
Arguments in favour of individual liberty, as it is conceived of
by libertarians, typically follow one of two patterns.  They may
start out from the idea of a market economy, and then work
backward to show that individual rights of certain kinds are
needed to make it possible.  Or they may start out by examin-
ing relationships between two individuals, argue that certain
kinds of restrictions on how they may deal with each other are
ethically appropriate, and by introducing additional individuals
and more complex relationships work their way outward to the
ideal of a free market.  These are usually thought of, respec-
tively, as the pragmatic and the moral argument for liberty.

I  The Moral Argument

Commonly, the moral argument is thought to be harder to de-
fend. Thus, reviews of Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State and
Utopia, while recognising it as a brilliant work, have also often
found Nozick’s intuitive ethic of natural rights — on which the
book’s argument is based — less than convincing.  The general
attitude seems to be that rights of life, liberty, and property,
while they may sound appealing, are no more intuitively com-
pelling than, say, rights to food, shelter, and medical care,
which socialists might assert.  The old idea of a natural law, in
which those rights are included, finds few supporters, and with-
out it, libertarian appeals to an ethic of individual liberty seem
at best quaint fancies to many people.

II  The ‘Practical’ Argument

The practical argument attracts more interest, especially in this
decade of economic crisis and of the intellectual collapse of
socialism.  But it also seems a curiously penetrable defence of
the free market.  Its claim that such an institution best serves
everyone’s interests in general is constantly challenged by argu-

ments that, in one or another special case, state intervention is
needed.  Of course, these arguments can be opposed, but the
opposition often turns on what appear to be subtle issues of
abstract economic reasoning.  And who shall decide, when
economists disagree?  Usually, the politician, to whom the
votes and campaign contributions of particular groups that see
immediate benefits from state intervention are a stronger argu-
ment than any possibility of long-range benefits on the other
side.

But, in fact, this question of benefits, this seemingly utterly
pragmatic question, is not so simple at all, and not so detach-
able from questions of ethics.  More, those very questions of
ethics lead to a principled argument for individual liberty, such
as the moral argument is normally founded upon.  Indeed, they
give that argument a clearer and simpler basis than is otherwise
available for it.  Ultimately, the moral and the practical argu-
ments for individual liberty are not opposed, but identical, and
neither one can be fully understood without the other.

III  A Concrete Example

To explore the issues involved, let us examine a concrete case.
Imagine a man, of adult years and normal mental condition,
who is engaged in doing something harmful to him.  Under
what conditions can it be reasonable to stop him for his own
good?

If what he is doing is walking out onto a bridge that, unknown
to him, is in poor repair, stopping him seems fairly reasonable.
It can be presumed that in fact he doesn’t want to fall and hurt
or kill himself, but is doing so out of ignorance.  By stopping
him, we act in his own interest, and we may expect that when
we explain the bridge’s condition he will agree.  If it is necess-
ary to use force briefly to stop him, it can safely be assumed
that he will not object in the long run.

Even if he knows his danger, it may sometimes be reasonable
to restrain him forcibly.  Suppose, for example, that he is
drunk, or under the influence of drugs, or of some violent emo-
tion.  The actions he is prepared to perform in such a condition
may include some, such as walking onto a poorly repaired
bridge, that, in his normal mental state, he would choose to
avoid.  It can reasonably be expected that, given time to regain
his normal judgement, he will agree that he did not want to
perform such actions, and be grateful that he was stopped.

But what if he doesn’t agree?  What if his considered view is
that he did want to put himself in danger, either because he
wished to die, or because he had some goal in mind that
seemed important enough to make the risk of death acceptable?
What if he persists in wanting to endanger himself?  In this
case, overriding his judgement does not simply mean tempo-
rarily restraining him.  It means permanently imprisoning him,
keeping him under watch, so that he will not have any oppor-
tunity to pursue his fixed goal.  It means depriving him of a
large share of his liberty and of any possibility of leading a
normal life.  It may well mean penalising him repeatedly, and
spying on him, and otherwise troubling him.  It becomes hard
to imagine that such actions can be described as being in some-
one’s interest.  And, certainly, if asked, he will say that they are
not; that what he wants is to take the risk we seek to protect
him from, and that we are opposing his interests by restraining
him.

IV  Choice and Interests

In fact, the very idea of opposing someone’s deliberate judge-
ment in the name of protecting his interests is questionable.
Bear in mind that what we are talking about is a person’s
chosen intents and purposes, made through conscious deliber-
ation, without time pressure or duress and without the influence
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of any temporary excess of emotion or absence of normal brain
function.  If these cannot be counted as evidence as to what a
person’s interests are, what can be?  Or, conversely, if a per-
son’s persistent assertion that certain things are not what he
wants does not count as evidence that they are against his inter-
est, then what can count as such evidence?  To reject individual
choice, made under such conditions, as evidence of interests, is
to make the very idea of interests incoherent?

This does not mean that just any choice, made under any con-
ditions, necessarily deserves such respect. There are conditions
of ignorance; of haste; of carelessness; of mental disturbance or
incapacity; of immaturity. But these are and must be except-
ions.  The normal state is one without such barriers to reasoned
and deliberate choice. And the decisions a person makes in this
normal state, whatever they are and however strange they may
appear to others, must be taken as final evidence as to what
that person’s interests are.  Ultimately, people must be the
judges of their own interests, of the idea of interests must be
abandoned entirely.

As to the various abnormal states described above, one of their
important aspects is their temporariness.  The drunk will
become sober; the excited person will become calm; the child
will become an adult.  After this happens, the person is compe-
tent to make decisions, and can carry out a course of action
previously prevented by others.  Only in exceptional cases,
such as brain damage, is any person permanently unable to
make informed and deliberated choices.  Exactly how far re-
straint of persons temporarily or permanently disabled may go,
and what remedies should be available to them if this restraint
is used against their interests, may be debated, but they are spe-
cial cases, and not the normal human condition.  People may be
compelled to act in their own interests when in these cond-
itions, but the standard for judging what their interests are must
be what a normal adult could be expected to choose.

V  Political Applications

This argument is significant for political theory, because the
state is normally expected to act in the interest of the people.  It
is imaginable that a state might openly proclaim its intent to do
harm; but in actuality states very seldom do this.  To do so
would be to put themselves on a level with criminals, who
claim no moral justification for their actions, and even those
states whose actual conduct is most brutal are not prepared to
show themselves in this light.  In fact, many of their abusive
actions are rationalised as attempts to restrain people who
would otherwise perform criminal acts and thus impair the in-
terests of others, whom the state thus claims to defend.

By the argument just given, there are stringent limits on what a
state may do in the name of protecting people’s interests.  What
individuals do alone, by their own choice, must normally be
presumed to be in their own interests, as they define these.
What pairs of individuals do together by mutual consent must
equally be presumed to be in their own interest.  What all the
individuals in society colectively chose to do together, in that
great network of mutual consent known as the market, must be
considered to be in all of their interests.  This presumption can
be overthrown in special cases, but in the general course of
things it must not be, if the idea of people’s interests is to have
any meaning at all.  That is, the state must not interfere in
people’s choices, in the normal course of events.

VI  Interests and Ethics

This argument derives, in a sense, from the appeal to people’s
interests, and to the capacity of the market to serve them,
which has been described as the pragmatic argument for liber-
tarianism.  But it shows that this argument is not so free of
ethical content as is sometimes supposed.  Defining what

people’s “interests” are requires examination of philosophical
issues.  In fact, “interests” is a moral conception, which can
only have meaning in certain types of situations, characterised
by freedom of choice.

By a slightly roundabout path, then, this argument arrives at a
moral defence of freedom.  Not the usual sort of moral argu-
ment, though.  It does not appeal to special moral intuitions
about what rights people ought to have; nor does it rest on de-
duction from abstract axioms.  Rather, it shows that the very
structure of normal debates about practical questions of
people’s interests rests upon the presupposition of a certain de-
gree of freedom, which systems of rights help to defend by
institutional means.

And, in doing so, it shows the appropriateness of the libertarian
conception of rights, as opposed to the socialist conception.
Rights to freedom of thought, speech, and action, to security of
person and property, provide a basis for the kind of deliberative
and reasoned choice that defines people’s interests and that thus
permits us to say that some actions are for and others against
those interests.  Rights to food, shelter, medical care, and other
guaranteed material benefits, which purport to serve people’s
actual interests, are too often supposed to be achieved through
systems of state control that destroy the possibility of free
choice, and thus undermine any possibility of defining what is
or is not in people’s interest.

VII  The State, Freedom, and Free Choice

The activities of the state, in the real world (though not as often
in fiction), are characteristically justified as serving the interests
of the people.  But those actions very often, perhaps charac-
teristically, deprive people of freedom to act as they choose.
And that freedom is what enables people to reveal what their
interests are, by actually pursuing them.  Without that freedom,
they cannot reveal those interests, making the state’s claim to
be serving their interests by restraining them insupportable.  In-
deed, except in special cases which by their nature are tempor-
ary or affect a minority of individuals or both, the claim to be
serving people’s interests by coercing them incoherent.  The
proof of concern for people’s interests is generally the willing-
ness to get them choose whether to accept or reject proposed
‘aid’ or ‘guidance’.  There are exceptions to this, but they do
not extend very far, not nearly so far as would be needed to
justify present state interventions in society and in the market.

VIII  Pragmatism, Morality and Freedom

This argument is clearly pragmatic, in that it asserts that the
market best serves people’s interests.  But it is also clearly
moral, in that it proceeds from abstract first principles.  In fact,
it unites these two types of approach, which should never have
been divided.  And, in doing so, it avoids their characteristic
weaknesses: the permeability of the usual pragmatic argument
and the lack of firm grounding of the usual moral argument.

That it is essentially negative and critical, asserting that many
statist claims are unjustified, is no fault, from a libertarian
viewpoint, but a virtue.  Libertarianism does not primarily seek
to put forth goals to be attained and programmes to be followed
though political action, though it may do so incidentally.
Rather, it aims to criticise state interference in the working of
society, and to show that arguments that justify it are ill
founded.  This argument is in fact a general model for criti-
cisms of the numerous details of statist positions on particular
issues.  And it leads to the very libertarian conclusion that
people in general should not be fitted into other people’s
schemes to benefit them, but should be left free to seek their
own benefit in the ways they think appropriate.


