
   [image: image]



25 Life-Changing Classics




25 Life-Changing Classics

Jeffrey A. Tucker

[image: logo]





[image: Liberty.me]

Published in 2014 by Jeffrey A. Tucker

Liberty.me

ISBN: 978-1-63069-090-8

[image: Creative Commons]

Published under the Creative Commons Attribution License 3.0.

  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

Prepared for electronic publication by InvisibleOrder.com
  


Contents

Introduction

1. The Rise and Fall of Society by Frank Chodorov

2. Essentials of Economics by Faustino Ballv

3. Liberalism by Ludwig von Mises

4. Resist Not Evil by Clarence Darrow

5. The Way to Will Power by Henry Hazlitt

6. The Joys of Living by Orison Swett Marden

7. Memoirs of a Superfluous Man by Albert Jay Nock

8. What Has Government Done to Our Money by Murray Rothbard

9. Theory of Socialism and Capitalism by Hans-Hermann Hoppe

10. Denationalization of Money by F.A. Hayek

11. Discovery of Freedom by Rose Wilder Lane

12. The Cinder Buggy by Garet Garrett

13. Against Intellectual Property by Stephan Kinsella

14. Anthem by Ayn Rand

15. Pictures of the Socialistic Future by Eugen Richter

16. The Law by Frederic Bastiat

17. God of the Machine by Isabel Paterson

18. As We Go Marching by John T. Flynn

19. Socialism by Ludwig von Mises

20. Conscience of an Anarchist by Gary Chartier

21. The Use of Knowledge in Society by F.A. Hayek

22. Freedom, Inequality, Primitivism, and the Division of Labor by Murray Rothbard

23. Economics of Illusion by L. Albert Hahn

24. The Art of Being Free by Wendy McElroy

25. The Politics of Obedience by tienne de La Botie




Introduction

IT IS A RIDICULOUS TASK to list all the literature important to human liberty, because all great literature revolves around this theme. You can deduce the essential themes of liberty from the writings of the ancient philosophers, the Hebrew scriptures, the Christian Gospels, Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Victorian Gothic novels, 19th century American literature, and so much more. Literature that doesn’t explore this theme, however inadvertently, does not tap into the essential human drama.

That said, there is a specific class of 20th- and 21st-century literature that addresses the problem of human liberty directly, and within this class there are also many thousands of worthy volumes. It would be easy to make a list of 25 books that constitute just the large tomes like Human Action by Ludwig von Mises. But that is not what this list is about. Time is scarcer than ever, and so this list is biased toward shorter works. I tried to select books that do not repeat themes (for example, how many books do we need pointing to the obvious fact that the state is evil?) and otherwise economize, so that you don’t end up reading hundreds of pages of material that is not relevant.

I’ve also tried to highlight books that are not incredibly obvious. These are my favorites of course, and I do not list books I’ve not read and been influenced by (another bias). So, yes, this list is personal. But I do think it is important. They are listed in an order in which to read them but this is not essential. Skipping around among them based on my descriptions is also an equally valuable way to tackle them.

I can guarantee that none are taxing. All of them are supremely engaging and pay high returns. With these books under your belt, you will have an excellent and solid grounding to understand the world and navigate it with success.

We live in troubled times when the essential barriers of life are not natural but political and bureaucratic. This fact poses special challenges for anyone who seeks to live a free life despite it all. So dig in and enjoy the adventure, which only begins with reading. It is fulfilled through living a fuller and freer life. 




1. The Rise and Fall of Society by Frank Chodorov

FRANK CHODOROV (18871966) late in life was a man too wise, too experienced to be surprised or professionally disoriented by the terrible fate of his career and his ideals. The war he had opposed had ended, and he was opposed to the new Cold War too. He had lost every intellectual battle he had ever taken on. But in all those years of writing and editing, he had sharpened his skill as a thinker and stylist.

By 1959, the year that The Rise and Fall of Society was written, he figured that no one was very much interested in listening to what he had to say. He was mostly correct about this. The book was dead on arrival. It came and went with no reviews, and no real public notice that I can detect from archives. Not too many years later, having earned the status of a legend but never having actually achieved it, Chodorov died.

What he had written, however, was something spectacular. It might be the greatest book you have never heard of. It is a full-scale manifesto of political economy, one that follows a systematic pattern of exposition but which never slows or sags from beginning to end. The book is not a difficult read in any sense. But there is so much wisdom in its pages that it cannot possibly be fully absorbed in one reading. It covers economic theory, ancient history, political theory, American history, social theory and political reality and has so many asides and pithy statements that you find yourself absolutely stopping as you read: I must reflect on this; I must remember this.

Chodorov had been greatly influenced by Franz Oppenheimer’s book The State, and then its follow-up by Albert Jay Nock called Our Enemy, the State. Those were two wonderful works, rare in the world of political and economic literature. Both deal with the salient point that no one wanted to talk about then or now: the state is something that exists separate from society.

Most writers in the 20th century tried to cloak its existence. They tried to pass it off as society itself or an extension of scientific planning, a realization of the idea of justice, or a mere mechanism for bringing about economic stability. In fact, the state has many guises, and they change from generation to generation. The guises can be cultural and religious. They can be about law and order, or staving off foreign threats, or ending piracy, or rebuilding after a hurricane, or improving education or physical infrastructure. The beauty of Oppenheimer and Nock is that they saw through the language and pointed straight at the enemy: the state as the monopolist of violent means in the social order.

This book from 1959 was an homage to the masters. It was designed to restate their views and extend and apply them in new times. Yet in many ways, it is a better book than the other two combined, which is why I suggest it before the others. The language is exceptionally clear. You can almost point to any passage randomly and find amazing things to quote.

Also, Chodorov had the benefit of watching the whole of the 1930s and 1940s and the postwar period, and he could see with even greater clarity how the state operates in different times and places. He poured his heart and soul into the book, yet he knew that the book would matter only after his death. Even the dedication suggests this: he signs it to his granddaughter, who he suggests will have “good, clean fun  trying to reconstruct a long-lost pattern of thought.”

It is one thing to notice the existence of the state and become aware of the how it differs from the rest of the society. It is also fine and important to come to understand its destructive effects. But it is another level entirely to truly understand its operations, to grasp its dynamics, to discern its motive force in society, to take apart its various aspects to see what is and what isn’t illusory. Here is where Chodorov’s great book excels. It’s the product of a lifetime of reading and reflection, and it bears careful study.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




2. Essentials of Economics by Faustino Ballv

THE ENDURING POWER of this book is due to the enduring power of economic logic. If it is done well, it applies in all times and places. And this book does economics extremely well. In times when economics is subject to vast political manipulation, when people have abused the science to push political agendas contrary to everything economics stands for, this book stands out as a clear, objective, and rational statement of the core of what economics teaches.

In his outstanding foreword, Art Carden speaks of the scandal that it is not better known. He means, of course, in our own time. Hazlitt’s Economics in One Lesson is a more famous book, but this book has advantages. While Hazlitt frames up the big picture and provides a great tool for discerning political issues, it actually contains very little by way of economic theory. Ballv’s book, on the other hand, gets the reader into the thick of economic theory in a way that is widely understood even in the profession today. It is a compressed version of a 19th-century-style treatise.

Let’s take a step back to the early years when it was first published. Professor Ballv was teaching in Mexico when he heard Ludwig von Mises speak. They struck up a correspondence. After Ballv felt that he had most of his questions answered, he sat down to write this short book. It was published in Mexico in 1956. It sold very well and went into several editions.

Two additional names deserve special mention in the tale of how it came to the English-speaking world. The William Volker Fund, administered by its founder’s nephew Harold W. Luhnow, funded a translation. This was one of thousands of incredible projects pushed by the Volker Fund in those years. Without this act of benevolence, this book would have likely been forgotten.

But there is another important act of entrepreneurship behind this work. Leonard Read (18981983) was head of the Foundation for Economic Education (FEE). His passion was finding literature that propagated economics to the intelligent layman. He had a remarkably independent mind and a good eye for literary value. He read through Ballv’s work and decided that he would use the extremely scarce resources of the foundation to promote and distribute the book as widely as possible.

This was a risky decision. Ballv was an unknown in the United States. He had no academic position in the United States. He had no champions, money, or connections. There was no quid pro quo at work. Read would not be able to sponsor lecture tours by the author or otherwise turn him into a big star. He saw the high quality of the work and decided to push it. It was piety for truth that drove the decision. There was nothing more to it than that.

It was an excellent decision. FEE distributed many thousands of copies, perhaps even many tens of thousands of copies. It was a widely read primer on economics in the 1960s, read by champions of free enterprise who wanted to understand and promote that understanding. What Read had seen in this book others saw as well. The book does not require a great deal of time, but it covers a vast scope of topics. It is, in many ways, the perfect tutorial in what economics is and what it implies about our world. It is completely free of the tendency toward political posturing. Its lessons are broad enough to apply in all times and all places. For this beleaguered generation of freedom-minded individuals assaulted on every side by trends toward centralization, this tutorial is truly the light.

Permit me a personal note. When I was 17, I had a sudden realization that I wanted to study something new, something fresh, a discipline that I had not yet encountered, something that would appeal to all my interests (history, philosophy, arts) but allow them be applied in a new way. I looked through university catalogs randomly. Finally I stumbled on this thing called economics. I wondered what it was. I walked into the head of the department’s office at Texas Tech University and asked him point-blank: What is economics? He said just as pointedly: It is the science that seeks the causes for why civilizations rise and fall and the material forces that are ultimately behind these great events.

That’s all I needed to know. I was in. Then he gave me a book. It was a tutorial that covered the essentials of Keynesian theory. This was a disappointment. Rather than dealing with recognizable forces at work in the word, it dealt with unreal mechanical postulates that abstracted too far from anything to do with human choice. Still, I stuck with the discipline until I finally bumped into the works of Hans Sennholz, Ludwig von Mises, and the whole Austrian tradition. I wish now that the first book I had been given was Ballv’s Essentials of Economics. This is a book that gets to the core of what makes economics wonderful.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




3. Liberalism by Ludwig von Mises

THERE ARE TWO USES of the word liberalism that I find heartbreaking, even disgusting. The first occurs when a self-described liberal pushes government power as the solution to all our economic and social woes. Government is not liberal! Government is the robber, the coercer, the taser, the jailer!

Another is when a self-described conservative condemns liberalism as the cancer that is killing society. What? Thomas Jefferson was a liberal. So was John Locke. So was Alexis de Tocqueville. Their ideas built the world we love.

Most of all, there was Ludwig von Mises, who proudly called himself a liberal. He was the 20th century’s great defender of capitalism and the free society. He decided to settle the issue about what is liberalism once at for all.

Liberalism is Ludwig von Mises’s classic statement in defense of a free society, one of the last statements of the old liberal school and a text from which we can continue to learn. It has been the conscience of a global movement for liberty for 80 years.

Liberalism first appeared in 1927 as a follow-up to both Mises’s devastating 1922 book showing that socialism would fail (Economic Calculation in the Socialist Commonwealth) and his 1929 book criticizing interventionism. It was written to address the burning question: If not socialism, and if not fascism or interventionism, what form of social arrangement is most conducive to human flourishing? Mises’s answer, summed up in the title, is liberalism.

Even in these times, Mises was aware that the meaning of liberalism had changed from its common use in the 19th century. He had to clarify that his understanding not only included commercial freedom but was rooted in it. Without economic freedom, no other form of freedom can have material meaning.

But Mises did not accept the idea that the term had been merely stolen from the proponents of free markets. He thought it had never been worked out scientifically, and therefore the theory of liberalism became vulnerable to political manipulation.

Thus did Mises do more than restate classical-liberal doctrine. He gave a thoroughly modern defense of freedom, one that corrected the errors of the old liberal school by rooting the idea of liberty in the institution of private property (the subject on which the classical school was sometimes unclear). That is the grand contribution of this volume:


  The program of liberalism, therefore, if condensed into a single word, would have to read: property, that is, private ownership of the means of production. All the other demands of liberalism result from this fundamental demand.



But there are other insights too. He demonstrates that the order inherent in a free society stems not from a mystical source but from the capacity of the price system to provide a means of rational coordination between independent actors. This rational pursuit of individual interest leads to the division of labor, the development of the money economy, the extended order of production, and the coordinative signals of interest and profit. He argues that it is within man’s rational capacity to understand the reasons for the prosperity and orderliness of freedom.

He further shows that political decentralization and secession are the best means to peace and political liberty. As for religion, he recommends the complete separation of church and state, and a cultural conviction that favors tolerance. On immigration, he favors the freedom of movement. On education, state involvement must end  completely.

In some ways, this is the most political of Mises’s treatises, and also one of the most inspiring books ever written on the idea of liberty. It remains a book that can set the world on fire for freedom, which is probably why it has been translated into more than a dozen languages.

Yet the concluding message here is something that every freedom lover needs to contemplate and return to again and again. Consider his words very seriously:


  Liberalism is no religion, no worldview, no party of special interests. It is no religion because it demands neither faith nor devotion, because there is nothing mystical about it, and because it has no dogmas. It is no worldview because it does not try to explain the cosmos, and because it says nothing and does not seek to say anything about the meaning and purpose of human existence. It is no party of special interests because it does not provide or seek to provide any special advantage whatsoever to any individual or any group. It is something entirely different. It is an ideology, a doctrine of the mutual relationship among the members of society and, at the same time, the application of this doctrine to the conduct of men in actual society. It promises nothing that exceeds what can be accomplished in society and through society. It seeks to give men only one thing: the peaceful, undisturbed development of material well-being for all, in order thereby to shield them from the external causes of pain and suffering as far as it lies within the power of social institutions to do so at all. To diminish suffering, to increase happiness: That is its aim.

  No sect and no political party has believed that it could afford to forgo advancing its cause by appealing to men’s senses. Rhetorical bombast, music and song resound, banners wave, flowers and colors serve as symbols and the leaders seek to attach their followers to their own person. Liberalism has nothing to do with all this. It has no party flower and no party color, no party song and no party idols, no symbols and no slogans. It has the substance and the arguments. These must lead it to victory.



This is more than a theory; it is a proposed strategy for achieving a dream. It is one that should attract anyone who is truly serious about making a contribution to the cause of freedom.

In the thicket of political argument, in the confusing world of political lies and rhetoric, I find myself returning to this calm and brilliant book. I’ve probably read it through a dozen times. I always find something new, something inspiring, something that provides me new intellectual guidance.

Mises saw what was happening in Europe and what could happen in the United States. He saw the dangers before they truly arrived. He set out to frame it all up and make a statement for the ages. He accomplished this. This book is a singular statement that might not ever be displaced.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




4. Resist Not Evil by Clarence Darrow

THIS REMARKABLE BOOK is the most comprehensive, sweeping, compelling, and unsettling case ever penned against what is laughingly called the criminal-justice system. It is a classic, devastating at its core, that is made newly available to speak to us in our times in which the state is completely out of control.

Clarence Darrow is best known today as the Chicago lawyer who defended John T. Scopes in the Scopes Monkey Trial in 1925. But that case actually played a minor role in his life. He was an attorney by training who, from experience, learned that the entire state apparatus of courts, trials, and prisons was the worst single feature of the state. He saw the entire machinery as a gigantic fraud, a purveyor of injustice, a producer of criminality itself.

How so? Because, in the same way that the state cannot plan the economy, “the state furnishes no machinery for arriving at justice.” He proves the point. It taxes people more rather than bringing about compensation. It kills rather than righting wrongs. It ruins lives instead of righting them. It cares nothing about victims and instead makes more of them. Darrow even argues that the state attempts to create more criminals rather than stopping crime.

For this reason, and after seeing these truths play themselves out in his work, he became a radical, and Resist Not Evil is his manifesto. What strikes you as you read is that certain negative points about “criminal justice” that you have noticed are not just periodic accidents. They aren’t mistakes. They aren’t exceptions. Darrow explains that the injustice of the system is intrinsic to the system itself. Far from being the proper agency to adjudicate and administer justice, the state is actually the worst agency for this purpose.

In his view, every real crime is made far worse when the state gets involved  presuming powers to bring results that it cannot possibly achieve. Moreover, the state has every interest in expanding criminality into ever more spheres of life  making peaceful behavior illegal and doing nothing about actual crime. This is not incompetence or bad policy at work. Darrow says that this is intrinsic to the game of state-administered justice itself.

The “nightwatchmen state” of the old liberal legend is actually the core of the problem.

In many ways, his conclusions are the same ones that Murray Rothbard came to so many decades later. The remarkable fact is that Darrow’s book was published in 1902 when the state was much smaller and had not built its current-day empire of tax-funded police, prisons, and courts.

Fair warning: this book is extremely unsettling. It will shake you fundamentally. You will never look at judges, police, courts, and jails the same way. It could change your whole outlook on politics  permanently.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




5. The Way to Will Power by Henry Hazlitt

I LOVE THIS BOOK because it is Hazlitt, and also because it is just splendid as a manual for the management of personal life. It’s extraordinary to think that Hazlitt not only wrote the best-selling economics text of all time but also wrote a fantastic book on how to manage one’s life with expertise and success.

Just look at some of these quotes:

“Will-Power, then, may be defined as the ability to keep a remote desire so vividly in mind that immediate desires which interfere with it are not gratified.”

“As long as we keep in the backgrounds of our minds that the will is really an abstraction, there is no harm in speaking of it a good part of the time as if it were an entity; and insofar as it can be said to represent a definite and permanent entity, the will may be defined as our desire to be a certain kind of character.”

“It is not the ‘conscience’ in itself, nor the ‘evil’ desires, that ultimately count; it is the relation of the one to the other. The stronger his conscience, or counter-desires, must be; the weaker his desires, the less need he has for a strong conscience.”

“A man who is good from docility, and not from stern self-control, has no character.”

“Not all of us have refused tempting commercial opportunities for certain poverty and struggle for a time, to gain an end in which the mathematical chances were ridiculously and overwhelmingly against us. Not all have kept desperately fanning the embers of dissatisfaction, fanning them into a constant white hot flame. With most of us the early fire dies; the embers fade and grow cool. We reach a high level as we ever seriously hope to reach. We have spasms of dissatisfaction with our position in the world, but not sufficient dissatisfaction to make us work our way out of the rut to a higher position. We have moments of longing for mountain tops, but not enough longing to make us willing to give up something for them. Strolling in the valleys is so much more pleasant than climbing.”

“Forming a new habit is like forging for yourself a new path in the woods, through stubborn underbrush and prickly thorns, while all the while it is possible for you to take the well-worn, hard-trodden, pleasant path that already exists. But you can reflect that every time you travel through the new path you are going to tramp down more shrubbery and clear more entanglements from the way.”

About Oscar Wilde’s temptation epigram (“The only way to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it”): “Like all good epigrams, it is at least true in a special sense. And the sense in which the epigram is true is that if you yield to a temptation, you will get rid of it for the moment. For the very fact that you have yielded to the temptation will make it return at a later time with increased power and urgency. Every time you yield to it, you do two things: you increase the intensity of the desire and lessen the power of resistance.”

“The problem, then, in all creative work, is to seek to sustain the interest at the highest pitch, never allowing it to flag. Eight times out of nine it is flagging interest, rather than real fatigue, which makes us quit.”

“We honestly intend to do certain things, and for some strange reason we keep on intending to do them. There is nothing especially difficult about them. They demand no gritting of teeth, no heroic sacrifice. They are simply not as pleasant as certain other things.”

“Interest, excitement, absorption in the pursuit of a subject, make you forget yourself and your discomforts. This principle in the mental field applies quite as strongly in the physical. A man who would be completely tired out if he beat a rug for his wife, will play five sets of tennis of an afternoon. The first is ‘work’ the second ‘play.’”

“You want your friends to know of your will-power, but the best way for them to discover it will be through your actions, not your words.”

A very wise and essential work  one that aids greatly in self-mastery, an essential component of freedom.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




6. The Joys of Living by Orison Swett Marden

TO LIVE FREE in an unfree world requires a change of mental outlook. Orison Swett Marden (18501924) is a fantastic coach for exactly that.

He was the biographer of the Gilded Age, a serious student of how people go from rags to riches. He founded Success magazine during a period when the US economy was freer than it was any time before or after. Marden admired the great men and women of this period, and he became their preferred philosopher, inspiring the likes of Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, Harvey Firestone, and J.P. Morgan.

He was also the editor of Success, which proved a hugely influential publication during the age when Americans adored their inventors and entrepreneurs  and deeply loved the richest of the rich among them, though always cautioning them to retain their ideals and visions of utopia.

He studied the phenomenon of progress and tried to discern the causes of greatness. He located them in the hearts and minds of the men and women who made the difference. The point was not to celebrate privilege but rather to see the possibilities available to every person.

The Joys of Living is his instruction book for a rich, full, and free life. This 100th anniversary edition shows that his prose has lost none of its original power  and it is even more relevant now that we are faced with more obstacles to success. His core point is to look beyond the obstacles and become hyper-aware of the opportunities. He shows how in chapters on mental outlook, debt and money, reading and family life, hope and despair, and young and old age.

The greatest discovery of the time, he writes, was not a technology, but a philosophy. It was the philosophy that the individual human mind was the most productive resource on the planet, more powerful than all the natural resources or man-made machinery. It was the human mind that was the real source of progress and prosperity.

Previous generations believed they were trapped by fate by class by social position, or by forces more powerful than they. This generation saw the truth that nothing could contain an idea whose time had come, so long as there were great men and women around who believed in it and acted on it.

Marden’s recipe is made of three parts: seeing, emulating, and acting. To his mind, there are no circumstances we face that would make doing this impossible. The source of joy is around us but we have to seek it, see it, embrace it, and expand on it.

This little book beautifully encapsulates the capitalist spirit not only of his time but of all time. Indeed, this might be the most inspiring book you have ever read. But not because it solves all mysteries concerning who we are, how we got here, and what we should seek as the very purpose of life. He stays away from these larger questions, because it is the smaller questions that are more interesting and yield more actionable answers.

What he deals with is a more mundane aspect of philosophy: how we should approach each day in order to get the most out of life. This is a philosophy of how to live an excellent life, no matter what our calling is. Capitalist, monk, mother, teacher, worker, banker, mechanic, musician, preacher, writer  whatever we do can be done with a sense of joy, a spirit of awe, and an ambition to drive forward the engines of progress.

Nowhere does Marden talk of storming Washington, agitating for our rulers to overthrow themselves, sending institutions into upheaval, much less agitating for society-wide transformation and uplift. He speaks only to the individual. He tells you what you can do in your time, right where you are, to bring happiness to your life. Social and political change is an effect  it comes only after we change ourselves and live the fullest possible life.

His values: work, creativity, seeking out joy, feeling happiness, letting go of the past, living in the present, never regretting mistakes, never feeling fear, always being loyal, spreading good cheer, looking past obstacles, being kind to others, staying out of debt, keep life balanced between the need for money and the need for beauty, and never losing one’s ideals. This is the essence of the Marden worldview.

As for daily discouragements and obstacles, they are unavoidable features of life. They exist in all times and places. You can never get rid of the enemies of your personal progress but you can make the most of things as they are. In the course of this, we all make blunders and have plenty of reason to criticize ourselves. But this is the most unproductive activity. You can’t accomplish anything for the future if your gaze is always in the past.

Marden writes: “Nothing is more foolish, nothing more wicked, than to drag the skeletons of the past, the hideous images, the foolish deeds, the unfortunate experiences of yesterday into today’s work to mar and spoil it.”

The right attitude for the entrepreneur is to think of the past as dead and tomorrow as not yet born. The only time that really belongs to us is the here and now, the passing moment. If we dedicate ourselves to make the best out of the present, one decision and action at a time, we can make a great future for ourselves. The art of living is the art of living in the today.

Among the many things that defeat a person, Marden ranks temper very high. Temper leads to public humiliation by making an awful and unforgettable spectacle. Temper demonstrates for everyone a loss of control over the brain, thus revealing the inner brute. Everything we normally try to hide  meanness, nastiness, viciousness  are put on display in front of friends and coworkers. Control of temper, then, is a key to success. And the same is true of moods in general. “No one can be really happy or successful unless he is master of his moods.”

Another killer of progress in life is the habit of envy. That comes from resenting the success of others and wishing bad things to come to those who are evidently achieving things. This is a very common feature of the human spirit, but it is catastrophic for the heart and soul. Instead, we should seek to emulate the methods of those who succeed, and even cheer them on. If we do that, successful people will also become allies in our own success.

Marden wrote this book in his last years, so he has strong advice for old age: never stop learning, never stop extracting information from those around you, never stop acting to improve life, never stop thinking of every day as new. These habits are the key to retaining youth even until one’s last breath.


  	“The trouble with many people who lack imagination is that they have no utopia, no vision, and life is a hard, monotonous grind. Everyone should have a utopia and should live in it much of the time  a place where everything is ideal, and where everybody and everything is what they ought to be.”

  	“Man was made for growth  to realize poise of mind, peace, satisfaction. It is the object, the explanation, of his being. To have an ambition to grow larger and broader every day, to push the horizon of one’s ignorance a little further away, to become a little richer in knowledge, a little wiser, and more of a man  that is an ambition worthwhile.”

  	“Books make it possible for every person born into the world to begin where the previous generation left off.”

  	“Debt is one of the greatest sources of unhappiness, especially with young married people.

  	In a large city like New York, many people feel that they are nobodies.”

  	“One of man’s greatest passions is that of achievement, the passion for doing things, the ambition to accomplish.”

  	“Do not flatter yourself that you can be really happy unless you are useful. Happiness and usefulness were born twins. To separate them is fatal.”

  	“Nothing else more effectually retards age than keeping in mind the bright, cheerful, optimistic, hopeful, buoyant picture of youth, in all its splendor, magnificence; the picture of the glories which belong to youth  youthful dreams, ideals, hopes, and all the qualities peculiar to young life.”

  	“The greatest conqueror of age is a cheerful, hopeful, loving spirit.”



The Joys of Living captures that spirit better than any book. It was written in a time when people knew what freedom meant. It points to a way that that freedom can be recaptured in our own lives.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




7. Memoirs of a Superfluous Man by Albert Jay Nock

FOR AN EARLIER GENERATION of American dissidents from the prevailing ideology of left-liberalism, a rite of passage was reading Albert Jay Nock’s Memoirs of a Superfluous Man, which appeared in 1943. William F. Buckley was hardly alone in seeing it as a seminal text crucial to his personal formation.

Here it is in one package, an illustration of the level of learning that had been lost with mass education, a picture of the way a true political dissident from our collectivist period thinks about the modern world, and a comprehensive argument for the very meaning of freedom and civility  all from a man who helped shape the Right’s intellectual response to the triumph of FDR’s welfare-warfare state.

It was destined to be a classic, read by many generations to come. But then the official doctrine changed. Instead of seeing war as part of the problem  as a species of socialism  National Review led the American Right down a different path. Nock’s book was quickly buried with the rise of the Cold War state, which required that conservatives reject anything like radical individualism  even of Nock’s aristocratic sort  and instead embrace the Wilson-FDR values of nationalism and militarism.

Instead of Nock’s Memoirs, young conservatives were encouraged to read personal accounts of communists who converted to backing the Cold War (e.g., Whittaker Chambers), as if warming up to the glories of nukes represents some sort of courageous intellectual step. To the extent that Nock (18701947) is known at all today, it is by libertarians for his classic essay Our Enemy, The State (1935), and his wonderful little biography, Mr. Jefferson (1926). Both are great works. He was also the founder of the Freeman in its first incarnation (19201924), which held to the highest literary standards and provoked unending controversy with its sheer radicalism.

However, it is with the Memoirs, this wonderful little treatise  part autobiography, part ideological instructional  that we are given the full Nockian worldview, not just his politics but his culture, his life, and his understanding of man and his place in the universe. The book makes a very bracing read today, if only because it proves how little today’s conservative movement has to do with its mid-century ancestor in the Old Right. It is also instructive for libertarians to discover that there is more to anarchism than childish rantings against the police power.

The phrase “man of letters” is thrown around casually these days, but Nock was the real thing. Born in Scranton, Pennsylvania, he was homeschooled from the earliest age in Greek and Latin, unbelievably well read in every field, a natural aristocrat in the best sense of that term.

He combined an old-world cultural sense (he despised popular culture) and a political anarchism that saw the state as the enemy of everything that is civilized, beautiful, and true. And he applied this principle consistently in opposition to welfare, government-managed economies, consolidation, and, above all else, war.

In the introduction to my edition, Hugh MacLennan compares Memoirs to The Education of Henry Adams, and expresses the hope that it will “one day be recognized as the minor classic it really is.” Well, I can predict that this time is not coming soon. Given its contents, consistency, relentless truth telling, and, above all, its sheer persuasive power, it is a wonder that the book is in print and that we are even allowed to read it.

To follow Nock, what traits must a man of the Right have? He must be both fiercely independent and believe in the power of social authority; he must love tradition but hate the state and everything it does; he must believe in radical freedom while never doubting the immutability of human nature and natural laws; he must be antimaterialist in his own life while defending economic freedom without compromise; he must be an elitist and antidemocrat yet despise elites who hold illicit power; and he must be realistic about the dim prospects for change while still retaining a strong sense of hope and enthusiasm for life.

I’m not sure I can think of anyone but Murray Rothbard who consistently upheld the Nockian position after Nock’s death, and it is Memoirs of a Superfluous Man that provides a full immersion in Nock’s genius. Consider his main literary device: to take a commonplace subject, make a casual and slightly quirky observation about it (one that wins your affections), and then surprise and shock by driving the point to score a deadly blow against some great evil that is widely taken for granted:


  Another neighbor, a patriarchal old Englishman with a white beard, kept a great stand of bees. I remember his incessant drumming on a tin pan to marshal them when they were swarming, and myself as idly wondering who first discovered that this was the thing to do, and why the bees should fall in with it. It struck me that if the bees were as intelligent as bees are cracked up to be, instead of mobilizing themselves for old Reynolds’ benefit, they would sting him soundly and then fly off about their business. I always think of this when I see a file of soldiers, wondering why the sound of a drum does not incite them to shoot their officers, throw away their rifles, go home, and go to work.



In the course of his 325-page narrative, he employs this casual device again and again, until you begin to get the message that there is something profoundly wrong with the world, and the biggest thing of all is the state.

In Nock’s view, it is the state that crowds out all that is decent, lovely, civilized. He demonstrates this not through deduction but through calm and entertaining tales of how rich and varied and productive life can be when the state does not interfere.

In a society without the state, for example, the “court of tastes and manners” would be the thing that guides the operation of society, and this “court” would have a much larger role in society than law, legislation, or religion. If such a court were not in operation, because people are too uncivilized or too ill-educated to maintain it, there was nothing the state could do to uplift people. No matter how low a civilization is, it can only be made to go lower through state activity.

Although an old-school Yankee of the purest-bred sort, he completely rejected what came to be the defining trait of his class: the impulse to try to improve others through badgering and coercion. But, with Nock’s infallible flair for radicalism, his logic takes him further down the anarchist road:


  Nevertheless there was an anomaly here. We were supposed to respect our government and its laws, yet by all accounts those who were charged with the conduct of government the making of its laws were most dreadful swine; indeed, the very conditions of their tenure precluded their being anything else.



Nock is capable of surprising readers who think they might be able to anticipate the biases of a traditionalist-anarchist. Sometimes old-style rightist aristocrats who wax eloquent on the virtues of tradition fall into strange left-wing habits of extolling the environment as something glorious and virtuous on its own, and somehow deserving of being left alone. Nock had no interest in this strange deviation.

Nock was thus not an American Tory by any stretch, though his cultural outlook was as highbrow as any landed aristocrat’s. What’s more, unlike the socialist anarchists and most conservatives of today, Nock believed in and understood the crucial importance, even centrality, of economic liberty.

In fact, he understood even technical points of economics that are completely lost on most conservatives today. A special contribution of Nock’s book is his comprehensive critique of the preNew Deal reform movements that culminated in the Progressive Era. Though he had once identified himself as a true liberal in the Jeffersonian sense, he was a close observer of the early stages of liberalism’s corruption, when it came to stand not for liberty but something else entirely. He saw the essential error that the liberal movement was making:


  In time, of course, the liberal reform movement began to adopt a mild version of the class-war rhetoric of the socialist Left, and the longer this went on, the more the political process came to be a struggle not between liberty and power but between two versions of state domination.



From Nock’s point of view, the Great Depression and the two world wars saddled America with a new faith in the state, and along with it came a shift in people’s loyalties from themselves, their families, and their communities to the Grand National Project, whatever it may be. We see the same thing today on the Right and Left, when questioning any aspect of the war on terrorism gets you branded as a heretic to the national religion. Nock would have nothing to do with it.

Nock fought against the state with the most powerful weapons he had, his mind and his pen. Despite his claim, he was not superfluous at all, but essential, even indispensable, as are all great libertarian intellectuals.

Pass the Memoirs on to a twenty-year-old student and you stand a good chance of arming him or her against a lifetime of nonsense, whether it comes from the tedious Left that loves redistribution and collectivism or the fraudulent Right that is completely blind to the impossibility of reconciling war and nationalism with the true American spirit of freedom.
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8. What Has Government Done to Our Money by Murray Rothbard

WHEN THIS GEM first appeared in 1963, it took the form of a small paperback designed for mass distribution.

Innumerable economists, investors, commentators, and authors have learned from this book through the decades. After fifty years, it remains the best book in print on the topic, a real manifesto of sound money.

Rothbard boils down the Austrian theory to its essentials. The book also made huge theoretical advances. Rothbard was the first to prove that the government, and only the government, can destroy money on a mass scale, and he showed exactly how they go about this dirty deed. But just as importantly, it is beautifully written. He tells a thrilling story because he loves the subject so much.

The passion that Murray feels for the topic comes through in the prose and transfers to the reader. Readers become excited about the subject, and tell others. Students tell professors. Some, like the great Ron Paul of Texas, have even run for political office after having read it.

Rothbard shows precisely how banks create money out of thin air and how the central bank, backed by government power, allows them to get away with it. He shows how exchange rates and interest rates would work in a true free market. When it comes to describing the end of the gold standard, he is not content to describe the big trends. He names names and ferrets out all the interest groups involved.

Since Rothbard’s death, scholars have worked to assess his legacy, and many of them agree that this little book is one of his most important. Though it has sometimes been inauspiciously packaged and is surprisingly short, its argument took huge strides toward explaining that it is impossible to understand public affairs in our time without understanding money and its destruction.
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9. Theory of Socialism and Capitalism by Hans-Hermann Hoppe

YOU KNOW the mainstream view of politics. Socialism is on the Left. Fascism is on the Right. Hoppe wants to blow up this entire system of thinking. He wants to replace it with a continuum that has nothing to do with the conventional left-right distinction. The only relevant concern for politics is how much control the state itself exerts over society. This control exists on a continuum from piecemeal technocracy and conservatism to social democracy and communism. With this model, Hoppe offers a system for classifying all economic and political systems around the world. All the while, he explains why all forms of statism make people poor, bring about injustice, and harm human flourishing.

Hoppe makes the case throughout that no aspects of the state are necessary. Society left on its own can manage itself, and this path is most likely to maximize property values, innovation, cooperation, and community. The state adds only violence to the equation. This is the most important insight in this book. Many of his examples are drawn from the East/West Germany experience. The book was written in 1989 just before the East collapsed and Germany was reunited.

The second most important insight concerns the “socio-psychological foundations” of statism itself. This phrase refers to why people accept the violence of statism. It would never be approved by the population if the people understood it. Instead, the state seeks out tactics to convince people that it is doing good through redistribution that hurts some and helps others. It seeks to control education (to instill civic pride), communication (to control access to information), money (to raise funding for the state without taxation), and the apparatus of security (to convince people that they are being kept safe and being offered justice services).

The book instills in the reader a firm grasp of the operations of the free society in the absence of the state. Property rights are the foundation of social order, and no other system is rational, logical, workable, or intellectually justifiable. Most profoundly, it shows how the state nonetheless survives. The lasting contribution, then, is to dislodge common myths about politics from readers’ minds. In this sense, it offers intellectual liberation.

It also offers a checklist for tracking the stability of every existing regime. When its control of education, communication, money, and security diminishes, so too does its power to manage the population. This is precisely what is happening in our time. Education is moving toward private provision. The communication monopoly has been utterly smashed. The money monopoly is no longer effective. Finally, masses of people have lost faith in the police and justice system, which is overextended and more openly aggressive against people than ever before.

Hans-Hermann Hoppe is one of the most important philosophers of the liberal/libertarian tradition. Most of the corpus of his innovative ideas are summarized in this one book, including his “argumentation ethics” method of showing that anyone who denies ownership must presume ownership in the course of making that argument. It even makes a strong case against all forms of empiricism and positivism in the social sciences (because there is no method for discovering causes and effects outside of pure logic).

Finally, it offers detailed and sweeping critiques of the most important “scientific” justifications for state control. The end result is to help the reader see how a purely free society is necessarily better than all forms of socialism, and that this free society will come about as the result of a general awareness of the violent reality of all forms of socialism.

The overall benefit of this book is very broad. For Americans bombarded daily by false political choice, this text reveals a completely different path forward  a totally new interpretive lens. The choice is not between left and right, but between all forms of political control and the “natural order of liberty,” in which individuals and their property are left alone. For those who are already aware of this alternative, this book offers a model and ideal of rhetorical precision. Its methods and approaches are sophisticated and advanced, an extension of a long tradition into modern times.


  	“Socialism does not normally pass even the first decisive test (the necessary if not sufficient condition) required of rules of human conduct which claim to be morally justified or justifiable. This test, as formulated in the so-called golden rule or, similarly, in the Kantian categorical imperative, requires that in order to be just, a rule must be a general one applicable to every single person in the same way.”

  	 “There is a striking similarity between the socialism of conservatism and social-democratic socialism. Both forms of socialism involve a redistribution of property titles away from producers/contractors onto nonproducers/noncontractors, and both thereby separate the processes of producing and contracting from that of the actual acquisition of income and wealth.”

  	 “Empiricism-positivism turns out to be self-contradictory, as it itself must presuppose the existence of a priori knowledge as real knowledge.”

  	 “There can be no socialism without a state, and as long as there is a state there is socialism. The state, then, is the very institution that puts socialism into action; and as socialism rests on aggressive violence directed against innocent victims.”
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10. Denationalization of Money by F.A. Hayek

WHAT IF THE GOVERNMENT let anyone use a currency of his or her own choosing? What if the government permitted entrepreneurs to innovate in the monetary sector, such as by creating digital currencies or minting commodity money?

This is precisely what F.A. Hayek argues in this book written in 1974.

He wrote this near the end of his career, after thinking through all the economic arguments for monetary reform and examining the political viability of various proposals. He shows the essential nonviability of government money and calls for a complete free market in the production and distribution and management of money.

This book is the very core of the Hayekian approach to monetary policy and the book that drew the world’s attention to this radical thinker following his Nobel Prize in economics. The argument is substantively similar to Mises’s, but rather than a gold standard, Hayek argues for completely abandoning government attempts to reform money. The result would be competitive private currencies that permit the market alone to choose the dominant currency the world over.

In the digital age, his argument takes on new significance, as experimentation in cryptocurrency continues apace. Hayek explains that money as a commodity is not a black-and-white issue. The moneyness of any commodity is contingent on time and place. A money can be that in one space among one community but not in another.

In many ways, this monograph is more radical than any monograph in the whole of the tradition of Austrian monetary theory. Hayek just said it outright: Invent a new money because government money is broken. Forget reform. Take the task into your own hands, right now.

The change in his view came about because of his “despair about the hopelessness” of finding a politically feasible solution to stopping inflation. He had worked for many decades but made no progress. It finally dawned on him that the reform had to come from within the market itself, through the total denationalization of money. Government can never be trusted with a money monopoly.

This contrasts with a two-thousand-year-old consensus that government needs to manage money. Why was this the consensus? Hayek says that there is no answer available to this question. It is just an assumption that has been around forever, simply because that’s what governments have done it. But why have they done it? In order to control the realm and extract additional revenue by manipulating the money. It has been the self-interest of government to control money, but it has never been in the interest of the people.

To be sure, there was once a difficulty in assessing the fineness and quality of money. The ordinary person had no competence to do so, so it was possible that government was needed to guarantee quality. But far from guaranteeing quality, government reduced the quality and took away from private markets the responsibility of discerning real from fake money.

It is technically possible that governments could control money in a responsible way, but it never happens. This is because governments have a direct interest in ruining money. A major factor is that government control of money builds government power. This is the major reason why the power to make money has to be take away  it is strongly in the interests of preserving and protecting freedom itself.

Government control of money allows governments to take whatever they want from the people. This is untenable and contradictory to every principle of republican government. Control of money allows governments to cover deficits by issuing more money, and this accounts for the huge explosion of debt in the 20th century.

What kind of money would the public accept in a free market? There are four considerations: First, there is money for cash purchases. Second, there is money for holding reserves for future needs. Third, there are contracts for deferred payments. Fourth, there is money for keeping book and serving as a unit of account. It is possible that different forms of money can serve these functions in different ways.

Nor does the money accepted by the market need to be “stable.” In a free market, prices are always changing. Money expresses those prices good by good and service by service. It is a foolish task to try to stabilize those prices because in so doing you end up freezing the market in place. Prices should not be stable but rather reflect the realities of human choice and resource supply.

Nor does money have to be strictly controlled in its quantity. If the money is too loose, it will be rejected by the market. The presumption behind the quantity theory of money is that there is a perfect way to measure what is and is not money. This is just not true  as we know from the myriad definitions put out by the Federal Reserve. Even with dollars, no one can say with certainty what is or isn’t the quantity of money.

The main reason we’ve mostly lived with bad money for a good part of modern history is because private enterprise has not been permitted to give us a better one.


  I have now no doubt whatever that private enterprise, if it had not been prevented by government, could and would long ago have provided the public with a choice of currencies, and those that prevailed in the competition would have been essentially stable in value and would have prevented both excessive stimulation of investment and the consequent periods of contraction.
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11. Discovery of Freedom by Rose Wilder Lane

PEOPLE SCHOOLED in the libertarian idea are prepared for the thesis that freedom is productive and protective of human rights, whereas despotism is neither. Many years ago, I first glanced through Rose Wilder Lane’s The Discovery of Freedom and assumed that it was an eloquent statement of known truths, so surely there was nothing much to learn here. Maybe it was right for beginners.

In my second reading, some ten years later, I was struck by the depth and sweep of her argument and how it goes far beyond conventions. The problem, as she sees it, is not just the state, but rather, the universal penchant for repressing the human spirit. The state is only the most egregious form of authority.

Finally, on my third reading, I got it. This is a supremely radical and challenging work, one that essentially turns the world upside down. Nearly every expert on the topic of the history of civilization will tell you that the regime is what makes the difference between whether a nation rises or falls.

Lane takes another view entirely. She says it is not the regime but the absence of the regime that sets the human spirit in flight and permits it to create and make beautiful things out of the uncivilized world of the state of nature. She pictures the whole history of humanity as a struggle to be free of authority  not just this or that authority but all authority.

The problem as she sees it is that men have a penchant to want to rule others. This expresses itself in every area of life in which we allow it to happen. In the voluntary sector of society, we are at least free to flee the impositions, and flee we must if we hope to create and build and prosper. But when authority grabs hold of the law, matters change, and we are no longer free to get away. That’s when the human spirit is most threatened with death.

Lane tracks the struggle from the ancient world through modern times. The first attempt she identifies with begins with the prophet Abraham, who asserts a law independent of civil authorities and yet serves as a basis for judging all authority. This culminates with the arrival of the Christian faith, which heralded the individual and recognized his rights, not by virtue of membership in a tribe or political unit, but universally by virtue of one’s very humanity. This attempt was subverted, however, with the union of church and state.

The second attempt that she chronicles will astound every reader without exception. She marks it with the life of Muhammad, founder of Islam. Here was another attempt to free humanity from the chains of earthly authority, and the results (as she sees them) were the flowering of civilization in arts, commerce, science, and scholarship. It is through Islam that Christendom discovered the writings of the ancients, derived its number system, found its technology, and cast off its forming bias against commercial dealings.

It goes without saying that this section, probably more than any in the book, will come as a revelation to readers raised in the current epoch, in which we Americans are constantly told about the inherent dangers of Islam. Why don’t we know about this side of history? Lane’s explanation is rather plausible: our official history is Christocentric in the extreme, and we are thus denied much information about the period between the 7th and 12th centuries  a gigantic swath of time in which most of the action took place outside the parameters of Christendom.

But of course, we know what happened to Islam. Its free spirit didn’t last; it became consumed in war and war preparations  and finally relented to authoritarian institutions. Its promise died.

What is the third great epoch? It began in the New World with the American colonies. In this section, Lane’s prose soars to all-new heights. Her love of America has nothing to do with the jingoism we know all too well. It is a love of individualism, experimentation, risk, entrepreneurship, creativity, reward, and the inspiration that comes with building a new civilization itself. What a hymn to our history she writes!

And note the date. This was written in wartime. There were censorship rules at the time, things you could and couldn’t say. What might she have written about war authoritarianism that she did not dare to write? I think we can imagine. In fact, you can read between the lines. She saw America betraying its history, principles, and destiny. And what would she write today?

There is so much wisdom in this work, so much to challenge and surprise us. Lane was learned, passionate, and remarkably creative, and her prose is that of a well-honed professional writer and researcher. This book is a gift. Its lessons are for our time and all time.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




12. The Cinder Buggy by Garet Garrett

GARET GARRETT’S FICTION deals with the social impact of economic transformations. In The Driver, he deals with railroads, while Satan’s Bushel examines agriculture. The Cinder Buggy, his second in the trilogy, is the longest of the three and his true epoch novel and unforgettable masterpiece. With a great story, and tremendous literary passion, it chronicles the transformation of America from the age of iron to the age of steel.

It covers the period between 1820 and 1870 and its dramatic technology march. The plot concerns an ongoing war between two industrialists, one the hero who is beaten in the first generation and the other who is malevolent but initially wins a first round in the competitive drive. The struggle continues through the second generation, which leads to a titanic battle over whether steel or iron would triumph and why.

Wrought iron is what made New Damascus tick and the two men who made it happen were named Aaron Breakspeare and Enoch Gib. Aaron is beloved but not a great businessmen. He dreamed of the steel age but failed to make it happen. Enoch is a good businessman but dour and widely loathed for his miserliness and treatment of others. A feud over a banker’s daughter leads to the initial dissolution of the partnership, and the son of the resulting union, John Breakspeare, returns to New Damascus to enter the iron business.

This leads to a fascinating repeat of events that causes another dissolution, this one more bitter and shocking than the last. The feud continues over iron and then over steel until steel wins the victory after many fits and starts. In the course of the story, the reader discovers how it is that technology has such a dramatic effect on society, and how risk and entrepreneurship are at the very heart of it all.

Whereas this genre of fiction usually deals with real war, Garrett employs every literary device to make commerce itself the setting for great acts of courage, heroism, sacrifice, and tragedy. And as with his other books, the central mover of events here is the price system. It is the signal for and cause of the most notable changes in the plot. The reader discovers economics in a way that might otherwise not be possible, and it is hard to imagine that anyone would come away with anything but love of the whole subject of enterprise.

Garrett does not portray the market as some idealized utopia. We have here the full range of human emotion and motivation at work: arrogance, pride, malice, love, compassion, jealousy, rage, and everything else. What is striking is that all these emotions play themselves out in a setting that is ultimately peaceful. No one can fully control price movements, and it is these that act to reward virtues and punish vices.

We also have here a realistic portrayal of the truth about innovation. It is not enough to come up with a good idea. That idea must be embodied in real production that takes place in a cost-reducing way and then marketed in the service of society. The unity of technology, accounting, and marketing must all come together to make possible such things as technological revolutions.

There has never been, before or since, economic fiction that can compare with the super-high quality standards set by Garrett in these smashing novels. The Cinder Buggy could easily be considered the best of his work in this area. It is a wonderful novel for anyone who loves, or wants to more deeply understand, American history, economic theory, and the place of technology in the molding of society.
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13. Against Intellectual Property by Stephan Kinsella

THIS MONOGRAPH is justifiably considered a modern classic. Stephan Kinsella has caused libertarians worldwide to rethink the very basis of intellectual property.

Mises warned against patents, and so did Rothbard. But Kinsella goes much further. He argues that the very existence of patents  and copyrights and trademarks, too  is contrary to a free market. They all use the state to create artificial scarcities of nonscarce goods and employ coercion in a way that is contrary to property rights and the freedom of contract.

Many who read this book will be unprepared for the rigor of Kinsella’s argument. It takes time to settle in, simply because it seems so shocking at first. But Kinsella makes his case with powerful logic and examples that are overwhelming in their persuasive power.

After all, the relevance of this argument in a digital age can’t be overstated. The state works with monopolistic private producers to inhibit innovation and stop the progress of technology, while using coercion against possible competitors and against consumers. Even US foreign policy is profoundly affected by widespread confusion over what is legitimate and what is merely asserted as property.

What Kinsella is calling for instead of this cartelizing system is nothing more or less than a pure free market, which involves nothing resembling what we call intellectual property today. Intellectual property, he argues, is really nothing more than a state-enforced legal convention, not an extension of real ownership.

Few books written in the last decades have caused so much fundamental rethinking. It is essential that libertarians get this issue right and understand the arguments on all sides. Kinsella’s book is masterful in doing just that  making a case against intellectual property that turns out to be more rigorous and thorough than any written on the left, right, or anywhere in between.
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14. Anthem by Ayn Rand

“THE AUTHOR does not understand socialism,” read the letter from MacMillan in reply to the submission of Ayn Rand’s novella. They turned it down. Actually, the publisher didn’t understand socialism. Hardly anyone did in 1937, when this book was written. Rand, however, did understand socialism. She understood it so well that she knew it would result in the opposite of what it promised and that its proponents would eventually come to embrace its grim reality rather than repudiate the system of thought.

In many ways, this book is one of the best dystopian novels ever written, because it puts the central focus on the key failing of socialism: its opposition to progress. How is that possible given that progress is a central slogan in socialist thinking? The problem is that by collectivizing private property, socialism removes the machinery of progress itself. It abolishes prices and profits and calculation and the incentive to create. It puts a premium on political control, and politics resents the revolutionary implications of entrepreneurship. Therefore, a consistently socialist society would not only be poor and backward; it would revel in those features and call them the goal.

Think about it. This was the 1930s, long before the environmental movement and long before the primitivist streak in socialist thinking was to emerge as an outright agenda to be imposed by force. But as a child in the old Soviet Union, Rand had seen it in action. She had seen how entrepreneurship and creativity had to be sacrificed for the collective, and how this drove civilization straight into the ground. A totalitarian society would not be a world with amazing technology and flying cars but would exist only at a subsistence level. And it would try to stay that way.

This is an excellent time to reread this book or encounter it for the first time. Every day, regulatory agencies are pouring out mandates that degrade our technology. They are degrading our washing machines, dishwashers, soaps, paint, light bulbs, toilets, water systems, lawn mowers, medicines, microwaves, showers, hot water heaters, gasoline and gas cans, and probably thousands of other things. These regulations are passed in the name of the environment, security, and safety. Their one result is to drive us back in time, making the future worse than the present and probably even worse than the past.

That’s only the beginning. Through intellectual property laws, the state literally assigned ownership to ideas that are the source of innovation, thereby restricting them and entangling entrepreneurs in endless litigation and confusion. Products are kept off the market. Firms that would come into existence do not. Profits that would be earned never appear. Intellectual property has institutionalized slow growth and landed the economy in a thicket of absurdity.

So we’ve finally come full circle in the land to which Rand emigrated because it was a free country. We’ve adopted features of the system she fled. In that sense, this small book is an amazing critique of precisely the unfreeness of the system under which we increasingly live. In that sense, the dystopian world she presents is distilled version of where we are headed. Even the author’s theory that the word “I” is the thing that is most feared by the regime has resonance.

What is the way out? We cannot give up our ideals. We must have development, innovation, and progress, because they are the sources of life, and we cannot give up life. Despite all her detractors say, it is a fact that Rand was a genius and a visionary. This small book underscores that she saw things that no one else saw, and saw them long before anyone else did.
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15. Pictures of the Socialistic Future by Eugen Richter

THERE WAS A SCHOOL of German liberals in the 19th century, and this is a masterpiece to emerge from that school. Eugen Richter saw what socialism would mean, and he traced it all out in a marvelous novel is so prescient that it’s spooky. I had to close the book several times to get over the chills. One reason it is so chilling is that it is written from the point of view of a defender of socialism. To see how the narrator comes to terms with the poverty, the horror, the death  it is all just a bit too realistic a forecast of 20th century intellectual life.

I can’t recommend this book too highly. This book is a remarkable discovery, as fresh today as when it was first translated in 1893. Prophetic is not quite the word for this book. Richter saw with chilling clarity what would happen under socialistic control. The economy would be smashed. Families would be destroyed. The population would grow poorer by the day. The state would be unleashed to crush political dissent and lock everyone into a national prison. None of the ideals would be achieved.

The novel’s narrative voice, however, is blinded by ideological loyalty to the cause. As he describes the calamity, he justifies it all in the name of progress, equality, and fairness to all. The reader, then, experiences the horrors of the events and then also the horrors of the intellectual twists and turns that some people will undertake to keep the disaster happening as long as possible.

To remember that this was written before any country actually experienced the total state is astonishing, page by page. The tone of the narrative is chillingly light and detached. Meanwhile, the events taking place make the blood run cold. The novel not only fulfills Mises’s own predictions of life under socialism; it anticipates them long before any country embraced socialism as a system.

This is the book that shouts out, as clearly as any ever written: we were warned!

Pictures of a Socialistic Future even succeeds as a novel. It is gripping to read, even deeply painful in many places. One can imagine that this work is capable of shaking the faith of even the most diehard socialist.

Bryan Caplan of George Mason University writes the new introduction to the book. “Only the Richterian theory can readily explain why the most devoted surviving child of German socialism grew up to be the prison-state of East Germany: Self-righteous brutality was the purists’ plan all along. Decades before the socialists gained power, Eugen Richter saw the writing on the wall. The great tragedy of the 20th century is that the world had to learn about totalitarian socialism from bitter experience, instead of Richter’s inspired novel. Many failed to see the truth until the Berlin Wall went up. By then, alas, it was too late.”
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16. The Law by Frederic Bastiat

THIS ESSAY asks fundamental questions that most people go through life never having thought about. Most people accept the law as a given, a fundamental fact. As a member of society, you obey or face the consequences. It is safe not to question why. This is because the enforcement arm of the law is the state, that peculiar agency with a unique power in society to use legal force against life and property. The state says what the law is  however this decision was made  and that settles it.

Frdric Bastiat (18011850) could not accept this. He wanted to know what the law is, apart from what the state says it is. He saw that the purpose of law is, most fundamentally, to protect private property and life against invasion, or, at least, to ensure that justice is done in cases in which such invasions do take place. This is hardly a unique idea; it is a summary of what philosophers, jurists, and theologians have thought in most times and places.

Then he takes that next step, the one that opens the reader’s eyes as nothing else. He subjects the state itself to the test of whether it complies with that idea of law. He takes notice, even from the first paragraph, that the state itself turns out to be a lawbreaker in the name of law keeping. Instead of protecting private property, it invades it. Instead of protecting life, it destroys it. Instead of guarding liberty, it violates it. And as the state advances and grows, it does this ever more, to become a threat to the well-being of society itself.

Even more tellingly, he observes that when you subject the state to the same standards that the law uses to judge relations between individuals, the state fails. He concludes that when this is the case, the law has been perverted in the hands of the governing elites. It is employed to do the very thing that the law is designed to prevent. The enforcer turns out to be the main violator of its own standards.

The passion, the fire, the relentless logic have the power to shake up most any reader. Nothing is the same. This is why this monograph is rightly notorious. It is capable of shaking up whole systems of government and whole societies. What a beautiful illustration of the power of the pen.

But take notice of Bastiat’s rhetorical approach here. His conclusion is at the beginning. Why? He did not have that much time (he died not long after writing The Law). He knew that the reader didn’t either. He wanted to raise consciousness and persuade in the most effective way. Even from a stylistic point of view, there is much to learn from his approach.
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17. God of the Machine by Isabel Paterson

ISABEL PATERSON (18861961) was one of the most erudite and widely educated thinkers to ever grace the libertarian world. This book is her masterwork. Its contents have not been sufficiently absorbed into the current intellectual world. It is one of those lost treasures, a book that you begin and your whole world stops. It is wise. It is prophetic. It has stood the test of time.

It first appeared in 1943 as the book that went against everything that the politics of the time were telling people to believe. We had been through more than a decade of the planning state, with government robbing people in order to help them. This was the period of history that prepared the way for the predatory politics that define daily life today. The experience of the New Deal prepared the way for wartime planning in ways that people today do not understand. But Paterson did understand.

The phrase that this work contributed to the lexicon sums up her thesis: the humanitarian with the guillotine. The state assured the public that it had their best interests at heart. It would deliver jobs, food, security, progress and all wonderful things. And the masses were happy, for a time. But the economic recovery never came. Years went by. The New Dealers began searching for some way to cover their incredible failure and distract the population from the reality. The answer presented itself in the form of the draft, the war, the wrecking of family and community  and, finally, mass bloodshed on all sides.

The God of the Machine blew the whistle on the entire trajectory and celebrated individualism as no one else had yet done. Albert Jay Nock considered this book to be the greatest thus far on the subject of American liberty. You can see in these pages the foreshadowing of what would later become a robust intellectual tradition in the United States. It is, in many ways, a founding document of the entire laissez-faire perspective in modern America.

Rereading this book in preparation for release, I found myself stopping every few passages in delight and amazement at Paterson’s prose and insights. She was clearly a genius and a woman of enormous courage. How could this masterpiece have dropped from public consciousness? I don’t have an answer to that mystery. Perhaps the public was not ready for its message in 1943. And after the war, a whole generation of writers and books dropped down the memory hole to make way for the new and reconstructed scions of the statist postwar culture.

What a tragedy, but one that is being rectified.
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18. As We Go Marching by John T. Flynn

THE WORK OF JOHN T. FLYNN (18821964) is proof that the job of journalist once meant something very serious. As We Go Marching is a work of scholarship by any standard. It is well written, to be sure, but it covers the history and meaning of fascism with fantastic erudition, tracing its permutations from Italy to Germany to the United States.

The passion is not disguised, but it is backed by incredible detail, relentless logic and powerful analytics. It is easy to identify this as Flynn’s greatest work, but actually there is some serious competition for that designation.

Before the New Deal, Flynn thought of himself as a liberal. He was right. And he never changed his mind, either. He was a liberal. He believed in progress, free speech, free inquiry, small government, maximum freedom in every sphere of life. That included the economic sphere. Here is where the crowd that called themselves liberal in the 1930s and ’40s departed from him. Flynn believed the liberalism also meant a free economy. He was an opponent of corporatism, of state intervention, of state-created cartels, of authoritarian rule.

The New Deal was all those things. Flynn shows that it culminated in militarism and war  the New Deal by other means. It was a continuation and not a departure. We were fighting against fascism abroad while imposing it at home. In the end of supporting freedom around the world, the government was taking it away from us at home. In this sense, it is impossible to call Flynn a conservative today. His opposition to war and war socialism was so intense he would never join the “conservatives” in whooping it up for the Cold War. He remained true to his convictions his entire life.

It is a marvel that this book was ever published, given the way all governments censor the press during wartime. It did get published  with an advertisement for war bonds on the back cover. At the same time, it meant the end of his career as a writer. He was once nationally famous. After the war, he could hardly find anyone willing to publish his works. He died in obscurity  and this was after an incredible lifetime career of some of the best journalism in American history.

I’ve variously felt a strong sense of sadness for what happened to Flynn. But when you read this book, that sense goes away. He was a man of remarkable courage and brilliance. He could not but write and speak the truth. He knew that it would come at a price and it was one he was willing to pay. And look at his legacy! This book is truth spoken to power, and it speaks still and will continue to do so for generations
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19. Socialism by Ludwig von Mises

THIS BOOK is a legendary classic, but sometimes that can be the worst possible fate to befall a work. It’s a tragic thing when a great work becomes a symbol or a slogan, rather than something people really study and learn from. Based on an informal poll I took yesterday (“Have you actually read Socialism?”), I fear that this is what has happened to this book.

This is not a book for the shelves. It is a book to read and engage right now, right where you are. It is a book that explains vast amounts of the reality we are living right now. It was written in 1922, but it works as a decoder to today’s headlines.

How can that be? Most people assume that socialism has somehow been defeated. Not so. It has spread out all over the world in different forms. Mises’s book addresses every conceivable form of the socialist idea. He shows you how to find the errors in Obamacare, QE3, the education bubble, US imperial wars, environmentalism, and so much more. There are insights on every page.

To understand the significance of the work, you have to imagine this scene from Vienna in the early 1920s. Practically every important intellectual was a socialist. There were different varieties, left and right, but they all agreed that free markets had flopped and government planning was the scientific answer.

The brilliant young monetary economist Ludwig von Mises had just finished writing a book on World War I and its ghastly horrors. Why would Europe want to prolong the suffering of war? That’s what socialism would do, he realized. It would attack private property, make life impossible for business, wreck the ability of people to manage their own lives, and even threaten the integrity of money itself.

The problem and the answer required serious intellectual work. What could Mises say or write that would put an end to all this crazy dreaming about socialism? The answer must have come to Mises at some point in 1919. He looked around at the real way that business struggled to provide society with goods and services. Socialism intended to take it all away.

Mises made his first case in a journal article that appeared in 1920. Jaws dropped. How could this intellectual attempt to resurrect what everyone knew was dead? How could he dare to dismiss what practically everyone believed in?

Two years passed. Mises’s article was gaining traction. Then the blockbuster book appeared. It was a full-scale analysis that covered far more than economics. This book covered war, taxation, family, money, trade, medical care, education, the environment. Once the model was in place, he found a thousand applications. His conclusion violated every taboo. Socialism in all its forms leads to waste, confusion, poverty, and the end of civilization, he wrote; only free markets can satisfy the demands of economic rationality.

No book like it had ever appeared. He was not just swimming against the tide. He was condemning the whole of the intellectual trend the world over. And he did it with astonishing clarity and sweeping comprehensiveness. No subject area was left untouched, not even monetary policy.

Mises might as well have been addressing Ben Bernanke when he condemned how loose money and manipulation destroy the signaling system of the interest rate. Quantitative easing “leads everyone to consume his fortune; it discourages saving, and thereby prevents the formation of fresh capital.” It drains money from real enterprise to pour it into finance capital, thereby giving rise to “popular frenzy” to smash the capitalists.

To be sure, Ben Bernanke doesn’t think of himself as a socialist. But socialism doesn’t just mean nationalization of capital. It can be the nationalization of money and the attempt to plan monetary policy the way the Soviets tried to plan wheat production. This is the pedigree. All government controls stem from the same intellectual root. They all threaten freedom, the market order, and civilization itself.

How is it possible that Mises’s Socialism would have lost none of its power after 90 years? That’s the mark of brilliance. Even now, the book amounts to a scientific but searing attack on nearly every political ideology except that which grants people the right to use their property as they see fit.
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20. Conscience of an Anarchist by Gary Chartier

“THE PROBLEM with the state isn’t a bad politician here or there,” writes Gary Chartier in his epic book Conscience of an Anarchist. “It’s not just the Republicans. It’s not just the Democrats. (It’s not limited to any party in any country.) The problem is the state. It creates opportunities for plunder and abuse that are enormously attractive to anyone with the potential capacity to use it to exploit others.”

Gary Chartier has written a calm, well-reasoned, relentlessly sensible guidebook to understanding points about the world that are otherwise overlooked. He draws on these points to demonstrate how life without the state would be better than the best of life now but without the astonishing personal and social costs that are imposed by politics and the state.

Even if you think you know the literature of liberty well, regard such talk as hopelessly utopian, you will find this book to be a revelation. Barry Goldwater wrote his Conscience book, and Paul Krugman wrote his. Lovers of liberty needed one, and Professor Chartier has written it.

It is a beautiful book that takes on every important theoretical point  economics, foreign policy, criminal justice, civil liberties, courts, personal life  but also deals with the practical question of how to get from here to there. This book may well be destined to become a classic.

Chartier himself has an interesting intellectual odyssey. He was a conservative Republican growing up who became a libertarian. But then in college he found himself drawn toward left-wing social democracy as the solution to the world’s injustices. Finally he returned to a richer perspective rooted in his libertarian past but extending it in new ways.

Chartier’s outlook is not only distinct. The method he uses to defend his position is as well. He offers no blueprint; in fact, the absence of a blueprint is part of the point. “Without a little cognitive humility,” he says, “it’s easy to assume that I’ve got a model, a plan, that’s just right for everyone, that all I need is the right sort of benevolent philosopher-queen to implement it. But of course it’s that kind of nave idealism about the capacities of states and the motivations of state actors that’s gotten us into the mess we’re in now, the mess in which the state tyrannizes us  supposedly for our own good.”

He marches through the claims and amasses evidence and argument to support them. The state’s claim to justified authority is implausible. It is neither necessary nor inevitable. It consolidates power of the wealthy and enables them to exploit others. It leads to killing and conquering. It suppresses personal freedom. It prevents the emergence of a social order that is free, prosperous, creative, and developing.

To be sure, this book is principled, but it is never grating or unreasonable. Its arguments are patient and do not ask the reader to take wild philosophical leaps. To be persuaded by them, you do not need to adopt some alternate Hegelian-style view of history or a new philosophical or ethical system. He nowhere posits some fundamental change in human nature or the workings of the world we all know. Instead, his arguments extend from what might be called common sense: what all of us have learned just from making a life for ourselves in our times.

In this way, Chartier’s treatment of anarchism is more of a tour of everyday life than a far-flung manifesto attempting to raise a political army. Despite the incredibly radical thesis and conclusion, then, nothing in these pages has the feel of something written to beat you over the head. The arguments have a rare penetrating power because they connect with the real way we live our lives.

The book ends with a series of practical alternatives. He considers the merits and demerits of politics and running for office, protests and boycotts, underground economic activity, economic independence, entrepreneurship, survivalism, technology, and self-education. On this last point, he is particularly compelling. And to address this point, he provides an outstanding bibliography of resources.

This is a book that can teach a generation and inspire serious change in the future.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




21. The Use of Knowledge in Society by F.A. Hayek

HERE IS A BOOK that sums up the insights of a lifetime. It is a template for a worldview. It is a source of unlimited amounts of study and reflection. It is an insight that explains vast amounts of the world around us. It is a flash of brilliance, a revelation that millions have missed, a paradigm for understanding the past and future. It is a rebuke to intellectuals from time immemorial and a new way of thinking for true intellectuals of the future. No single essay by Hayek is more important. The Use of Knowledge in Society is all that and more.

Knowledge is a good, perhaps the most important good, something vastly more important than all physical property combined. It is the driving force of history, the immortal, sharable, reproducible, malleable substance that has built our world and makes possible the forward motion of history. This essay shows why it is not possible for this knowledge to be produced or used by centralized agents in the civic order; rather, knowledge must be generated, extracted, and put to use by real actors using real property and interacting with the world around them. Social complexity grows organically from experience of time and place, and this can never be produced from the outside regardless of the supposed intelligence of the the planning class.

Hayek’s point here was elaborated on in many books over decades. It comes close to providing a framework for a robust social theory and even gives a case for understanding why the idea of property rights can never pertain to the world of ideas. Ideas are diffuse and constantly changing; no state can presume to codify them and assign ownership over them.

For years I’ve looked for a passage from the Austrian tradition, whether in Hayek or someone else, that clearly explains the nature of knowledge as a nonscarce good and its high value in pushing social and economic progress. Stephan Kinsella and I have found enough material to provide hints and suggestions, small examples and first thoughts, but never anything that really made the point super clear.

We’ve gone to great lengths to spell out the difference between the physical world of scarcity and the world of ideas in which nonscarcity prevails, and suggested that this is a major reason for the great migration to the digital world. I’ve longed for a passage from some Austrian thinker who seemed fully to grasp the idea  not just in hints and suggestions but worked out and precise.

Well, Steven Horwitz came across a passage from F.A. Hayek that is just gold. It is from the Constitution of Liberty (Chicago, 1960, 1978, p. 43). He puts it as plainly as one can possibly hope given that he was writing before the digital age. It serves as an essential addendum to this essay.


  The growth of knowledge is of such special importance because, while the material resources will always remain scarce and will have to be reserved for limited purposes, the uses of new knowledge (where we do not make them artificially scarce by patents of monopoly) are unrestricted. Knowledge, once achieved, becomes gratuitously available for the benefit of all. It is through this free gift of the knowledge acquired by the experiments of some members of society that general progress is made possible, that the achievements of those who have gone before facilitate the advance of those who follow.



Hayek goes on. He uses the fantastic phrase “fund of experience”  an analogy to capital theory in the physical world  as a way of explaining how the whole world and the whole of history can benefit from the success of one single firm or one innovator. “The free gift of the knowledge that has cost those in the lead much to achieve enables those who follow to reach the same level at a much smaller cost.”

This free gift is what I’ve called the socialistic side of capitalism. Every private producer, in order to market its wares, must necessarily give away that most precious thing, the evidence of its own success. That evidence, that knowledge, becomes part of the commons. That thereby inspires competitors to emulate the success. The profitable producer must, in turn, stay on the path of change and progress and never rest, generating ever newer and better knowledge.

So we see here how Hayek anticipated the great trend of our time, the steady and inexorable move of more and more of life from the realm of scarce to nonscarce: words, images, movies, physical objects with 3D printing, and now even money. This is all about the scalability, malleability, indestructibility, and immortality of ideas as nonscarce goods.

It is gratuitously available for the benefit of all  and this of course is what the markets “desire” in effect: the inclusion of the whole of the world’s population and resources in the great process of improving our lives in this world in which scarcity will always and forever be a feature  a feature to deal with realistically (and humanely) and also to overcome insofar as we are able.

To understand the background, Hayek’s “The Use of Knowledge in Society” is the essential document, one of the most important essays in the history of liberalism.

Go to this book's page at Liberty.me.




22. Freedom, Inequality, Primitivism, and the Division of Labor by Murray Rothbard

“IF MEN WERE LIKE ANTS, there would be no interest in human freedom,” writes Murray Rothbard in this masterpiece of exposition. “If individual men, like ants, were uniform, interchangeable, devoid of specific personality traits of their own, then who would care whether they were free or not? Who, indeed, would care if they lived or died? The glory of the human race is the uniqueness of each individual, the fact that every person, though similar in many ways to others, possesses a completely individuated personality of his own.”

Thus begins Rothbard’s celebration of human freedom and the inequality that is its real glory. And yet in our time, political life celebrates equality above every other virtue  not just equality under the law but equality of opportunity (impossible!) and equality of result (a terrifying ideal!). We come to depend on each other in society because we need each other to accomplish our goals, and we depend on each other because we all have different skills and personal attributes.

This is where the division of labor comes in. It underscores that we can get more accomplished by cooperating than by fighting. We need this beautiful feature of life in order to achieve the great goal of overcoming the cruelness of the state of nature, which, contrary to the longings of primitivists, is not all about peace and plenty. Nature provides us virtually nothing and dooms us to short, miserable lives of toil. To escape that condition, and to sustain and build civilization, requires that we work together in exchange relationships.

There is a place for everyone in this great task. But there are certain preliminaries. We must have self-ownership, private property, the absence of aggression, and we must be tolerant to the accumulation of capital and the appearance of inequality in our midst. We must also keep authority of all kinds at bay  forces in life that would presume that they know better what’s good for us than we know ourselves and are prepared to force that result.

This is the great problem with socialist/leftism in our time. It doesn’t acknowledge the misery of life in the absence of the private-property order and the market economy. It doesn’t see that the cooperative social order they seek is achievable only through the complex trading relationships that are part of the market order. It doesn’t recognize that the hunter-gatherer mode of life is what we would all experience in absence of the creativity that genuine freedom unleashes. Above all else, it doesn’t recognize that capital accumulation is a normal and natural part of the growth of civilization and the basis for a better life.

These are all points that Murray Rothbard makes in this wonderful and sweeping book, It explains so much, and permanently inoculates readers from a vast number of intellectual errors. It is especially important to absorb the lessons in our time, now that government policy seems solely directed toward promoting misery and suffering rather than development and improvement. Government policy is driving us back and back whereas private enterprise pushes us ever forward.

Murray Rothbard frames the essential lessons better than anyone.
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23. Economics of Illusion by L. Albert Hahn

L. ALBERT HAHN was one of the most highly regarded economists and bankers in Germany before World War II, but he was unknown in the United States until this translation of The Economics of Illusion appeared in 1949. He immigrated to the United States in 1940. This book is his frontal attack on the Keynesian system, which he calls “the economics of illusion.” Hahn shows how government spending creates a false prosperity, and never more than in wartime.

He explodes many of Keynes’s fallacies  and with great precision too, because, it turns out, Hahn himself once advanced these same fallacies before he saw their errors. So he writes with the passion of a convert. Ludwig von Mises thought very highly of Hahn’s work, and none other than Henry Hazlitt has written the introduction to this classic anti-Keynesian text.

The beautiful thing about Hahn’s book is how liberating it is. Keynesian economics was refuted before it began? Yes indeed. This one point stands the whole history of ideas of the 20th century on its head. The widely held view, then and now, is that Keynes’s economics were the “new economics”; nothing like this theory had ever been advanced and he was a singular mind in the history of ideas. But Hahn actually shows that he did nothing but regurgitate old fallacies and apply new terminological razzle-dazzle to them.

Why waste time on old fallacies? They will come back again and again, forever. It’s not a productive use of time to obsess on them. You can see them and their errors before they ever happen.
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24. The Art of Being Free by Wendy McElroy

THIS IS A BOOK on the current state of freedom by one of the great thinkers and essayists of our time: Wendy McElroy.

But it is unlike any you have ever read. It deals with the current crisis in a way that no one else does. It has deep and fascinating research on all the main issues we face: the loss of security in the name of security, the state’s role in strangling economic opportunity, the petty central planning that has regimented every aspect of life, the loss of basic civil liberties.

The argument is relentless, fresh, and eye-opening as never before. But she goes a step further, even several steps further. She argues that your rights and freedom are too important to wait for political reform. We must take our fate into our own hands and live free regardless of what the political elites are attempting to do to us.

Can we live full, free, and prosperous lives in these times, starting now? McElroy says that we can and we must. She presents a new way of thinking about how to build civilization even when it is so under attack. In her view, the worst mistake we can make is to allow our lives to be consumed by politics and the awful realities that surround us. We must instead surround ourselves with people and things we truly love. The best way to fight back, she says, is to find and build freedom for ourselves. We must discover the art of being free.

The last chapter alone has been called one of the most inspired and inspiring pleas for real-life liberty ever penned. Here we have a manual on not only what is wrong with the world but also for how to refuse to be beaten back by our overlords.

Despite the subject matter, then, this is a libertarianism that is bright, upbeat, and triumphant, even in these times. In addition, this book has many important essays about liberal thinkers that are usually neglected.
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25. The Politics of Obedience by tienne de La Botie

STATES ARE MORE VULNERABLE than people think. They can collapse in an instant  when consent is withdrawn.

This is the thesis of this thrilling book. Murray Rothbard writes a classic introduction to one of the great political essays in the history of ideas.

In times when dictators the world over are falling from pressure from their own people, this book, written nearly 500 years ago, is truly the prophetic tract of our times.

tienne de La Botie was born in Sarlat, in the Prigord region of southwest France, in 1530, to an aristocratic family, and became a dear friend of Michel de Montaigne. But he ought to be remembered for this astonishingly important essay, one of the greatest in the history of political thought. It will shake the way you think of the state. His thesis and argument amount to the best answer to Machiavelli ever penned as well as one of the seminal essays in defense of liberty.

La Botie’s task is to investigate the nature of the state and its strange status as a tiny minority of the population that adheres to different rules from everyone else and claims the authority to rule everyone else, maintaining a monopoly on law. It strikes him as obviously implausible that such an institution has any staying power. It can be overthrown in an instant if people withdraw their consent.

He then investigates the mystery as to why people do not withdraw, given what is obvious to him: that everyone would be better off without the state. This sends him on a speculative journey to investigate the power of propaganda, fear, and ideology in causing people to acquiesce in their own subjection. Is it cowardice? Perhaps. Habit and tradition? Perhaps. Perhaps it is ideological illusion and intellectual confusion.

La Botie goes on to make a case for why people ought to withdraw their consent immediately. He urges all people to rise up and cast off tyranny simply by refusing to concede that the state is in charge.

The tyrant has


  nothing more than the power that you confer upon him to destroy you. Where has he acquired enough eyes to spy upon you, if you do not provide them yourselves? How can he have so many arms to beat you with, if he does not borrow them from you? The feet that trample down your cities, where does he get them if they are not your own? How does he have any power over you except through you? How would he dare assail you if he had no cooperation from you?



Then these inspiring words:


  Resolve to serve no more, and you are at once freed. I do not ask that you place hands upon the tyrant to topple him over, but simply that you support him no longer; then you will behold him, like a great Colossus whose pedestal has been pulled away, fall of his own weight and break in pieces.



In all these areas, the author has anticipated Jefferson and Arendt, Gandhi and Spooner, and those who overthrew Soviet tyranny. The essay has profound relevance for understanding history and all our times.

As Rothbard writes in his spectacular introduction,


  La Boetie’s Discourse has a vital importance for the modern reader  an importance that goes beyond the sheer pleasure of reading a great and seminal work on political philosophy, or, for the libertarian, of reading the first libertarian political philosopher in the Western world. For La Botie speaks most sharply to the problem which all libertarians  indeed, all opponents of despotism  find particularly difficult: the problem of strategy. Facing the devastating and seemingly overwhelming power of the modern State, how can a free and very different world be brought about? How in the world can we get from here to there, from a world of tyranny to a world of freedom? Precisely because of his abstract and timeless methodology, La Botie offers vital insights into this eternal problem.
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