
So concisely does the blurb on the back of The Whores of War
(by Wilfred Burchett and Derek Roebuck, Pelican Special,
1977) express the conventional view of mercenaries that it is
worth quoting in full:

Mercenaries have been a sordid feature of international
conflict for centuries.  But it was the trial of thirteen
mercenaries in Angola in the summer of 1976, and their
presence in the civil war in the Lebanon, that most recently
highlighted their activities.

However, despite the tragic events in Angola, the world-
wide recruitment of mercenaries continues.  They now ex-
pect to see action in South Africa, Rhodesia and South
America.  The Whores of War is the story of the men who
go to fight under the romantic misnomer of ‘soldiers of
fortune’, and of the men who send them — recruiters who
operate openly, seemingly immune to the laws which make
such activities illegal.

This book raises urgent questions.  Who are the paymasters
in this international racket?  Why is the passage of merce-
naries to their battlefronts expedited by the very authorities
who should be preventing it?  Why were the findings of
the Diplock Report on mercenaries so woolly and open to
doubt?  And most significant, how do we feel about groups
of gunmen hanging around, available for hire perhaps at
home, let alone abroad?

That mercenaries are “whores” and “sordid” and people for
whom the label “soldiers of fortune” is a “romantic misnomer”
is, I suggest, what most educated people think of mercenaries.
Why are there not tougher laws against these hooligans?  And
why are the laws against them that do exist not enforced more
rigorously?  How do “we” feel about these disgraceful individ-
uals?  We feel very angry about them, and are determined to
end their nefarious activities, and the machinations of their sin-
ister international paymasters.

We excludes me.  I hate war of any kind, but if there is to be
war then at least let my side of it be fought by mercenaries.

VOLUNTEERS

Part of the argument about whether the mercenary method of
fighting a battle is good or wicked concerns the goodness or
wickedness of the battle.  But much also depends on how the
warriors in it were recruited.  Are they volunteers?  Or were
they press-ganged?

Recent events in the South Atlantic confirm how much better at
fighting volunteer professionals are compared to conscripts, but
that is beside the point I’m making here, which concerns the
morals of the thing.  Does the anonymous Pelican blurbsmith
think that for the Argentine regime to coerce baffled teenagers
into uniform was morally superior to enticing them into uni-
form with decent wages and generous widows benefits?

And what of the paymasters?  Why is it better for those who
pay soldiers to have no choice in the matter?

During all the excitement about cruise missiles that has erupted
since The Whores of War was published various people were
heard asking why they should be forced to pay for defence ser-
vices which they vehemently disapprove of.  Good question.
Some brave individuals have even done their sums and knocked
the appropriate amount off their tax payments.  Good for them.
I don’t see our tax collectors tolerating such open defiance for
long, but the gesture was well worth making.

If you agree with me that soldiers ought to be volunteers, and
that the cash to attract them ought also to be parted with volun-
tarily, then you too must prefer mercenary soldiers to any other
kind.  No doubt it was because Lord Diplock felt the force of
such arguments that he wrote wool instead of outright wicked-
ness.

RESPECTABLE PEOPLE?

But what of the argument that, however admirable the merce-
nary method of fighting may be in theory, mercenaries are in
fact very dangerous people, whom it would be lunacy to en-
courage?  The answer is the same as it is for bootleggers, that
is, for alchohol salesmen facing similar legal barriers to the
ones facing mercenaries and their customers now.  If you pass
laws ensuring that all mercenaries must also be expert law
breakers (or police bribers), then do not be supprised if this is
the result you achieve.

Not all liquor sellers now are awsomely respectable people, but
a great many are, if only to allay the fears of their more re-
spectable customers.  I expect fully legal mercenaries to follow
the same pattern.  Meanwhile, the fewer the restrictions on
mercenaries that do remain, the better.

Indeed, I think that “respectable” is putting the case for merce-
naries far too feebly.  Provided that the cause they serve is a
just one, then serving it, voluntarily, even to the point of risking
death, is surely an act of supreme heroism, and deserves our
wholehearted admiration.  By far the greatest sin of the merce-
naries in Angola is that by their misconduct they discredited a
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most worthy project, that of preventing the mixture of tyranny
and chaos that has since occurred in that unhappy country.

ISOLATIONISM

There are those who think of libertarianism as a unified slab of
doctrinal purity, in which agreed principles yield, inexorably,
agreed policies.  No one with any experience of the libertarian
movement sees it this way, and few even want it to be like this.
Certainly not me.

In particular, libertarians argue with great vehemence about
“foreign policy”, to the point where we have, if we are to re-
main on speaking terms, to think of our differing foreign policy
views as being more in the nature of consumer tastes than state-
ments about the consequences of libertarian ideas.  He is an
isolationist who believes in National Self Determination.  I am
a “Liberal Imperialist” who holds the idea of National Self
Determination in contempt.  He likes the Beegees.  I prefer
Beethoven.  (In fact I prefer practically anything.)  Etcetera.
Thus there is no consensus whatever among libertarians about
what the mercenaries ought to be paid to do.

My own tastes run towards sustaining the military efforts, now
state funded, in opposition to the Soviet Union.  I do not op-
pose the Cold War.  I just want it denationalised.  Other liberta-
rians regard the Cold War as causing just the problems it
purports to cure, while most Cold Warriors would argue that
only governments can afford the lunatic bills involved in fight-
ing the Cold War effectively.

The quite numerous American libertarians who favour isolation-
ism seem to me mistaken not for what they say, but for what
they don’t say.  The US government ought not to sponsor
foreign military adventures.  Fair enough.  But does that mean
that no one else should?  The isolationists concede the permis-
sability of such schemes, but show no detailed interest in them,
and the impression they give is that such activities are almost
as wrong as the government funded schemes they denounce.
The Sandinista, or the IRA, they imply, ought not to be op-
posed by anyone.

To fellow Cold Warriors who fear that voluntary payments
would be insufficient I reply, first, that governments do not now
pluck their defence budgets off trees, but on the contrary get
the cash from productive people.  The bills are now paid.  And
second, the private sector achieves, as a matter of routine, spec-
tacular results both in cost cutting and in product development,
such as are hard even to imagine when the process is inter-
rupted with any severity.

COLD WAR FOR SALE

In particular, I favour a political offensive against the Soviet
Empire, (a) because I think a big success in this line would be
good news for the entire world, Soviet and non-Soviet, (b) be-
cause I think it would achieve defensive benefits even if it
failed, and that therefore (c) it would (win, lose or draw) work
out far cheaper.  I don’t favour a head-on Napoleonic attack on
Russia, for the aim should be to get the Russians on our side
against the Soviet regime, but I certainly don’t rule out merce-
nary interventions with limited objectives, e.g. the de-Bolshe-
vising of Grenada, Cuba or Afghanistan.

Even those many libertarians who regard consumer tastes like
mine in this matter as utterly crazy would agree with me that
there is something very bizarre about “freedom” being defended
by bringing back the draft.  The entire Western “defence” effort
is afflicted by an auto-destructive moral contradiction, between
the values allegedly being defended, and the military institu-
tions regarded as inevitable if the defence is to succeed.

The Soviets think that freedom is a piece of bourgeois claptrap,
and seek to defend and extend the un-free institutions they do
believe in with military methods that are entirely consistent
with their views.  Our leaders talk incessantly of freedom but,
guiltily or brazenly, they ignore it when the actual details of
their campaign are being discussed.  The result is, at the critical
moment, political and military paralysis, with all the people
who ought to be most opposed to Soviet tyranny (because op-
posed to tyranny) locked in battle with their own tyrannical
governments.

Maybe a Western military system both funded and staffed en-
tirely by volunteers would be unworkable.  But we could at
least break the monopoly of the governments involved, by
allowing voluntary military action to occur, instead ot denounc-
ing it as sordid and immoral.  The Soviets agree with me.  They
clearly regard mercenaries as a threat, and squirt huge jets of
propaganda at them whenever the opportunity arises.

POLITICALLY IMPOSSIBLE?

A characteristic reader’s response to all of the above might be
that whereas it may be very fascinating in an abstract sort of
way, there is no point in arguing for anything like a free market
in armed force in the present climate of opinion.

Such a criticism confuses the Libertarian Alliance with a politi-
cal party, and Political Notes with an election manifesto.  Politi-
cal parties have to work within the limits of public opinion, but
groups like the LA can and do change public opinion. Propa-
gandists do not accept political possibilities; they create them.

In the nineteenth century the classical liberals, the intellectual
ancestors of (among other things) the Libertarian Alliance,
tended to forget this.  A notable example was money.  They be-
lieved, or a few of them did, that money ought to be denation-
alised, just as I think armed force should be.  But, they said, no
one will agree with us if we say it.  It is politically impossible
to have free market money, because most people think it is im-
possible full stop.  Because these liberals failed even to discuss
free market money, most people still think that free market
money is impossible, and it therefore remains politically im-
possible.  But soon it won’t be.  Free market money has been
well discussed by twentieth century libertarians, and will soon
be regarded as a quite normal thing for a politician to believe
in, like selling off British Steel or encouraging BUPA.

Libertarians already have a large if somewhat rarified literature
concerning “defence agencies”.  And a few libertarian lobbyists
now have confidence building track records, in such things as
selling off council houses, deregulating air lines and bus com-
panies, and so on.  Now the two approaches are beginning to
converge, and “foreign policy” is ceasing to be a libertarian no-
go area, which, either through isolationist conviction or plain
ignorance and timidity, it has been.

SMALL POSSIBILITIES

I wrote the bulk of this piece, which is mostly concerned with
large (but divisible) impossibilities, on the same day (Septem-
ber 20th 1983) that the Adam Smith Institute, which concerns
itself with small (but cumulative) possibilities, published epi-
sode one of its “Omega Report”.  I have not yet read this, but
I’m told it contains practical suggestions for improving Bri-
tain’s present defence effort, by squeezing more defence from
the same resources, and by making greater use of volunteers.
All kinds of well dressed but evasive gentlemen we’ve never
seen before have been buying this Omega Report, from the
libertarian bookshop I work in.

Civilians helping the British Army on the Rhine with the gard-
ening is hardly the Grande Armée of the Whores of War on the
march, but it is a step in the right direction.


