
The political ideology of libertarianism is based on the prin-
ciple that the sole legitimate purpose of the law is to prevent
people from harming others.  This entails the repudiation of
both compulsory altruism (i.e. forcing people to help others)
and paternalism (i.e. preventing people from harming them-
selves).  Because of the great influence of the ideas of the late
Ayn Rand, many libertarians have come to regard anti-liberta-
rian political movements as motivated primarily by the doctrine
of compulsory altruism.  However, I believe that a very signifi-
cant portion of contemporary opposition to libertarianism is
paternalistically inspired.  The aim of the present essay is to
examine a group of closely related ideas which together con-
stitute one of the main forms taken by paternalism today.

ATOMISM

Critics of libertarianism who are motivated by these ideas gen-
erally accuse libertarians of holding, and seeking to enforce,
three beliefs about how people should live.  Firstly, libertarians
are charged with a belief in atomism, that is, that people should
always live in complete isolation from each other, with no rela-
tionships except those based on purely commercial consider-
ations.  Secondly, libertarians are charged with a belief in
materialism, that is, that people should always devote all their
energies to obtaining more and more material possessions.  Fi-
nally, libertarians are charged with a belief in competition, in
the sense that people should always constantly strive to outdo
each other in everything.

An excellent exposition of this type of attitude can be found in
Person/Planet by the American writer Theodore Roszak (Gol-
lancz, London, 1979).  This book is largely devoted to a dis-
cussion of human psychology centred around such apparently
libertarian themes as — in the author’s own words — “the
quest for fulfilment”, “our sovereign right to self-discovery”,
and “the longing to know our authentic vocation in the world,
to find the work and the way that belong uniquely to each of
us”.  Subsequent passages, however, make it clear that Ros-
zak’s political views are actually somewhat less sympathetic to
libertarianism than first impressions might suggest.  Having

proclaimed the need for “a third choice” in place of both indi-
vidualism and collectivism, and drawn a distinction between
“the individual” and “the person”, he declares that:

“The bourgeois tradition of individualism has taught us to
regard all concern for the self as ... selfish.  Whether we
regard selfishness as a vice or a precious right, it has for
generations been the whole moral content of self-aware-
ness.  There has seemed no way to be interested in the self
that is not an expression of ‘self-interest’ in the crudest,
Social Darwinian sense.”

It should be noted that, despite the familiar sounding rhetoric,
Roszak is not simply a conventional adherent to the principle
of compulsory altruism.  He is quite willing to contemplate the
prospect of people acting for their own benefit, but only as
long as they perceive their own interests in the same way that
he does.  As he goes on to explain:

“The individual may be filled with lavish self-importance,
but never with a sense of inherent personal worth, because
as individuals we are measured — and we measure our-
selves — only by externals: by acquisition and conquest,
by having, never by being.”

“Self-discovery makes the person, but competition makes
the individual.  That is why individualism is as anti-per-
sonal as it is anti-social, as much an alienation from our
own subjectivity as from our fellows.”

“The individual, after all, exists only by competitive refer-
ence and external status.  Therefore, as individuals, we
crave the company of others, not out of love and true so-
cialibility, but because others provide our diet of invidious
comparisons.”

“Individualism drives the person into the narrow fortress of
the ego and locks it up there.”

WHAT IS ALLOWED AND WHAT IS REQUIRED

The libertarian response to criticisms of this type is (or should
be) to emphasise that there is a very important difference be-
tween what a political ideology allows and what it requires.
Libertarianism is essentially a system of ideas about politics,
not about matters of personal conduct or private morality.  On
these, it takes a neutral position, neither for nor against.  There
is much truth in the idea that lifestyles of the types described
above are not conducive to happiness and personal fulfilment.
However, if this is in fact the case, then, assuming that people
are credited with enough intelligence to be capable of deciding
what is best for them, they will tend to choose more satisfying
lifestyles of their own accord, without needing to be forced.  In
a free society, everyone should have a right to “the pursuit of
happiness”, as the American Declaration of Independence puts
it, but the question of the best way of succeeding in that pursuit
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lies outside the scope of libertarianism.  By allowing people to
live in ways which Roszak and others find so unappealing,
libertarianism is not recommending or seeking to enforce these
lifestyles, but is merely recognising that adult men and women,
if allowed to learn from their mistakes, are the best judges of
their own interests.

It is worth noting, in passing, the blatant inconsistency, verging
on sheer hypocrisy, of the many socialists and communists who
originally condemned capitalism on the grounds that it caused
poverty, but now, when faced with evidence that it has actually
had exactly the opposite effect on living standards, condemn it
for fostering materialism.

VOLUNTARY CO-OPERATION

Although I believe that the criticisms of libertarianism de-
scribed above are unjust, I am inclined to suspect that many of
the people who support them have been misled about the true
nature of libertarianism by the rather ambiguous terminology
used by many libertarians in explaining their views.

In particular, I think that careful attention must be paid to the
use of the words “capitalism” and “competition” to describe the
type of economic system which libertarians favour.  As David
Friedman puts it in The Machinery of Freedom (Arlington
House, New York, 1973), there are, basically, three ways of
achieving co-operation between individuals, namely love, trade
and force, love being defined as the sharing of the same end by
several individuals, and trade as co-operation between individ-
uals with different ends, each of whom helps the others to
achieve their ends in return for being helped in his own.  Both
forms of voluntary co-operation have their place in a free so-
ciety, and the only form of co-operation which libertarians op-
pose is that based on force.  To many people, however, the
word “capitalism” is associated solely with co-operation based
on trade.  I would suggest, therefore, that libertarians who are
given to proclaiming their belief in “capitalism” should take
care to make it clear that they are using the word in its broadest
possible sense, as a synonym for economic freedom, covering
any form of voluntary co-operation, rather than in the narrower
sense.

The word “competition”, is, I think, equally ambiguous.  In this
context, I suggest that a disinction should be drawn between
competition as an end in itself, carried on purely for the sake of
winning, and competition as a means to an end.  When a free
market economy is described as being based on “competition”,
the word is being used in its second sense, the end in this case
being cooperation in the form of trade.  If producers are free to
produce whatever they want, and consumers are free to buy
from whomever they choose, then, obviously, producers must
compete to secure the cooperation of the consumers by offering
them better value for their money.  As Antony Flew puts it in
The Politics of Procrustes (Temple Smith, London, 1981), this
form of competition is not the opposite of co-operation, but is
complementary to it.  Opponents of libertarianism, however,
often interpret the advocacy of “competition” to mean a belief
in competition for its own sake, and accuse libertarians of de-
siring a society in which people devote all of their efforts to
outdoing their neighbours in the accumulation of material
goods, in the manner sometimes known as “keeping up with
the Joneses” or “the rat race”.  Roszak, for example, when at-
tacking libertarianism along the lines which I have described
above, specifically refers to “capitalist individualism” as “the
outgrowth of competition in the market place”.  Although, of
course, individuals in a libertarian society should be perfectly
free to behave in this way if they so desire, there is nothing In
libertarianism which says that they must do so, and I suggest
that, as in the case of the word “capitalism”, libertarians should
take care to avoid misrepresentation when talking about “com-
petition”.

COMMUNITY

A subject closely related to the anti-libertarian arguments de-
scribed above is the question of the relationship between liber-
tarianism and the concept of community, which might be
defined as the opposite of atomism.  As a recent book by Ri-
chard P. Hiskes puts it (Community Without Coercion, Associ-
ated University Presses, London 1982 — reviewed by Chris R.
Tame in Free Life, the Journal of the Libertarian Alliance, Vol-
ume 3, Nos. 3/4), “the most common reason for the denunci-
ation of individualist thought” is “its alleged lack of commun-
ity”.  Having equated “community” with “fraternity” and
quoted Steven Lukes’s definition of “individualism” from the
latter’s book of the same name (Blackwell, Oxford, 1973) as
“liberty and equality without fraternity”, Hiskes declares that
“It is the aim of this work to dispute the exclusion of com-
munity as a cardinal ideal of individualism and to verify that
individualist political thought is a communitarian as well as a
libertarian doctrine.”  He then attempts to prove his case by
combing through the works of various libertarian authors in
search of comments sympathetic to the ideal of community.
The point which Hiskes misses, in this rather inept defence of
libertarianism, is essentially the same one that I have already
made in this essay, namely that matters of private morality and
personal conduct lie outside the scope of libertarianism.  Al-
though individual libertarians, such as the writers quoted by
Hiskes, may have their own personal views on the subject,
libertarianism as such is neither pro-community nor anti-com-
munity but neutral.

COMPASSION

However, I think that there is rather more to the question of
community than this simple point about the wrongness of
paternalism.  I would suggest that not only is it unjust to at-
tempt to create a spirit of community by means of state coer-
cion, but any such attempt must inevitably be foredoomed to
failure.  Hiskes compares community with fraternity, or
brotherly love (or sisterly love, for the benefit of feminist
readers), and defines it as a concept closely related to caring,
which is also a manifestation of love.  If this definition of com-
munity is accepted, then, since it is surely the case that love, by
its very nature, must be a spontaneous emotion and cannot be
forced, the achievement of community by coercive means is
obviously impossible.  In the famous French revolutionary slo-
gan “Liberty, equality and fraternity”, which Hiskes quotes,
fraternity is a completely different type of value from the other
two, for this very simple reason: you can make people free by
law, and you can make people equal by law, but you cannot
make people love each other by law.

This, incidentally, is why the phrase “the compassionate so-
ciety”, which is used so frequently in contemporary British pol-
itical rhetoric to justify state welfare schemes, is such a
misnomer.  If you help someone else because you want to, be-
cause you care about them, then that’s compassion; if you help
someone else because the government is going to put you in
jail if you don’t, and you wouldn’t be doing it if you had any
choice in the matter, then compassion doesn’t come into it.
Similarly, if you help someone else and pay for it yourself, then
that’s compassion, but if you help someone else and force a
third party to foot the bill, then the sincerity of your com-
passion is open to question.  A free society can become a truly
compassionate society if its members have the right sentiments,
but neither the state nor any other body can produce com-
passion by coercion.  Whether in encouraging people to care
more about each other or in enabling them to find more sat-
isfying lifestyles, voluntary action remains the only way of cre-
ating a better society.


