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Toward a I.ibertqrian Movement

Reason editor Robert Poole recently propounded a view of societal
change ("' Libertarian Realpolitik™, Reason, August 1976) which might be
ciassified as the “Infinite Series of Small steps Toward Freedom®
viewpoint. However, using the set of definitions originated and
popularized by one of history’s greatest tacticians and social change
theorists. V. I. Lenin, this view should be characterized as “Right Wing
opportunism.”

While clearly no libertarian {Lenin was about as far from
libertarianism as one could get, in fact) Lenin nevertheless conceived
and propounded a theory of societal change which can only be regarded as
brilliant. His views are cogently presented in “Left-Wing Communism An
Infantile Disorder.” a tract written to clarify his position on matters of
tacties and strategy and to steer the international Bolshevik movement
~ toward the attainment of power. The ends of his Bolshevik party were
clearly different from those of the Libertarian Party, yet the grand
structure of means can be applied to the attainment of opposing ends.
Lenin viewed the *'victors” at any stage of a societal struggie as those
who created the largest, most effective and highest quality movement.
That is. those who ultimately succeeded were those who succeeded in
bringing the highest number of influential people to their side, realizing of
course. that the first factor (numbers) is difficult to define except as a
“critical mass.” and the latter (quality) is essentially a subjective
determination of those involved in the struggle.

While numerous Marxists would have simply sat back and waited for
“the inevitable forces of history™ to hand them their utopia on a silver
platter. Lenin realized that no such thing would occur automatically. He
was, of course, rationalizing this position to fit in with Marxist
determinism. utilizing the lame excuse that it was the duty of the
revolutionary i ““midwife” for the birth of a revolution so as to ““ease the
pains™ and thereby expedite the process. Lenin postulated three kinds of
activism designed to change society, each having the same goals in mind
but pursuing widely different means. Two of these, *‘Left-Sectarianism”
and "*Right-Opportunism,”” were viewed as destructive of the ends to be
attained. while his own position of ““movement builder’” (my designation)
was viewed as the most efficacious for the attainment of revolutionary
ends.

Lefi-Sectarianism. according to Lenin, is the view that no alliances,
dialogues, etc. should ever be made with similarly inclined groups, as this
would be a “corapromise.” In their desire to remain purist this strategy
would rule out any chance of nitimate success. An example of this
viewpoint would be the libertarian who, when addressing a group of
husiness people. rather than “sizing up™ his audience and stating the case
for liberty in as convincing a manner as possible, would, instead, declare
that if vou don’t want heroin in vending machines, you are an enemy of
liberty and the hell with you. A Right-Opportunist, contrarily, would not
mention the libertarian arguments for legalization of activities deemed
worthy of restrictive legislation and would, instead, speak only to those
issues on which he and the audience were in agreement, hoping to enlist
their support for one project or another to roll back government. The
most effective approach. 1 believe (following a “flexible” Leninist
viewpoint). would run something as follows: government regulation of
small business is bad: we should realize that government regulation of
drug use is another manifestation of *'Big Brotherism; " and if drug users
and businesspeople wish to be free. they must adopt a poliey of live and
let live toward each other. etc.: thus going from specific cases to general
principles and then applying these principles to areas which would at first
have seemed absurd to those listening, giving empirical analyses of costs
and benefits to back up the general principle enunciated by the speaker.

The problems inherent in Right-Opportunism and Left Sectarianism,
the necessily for maintaining a proper balance between them and the
maintenance of a proper means-end relationship, were questions to which
Lenin frequently addressed himself. Libertarians would do well to
address themselves to these vitally important issues as well. The
problems inherent in Left-Sectarianism should be obvious, i.e., the ends
are never attained due to the failure to attract adherents by convincing
opponents 10r those who are neutral) of the validity of libertarian views
through a process of argumentation. The problems with the latter view
are less obvious but equally pernicious. For if, as Mr. Poole suggests in

his editorial, we take several of these small steps toward freedom, won’t
we be freer? And, after all, isn't that the goal of the libertarian gua
libertarian? What is the error here, and why do I eppose it so?

IE Mr. Poole were able to convince a local government to reduce taxes
through application of “business like methods”” to governmental action,
or to decriminalize drug use (that is, to merely reduce the penaities and
not abolish them), or to defuse a few regulatory agencies, or to withdraw
a few troops from abroad, or to do any of the things on his short term
agenda. each would seem to be laudable and worthy of praise as steps
toward freedom. Yet what of long run goals? How do people tie these
different steps together so as to establish a case for taking even more of
these steps in the direction of liberty? Would it be simply because Mr,
Poole would continue to pressare the state to do so? Surely, if Mr. Posle
and company met with success of any kind he would immediately meet
‘such concentrated opposition from entrenched parasitic interests
{favored businesses and unions, bureaucrats, ete.) that his efforts would
be themselves defused before they had any chance to advance further. An
example of such failure is to be found in the voucher plans to meve
education toward the free market. Without extolling the efficacy of the
free market and building up public support for ‘‘de-statizing’ education,
an attempt was made to introduce a limited form of competition in this
field (somewhat analogous to Oscar Lange’s ‘‘market-socialism”}.
Immediately, teachers’ unions and bureaucrats led a successul counter-
attack which laid the voucher plan to rest permanently.

To reach our goal of liberty, we must establish in the “‘public mind” the
validity of certain general rules. We must strive for acceptance of a
theoretical super-structure which demonstrates that market mechanisms
are not only preferable in one instance due to btter administration by one
gifted businessman, but that government botches everything because of
the nature of government.

Recently, I conversed with a talented and intelligent economist who
took a similar Right-Opportunist view as Mr. Poole. The economist was a
libertarian (an anarch capitalist, in fact) and was arguing in front of 2
small group of persons that the efforts of the Libertarian Party were
ultimately futile, and that the only viable alternative strategy for liberty
is {o demonstrate empirically that the state ruins whatever it touches. He
stated that it was his goal to aproach a ‘‘small Southern Board of
fiducation”” and apply for a grant to manage the schools on a “free
market basis.” He was sure he and his co-entrepreneurs would ran the
schools so efficiently that they would then be awarded all of the coniracts
for public education in the surrounding areas, thereby demonstrating the
efficacy of the market (a non-sequitur, for being a private recipiest of 2
state monopoly in no way demonstrates anything about the free market).
Yet. assuming he was successful, how would the public tie this
occurrence to other instances of government intervention without being
presented| a coherent body of theory or principles by an articulate and
organized movement which would show this to be an instance of the
application of a general principle?

If Mr. Poole pursues his sirategy of “‘hiding”’ his libertarian principles,
how will such a movement, capable of pointing out the general nature of
state intervention, come into existence? Further, who would then seize
the initiative and organize public opposition to the state and start the
process of dismantling it? Many a critique of government intervention,
both empirical (demonstrating specific cases of state mismanagement)
and {presenting a theoretical framework for analysis of state coercion)
has been penned, yet who is there to promote these views and organize
opposition to the state? Will the ‘““masses” autornatically rally around the
glorious banner of de-municipalizing sanitation services in Pittsburgh?
Clearly they must be presented with a world view in which consistent ties
between what in Mr. Poole’s strategy would be presented as isolated
phenomena would be established, i.e., one which articulates general rules
of human action.

Other criticisms which can be levelled against Mr. Poole’s Right-
Opportunism include his views concerning the purpose of a (libertarian)
political party. Mr. Poole states, *“The purpose of a political party is to
elect people to office. Those librtarians who find this unpalatable should
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