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BY JOSEPH SOBRAN

T
he belief in over-population
is an ancient one. The lead
ers of the French Revolu
tion were convinced that
there were too many

Frenchmen, and that an ideal
France necessitated the elimina
tion of many people. The myth
of over-population did not ori
ginate with them. It is an ancient
belief of statist man.

But ancient or modern, the
myth has some basic premises.

First, there are for many per
sons always too many of "the
wrong kind" of people; these
may be blacks, \\!'hites, Asians,
capitalists, Marxists, the lower
class, the middle class, the upper
class, and any number of other
groups. These undesirable peo
ples are eliminated by a variety
of techniques, from slave labor
camps and mass murders, to a
killing taxation.

During the student "revolu
tion" of the 1960s, I spoke at
many a hostile university cam
pus on the myth of over-popula
tion. In "discussions," as I was
trying to leave the auditorium,
often tempers flared and some

T
hough the .prestige of literal
war has plummeted, we
find ourselves embroiled in
various metaphorical wars:
on poverty, on terrorism,

and, most urgently, on drugs.
Describing a grandiose political
drive as a "war" (especially when
it's too nebulous to be plausibly
called a "plan") seems to be an
appealing way for politicians to
express inspiring resolve and to
imply that total victory is feasi
ble: problem X, we are encour
aged to infer, will soon be

students singled out certain
"prolific" groups as needing
elimination: blacks, whites, In
dia's untouchables, and so on.
Their premise, they held, was
not racism but a sound so
ciological assessment!

Socialism and fascism, sooner
or later, by their very nature
depopulate. This is no less true
of democratic forms of these

, banished forever. All it takes is
concerted will, which is what
"war" stands for.

But wars against abstract ene
mies, as opposed to determinate
human enemies organized in
polities, have a way of bogging
down. The war on poverty has
left us with two intractabilities,
poverty itself and a huge anti
poverty apparatus. We can end
neither poverty nor the war
against it. No light is visible at
the ends of these tunnels. And no
wonder, since poverty really

evils. The State is used to give
methodical form to discrimina
tion.

Second, the believers in the
myth of over-population hold to
a strange view of limited re
sources. I recall in 1929 hearing
in a science class the first of
many expositions by "scientific
minds" of the limited-resources

CONTINUED ON PAGE SIX

means, in America, relative pov
erty, which exists whenever
people are free to make money at
their own rates. If the natural
disparities of wealth are re
garded as a public scandal, the
government can award itself an
open-ended mandate to attempt
the impossible. The goal of vic
tory will of course trump all
concerns about budgetary con
straints or property rights. "Vic
tory" need not ever be defined,
except as the hypothetical ab-

CONTINUED ON PAGE SEVEN
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espite vast U.S. gov
ernment intervention
int.o our economy,
which Ludwig von
Mises called "a method
of bringing about so
cialism by successive
measures," we are still
relatively free. But our
present system, as

Mises also noted, is inherently
unstable. It must always be
moving either towards or away
from omnipotent government.
And the bipartisan ease with
which U.S. government spend
ing and regulating keep growing
demonstrates where we're mov
ing, and why our remaining
freedoms have an uncertain fu
ture.

Property
The institution of private

property has been subverted, to
the greatest extent, beginning
with the income-tax amendment
of 1913, which contains no legal
barrier to the government's con
fiscating all American income.
Only public opinion stands in
the way. /

The great paleo-libertarian*
Frank Chodorov called the in
come-tax amendment the "Revo
lution of 1913" that undid the
"Revolution of 1789." Said
Chodorov: "No measure in the
history of our country has
caused a comparable disregard
of principle in public affairs."
And indeed the amendment un
dermines our property rights, as
does the power of local govern
ments to seize homes, busi
nesses, and farms for non
payment of property taxes.

Another culprit is the Federal
Reserve System and its legal mo
nopoly on counterfeiting. The
Fed is empowered to inflate
without limit, since the courts
ignore the monetary clauses of
the Constitution. When the Fed
uses its inflationary power, it
engages in mass thievery, which
weakens private property and
economic freedom. As Henry

Hazlitt notes, "Inflation is an
immoral act on the part of gov
ernment."

Yet despite its immorality, the
Fed enjoys prestige and eco
nomic legitimacy. Thanks to de
cades of disinformation, most
people believe that central bank
ing is a barrier to inflation. Of
course, as Hazlitt says, despite
government's attempt to portray
inflation as "some evil visitation
from without," it is "the result of
deliberate government policy."

With the income tax and the
Federal Reserve, the President
and the Congress can seize
enough of our money to finance
socialized medicine, socialized
day care, environmentalism, the
drug war, or any other interven
tionist project.

So much for private property.

But what about economic lib
erty?

Liberty
In America, no private enter

prise is free from bureaucratic
coercion. To a shocking extent,
our regulatory masters exercise
unchecked and autonomous
power. Under existing law, no
industry is safe from nationaliza
tion by presidential edict. No
piece of land is immune from the
government's power of eminent
domain. The drug war and the
RICO law have institutionalized
the government's power to seize
any property it deems ill-gotten,
not only before conviction in a
court of law but even before an

indictment. Our right to work is
merely contingent, subject to re
vocation by the legislature and
the courts.

Under this sort of system,
said Albert Jay Nock, "The in
dividual has no rights that the
State is bound to respect; no
rights at all, in fact, except those
which the State may choose to
give him, subject to revocation at
its own pleasure, with or with
out notice." This means that the
"fundamental doctrine of the
American Declaration of Inde
pendence, the doctrine underly
ing the Bill of Rights, is all
moonshine. "

Moreover, the government
immunizes itself from respon
sibility for its failures. For exam
ple, the New Deal - and its
counterparts since - have cre-

ated and sustained an urban un
derclass. In the name of helping
that underclass, the government
has destroyed the core values,
families, and communities of
two generations. After hundreds
of billions spent on government
and its friends to "fight poverty,"
the result is a holocaust of no-go
zones where drugs, child abuse,
prostitution, and illegitimacy are
the norm; government schools

CONTINUED ON PAGE EIGHT

*1 coined this word to describf
we Old-Right libertarians who
champion: a free market, a
shackled State, an unshackled
people, and traditional cultural
and moral values.
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Toward

Freedom
BY WILLIAM

MURCHISON

he toppling of natural
gas controls took 35
years: from Dwight
Eisenhower to George
Bush, from "Your Hit
Parade" to MTV.
Should that depress
us? Other economic
imbecilities - rent
control and minimum

wage rates, for instance - stand
fixed and seemingly immovable.

Why not congratulate our
selves heartily that at least one
such piece of folly is finally ka
put?

Price controls on gas sank
from sight amid infinitely less
tumult than experience would
have led one to predict. On July
12, 1989, the House passed on a
voice vote and sent to Bush's
desk a compromise bill fully de
controlling gas three and half
years hence. The Senate had
endorsed the bill just weeks ear
lier, also by voice vote. Bush
signed the bill, amid minimal
publicity. Natural gas, after Jan
uary 1, 1993, may command
whatever price a willing buyer
and willing seller agree on. Ev
erybody seems relieved.

During their long, deleterious
career, natural gas price controls
accomplished one thing at least.
They proved anew the truth of
Ludwig von Mises's astringent
pronouncement in Liberalism, a
book now more than 60 years
old. "Before the price controls
were decreed," wrote Mises,
"the commodity was, in the
opinion of the government, too
expensive; now it disappears
from the market altogether.... In
this sense, one can say of the
intervention of the authorities
that it is futile and contrary to
the purpose that it was intended
to serve, and of the system of
economic policy that attempts to
operate by means of such acts of
intervention that it is impractica
ble and unthinkable, that it con
tradicts economic logic."

Logic never had anything to
do with natural gas price con-

troIs; politics, a commodity of a
very different sort, had every
thing to do with them.

It all started June 7, 1954,
with the Supreme Court's deci
sion in Phillips Petroleum Co. v.
Wisconsin. Phillips Petroleum
had been selling natural gas to
the city of Milwaukee for three
cents per thousand cubic feet
(mcf). When Phillips proposed
raising the price by a whole
penny, Milwaukee sued. The
Supreme Court rejected Phillips'
arguments on grounds that the
Congress, in the Natural Gas
Act of 1938 regulating interstate
pipelines, had meant for the
federal government to control
the wellhead price paid natural
gas producers operating in inter
state commerce. This, although
the natural gas act stated its own

inapplicability "to the produc
tion or gathering of natural gas"!

The Federal Power Commis
sion (predecessor of the Federal
Energy Regulatory Commis
sion) sought to determine which
prices were "fair," and thus
legal, and which were not. At
first, the feds tried to calculate
each producer's "cost of service,"
but this proved impossible, so
individual cases were folded into
area-wide hearings.

The consequences of all this
mucking about with market
prices were easily foreseeable
and clearly foreseen. Demand
for artificially cheap natural gas
more than quadrupled from
1946 to 1970. Yet, in the same
period, proven reserves of gas
less than doubled.

An additional irony was at
work here: while the interstate
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market hungered increasingly
for gas, the intrastate market
consumed its fill. Gas-producing
states like Texas and Louisiana
sensibly refused to control gas
prices. What this said to gas
producers was, don't sell across
state lines; sell at home. By
1976, 47% of all gas reserves had
been committed to the intrastate
market. This alone should have
proved to the price-controllers
their own obtusity, but as events
would demonstrate, controllers
are not easily dissuaded.

SQon after the Phillips deci
sion, a concerted effort to abol
ish controls was launched by
energy-state Congressmen.
Hardly had the decontrol bill
passed both houses of Congress,
in 1957, than Sen. Frands Case
of South Dakota publicly com-

plained that an oil company lob
byist had offered him a bribe to
support the bill. Between the
economic principle at stake and
the unprincipled act of one lob
byist there was no connection;
nonetheless, when the bill
reached his desk, President
Eisenhower indignantly vetoed
it. Decontrol, as a live issue,
sank below the horizon, where it
remained until the 1970s.

The coming of the "energy
crisis" - caused by a surplus of
government controls, not a
shortage of energy - might
have concentrated political
minds on the folly of past pol
icies. And the Natural Gas Pol
icy Act of 1978, signed into law
by President Carter, did provide
for decontrolling most natural
gas by January 1, 1985. Never-

CONTINUED ON PAGE SIX
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Mises's Theory and
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including U.S. postage and

handling.

udwig von Mises pub
lished many books and
articles in his long and
productive life, each of
them making important
contributions to the
theory and application
of economic science.
But there stands out....... among them four tow-

ering masterpieces, immortal
monuments to the work of the
greatest economist and scientist
of human action of our century.
The first three were The Theory
oj Money and Credit (1912), So
cialism (1922), and Human Action
(1949).

But Mises's fourth and last
great work, Theory and History
(1957), has made remarkably lit
tle impact, and has rarely been
cited even by the young econo
mists of the recent Austrian re
vival. It remains by far the most
neglected masterwork of Mises.
And yet it provides the philo
sophical backstop and elabora
tion of the philosophy underly
ing his stupendous treatise
Human Action. Theory and History
is Mises's great methodological
work, explaining the basis of his
approach to economics, and
providing scintillating critiques
of such fallacious alternatives as
historicism, scientism, and
Marxian dialectical materialism.

It is likely that the neglect of
Theory and History has to do with
the content of its philosophical
message; few economists are
ready to adopt the charac
teristically Austrian method
which Mises systematized and
named "praxeology," the logic of
human action. At the heart of
Mises and praxeology is the con
cept of methodological dualism,
the crucial insight that human
beings must be considered and
analyzed in a way and with a
methodology that differs radi
cally from the analysis of stones,
planets, atoms, or molecules.
Why? Because, quite simply, it
is the essence of human beings
that they act, that they have

goals and purposes, and that
they try to achieve those goals.
Stones, atoms, planets, have no
goals or preferences; hence, they
do not choose among alternative
courses of action. Atoms and
planets move, or are moved;
they cannot choose, select paths
of action, or change their minds.
Men and women can and do.

Therefore, atoms and stones
can be investigated and their
paths plotted and predicted, at
least in principle, to the minutest
quantitative details. People can
not; every day, people learn,
adopt new values and goals, and
change their minds; people can
not be slotted and predicted as
can objects without minds or
without the capacity to learn and
choose.

prax

eology,

no econ-
.

0II11CS can

be truly

Austrian or

truly sound.

And now we can see why the
economics profession has put up
such massive resistance to the
basic approach of Mises. For
economics, like the other social
sciences in our century, has em
braced the myth of what Mises
has properly and scornfully re
ferred to as "scientism" - the
idea that the only truly "scien
tific" approach to the study of
man is to ape the approach of the
physical sciences, in particular of
its most prestigious branch,
physics. It must not talk of
changing one's mind, because it
must claim that events are pre
dictable. (One reason orthodox
economic theory has always had

4

great difficulty with the crucial
concept of the entrepreneur is
that each entrepreneur is clearly
and obviously unique; and neo
classical economics cannot han
dle individual uniqueness.)

By demolishing the attempted
use of statistics to frame or test
theory, Mises has been accused
of being a pure theorist with no
interest in or respect for history.
On the contrary, and this is the
central theme of Theory and His
tory, it is the positivists and be
haviorists who lack respect for
the unique historical fact by try
ing to compress these complex
historical events into the Pro
crustean mold of movements of
atoms or planets.

The embarrassing fact that
the forecasts of would-be eco
nomic soothsayers have always
faced an abysmal record, es
pecially the ones that pretend to
quantitative precision, is met in
mainstream economics by the
determination to fine-tune the
model once more and try again.
It is above all Ludwig von Mises
who recognizes the freedom, of
mind and of choice, at the irre
ducible heart of the human con
dition, and who realizes
therefore that the scientific urge
to determinism and complete
predictability is a search for the
impossible - and is therefore
profoundly unscientific.

Immersion in Theory and His
tory would help mainstream
economists realize that true the
ory is not divorced from the
world of real, acting man, and
that one can abandon scientistic
myths while still using the appa-:
ratus of deductive theory.

Austrian economics will never
enjoy a genuine renaissance until
economists read and absorb the
vital lessons of this unfortunately
neglected work. Without prax
eology, no economics can be /
truly Austrian or truly sound.
(Editor's note: this piece is
adapted from Professor Roth
bard's introduction to Theory and
History.) .....
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When you help the Ludwig von
Mises Institute, you support
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to the free market, sound
money, individual liberty, and

private property.
Since the Institute refuses to
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funds, and is considered-like
Ludwig von Mises himself-"too

uncompromising and
intransigent" by establishment

sources, we depend entirely on
those people who share our

principles.

....--...... or reasons revealing of
the state of public mor
als, none of the news
stories eulogizing the
late Congressman
Mickey Leland and his
supposedly prodigious
compassion mentioned
how much of his own
money he gave to starv

ing people. This was no over
sight. Compassion today is not
measured by how much good
one does with one's own re
sources, but by how much one
pledges of others' - especially
the taxpayers.

On his death while visiting
the wretches of Ethiopia, Rep.
Leland has been nearly unan
imously proclaimed the cham
pion nonpareil of the poor, a
"noble and caring crusader."
What did he do to earn this
reputation? He sponsored bills
to send at least $800 million in
taxpayers' money to sub-Sa
haran Africa, and he made sev
eral junkets to Africa to take the
credit. He also consorted with
the Marxist dictator of Ethiopia,
Mengistu, about such matters as
"famine-relief abuse" (the irony
of which will become clear).

Is this humanitarianism or
concern for starving people? It
may seem a lack of manners to
say this, but I doubt it. Leland's
was an easy, even phony, hu
manitarianism. At most, his ac
tivities fed a few people,
temporarily, while, not acciden
tally, building a public career for
himself. Had he been a true
humanitarian he could have ac
complished much more.

How so? He could have
learned something about why
the Ethiopians are in the misera
ble state they're in. If Leland
ever wondered about this, he
probably fell back on the myth
that the poverty of the "third
world" is caused by the \vealth
of the West. Many people be
lieve that; Leland was just a
prominent representative of a
common type. His callousness

lay in his lack of passion for a
real answer instead of a cliche.

Had he given the issue some
thought, he might have dis
covered that the proper question
is not "Why are these people
poor?" but rather "Why is any
one rich?" Man was born in
poverty; it needs no explanation
because it is simply the absence
of wealth. What needs to be
explained is how anyone ever
beat poverty and became pros
perous. A certain logic is missing
from the simple-minded argu
ment that the rich got that way
by robbing the poor.

We needn't have expected
Leland and his colleagues in
Congress to discover the truth
for themselves. It was readily
available to the most casual in
vestigator and has been available
for many years.

In the 1830s two Englishmen
understood it: standing grief
stricken at the grave of a child
who had died of starvation, one
of them, Richard Cobden,
turned to his friend, John
Bright, and said, "Come with
me. There are in England
women and children dying with
hunger - hunger made by the
laws. Come with me, and we
will not rest until we repeal
those laws." In the next decade
Cobden and Bright united the
efforts of industrialists and la
borers in a crusade to repeal the
causes of starvation in England:
the Corn Laws, which made
grain imports artificially expen
sive. Their success brought a
period of unprecedented pros
perity to England.

Cobden and Bright under
stood the source of prosperity.
Men begin with only their labor
and nature-given materials.
They have to apply their labor
to rearrange the materials in
order to produce things of value.
That requires ingenuity. And
ingenuity is clearly the more im
portant of the two. In fact, it is
ingenuity that turns nature
given materials into resources. It

5

was ingenuity that turned
worthless underground black
gunk into valuable oil. It was
ingenuity that turned sand into
silicon. Nature, strictly speak
ing, does not provide resources;
it provides materials. A resource
is a product of man's mind; a
material stamped with man's
purpose.

As important as ingenuity is
to the creation of wealth, it does
not exist unconditionally. rr0

think, to discover what they
need and how to produce it,
men must be free. They can't
create at the point of a gun.

When we apply these consid
erations to the poor areas of the
world a clear picture emerges.
What distinguishes these areas is
not a lack of materials; it is not
even harsh weather (there were
worse droughts in other parts of
Africa than the one in Ethiopia,
yet no famine occurred). No;
what distinguishes these areas is
a lack of freedom. There is
plenty of food in the world -
American farmers are always

complaining about low prices -
yet people are starving. The

reason is that collectivist, statist
political systems stop people
from producing and trading. In
Ethiopia the Marxist dictator has
deliberately kept traders from
moving food to areas inhabited
by separatist rebels. It is a man
made famine.

In other countries socialist
and fascist regimes induce pov
erty and famine by discouraging
farm production with price con
trols and marketing boards.
Rather than let farmers respond
to price incentives and reap prof
its, bureaucrats set artificially
low food prices (to subsidize
city-dwellers) and compel farm
ers to deal with marketing
boards; selling on the black mar
ket is a capital crime in some
countries. (By the way, these
ideas are the product of Western
neoclassical economists.)

As P. T. Bauer, the great
CONTINUED ON PAGE EIGHT
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Myths of
Over

Population
CONTINUED FROM PAGE ONE

thesis. We were told that, by the
time we finished our college ed
ucation, the exhaustion of fuel
supplies would tum-off power
plants and leave us in darkness.

Our known oil reserves are far
greater now than they were in
1929, and we have only pene
trated the skin of the earth with
our drills and instruments. The
earth is a vast storehouse of
resources we have barely used.
Remember, before Columbus the
Americas were "over-populated,"
and, in winter, some peoples reg
ularly resorted to cannibalism in
order to survive.

Our word "cannibal" was orig
inally "caribal," because this
practice was first encountered
among the Carib Indians. (For
calling attention to this fact, I was
canceled by one university, and,
at the university where I was
speaking, I was told I would
never speak there again. A gradu
ate school professor told me that,
given the record of Christian
white men, no white had the
right ever to say anything

discreditable about another
race!)

It is amazing how determined
many people are to see this world
as severely limited in its
resources: minerals, oil, gas, air,
ozone, everything is supposedly
being exhausted by "rapacious"
capitalistic man. The myth of
over-population is a form ofattack
on the free market, even though
no more lawless and evil use of
men and materials exists than
under socialism.

Third, the proponents of the
myth have a static view ofhistory.
They assume that population
will increase wildly, but the food
supply will remain static. Yet as
we've seen the population of the
United States double, the
number of farmers has
decreased, and the food supply
has increased dramatically. Many
farmlands have returned to tim
berlands, because they are not
needed.

Meanwhile, developments in
'weather control and desaliniza
tion promise to make desert

areas productive farmlands in
the years to come, able to
provide food for populations of
sizes yet unimagined. Consider
the fact that the overwhelming
portion of Australia, a continent'"
in itself, has a great productive
potential. Serious economists
and agricultural experts see Aus
tralia as destined some day to
rival or surpass the United
States as a center of food pro
duction, natural resources, and
population. Others call attention
to the African resource poten
tial, and so on.

The static view of history
leads to an end-of-the-world
mentality. In the days of the
Roman Empire, some held that
the earth was worn out, and
population growth too great. A
society that sees no future has no
future. We are living in the early
stages of the earth's greatest de
velopment and therefore ability
to care for the needs of men.
What is amazing is the willful
blindness of many to the pos
sibilities and inevitabilities open
to free men. ~

CONTINUED FROM PAGE THREE

Gas
Decontrol:

AStep
Toward

Freedom

theless, "old" gas - gas dis
covered prior to 1978 - was to
remain under control. At the
same time, the supposed bless
ings of controlled interstate.
prices were extended to the un
controlled intrastate market.

In this part-free, part-regu
lated environment, distortions
naturally persisted. Ceilings on
prices became floors, at twice
the market level. The Reagan
administration tried in 1983 to
complete the job, but failed.
Still, the end was in sight. By
the spring of 1989, most foes of
decontrol were low on ide
ological energy. The raw facts of
the situation had forced them to
sit up and take notice.

The gas industry, formerly
divided between producers
favoring higher prices and dis
tributors wanting low ones,
came out unanimously for de-

FreeMarket 0 C T 0 B E R 1 9 8 9

controlling the 35-40% of the gas
supply still under the federal
thumb.

Decontrol bills were quietIy
introduced in both houses. De
bate was generally even-tem
pered, non-rancorous. Invinci
ble ignorance animated only a
few opponents. Sen. Howard
Metzenbaum of Ohio, arguing
against reporting a "clean" de
control bill, sniffed, "I will say it
is a clean bill...clean out the
consumers of their cash." The
first few "pro-consumer"
amendments Metzenbaum of
fered were so thoroughly drub
bed that he shelved two dozen
more he had prepared.

The final legislation ends all
price controls by January 1,
1993. Gas not presentIy under
contract is decontrolled inlme
diately. It is the end of an era -
concerning which I beg leave to

6

conclude with a personal reflec
tion.

The Dallas Morning News,
where I once wrote editorials,
levied fierce warfare against gas
price controls from the begin
ning in 1954. If I have written
one fervent blast at controls, I
must have written 150. I look
about - and we have won, and
the joyous news is not easy to
assimilate. At the thought that
never again will I find occasion
to wield the sword for gas de
control, a nostalgic tear blurs my
vision. Quickly I brush it away.
Enough! One economic dragon
slain, out of dozens, scores, hun
dreds still living.

Congress and the President,
in decontrolling gas prices, have
made us a little freer than we
were. They have not made us a
fraction so free as we need and
deserve to be. ~



Conservative
Doubts

About 1I1e
Drug War

CONTINUED FROM PAGE ONE

sence of a condition that is all too
visibly present. (Or even invisi
bly present: the late Michael
Harrington set the fashion of
speaking of "invisible poverty,"
which, like the Emperor's
Clothes, may only be discerned
by those whose consciousness
has been raised.)

As for the war on terrorism,
nobody even knows how to
commence it, unless by declar
ing Iran the embodiment of ter
rorism and dropping a few
bombs.

Drugs are an even more elu
sive adversary. N10st recreational
drugs derive from plants that
may be grown in endless remote
expanses outside American juris
diction and imported at count
less points by various ingenious
means. There is no single head
quarters, hence no target for
warfare. Only comprehensive
control will do.

Or will it? Illicit drugs have
proved uncontrollable even in
our most intensely controlled
domains: prisons. Which has
provoked the observation that if
America were turned into a to
talitarian system, where the
powers of the State were abso
lutely unlimited, the black mar
ket in drugs would still flourish.

Police-work always limps
after energies that bound over
laws. It takes several policemen
to catch a single criminal, unless
he operates from a stationary
address. This ratio means that
law and order always depend
primarily on voluntary com
pliance by the overwhelming
majority of the populace. When
a critical mass of citizens dis
regards the law, law enforce
ment is futile. And the drug
selling and -consuming sectors of
America are as fluid as they are
enormous.

Like all soldiers, our drug
warriors \vill naturally feel that
they aren't getting enough sup
port when they aren't winning.
From their point of view, this is
perfectly rational. Their uncon-

ditional assignment is to win,
period. That's what war means.
But the "war" isn't serious. It's
rhetorical, a gesture of deter
mination we don't really feel,
though we feel we ought to feel
it. The men who actually do the
fighting, at great risk, are frus
trated by the gulf between our
professions of hatred for the en
emy and our unwillingness to
provide anything approaching
the means needed for victory.

And at the drug Pentagon, the
senior strategists will call, like
generals, for more funding,
more troops, more national will.
Our drug czar, William Bennett,
keeps proposing increasingly
drastic measures, and it's predic
table that he and his successors
will continue egging us on with
periodic reports of both the en
couraging "headway" we are
making on this or that front
(casual drug use is down this
year, for example) and horrify
ing iterations of the total dimen
sions of the problem.

Ah, the problem. In America
every evil is a "problem," there
fore soluble. But as James Burn
ham used to say, "When there's
no solution, there's no problenl. "
To be sure, individuals have drug
problems. It's meaningless to
speak of a national drug problem.
What we have is a national com
plex of drug-related evils we're
confusedly treating as a single
entity.

The most salient of these evils
is the violent crime associated
with distributing drugs and pay
ing for personal drug habits.
The gang violence of Prohibition
was comparatively sporadic; and
today, though legal alcohol con
sumption generates more vio
lence than legal drug use ever
will (narcotics retard violent im
pulses), whiskey is distributed
without incident. But the craving
for drugs and drug profits, a
double craving perversely sus
tained by law, results in millions
of crimes against persons and
property - daily killings in

7

·large CItIes, four million bur
glaries per year, for instance.
This, at least, is a genuine prob
lem, in the sense that it's suscepti
ble of amelioration. Llewellyn
Rockwell estimates that
decriminalizing drugs would cut
street crime 75 %. If so, the

.debate should stop right there.
All this is not meant as an

advertisement for drug use itself.
Americans have legitimate wor
ries about what decriminalizing
drugs would mean. More drug
consumption? Yes. Present laws
do deter some people, a fraction
of whom would acquire drug
problems if the law stopped de
terring them from use. Many
others would sample drugs with
out becoming addicted or dis
abled. It's hardly conceivable,
though, that drug abuse would
produce anything approaching
the hundreds of thousands of
deaths now caused by alco
holism and tobacco use. More
over, legalized drugs would
certainly be less lethal than black
market drugs, for the same rea
son that Jin1 Beam is safer than
moonshine, as Mark l~hornton

of Auburn University has
i pointed out.

What about kids? Wouldn't
decriminalizing drugs mean
more young people with drug
problems? Maybe not. The op
posite might be true. If drugs
were legal for adults but forbid
den to minors (with tough penal
ties for selling or giving them to
the underaged), the price of
drugs would be too low to make
the risk of breaking the law
worthwhile. Age-stratified legal
ization might well segregate the
very young from drugs in a way
that the present black market
does not.

Probably the deepest reserva
tion most Americans feel against
decriminalizing drugs stems
from the identification of the
moral with the legal. We feel
that what is immoral ought to be
illegal, and that what is legal

CONTINUED ON PAGE EIGHT

OCT 0 B E R 1 9 8 9 FreeMarket



Conservative
Doubts

About the
Drug War

CONTINUED FROM PAGE SEVEN

Phony
Benevolence

CONTINUED FROM PAGE FIVE

Our
Tentative

Economic
Freedoms

CONTINUED FROM PAGE TWO

must be morally approved. But,
after all, we managed to repeal
Prohibition without making
drunkenness an inalienable
right. Drunk drivers go to jail;
alcohol abuse can be grounds for
dismissal and divorce. There
lurks in each of us the irrational
fantasy of America turning into
a nation of stupefied addicts.
Few are old enough to re
member when today's controlled
substances were uncontrolled,
and nobody spoke of a national
drug problem. Opium, cocaine,
and other drugs, readily avail
able, were sometimes abused,
but were never associated, in the
public mind, with violence. (It
took the law to create that con
nection.)

Informal social sanctions, as

developmental economist, has
shown, the people of the im
poverished countries are not fun
damentally different from any
one else. They want material
progress, and when left free they
save, invest, and produce. Con
trary to collectivist dogma,
"third worlders" eagerly become
capitalists when given the
chance. (Bauer's work, for exam
ple, Dissent on Development is great
reading.)

The problem in those coun-·

promote immorality; en
trepreneurship is outlawed; and
brute criminals run free.

But no one blames the bu
reaucrats. "Since the State cre
ates all rights," said Nock, "and
since the only valid and au
thoritative ethics are State eth
ics, then by obvious inference
the State can do no wrong."

Despite the Constitution and
the Declaration of Indepen-

always, did most of the work of
governing society. They will do
the same when Americans are
forced again to take respon
sibility for their own behavior,
without federal agencies to keep
watch on their voluptuary hab
its. Most of us would go on
living as we have, without the
drugs that are currently banned;
most of the rest would come to
terms with drug use, avoiding
serious abuse.

It's an accident ofcircumstance
that when most of us think of
illegal drugs, we picture vil
lainous purveyors: pock-faced
dictators, ghetto toughs. This
makes talk of war on drugs emo
tionally powerful. But nobody
today thinks of Al Capone and
gin together. The end of Prohibi-

tries is the malign attitude to
ward the creation of wealth.
This attitude is well summarized
by Frantz Fanon, a trendy so
cialist writer and psychoanalyst
in Algeria: "The people come to
understand that wealth is not the
fruit of labor but the result of
organized protected robbery.
Rich people are no longer re
spectable people; they are
nothing more than flesh-eating
animals, jackals and vultures
which wallow in the people's

dence, let alone the traditions of
Western civilization, the State
does indeed view itself as the
source of rights, only to be drib
bled out if its subjects fulfill their
alleged duties or responsibilities
to society (by which is almost
always meant the government).

Said the great conservative lib
ertarian Frank S. Meyer, co
founder of National Review: the
rights of human beings "are not

tion broke the link between alco
hol and organized crime.
Decriminalizing drugs will break
up similar fatal clusters. Continu
ing the bogus war will only sad
dle us with both a criminal drug
subculture and a consumptive
drug bureaucracy, equally and
symbiotically permanent.

In a recent interview Mr.
Bennett was receptive to the idea
of decapitating drug dealers.
That gruesome and worse-than
useless suggestion perfectly ex
presses the logic of the war on
drugs. We'd do well to recall
Hydra, whose severed heads
grew back doubled. The Hydra
of drug crime has many times
more heads now than when we
started. We can't kill it. Maybe
we can domesticate it......

blood." Make that the reigning
cultural belief of a country and
famine and misery are guaran
teed.

In light of all this, who is the
real humanitarian? Is it Mickey
Leland, whose views and policies
were probably not far from
Fanon's? Or people like Ludwig
von Mises and P. T. Bauer, who
devoted their lives to investigat
ing what makes prosperity pos
sible? ....

the gift of some Leviathan" and
the duties of human beings are
not "tribute owed to Leviathan."

Only when the rights of lib
erty and property are again rec
ognized will our economic
freedom be secure. That is why
our energies must be focused not
only on teaching economic truth,
but also on fighting what Meyer
called "the great enemy of our
time, the Leviathan State." ....

~[)\\I;1G
~
INSTITUTE

Copyright © 1989 by the Ludwig von Mises Institute, 851 Burlway Road, Burlingame, California 94010, (415)
579-2500, Fax: (415) 579-0612, and Auburn University; the O. P. Alford III Center for Advanced Studies in Austrian
Economics; the University of Nevada, Las Vegas; the Lawrence Fertig Student Center; and the Review of Austrian
Economics. Permission to reprint articles is hereby granted provided full credit and address are given. Editor:
Llewellyn H. Rockwell, Jr.; Contributing Editor: Murray N. Rothbard; Managing Editor: Jeffrey A. Tucker; Scholarly
Publications Editor: Judith F. Thommesen; Production by MacDonald-Morris Creative Services; Publisher: Patricia O.
Heckman; Associate Publisher: Norma A. Marchman.

FreeMarket 0 C T 0 B E R 1 9 8 9 8


