information was at hand would
be a willful forfeiture of autonomy. May we then conclude
that the same is true for collective decision? Not so, it
might be argued. If we are permitted, without loss of au-
tonomy, to bow to the constraints of ignorance, or to the
intractability of nature, why may we not with equal justi-
fication adjust ourselves to the limitations of collective as
opposed to individual decision-making? When the assem-
bly of the people cannot reach a unanimous decision, de-
cision by lot is the only way to avoid the twin evils of
governmental inertia and tyrannization of the minority.

This argument seems to me to be wrong, although my
reasons for this belief will only be spelled out with any
fullness in the last section of this essay. Briefly, there is a
fundamental difference between those obstacles to decision
which are outside our control, such as ignorance, and those
obstacles which are at least theoretically within our con-
trol, such as psychological conflict (in the individual) or
disagreement (in the society as a whole). Whereas we have
no reason to think that we could ever completely overcome
natural obstacles, even in an ideal society, we must sup-
pose that some method exists for resolving conflicts among
rational men of good will which allows them to concert
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their activities without forfeiting their autonomy. The gen-
eral adoption of decision by lot would violate the au-
tonomy of the citizens.

The most ambitious defense of majoritarianism in the
literature of democratic theory is that offered by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau in Book IV of the Social Contract. The
fundamental problem of political philosophy, according to
Rousseau, is to discover whether there is “a form of associ-
ation which will defend and protect with the whole com-
mon force the person and the property of each associate,
and by which every person, while uniting himself with all,
shall obey only himself and remain as free as before.”!!
The solution to this problem is the social contract by
which men first constitute themselves a polity. By means
of the contract, the many particular and divisive wills of
the prepolitical community are transformed into the gen-
eral will of the collective body. Each contracting party
pledges himself to “place in common his person and all
his power under the supreme direction of the general will;
and as one body ... all receive each member as an indi-
visible part of the whole.”

A will is distinguished by Rousseau as general by virtue
both of its form and of its content, or aim. Formally, a will
is general insofar as it issues in commands having the form
of general law rather than particular edict. Thus, Rous-
seau considers only the laws of the society to be products
of the general will; applications of the laws to particular

11. This is essentially the problem which I have called the deduc-
tion of the possibility of political philosophy. Rousseau appears to
be the first political philosopher to recognize explicitly the conflict
between the demands of moral autonomy and legitimate authority. My
treatment of the problem owes a great deal to the Social Contract.

(Bk. L, Ch. VI)
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cases are made by the government, which operates under a
mandate from the collective will of the people. Materially,
a will is general insofar as it aims at the general good
rather than at the particular goods of separate individuals.
An individual can be said to have a general will, or to
strive for a general will, if he aims at the general good
rather than his own good, and if he issues commands hav-
ing the form of law. Similarly, the group as a whole has a
general will when it issues laws which aim at the general
good. In this way, Rousseau distinguishes a true political
community from an association of self-interested individ-
uals who strike bargains among their competing interests,
but nowhere strive for the good of the whole. (The same
distinction is said to be embodied in the division ¢f func-
tion between the Congress, which represents sectional and
class interests, and the president, who is supposed to be
guided by the national interest.)

It is Rousseau’s claim that when a political community
deliberates together on the general good and embodies its
deliberations in general laws, it thereby acquires legitimate
authority over all the members of the deliberating body,
or parliament. Thenceforward, each member of the society
has a moral obligation to obey the laws which have been
willed by the collectivity. That obligation can be sus-
pended only when the general will is destroyed, which is
to say only if the parliament of all the people ceases-to aim
at the general good or to issue laws.

Rousseau, in keeping with the tradition of democratic
theory, introduces the device of majority rule into the
founding contract. But he recognizes that the legitimacy
of laws enacted by a majority of the parliament cannot
be traced merely to the binding force of a promise. In
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Book IV of the Social Contract, therefore, he returns to
the problem:

Except in this original contract, a majority of the votes
is sufficient to bind all the others. This is a consequence
of the contract itself. But it may be asked how a man
can be free and yet forced to conform to the will of
others. How are the opposers free when they are in sub-
mission to laws to which they have never consented?

Rousseau continues:

I answer that the question is not fairly stated. The citi-
zen consents to all the laws, to those which are passed in
spite of his opposition, and even to those which sentence
him to punishment if he violates any one of them. The
constant will of all the members of the State is the gen-
eral will; it is by that they are citizens and free. When
any law is proposed to the assembly of the people, the
question is not precisely to enquire whether they ap-
prove the proposition or reject it, but if it is conform-
able or not to the general will, which is their will. Each
citizen, in giving his suffrage, states his mind on that
question; and the general will is found by counting the
votes. When, therefore, the motion which I opposed car-
ries, it only proves to me that I was mistaken, and that
what I believed to be the general will was not so. If my
particular opinion had prevailed, I should have done
what I was not willing to do, and consequently, I should
not have been in a state of freedom.

The air of paradox which surrounds this passage has en-
ticed or repelled students of Rousseau ever since the Social
Contract appeared. The notion of man being “forced to be
free,” which was employed by later idealist political phi-
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losophers to justify the state’s repression of the individual
“in the interest of his own true self,” can be traced to
this argument. Actually, as I shall try to show, there are no
sinister implications to Rousseau’s argument, although it
is not valid.

The foundation of the argument is a distinction, whose
lineage runs at least to Plato, between doing what one wills
and doing what one wants. An individual may be said to do
what he wills so long as he manages to perform the action
whiéh he sets out to perform; but he may thereby fail to
do what he wants, if the outcome of the actien is other
than he anticipated. For example, suppose that I arrive
at a train station just as my train is scheduled to leave.
Not knowing which track I am to leave from, I rush up to
a conductor and shout, “Which track for Boston?” He
points at track 6, but I misunderstand him and dash off
for track 5, where a train for Philadelphia is also on the
point of leaving. The conductor, seeing my mistake, has
only two choices: he can allow me to board the wrong
train, thereby permitting me to do what I will, or bodily
hustle me onto the right train, thereby forcing me to do
what I want. Rousseau’s description seems perfectly appo-
site. If the conductor makes no move to stop me, I will
fail to do what I want to do, and in that sense not be free.

Consider another case, that of an intern who is on duty
in the emergency ward of a hospital. A case comes in which
he misdiagnoses as poisoning. He orders a stomach pump,
which is about to be applied when the resident in charge
happens by, recognizes the case as actually one of appendi-
citis, for which the stomach pump would be fatal, and
countermands the intern’s order to the nurse. Here, the
intern’s aim is of coursé-to cure the patient, and he is as-



52 In Defense of Anarchism

sisted in achieving it by the resident’s counterorder, which
(in a manner of speaking) forces him to treat the patient
correctly. Had he been permitted to follow his own diag-
nosis, he would have accomplished precisely the end which
he most wished to avoid.

Plato, it will be recalled, uses this same argument in
the Gorgias and Republic in order to demonstrate that the
tyrant is not truly powerful. The tyrant, like all men, wants
what is good for him. Power, then, is the ability to get
what is good for oneself. But the tyrant, through a defect
of true moral knowledge, mistakenly thinks that it is good
for him to indulge his appetites, deal unjustly with his fel-
low men, and subordinate his rational faculties to his un-
checked desire and will. As a result, he becomes what we
would today call a neurotic individual; he compulsively
pursues fantasy-goals whose achievement gives him no real
happiness, and he thereby shows himself to be truly power-
less to get what he wants.

The three cases of the man catching a train, the intern
diagnosing a patient, and the tyrant have three common
characteristics on which are founded the distinction be-
tween getting what one wills and getting what one wants.
First, it is supposedly quite easy to distinguish between the
goal of the individual’s action and the means which he
adopts to achieve it. (This is, of course, debatable in the
case of the tyrant; it would hardly be denied in the other
cases.) Hence, we can speak meaningfully of the agent’s
willing the means and wanting the end, and therefore of
his doing what he wills but failing to get what he wants.
Second, the goal in each case is some state of affairs whose
existence is objectively ascertainable, and about which one
can have knowledge. (Again, Plato’s example is open to
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dispute; this is precisely the point in the development of
his ethical theory at which he makes use of the doctrine
that there is such a thing as moral knowledge.) It follows
that a man may sometimes know less well what he really
wants (ie., what will really accomplish his own goals)
than some independent observer. Finally, in all three cases
we are to assume that the individual places a purely instru-
mental value on the means which he adopts, and would be
willing to give them up if he believed that they were ill
suitéd to his ends.

Life is full of significant situations in which we strive to
achieve some objective state of affairs, and in which we
would therefore be sorry if our mistaken views about the
means to those ends were to be adopted. For example, if a
member of Congress genuinely wishes to reduce unemploy-
ment, and if his traditionalistic convictions about the virtues
of a balanced budget are overriden by a liberal ma-
jority which seeks to spend the nation into prosperity, and
if unemployment is thereupon reduced, then (personal
pride to one side) we may expect him to be glad that his
views were in the minority, for he can now see that “if his
particular opinion had prevailed, he should have done
what he was not willing to do, and consequently, he should
not have been in a state of freedom.”.

And we can now see what Rousseau intended in the pas-
sage quoted above. He assumes that the assembly of the peo-
ple is attempting to issue commands which have the form
of law and aim at the general good. This is a legitimate as-
sumption for Rousseau to make, since he is only interested
in discovering whether a community which does aim at
the general good thereby confers legitimacy on the laws
which it passes. The further question, whether one can
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often find an assembly which holds to the ideal of the gen-
eral good instead of pursuing diverse particular interests,
concerns the application of Rousseau’s theory. Democratic
theorists frequently devote great attention to the problem
of devising safeguards against the ineradicable partisan-
ship of even the most enlightened men. Although that is
indeed a serious matter, their concern tends to mask their
unexamined assumption that a majoritarian democracy of
thoroughly public-spirited citizens, if it ever could exist,
would possess legitimate authority. This is merely one
more reflection of the universal conviction that majority
rule is self-evidently legitimate. By recognizing the neces-
gity for an independent justification of majority rule,
Rousseau plays in political philosophy the role which
Hume plays in the theory of knowledge.

Rousseau supposes further that it is an objectively as-
certainable fact whether a proposed law has the proper
form and aims at the general good. He thinks, finally, that
the proper test of these matters is a vote, in which the ma-
jority must inevitably be correct. Hence, when a member
of the assembly “gives his suffrage,” he is not expressing
his preference, but rather offering his opinion on the char-
acter of the proposed law. He may perfectly well prefer
a different measure, which serves his interest better, and
nevertheless vote for the proposal because he believes it
to aim at the general good. Since the majority are always
right, a member of the minority will by that fact be re-
vealed as supporting inappropriate means to his own end;
in short, the minority are like the individual who dashes
for the wrong train, or the intern who prescribes the wrong
treatment.

The flaw in this argument, of course, is the apparently
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groundless assumption that the majority are always right
in their opinion concerning the general good. (Rousseau’s
appeal to this assumption is contained in the innocuous-
looking words “and the general will is found by counting
the votes.”) What can possibly have led Rousseau to such
an implausible conclusion? Experience would seem rather
to suggest that truth lies with the minority in most dis-
putes, and certainly that is the case in the early stages of
the acceptance of new discoveries. At any rate, if the na-
ture of the general good is a matter of knowledge, then
there would appear to be no ground for assuming that the
majority opinion on any particular proposal for the geﬁ-
eral good will inevitably be correct.

I think we can trace Rousseau’s error to a pair of com-
plicated confusions. First, Rousseau has not adequately dis-
tinguished between an assembly which attempts to aim at
the general good, and one which actually succeeds. In a
chapter entitled “Whether the General Will Can Err,” he

writes:

It follows from what has been said that the general will
is always right and tends always to the public advantage;
but it does not follow that the deliberations of the peo-
ple have always the same rectitude. Our will always seeks
our own good, but we do not always perceive what it is.
The people are never corrupted, but they are often de-

ceived, and only then do they seem to will what is bad.
(Bk. I, Ch. 3)

The confusion lies in failing to distinguish three possible
conditions of the assembly. First, the citizenry may vote
on the basis of private interest, in which case they are not
even attempting to realize the general good. That is what
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Rousseau calls an “aggregate will.” Second, the people may
strive to achieve the general good, but choose poor laws
because of their ignorance, or simply the unpredictability
of important aspects of the problems which they face. Inso-
far as everyone does his best to realize the general good,
the collectivity is a genuine moral and political commu-
nity. Finally, the assembly of the people may aim at the
general good and hit it. They may deliberately choose to
enact laws which do in fact offer the best way to achieve
the good of the community.

Now, there may be some ground for claiming that an
assembly which is in the second condition has legitimate
authority over its members; one might argue that it ac-
quires authority by virtue of the universal commitment of
its members to the general good. But Rousseau’s proof of
the legitimacy of the majority will only work if we assume
that the assembly is in the third condition—that whenever
it is guided by the majority it actually succeeds in moving
toward the general good. In that case, it really would be
true that a member of the minority could get what he willed
(the general good) only by failing to get what he voted for.

The confusion between trying to achieve the general
good and succeeding is compounded, I would like to sug-
gest, by a second confusion which leads Rousseau to over-
look what would otherwise be a rather obvious error.
There are three questions which one might suppose the
assembly to be presented with. Rousseau mentions two:
Which law do you prefer? and Which law tends to the
general good? A third question might also be asked:
Which alternative will win? Now the peculiarity of this
last question is that the majority opinion must be correct.
If everyone’s vote is a prediction about the outcome, then
the members of the minority will hardly desire their
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choice to prevail, for by so doing they would violate the
principle of majority rule to which they are presumably
committed. The phrase “general will” is ambiguous in
Rousseau’s usage, even though he takes great care to define
it earlier in his essay. It should mean “will issuing laws
which aim at the general good,” but it frequently has for
him the more ordinary meaning “preponderant opinion”
or “consensus of the group.” When the assembly is asked
“whether (the proposition before them) is conformable
or not to the general will,” we may view them either as
being asked for their opinion of the value of the proposi-
tion for the general good, or else as being asked to make a
prediction of the outcome of the vote. I suggest that Rous-
seau himself confused these two senses, and was thereby
led into the rhanifestly false assumption that the majority
opinion of the assembly would successfully express what
the minority were really striving for, and hence be binding
on everyone who voted for or against.

We appear to be left with no plausible reason for believ-
ing that a direct democracy governed by majority rule
preserves the moral autonomy of the individual while con-
ferring legitimate authority on the sovereign. The problem
remains, that those who submit to laws against which they
have voted are no longer autonomous, even though they
may have submitted volunt~arily. The strongest argument
for the moral authority of a majoritarian government is
that it is founded upon the unanimous promise of obedi-
ence of its subjects. If such a promise may be supposed to
exist, then the government does indeed have a moral right
to command. But we have discovered no moral reason why
men should by their promise bring a democratic state into
being, and thereby forfeit their autonomy. The implicit
claim of all democratic theory, I repeat, is that it offers a
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solution to the problem of combining moral liberty (au-
tonomy) with political authority. This claim is justified for
the special case of unanimous direct democracy. But none
of the arguments which we have considered thus far suc-
ceed in demonstrating that this claim is also valid for ma-
joritarian democracy.

This is not to deny that there are many other reasons for
favoring democracy of one sort or another under the con-
ditions which prevail today in advanced industrial so-
cieties. For example, one might reply impatiently to all the
foregoing argumentation that majority rule seems to work
well enough, and that minorities do not show signs of feel-
ing trampled upon, for all that they may be frustrated or
disappointed. To which one need only reply that the psy-
chology of politics is not at issue here. Men’s feelings of loss
of autonomy, like their feelings of loyalty, are determined
by such factors as the relative degree of satisfaction and
frustration of deeply held desires which they experience.
Modern interest-group democracy is, under some circum-
stances, an effective means of reducing frustrations, or at
least of reducing the connection between frustration and
political disaffection. But many other forms of political or-
ganization might accomplish this result, such as benevolent
autocracy or charismatic dictatorship. If democracy is to
make good its title as the only morally legitimate form of
politics, then it must solve the problem of the heterono-
mous minority.

APPENDIX: THE IRRATIONALITY OF MAJORITY RULE

Majority rule can be called into question on grounds of
its failure to preserve the liberty of the minority, but it has
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commonly been thought to be at least a rational method of
making decisions, supposing that the members of the com-
munity are willing to agree upon its adoption. In fact it
turns out that majority rule is fatally flawed by an internal
inconsistency which ought to disqualify it from considera-
tion in any political community whatsoever.
Self-consistency is perhaps the simplest sort of ration-
ality which is demanded of all men in their deliberations
and actions. If a man prefers a first state of affairs or action
to a second, and prefers the second in turn to a third, then
in all consistency he ought to prefer the first to the third.
There is of course no psychological law which forces a
man to keep his preferences consistent, any more than to
adopt only means which he believes are well suited to
his ends. But in exploring the theoretical possibility of a
legitimate state, we are surely justified in positing a com-
munity of citizens who rise to that first level of rationality.
Presumably, also, we desire that the method of group de-
cision which we adopt will lead to collective action having
the like virtue of internal consistency. Unanimous democ-
racy achieves this end, for it reproduces in the laws of the
state the common preferences of the entire citizenry. If
their preferences are consistent, so too will be those of the
state. It might be thought that majority rule also preserved
consistency of preference, but the facts are otherwise, As a
simple example will illustrate, it is perfectly possible for
a group of rational individuals with consistent preferences
to arrive, by majority rule, at a completely inconsistent
order of group preference! Suppose for the sake of sim-
plicity that the community consists of three individuals
who are faced with the problem of establishing a social
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ranking among three alternatives.'> Each member of the
voting community is first asked to rank the three possi-
bilities in order of his relative preference. He may use any
criteria he chooses—such as social utility, personal inter-
est, or even whim—but he must be consistent. The group
then establishes its collective preference by voting for the
alternatives, two at a time. Since there are three alterna-
tives, which we can call A, B, and C, there will be three
votes in all: first A against B, then A against C, and finally
B against C.

The preference order of the society is completely deter-
mined by the preference orders of the individuals, for
whenever a pair of alternatives is presented to them, each
man consults his private ranking and votes for the higher
of the two. Now, there are a great many possible sets of
private orderings which, when amalgamated by the device
of majority rule, will produce a consistent public ordering.
For example, consider the set of orderings in Table 1.

Table 1.
Individual | Individual I Individual 111

A A ]
C ] C
B C A

Since Individuals I and II prefer A to B, they outvote Indi-
vidual III, and the society as a whole prefers A to B. Simi-

12. The paradox, or inconsistency, which is developed in the text
may be duplicated in any case involving two or more voters and three
or more alternatives, assuming that one is permitted to be indifferent
between any pair of alternatives, as well as to prefer one to the other.
The “voter’s paradox,” as it is called, has been known for some time,
and was actually the subject of an extended treatise by the nineteenth-
century mathematician Charles Dodgson, better known as Lewis
Carroll.
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larly, Individuals II and III outvote Individual I and
commit the society to B over C. Now, if the society prefers
A to B, and B to C, then in all consistency, it ought also
to prefer A to C. And so indeed it does, for Individuals I
and II vote that preference, and thereby overrule Indi-
vidual III once more. In this case, majority rule has trans-
formed a consistent set of individual or private preference
rankings into an equally consistent social preference rank-
ing. But unfortunately, it is not always so.

Consider the set of individual orderings of the same al-
ternatives in Table 2.

Table 2.
Individual | Individual I Individual 111
A B C
B (o A
C A B

When we pair the alternatives and count the votes, we
discover that there is a majority for A over B (Individuals
I and II), and a majority for B over C (Individuals I and
IT), but not therefore a majority for A over C. Quite to
the contrary, Individuals II and III prefer C to A, and
therefore so does the society. The result is that the group
as a whole, starting from perfectly consistent individual
preferences, has arrived by majority rule at an absurdly
inconsistent group preference.

It might be objected that we have presented a false pic-
ture of rule by the majority. Assemblies do not vote on all
the pair-wise combinations of possibilities which are under
consideration. They either vote for all at once, and allow
a plurality to decide, or else they take measures up one
at a time, adopting or rejecting them. It makes no differ-
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ence. The contradictions which we have discovered in ma-
jority voting can be reproduced in any of the ordinary
variations which might be adopted by an assembly. For
example, suppose that the procedure is followed of voting
on the alternatives one at a time, until one is adopted,
which thereupon becomes law. Each citizen votes against a
proposal if there is some alternative still in the running
which he prefers. On the other hand, once a proposal has
been voted down, it is eliminated from the contest and is
ignored by the electorate. Under this system, one can
easily show that the winning measure is determined (in the
paradoxical case outlined above) solely by the order in
which the possibilities are brought before the voters. To
see that this is true, consider once more the pattern of
preferences exhibited in Table 2. There are three alterna-
tives, A, B, and C. Hence there are six different orders in
which the alternatives can be presented to the assembly,
namely ABC, ACB, BAC, BCA, CAB, and CBA. Let us see
what happens in each case under the system of eliminative
voting.

Case 1. A is put before the assembly and loses, since two
individuals prefer something else to it.

B is now put before the assembly and wins, for
with A eliminated, there are now two individuals
who prefer it to anything else (i.e., to C), and
only one who still has a prior preference for C.

So B wins.
Case 2. A is put before the assembly and loses; C is put

before the assembly and also loses; leaving B,
which wins.
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Case 3. By the same line of reasoning, when B is put be-
fore the assembly it loses; whereupon A also loses,
leaving C, which wins.

Case 4. B loses; C wins.

Case 5. Starting with C, which loses, we end up with A,
which wins.

Case 6. A wins.

In short, when alternative A is voted on first, alternative
B wins; when alternative B is voted on first, alternative C
wins; and when alternative C is voted on first, alternative
A wins. It is clearly irrational for a society to change its
preference among three alternatives whenever it considers
them in a different order. That would be like saying that
I prefer chocolate ice cream to vanilla when I am offered
chocolate first, but prefer vanilla to chocolate when I am
offered vanilla first!

Kenneth Arrow, in an important monograph entitled
Social Choice and Individual Values, has demonstrated
that the inconsistency of the voter’s paradox infects vir-
tually every method of social choice which can lay a rea-
sonable claim to being called “democratic.” How can it
be that when rational men with consistent preferences
make collective decisions by the apparently legitimate de-
vice of majority rule, they may arrive at inconsistent group
preferences? What is it about the process of collective de-
cision which introduces an element of irrationality?

The answer seems to be contained in a very interesting
discovery of Duncan Black concerning the conditions un-
der which majority rule can be trusted to yield consistent
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results. It is obvious that we can guarantee the consistency
of majority rule if we are permitted to set limits to the
patterns of individual preference which the voters may
adopt. In the extreme case, for example, if we require
everyone to adopt the same preference order, then of
course majority rule will simply reproduce that order as
the social preference, which will be consistent. But are
there any reasonable restrictions that will do the job? And,
further, what is the weakest restriction that will ensure a
consistent social preference order? The answer to the lat-
ter question is not yet known, but Black has demonstrated
that under one interesting and natural restriction, ma-
jority rule will work consistently.

Briefly, the restriction is that every individual’s prefer-
ence order must exhibit the characteristic which he calls
“single-peakedness” when plotted on a single scale. This
means that there is some one-dimensional array of all the
alternatives, on which each individual can locate his first
choice, and which has the property that for every indi-
vidual, the farther to the right an alternative 4s from his
first choice, the less he prefers it, and the farther to the
left an alternative is from his first choice, the less he pre-
fers it. We are all familiar with such an array, namely the
“left-right” spectrum in politics. If we string out the vari-
ous political positions on the spectrum from extreme left,
or radical, to extreme right, or reactionary, then the fol-
lowing is true: First, each individual can locate himself
along the spectrum; Second, once he has found his place,
which is the position of his first choice, then the farther to
the right or left something is, the less he likes it.!* For ex-

13. But notice, nothing can be said about his relative preferences
among one position to the right and another to the left. This is be-
cause the ordering of his preference is ordinal, not cardinal.
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ample, a moderate Republican prefers a conservative to a
radical, and he also prefers a liberal Republican to a mod-
erate Democrat. A left-wing Democrat prefers a socialist to
a Communist, and also a middle-of-the-road Democrat to
an Eisenhower Republican. And so forth. Black has dem-
onstrated mathematically that if every person can satis-
factorily fit his preferences onto such a spectrum, then
majority rule must give a consistent social preference.

It is not completely clear what the deeper significance is
of Black’s discovery. One clue seems to be that single-
peakedness, or arrangement along a left-right spectrum,
occurs when everyone in the society views the alternatives
as embodying varying degrees of some one magnitude.
This is roughly akin to Aristotle’s notion of virtue as a
mean between extremes. Each virtue is seen as occupying
a position on a scale, midway (roughly) between an ex-
cess and a defect. For example, courage is analyzed as a
mean between rashness and cowardice. Presumably, the
further one errs toward the direction of either extreme, the
worse one is. In politics, we might interpret the left-right
spectrum as a reflection of varying degrees of government
intervention in social questions. At one end are the con-
servatives, who desire minimum intervention; at the other
end are the socialists, who desire maximum intervention;
and strung out between the two are various types of mod-
erates who favor a mixture of intervention and noninter-
vention.!*

When a single individual evaluates alternatives, the vari-

14. Notice that in this case, the conservatives and socialists do
not focus their attention upon the same variable, but rather on two
different variables which may be supposed to vary together. The
conservatives are concerned with intervention per se, but the socialists
are presumably concerned with social welfare and social justice, which
they believe varies directly with the degree of intervention.
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able or variables with which he is concerned presumably
remain the same throughout his evaluation. This is one of
the sources of his internal consistency. But when many in-
dividuals evaluate the same objective alternatives, they
may do so in terms of a diversity of variables. The result
is that when their decisions are collectively amalgamated
through voting, the group preference may embody the in-
consistency of standards of evaluation which existed, in a
disaggregated form, in the voting population. It would
seem, therefore, that majority rule has the best chance of
yielding consistent results when the entire citizenry views
the issues as polarized, in terms of variables which make it
natural to prefer alternatives less and less as they diverge,
in either direction, from one’s first choice.

In order to see how lack of single-peakedness can lead to
inconsistency, let ue take a look at a simplified society in
which there are three voters, a conse'ir:yative, a welfare-
state liberal, and a socialist, who must choose among three
alternatives, namely laissez-faire capitalism, welfare-state
liberalism, and socialism. The conservative, we may as-
sume, would prefer laissez faire first, welfare-state liberal-
ism second, and socialism last. It is also plausible that the
liberal would prefer welfare-state liberalism first, socialism
second, and laissez-faire capitalism last. But the socialist,
who locates himself at the extreme left of the political
spectrum, and prefers socialism first, might not prefer the
welfare state second. He might in fact think that the wel-
fare state had the worst features of both laissez-faire capi-
talism and socialism, with the virtues of neither. The
welfare state throttles individual initiative, which does
after all have a number of socially desirable consequences
under capitalism, while also laying upon the society the
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burden of bureaucracy devoid of the rational total control
possible under socialism. The socialist’s preference order
might therefore read socialism first, laissez faire second,
and the welfare state last. Table 3 summarizes these indi-
vidual preference orders:

Table 3.
Conservative Liberal Socialist
laissez faire welfare state socialism
welfare state socialism laissez faire
socialism laissez faire welfare state

What would be the result of a vote? The society would pre-
fer laissez faire to the welfare state, two-to-one; it would
also prefer the welfare state to socialism, two-to-one. But
it would rot prefer laissez faire to socialism. Quite to the
contrary, by a vote of 2 to 1 it would prefer socialism to
laissez faire. Thus even when the members of a voting as-
sembly see the alternatives as embodying varying degrees
of a single magnitude (state control), there may still not
be a single-peakedness, and hence no consistency in the
group preference.






II.
Beyond the
Legitimate State

1. The Quest for the Legitimate State

We have come to a dead end in our search for a viable
form of political association which will harmonize the
moral autonomy of the individual with the legitimate au-
thority of the state. The one proposal which appears genu-
inely to resolve the conflict, namely unanimous direct
democracy, is so restricted in its application that it offers
no serious hope of ever being embodied in an actual state.
Indeed, since it achieves its success only by ruling out pre-
cisely the conflicts of opinion which politics is designed to
resolve, it may be viewed as the limiting case of a solution
rather than as itself a true example of a legitimate state.

A contractual democracy is legitimate, to be sure, for it
is founded upon the citizens’ promise to obey its com-
mands. Indeed, any state is legitimate which is founded
upon such a promise. However, all such states achieve their
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legitimacy- only by means of the citizens’ forfeit of their
autonomy, and hence are not solutions to the fundamental
problem of political philosophy. Majoritarian democracy
claims a deeper justification than merely an original prom-
ise. It presents itself as the only viable form of political
community in which the citizenry rule themselves, and
thus preserve their autonomy while collecting their indi-
vidual authority into the authority of the state. Unfortu-
nately, our examination of the various arguments in
support-of majority rule has revealed that this additional
claim i{j‘l)mfounded. Whatever else may be said for a ma-
joritarian democracy, it does not appear to be true that
the minority remain free and self-ruled while submitting to
the majority.

Our failure to discover a form of political association
which could combine moral autonomy with legitimate au-
thority is not a result of the imperfect rationality of men,
nor of the passions and private interests which deflect men
from the pursuit of justice and the general good. Many po-
litical philosophers have portrayed the state as a necessary
evil forced upon men by their own inability to abide by
the principles of morality, or as a tool of one class of men
against the others in the never-ending struggle for personal
advantage. Marx and Hobbes agree that in a community of
men of good will, where the general good guided every
citizen, the state would be unnecessary. They differ only
in the degree of their hope that so happy a condition can
ever be realized.

Nor does our dilemma grow out of the familiar limita-
tions of intellect and knowledge which afflict all but the
most extraordinary men. It may be that in a technologi-
cally complex world only a few men can hope to master



Beyond the Legitimate State 71

the major political issues well enough to have genuinely
personal convictions about them. By positing a’ society of
rational men of good will, however, we have eliminated
such well-known obstacles to the fully just state. The mag-
nitude of our problem is indicated by our inability to solve
the dilemma of autonomy and authority even for a utopian
society! By and large, political philosophers have sup-
posed that utopia was logically possible, however much
they may have doubted that it was even marginally proba-
ble. But the arguments of this essay suggest that the just
state must be consigned the category of the round square,
the married bachelor, and the unsensed sense-datum.

If autonomy and authority are genuinely incompatible,
only two courses are open to us. Either we must embrace
philosophical anarchism and treat all governments as non-
legitimate bodies whose commands must be judged and
evaluated in each instance before they are obeyed; or else,
we must give up as quixotic the pursuit of autonomy in the
political realm and submit ourselves (by an implicit prom-
ise) to whatever form of government appears most just
and beneficent at the moment. (I cannot resist repeating
yet again that if we take this course, there is no universal
or a priori reason for binding ourselves to a democratic
government rather than to any other sort. In some situ-
ations, it may be wiser to swear allegiance to a benevolent
and efficient dictatorship than to a democracy which im-
poses a tyrannical majority on a defenseless minority. And
in those cases where we have sworn to obey the rule of the
majority, no additional binding force will exist beyond
what would be present had we promised our allegiance to
a king!) _

It is out of the question to give up the commitment to
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moral autonomy. Men are no better than children if they
not only accept the rule of others from force of necessity,
but embrace it willingly and forfeit their duty unceasingly
to weigh the merits of the actions which they perform.
When I place myself in the hands of another, and permit
him to determine the principles by which I shall guide
my behavior, I repudiate the freedom and reason which
give me dignity. I am then guilty of what Kant might have
called the sin of willful heteronomy.

There would appear to be no alternative but to embrace
the doctrine of anarchism and categorically deny any
claim to legitimate authority by one man over another.
Yet I confess myself unhappy with the conclusion that I
must simply leave off the search for legitimate collective
authority. Perhaps it might be worth saying something
about the deeper philosophical reasons for this reluctance.

Man confronts a natural world which is irreducibly
other, which stands over against him, independent of his
will and indifferent to his desires. Only religious supersti-
tion or the folly of idealist metaphysics could encourage
us to assume that nature will prove ultimately rational, or
that the opposition between man and objects must in prin-
ciple be surmountable. Man also confronts a social world
which appears other, which appears to stand over against
him, at least partially independent of his will and fre-
quently capricious in its frustration of his desires. Is it
also folly to suppose that this opposition can be overcome,
and that man can so perfectly conquer society as to make
it his tool rather than his master? To answer this question,
we must determine whether the appearance of the objectiv-
ity of society is also reality, or whether perhaps here, in the
realm of institutions and interpersonal relationships, man’s
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estrangement from the society which dominates him is ac-
cidental, adventitious, and ultimately eradicable.

Each individual is born into a social world which is al-
ready organized into regular patterns of behavior and ex-
pectation. At first, he is aware only of the few persons in
his immediate physical environment and of their qualities
and appearance. Very soon, the infant learns to-expect re-
peated sequences of behavior from those around him. Later
still, the child comes to see these significant persons as
playing certain defined roles (mother, father, teacher, po-
liceman) which are also played by other persons in dif-
ferent situations (other children also have mothers and
fathers, etc.). The learning of language reinforces this
awareness, for built into the word “father” is the notion
that there may be many fathers to many children. The
child matures and develops a personality by identifying
with various role-bearers in his world and internalizing as
his own the patterns of behavior and belief which consti-
tute the roles. He becomes someone in this way, and also
discovers who he is by reflecting on the alternatives which
life offers him. Characteristically, the adolescent goes
through a period of role definition during which he tenta-
tively tries on a variety of roles, in order to test their ap-
propriateness for him. (This is perhaps a description
biased by contemporary Western experience. In some cul-
tures, of course, the uncertainty over roles which pro-
duces an “identity crisis” never occurs since it is laid down
by the society what set of roles the individual shall inter-
nalize and act out. For the purposes of this discussion,
however, that point is not significant.)

Thus, the social world presents to each individual an
objective reality with independently existing structures,
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just as the physical world does. The infant learns where his
body ends and the objects around him begin. He distin-
guishes between what is within his control (various move-
ments of his body) and what does not respond to his will.
In exactly the same way, he learns to recognize the in-
tractable realities of his social environment. When a boy
is asked what he wants to be, he is really being asked which
already existing social role he wishes to adopt as an
adult. His answer—that he wants to be a fireman, or an
engineer, or an explorer—indicates that he understands
perfectly well the nature of the question. He may see him-
self, at least in a society like ours, as exercising some con-
trol over the roles which he shall adopt; but neither the
questioner nor the boy would suppose that either of them
has any control over the existence and nature of the roles
themselves! Even the social rebel characteristically opts
for an existing role, that of bohemian, or beatnik, or revo-
lutionary. Like all role-players, such rebels wear the
clothes, live in the quarters, and use the language appro-
priate to the role which they have chosen.

In any reasonably complex society, social roles are in
turn organized into even more extensive patterns of be-
havior and belief, to which we apply the term “institu-
tions.” The church, the state, the army, the market are all
such systems of roles. The characteristic interactions of the
constituent roles of an institution are determined inde-
pendently of particular individuals, just as the roles them-
selves are. At this level of complexity of organization,
however, a new phenomenon appears which vastly increases
the apparent objectivity of social reality, namely what has
come to be known as the “paradox of unintended conse-
quences.” Each person in an institutional structure pur-
sues goals and follows patterns at least partially laid down
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for him by the society—that is, already existing when he
takes on the role and hence given to him. In his roles, how-
ever, he should be able to see the relationship between
what he does and what results, even though he may not
feel free to alter his goals or try new means. In the process
of interaction with other individual role-players, more far-
reaching results will be produced which may be neither an-
ticipated nor particularly desired by any person in the
system. These unintended consequences will therefore ap-
pear to the role-players as somehow not their doing, and
hence objective in just the way that natural occurrences
are objective. To cite a classic example, as each entre-
_preneur strives to increase his profit by cutting his price
slightly, hoping thereby to seize a larger portion of the
total market, the market price of his commodity falls
steadily and everyone experiences a decline in profits. If
he thi <s about it at all, the entrepreneur will characteris-
tically suppose himself to be caught in the grip of a “fall-
ing market,” which is to say a natural or objective force
over which he has no control. Even after he recognizes the
causal relationship between his individual act of price-
cutting and the drop in the market price, he is liable to
think himself powerless to reverse the workings of the
“laws of the marketplace.” (Perhaps it is worth noting
that, contrary to the assumptions of classical liberal eco-
nomic theory, the entrepreneur is as much in the grip of
social forces when he plays the role of capitalist as when
he feels the pinch of the market. Even the most casual
cross-cultural comparison reveals that “economic man” is
a social role peculiar to certain cultures, and not at all the
natural man who emerges when the distorting forces of tra-
dition and superstition are lifted.)

The experience of the entrepreneur is reduplicated end-
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lessly, so that men come to imagine themselves more com-
pletely enslaved by society than they ever were by nature.
Yet their conviction is fundamentally wrong, for while the
natural world really does exist independently of man’s
beliefs or deésires, and therefore exercises a constraint on
his will which can at best be mitigated or combatted, the
social world is nothing in itself, and consists merely of the
totality of the habits, expectations, beliefs, and behavior
patterns of all the individuals who live in it. To be sure,
insofar as men are ignorant of the total structures of the
institutions within which they play their several roles, they
will be the victims of consequences unintended by anyone;
and, of course, to the extent that men are set against one
another by conflicting interests, those whose institutional
roles give them advantages of power or knowledge in the
social struggle will prevail over those who are relatively
disadvantaged. But since each man’s unfreedom is entirely
a result either of ignorance or of a conflict of interests, it
ought to be in principle possible for a society of rational
men of good will to eliminate the domination of society
and subdue it to their wills in a manner that is impossible
in the case of nature.

Consider as an example the economic institutions of
society. At first, men play their several economic roles
(farmer, craftsman, trader, fisherman) in complete igno-
rance of the network of interactions which influence the
success of their endeavors and guide them into sequences
of decisions, for good or ill, whose structure and ultimate
outcome they cannot see. These same men imagine them-
gelves encapsulated in a set of unchanging economic roles
whose patterns, rewards, and systematic relationships are
quite independent of their wills. Slowly, as the systematic
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interconnections themselves become more complex and
mutually dependent, man’s understanding of the economy
as a whole grows, so that, for example, entrepreneurs begin
to realize that their profits depend upon the total quan-
tity of goods produced by themselves and their fellow capi-
talists, and the accumulation of individual desires for those
goods which, collectively, constitute the level of demand.
The first stage in the mastery of the economy may consist
simply in the discovery of such aggregate quantities as de-
mand, supply, interest rate, profit level, and even market
price. That is to say, men must discover that the interaction
of many individual acts of buying and selling establishes
a single market price, which reflects the relation of supply
to demand of the commodity being marketed. After realiz-
ing that such a marketwide price exists, men can begin to
understand how it is determined. Only then can they con-
sider the possibility of making that price a direct object
of decision, and thus finally free themselves from the
tyranny of the market.

In addition to the ignorance which enslaves even those
in positions of power in the economy (the capitalists in
a laissez-faire system), the pursuit of private interest re-
sults in the exploitation and enslavement of those whose
roles in the economy carry relatively little power. Hence
even the farthest advance imaginable of social knowledge
would not suffice to liberate all men from their social bonds
unless it were accompanied by a transformation of private
interest into a concern for the general good. But if so uto-
pian a condition were achieved, then surely men could
once and for all reconquer their common product, society,
and at least within the human world, move from the realm
of necessity into the réalm of freedom. Death and taxes, it
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is said, are the only certainties in this life; a folk maxim
which reflects the deep conviction that men cannot escape
the tyranny of either nature or society. Death will always
be with us, reminding us that we are creatures of nature.
But taxes, along with all the other instruments of social
action, are human products, and hence must in the end
submit to the collective will of a society of rational men
of good will.

It should now be clear why I am unwilling to accept as
final the negative results of our search for a political order
which harmonizes authority and autonomy. The state is a
social institution, and therefore no more than the totality
of the beliefs, expectations, habits, and interacting roles of
its members and subjects. When rational men, in full
knowledge of the proximate and distant consequences of
their actions, determine to set private interest aside and
pursue the general good, it must be possible for them to
create a form of association which accomplishes that end
without depriving some of them of their moral autonomy.
The state, in contrast to nature, cannot be ineradicably
other.

2. Utopian Glimpses of a World Without States

Through the exercise of de facto legitimate authority,
states achieve what Max Weber calls the imperative co-
ordination of masses of men and women. To some extent,
of course, this coordination consists in the more-or-less
voluntary submission by large numbers of people to insti-
tutional arrangements which are directly contrary to their
interests. Threats of violence or economic sanction play a
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central role in holding the people in line, although as
Weber very persuasively argues, the myth of legitimacy is
also an important instrument of domination.

But even if there were no exploitation or domination in
society, it would still be in men’s interest to achieve a very
high level of social coordination, for reasons both of eco-
nomic efficiency and of public order. At our present ex-
tremely advanced stage of division of labor, relatively
minor disruptions of social coordination can produce a
breakdown of the flow of goods and services necessary to
sustain life.

Consequently, it is worth asking whether a society of
men who have been persuaded of the truth of anarchism—
a society in which no one claims legitimate authority or
would believe such a claim if it were made—could through
alternative methods achieve an adequate level of social co-
ordination.

There are, so far as I can see, three general sorts of pur-
poses, other than the domination and exploitation of one
segment of society by another, for which men might wish
to achieve a high order of social coordination. First, there
is the collective pursuit of some external national goal such
as national defense, territorial expansion, or economic im-
perialism. Second, there is the collective pursuit of some
internal goal which requires the organization and coordi-
nation of the activities of large numbers of people, such as
traffic safety, to cite a trivial example, or the reconstruction
of our cities, to cite an example not so trivial. Finally,
there is the maintenance of our industrial economy whose
functional differentiation and integration—to use the so-
ciologist’s jargon—are advanced enough to sustain an ade-
quately high level of production. Is there any way in
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which these ends could be served other than by commands
enforced by coercion and by the myth of legitimacy?

I do not now have a complete and coherent answer to
this question, which is in a way the truest test of the politi-
cal philosophy of anarchism, but I shall make a few sugges-
tions which may open up fruitful avenues of investigation.

With regard to matters of national defense and foreign
adventure, it seems to me that there is much to be said for
the adoption of a system of voluntary compliance with gov-
ernmental directives. If we assume a society of anarchists—
a society, that is to say, which has achieved a level of
moral and intellectual development at which superstitious
beliefs in legitimacy of authority have evaporated—then
the citizenry would be perfectly capable of choosing freely
whether to defend the nation and carry its purpose beyond
the national borders. The army itself could be run on the
basis of voluntary commitments and submission to orders.
To be sure, the day might arrive when there were not
enough volunteers to protect the freedom and security of
the society. But if that were the case, then it would clearly
be illegitimate to command the citizens to fight. Why
should a nation continue to exist if its populace does not
wish to defend it? One thinks here of the contrast between
the Yugoslav partisans or Israeli soldiers, on the one hand,
and the American forces in Vietnam on the other.

The idea of voluntary compliance with governmental
directives is hardly new, but it inevitably provokes the
shocked reaction that social chaos would result from any
such procedure. My own opinion is that superstition rather
than reason lies behind this reaction. I personally would
feel quite safe in an America whose soldiers were free to
choose when and for what they would fight.
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Voluntary compliance would go far toward generating
sufficient social coordination to permit collective pursuit
of domestic goals as well. In addition, I believe that much
could be done through the local, community-based devel-
opment of a consensual or general will with regard to mat-
ters of collective rather than particular interest. In the
concluding chapter of my book, The Poverty of Liberalism,
I have offered a conceptual analysis of the several modes
of community. I will simply add that achievement of the
sorts of community I analyzed there would require a far-
reaching decentralization of the American economy.

This last point brings me to the most difficult problem
of all—namely, the maintenance of a level of social co-
ordination sufficient for an advanced industrial economy.
As Friedrich Hayek and a number of other classical
liberal political economists have pointed out, the natural
operation of the market is an extremely efficient way of
coordinating human behavior on a large scale without
coercion or appeal to authority. Nevertheless, reliance on
the market is fundamentally irrational once men know
how to control it in order to avoid its undesired conse-
quences. The original laissez-faire liberals viewed the laws
of the market as objective laws of a benevolent nature;
modern laissez-faire liberals propose that we go on confus-
ing nature and society, even though we have the knowledge
to subordinate the market to our collective will and de-
cision. -
Only extreme economic decentralization could permit
the sort of voluntary economic coordination consistent with
the ideals of anarchism and affluence. At the present time,
of course, such decentralization would produce economic
chaos, but if we possessed a cheap, local source of power
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and an advanced technology of small-scale production, and
if we were in addition willing to accept a high level of eco-
nomic waste, we might be able to break the American
economy down into regional and subregional units of man-
ageable size. The exchanges between the units would be
inefficient and costly—very large inventory levels, inelas-
ticities of supply and demand, considerable waste, and so
forth. But in return for this price, men would have increas-
ing freedom to act autonomously. In effect, such a society
would enable all men to be autonomous agents, whereas in
our present society, the relatively few autonomous men
are—as it were—parasitic upon the obedient, authority-
respecting masses.

These remarks fall far short of a coherent projection of
an anarchist society, but they may serve to make the ideal
seem a bit less like a mere fantasy of utopian political
philosophy.
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