A QUARTERLY
MESSAGE
ON LIBERTY
SPRING 2016
VOLUME 14
NUMBER 2

How I Became a Libertarian
PENN JILLETTE

got out of high school—notice I don’t say “graduated”—on a plea bargain. I had reasonable
SATs, and I went to my principal in the beginning of my senior year and said that I wanted to
pass, because it was important to my family that
I actually finish high school. But I wasn’t going to come to
school any more, because I was sick of that, and I said that
if he did not graduate me at the end of my senior year, I
would give an impassioned speech to the school board
that they were not dealing well with their gifted students.
He said to me, “Are you threatening me?” and I said
“Yes.” And we made a deal.
So before I finished high school, I was out on the road in
the USA. I learned to eat fire, and I learned to juggle, and I
went to Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Greatest
Show on Earth Clown College.
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A

nd I say “Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Greatest Show
on Earth Clown College” all the way through, because if you
worked for Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Greatest
Show on Earth and you ever said “circus,” or “show,” or “the Rin-

gling Show” without saying “Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Greatest

Show on Earth,” you were fined. And we weren’t paid that much.
I met Teller when I was 18 and we started putting together our magic show. I
guess we were kind of fast-tracked to be Hollywood liberals—I’m in show business, I have this kind of impotent ponytail back here—I probably should be a liberal. I probably should be a Bernie Sanders supporter and I should be “Feeling the
Bern”—but I’m not.
The way the media tend to present libertarians is that we’re conservatives, or
we’re people with money who want to smoke dope. And it’s really not true at all
for me. I do not come to libertarianism because I’m a really successful businessperson, or a CEO, or because I have to fight regulations. I really come to it
from a purely hippie point of view. I have always been a peacenik, and in the 80s I
met a man named Tim Jenison. I was then just kind of your standard liberal, and
Tim was libertarian.

“

“

I really come to libertarianism from
a purely hippie point of view.

I started giving all the arguments for why the government had to be more powerful, and Tim said a really simple sentence to me. He said, “Do you think it’s OK
to punish people who’ve done nothing wrong?” And I said “No”—even though I
felt somewhere in my heart that it was a trick question. And then he said, “Why is
it OK to reward people who’ve done nothing right?” He said, “Can’t you see that
you can’t reward without punishing? They’re the same thing.” And that shut me
up for a little while.
Then Tim started saying, “You know, you’re so against force. You’ve never hit
anybody in your life. You’ve been beat up. You’ve been in carnival situations that
have gone badly and people have hit you and you’ve not hit them back because you
didn’t think it was life threatening. You are insanely peacenik in terms of the way
you see war, what the country should do. Why do you think it’s so OK for the government to use force to get things done that you think are good ideas?”
I started thinking that one really good definition of government is that govern-
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ment is supposed to have a monopoly on force. The government is the guys with
the guns, and we are the people who tell the government what they can do. So in
my morality, I shouldn’t be able to tell anyone to do something with a gun that I
wouldn’t do myself. Now I want to add here that I am incompetent and I am a
coward, so this is all theoretical, what I’m about to say—but if you asked me:
Would I use a gun to stop a murder? Yeah! Would I use a gun to stop a rape?
Yeah! Would I use the threat of a gun to stop a robbery? Yeah, I think you kind of
have to. Would I use a gun to protect our country and our way of life? Yeah!
Would I use a gun to build a library? No!
Do I think libraries are really important? Wicked important! Reallyimportant!
I came from a dead factory town in western Massachusetts, before the Internet.

“

Before Teller and I actually called
ourselves ‘libertarians,’ we had a lot of
run-ins with government art groups.

“

Without the Greenfield Public Library, I wouldn’t have had a chance. I rode my
bike there every day. I read everything. When Frank Zappa put in the back of the
album Lumpy Gravy, “Do not listen to this until you’ve read Kafka’s In the Penal
Colony,” I jumped on my bike and rode to the library and read it, then came back
to listen to the record. I follow directions well.
So will I give my money to help someone build a library? Yeah! Will I ask other
people to give their money to help build a library? Yeah! Will I beg other people to
give money to build a library? Yeah! Will I lie to people to get them to give money
to build a library? A little bit. Will I use a gun to get someone to build a library? No.
And that is, in a nutshell, my entire view of politics: that I have to look over what
people want the government to do and say “If I were given all the power, would I
use a gun to accomplish what they want to accomplish?”
I am a huge fan of art, and I am a huge fan of crazy art. But Teller and I, before
we met Tim Jenison, and before we actually called ourselves “libertarians,” we had
a lot of run-ins with government art groups. There was a theater in Philadelphia
called the Walnut Street Theatre—it’s still there—and upstairs at the Walnut
Street Theatre was Theatre 5, which was a little tiny room that sat 100 people.
And they had local grants, federal grants, just grants, grants, grants to put together
little experimental theater shows in this 100-seat theater on the 5th floor of the
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Walnut Street Theatre.
They had all their money paid by the government, and they had to put up one
new show, I think it was every six weeks. Teller and I, at this point, were street performers. We went out to Head House Square in Philadelphia, and I would do a
12-minute juggling show, and I would then pass the hat. I was a very, very successful street performer. We had a dream of doing a full evening show indoors. We
needed a place, and Teller had gone to college with one of the guys who had these
grants. But we didn’t know they had grants—we thought they were the same as us,
that they made money from ticket sales. They said that they couldn’t get their
show together (six weeks with nothing
else to do and they couldn’t do a show?
Shakespeare’s in the public domain!) so
they said, “You can have our theater to
put your show on—you’d only have to
pay us a little bit of money, and you can
have the whole space and do the whole
show.” We were thrilled to pieces. Just
thrilled to pieces! And we worked really
hard (I mean, hard for show business.)
We went out and did press releases and
got reviews. And that 100-seat theater,
when we were in there, was sold out for the whole six weeks.
Then the head of the Walnut Street Theatre found out that our show had
been so successful—they’d never been successful in there at all—and came and
talked to us. We didn’t know we were blowing the G on the joint—to use carny
terms. We didn’t know we were giving up a secret, to use, I guess, regular-people
terms. He said, “How much of the grant money did you get?” And we said “Grant
money? No, we just happened to have the theater—thank you so much, sir, we really appreciate it. It’s really helpful, you know, that small amount of rent we’re paying.” And he said, “Rent?!” I said, “This has been wonderful! We’re making our living, it’s going great.” Well, anyway, they lost all their grants. And then there were
all sorts of articles written on how Penn and Teller were destroying the arts in
Philadelphia because we had lost the federal grants because we went and ratted
out the people that were doing the real, important, significant work that we
weren’t doing because we were “commercial.”
Then the 80s came around and there was all that controversy over a few
artists—there was the Piss Christ art, and there was a New York artist named
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David Wojnarowicz. They did art that was very, very controversial, and very, very
blasphemous. They lost some of their National Endowment for the Arts (NEA)
grants, and I was then in a very awkward position. I was a freedom of speech nut
and I thought that they absolutely should have the right to do whatever art they
wanted. But I was also remembering my Theatre 5 days in Philadelphia—and I
didn’t think that the government should pay for them. And although I was—am—
an atheist, my mom and dad were very strong Christians, and I was very close to
them. And I had that image in my head of the gun. I looked at this art that I loved,
that was so blasphemous to my mom and dad, and I was appalled by the idea that
my mom and dad were having a gun held to their head to pay for art that I loved,
but they didn’t. And that to me was libertarianism in a nutshell. I wanted those
artists to have their work everywhere. I wanted those artists to be very, very successful—but I did not want anyone that did not like that art to pay for it, and certainly not to be forced.

“

It is immoral for me to use the
government to use force to do anything
that I wouldn’t do myself.

“

So when Wojnarowicz lost the grants from the NEA, I went over to his studio.
He was a little surprised that I’d showed up there, because I’d been on TV a few
days before saying that I didn’t think the NEA should exist at all, and he shouldn’t
get any money whatsoever. I said, “I’d like to buy a lot of your work. I want to buy
it because I really, really like it.” As a matter of fact, with some of my friends, we
bought enough art from him to actually make up for his grant. (And now I own
that art and it’s worth a ton of money, so I turned out OK.)
I’ve read such wonderful defenses of the invisible hand, and I know how important it is to let the free market work—but I can’t say in good conscience that
I’m absolutely sure that if you took regulations away and let the free market run
wild that everyone would be doing better and everyone would be happy and everyone would be living in utopia. It makes sense that it would work, but I don’t know.
But I do know that if this is a government by the people, and I’m one of the people, and the government is the one with guns—I know that it is immoral for me to
use the government to use force, to use guns, to do anything that I wouldn’t do
myself. And that’s how I became a libertarian. n
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What is the state of the “libertarian
moment” in politics?

Public opinion change is often slow, deep, and
tectonic. The libertarian moment is not based
on one candidate or political party, but a set of
ideas that permeate throughout the public.
Across a number of public policy issues, Americans continue to become more tolerant toward LGBT people, and take more libertarian
positions on guns, marijuana, immigration, education, and so on. I think a meaningful libertarian shift is taking place among America’s
youth with Democratic youth placing greater
emphasis on individual autonomy and Republican youth shifting toward “liberty candidates.” This doesn’t mean that young people
are libertarian, but are more open to libertarian ideas than generations before. Take for instance that young people today have a more
positive reaction to the word “libertarian” (50
percent) than any other generation (compared
to 25 percent among those 65 and older). As
young people age and take on positions of
power and influence, libertarian ideas may become more prominent.
Why are millennials so much more likely
than their elders to support socialism?

Young people don’t know what socialism is.
For young people, socialism doesn’t mean the
Soviet Union, it means Scandinavia—and Scandinavia isn’t even socialist! Young people are
about as favorable toward socialism as capitalism, whereas all older generations are starkly
opposed to socialism and about equally supportive of capitalism. When asked to define
the word socialism, only about 16 percent of
young people could do so accurately. Instead,
they tend to think of socialism as the govern6 • Cato’s Letter SpRInG 2016

ment providing for people’s needs, rather than
running all of the nation’s businesses. They
don’t remember the Cold War, and thus they
don’t associate socialism with political repression, long bread lines, starvation, forced labor
camps, and so on. What’s unclear is if young
people are willing to pay higher taxes to fund
the large social welfare programs that Scandinavians employ. We find that once millennials
reach the threshold of about $40,000$60,000 a year they begin to oppose income
redistribution, including raising taxes to expand financial assistance to the poor.
You’ve done a lot of research into the tea
party movement—what should we know
about them?

The tea party movement is a coalition of different types of people who joined together in the
same movement largely over a belief that activist government was unfairly rewarding the
undeserving (i.e., banks, automakers, cities, and
homeowners who purchased too much housing) at the expense of the truly productive
members of society. In particular the two
largest groups in the tea party movement include libertarian leaners and socially conservative tea partiers. Tea partiers often say the
movement is about reining in big government
in order to protect individual liberty. For some
people this is certainly true. However, for most
people in the tea party movement, the preference for limited government is driven by a
“reap what you sow” conception of economic
justice. It’s based on the idea that everyone
should be rewarded in proportion to their
achievements and failings and that government
should not shield people from the consequences of their decisions. n

Four Ways to
Boost Your Impact

G

ood news! Your generous annual Sponsorship of the Cato Institute is delivering our
defense of liberty to more engaged Americans in 2016 than ever before. Cato.org,
Libertarianism.org, and HumanProgress.org all had their best month ever in February, which was therefore the best month ever for Cato’s combined web traffic.

And during this election year, Cato will continue to be a consistent, principled, and nonparti-

san advocate for individual liberty, limited government, free markets, and peace. While we face a
challenging environment in Washington, D.C., your commitment to Cato’s libertarian public
policy commentary, education, and research activities is a strong investment in educating policymakers and promoting these ideas in the media, on college campuses, and throughout the American political universe.
Cato’s significant impact is only possible because of our strong relationships with committed
Sponsors. And today we are pleased to highlight several ways to become even more involved in
the fight for liberty as a Cato Sponsor.
l

MEET LIKE-MINDED SPONSORS who share our values and vision for a better world by attend-

ing a Cato event. Cato events include policy forums in Washington and other cities, weekend retreats, and the week-long Cato University, so there is truly something for everyone to enjoy. Perhaps you’ll find an event that is perfect for a friend still on the fence about liberty—and even if they
can’t attend, many of these discussions are posted to our website.
l

UPDATE YOUR EMAIL PREFERENCES and subscribe to up to 12 Cato newsletters that you

can tailor for message frequency and topics you’re passionate about. Cato has a huge library of liberty resources we promote by email, and many Sponsors enjoy sharing these materials with their
civic-minded family, friends, and colleagues—possibly changing hearts and minds along the way.
And don’t forget that we have copies of the invaluable Cato Pocket Constitution if you’ve given
yours away or need more.
l

SHARE YOUR IDEAS, FEEDBACK, AND CONCERNS with staff so that we can learn from you

and improve Cato. We consider Sponsors our colleagues at Cato, and we want to hear from you.
With your input and financial support, Cato will more effectively discover opportunities to make a
bigger impact. Cato’s Sponsors have great instincts on changing public opinion across the policy
spectrum toward a more libertarian perspective.
l

BUILD YOUR LEGACY FOR LIBERTY BY INCLUDING CATO IN YOUR ESTATE PLAN thereby

denying the Internal Revenue Service another bite at your resources. “Eternal vigilance is the price of
liberty,” we’ve been told. Cato’s excellent record of effectiveness in the ongoing battle to maintain a
free society is made possible by plans written into the estates of the previous generation’s advocates
for liberty. Whatever way you choose to fulfill your philanthropic priorities for liberty, we’d like to
hear your ideas about what you want to do to help Cato achieve its mission to advance civil society. n
TO LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW YOU CAN ADVANCE THE WORK OF CATO, PLEASE CONTACT HARRISON MOAR,
CATO’S DIRECTOR OF SPONSOR SERVICES, AT HMOAR@CATO.ORG OR 202-789-5259.
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y the end of July you may very well have had your ﬁll of politics and conventions—therefore, it will be the perfect
time to join us in Washington, D.C. for one of the

most unique and un-conventional opportunities Cato oﬀers:
Cato University.
This year’s program will be held at the Cato Institute’s headquarters in the heart of Washington, D.C. In a
time of great national challenges, pitched battles over critical policy issues, and so much more, our nation’s capital is
the perfect setting to examine the roots of our commitment
to liberty and limited government, and to explore the ideas
and values on which the American republic was founded.

NO PRICE INCREASE FOR 2016
To make the program as accessible as possible, we are keeping the
cost at $995. This includes all scheduled events and program materials, but not overnight room charges. However, we’ve arranged low
room rates for Cato University participants at a nearby hotel. We hope
you will be able to join us for this one-of-a- kind program.
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