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Herbert Spencer
The Right to Ignore the State

 
The Right to Ignore the State

 
§ 1. As a corollary to the proposition that all institutions must be subordinated to the law of

equal freedom, we cannot choose but admit the right of the citizen to adopt a condition of voluntary
outlawry. If every man has freedom to do all that he wills, provided he infringes not the equal freedom
of any other man, then he is free to drop connection with the State, – to relinquish its protection and to
refuse paying towards its support. It is self-evident that in so behaving he in no way trenches upon the
liberty of others; for his position is a passive one, and, whilst passive, he cannot become an aggressor.
It is equally self-evident that he cannot be compelled to continue one of a political corporation without
a breach of the moral law, seeing that citizenship involves payment of taxes; and the taking away
of a man's property against his will is an infringement of his rights. Government being simply an
agent employed in common by a number of individuals to secure to them certain advantages, the very
nature of the connection implies that it is for each to say whether he will employ such an agent or
not. If any one of them determines to ignore this mutual-safety confederation, nothing can be said,
except that he loses all claim to its good offices, and exposes himself to the danger of maltreatment, –
a thing he is quite at liberty to do if he likes. He cannot be coerced into political combination without
a breach of the law of equal freedom; he can withdraw from it without committing any such breach;
and he has therefore a right so to withdraw.

§ 2. "No human laws are of any validity if contrary to the law of nature: and such of them as are
valid derive all their force and all their authority mediately or immediately from this original." Thus
writes Blackstone, to whom let all honour be given for having so far outseen the ideas of his time, –
and, indeed, we may say of our time. A good antidote, this, for those political superstitions which
so widely prevail. A good check upon that sentiment of power-worship which still misleads us by
magnifying the prerogatives of constitutional governments as it once did those of monarchs. Let men
learn that a legislature is not "our God upon earth," though, by the authority they ascribe to it and the
things they expect from it, they would seem to think it is. Let them learn rather that it is an institution
serving a purely temporary purpose, whose power, when not stolen, is, at the best, borrowed.

Nay, indeed, have we not seen that government is essentially immoral? Is it not the offspring
of evil, bearing about it all the marks of its parentage? Does it not exist because crime exists? Is
it not strong, or, as we say, despotic, when crime is great? Is there not more liberty – that is, less
government – as crime diminishes? And must not government cease when crime ceases, for very
lack of objects on which to perform its function? Not only does magisterial power exist because of
evil, but it exists by evil. Violence is employed to maintain it; and all violence involves criminality.
Soldiers, policemen, and gaolers; swords, batons, and fetters, – are instruments for inflicting pain; and
all infliction of pain is, in the abstract, wrong. The State employs evil weapons to subjugate evil, and
is alike contaminated by the objects with which it deals and the means by which it works. Morality
cannot recognise it; for morality, being simply a statement of the perfect law, can give no countenance
to anything growing out of, and living by, breaches of that law. Wherefore legislative authority can
never be ethical – must always be conventional merely.

Hence there is a certain inconsistency in the attempt to determine the right position, structure,
and conduct of a government by appeal to the first principles of rectitude. For, as just pointed out,
the acts of an institution which is, in both nature and origin, imperfect cannot be made to square
with the perfect law. All that we can do is to ascertain, firstly, in what attitude a legislature must
stand to the community to avoid being by its mere existence an embodied wrong; secondly, in what
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manner it must be constituted so as to exhibit the least incongruity with the moral law; and, thirdly,
to what sphere its actions must be limited to prevent it from multiplying those breaches of equity it
is set up to prevent.

The first condition to be conformed to before a legislature can be established without violating
the law of equal freedom is the acknowledgment of the right now under discussion – the right to
ignore the State.

§  3. Upholders of pure despotism may fitly believe State-control to be unlimited and
unconditional. They who assert that men are made for governments and not governments for men
may consistently hold that no one can remove himself beyond the pale of political organisation. But
they who maintain that the people are the only legitimate source of power – that legislative authority
is not original, but deputed – cannot deny the right to ignore the State without entangling themselves
in an absurdity.

For, if legislative authority is deputed, it follows that those from whom it proceeds are the
masters of those on whom it is conferred: it follows further that as masters they confer the said
authority voluntarily: and this implies that they may give or withhold it as they please. To call that
deputed which is wrenched from men whether they will or not is nonsense. But what is here true of
all collectively is equally true of each separately. As a government can rightly act for the people only
when empowered by them, so also can it rightly act for the individual only when empowered by him.
If A, B, and C debate whether they shall employ an agent to perform for them a certain service, and
if, whilst A and B agree to do so, C dissents, C cannot equitably be made a party to the agreement
in spite of himself. And this must be equally true of thirty as of three: and, if of thirty, why not of
three hundred, or three thousand, or three millions?
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