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ANARCHOCAPITALISM

TAKING IT ALL THE WAY

J

ust as many movements expe-

rience a tension between outreach and purity, so
too has libertarianism experienced frequent internal
debate over whether to recruit people
by softening its rhetoric—or even by
altering and softening its principles (as
perhaps “liberaltarians” do). Libertarians arguably spent a generation after the
Cold War seeking ways to soften their
message in order to gain mainstream acceptance. And yet, by the second decade of the twenty-first
century, the most hardcore and uncompromising version
of libertarianism seemed to be one of the fastest-growing,
namely anarcho-capitalism.
Perhaps there is more outreach value in sticking to one’s
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guns than there appears at first, especially in an age with
less and less patience for nuance. After all, it is often when
libertarians attempt to compromise that they are attacked
most. They are accused of being tools of the Republicans
if they forgive state expenditures done in the name of running courts, cops, and the military. And they are charged
with accepting a more expansive state if they accept the
logic underlying such policies as affirmative action or
unemployment insurance.
In addition to Rothbard’s anarcho-capitalist phase
(arguably abandoned when he became part of the Mises
Institute’s paleolibertarian push), libertarianism has been
influenced by the thinking of Milton Friedman’s son,
David Friedman, and his anarcho-capitalist 1973
book Machinery of Freedom. Slightly more Chicago School
than Rothbard’s approach, the younger Friedman’s book
weighs the pros and cons of privatizing state functions in
case after case, showing in a nearly utilitarian way how
adherence to strict property rights could resolve dilemma
after dilemma, including the private provision of defense.

The Military
There are already mercenaries who perform the same basic
function as government-run armies. And there is no reason in principle that a vast number of subscribers could
not hire a large mercenary army, even on an ongoing basis,
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to protect their homes and their surroundings from potential invaders. Of course, given the great success of guerrilla armies over the centuries, everywhere from Colonial
America to Afghanistan, it’s not clear that a big, centralized
command-and-control army is the most effective deterrent
to invasion. Would we be safer with a decentralized, less
predictable means of fighting back? If you were an invading Chinese army, would you rather get Washington, D.C.
to surrender and call it a day or risk spending years fighting house to house across a continent, never knowing for
sure if or when the enemy would stop?
A further benefit of an all-subscriber military is that
there would be far less incentive for it to engage in provocative behavior. Some conflicts aren’t worth getting into, but
a big government with the power to tax and conscript people is less likely to remember that. It may be more prone to
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exaggerate the need to defend the national honor against
minor slights, leading to destructive, large-scale wars. The
sweeping anarchist opposition to standing armies in the
early twentieth century struck most critics as reckless, but
would the results of doing things the anarchists’ way have
been any worse than the pointless Great War that purportedly defensive militaries in Europe dragged the world into
from 1914 to 1918?

Police
If military defense is possible without government, surely
everyday policing is even easier. We already have security guards for hire, after all. And there is no reason to
believe that competing security companies must resolve
every disagreement by shooting at each other on the spot.
We already live in a world in which there are overlapping
police jurisdictions, and (even in a government-run world)
many cases are resolved by some nonviolent method of dispute resolution, since each police department recognizes
the potentially high cost of failure to cooperate.
In the view of anarcho-capitalists, even market-loving Ayn Rand and libertarian philosopher Robert
Nozick may have been hasty in thinking that competing police services would tend to fight each other whenever they disagree. (As a result, Rand, Nozick, and other
minarchists may have unnecessarily retained elements of
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statist thinking.) Nozick’s 1974 book Anarchy, State, and
Utopia is nearly Rothbardian in its assumption that people should be treated as if they have unassailable property
rights. But he also argues that competing police services
inevitably would fight or threaten each other until one
came to dominate and proclaim itself a monopoly provider of security. At that point it is at least a minimal state.
Nozick may have underestimated the desire of diverse
customers to keep paying for diverse protection agencies
(such as, perhaps, cops specializing in preventing attacks
on ethnic minorities in areas where that’s a common problem). And he may also underestimate the ability of protection agencies to see that they might live and profit longer
by tolerating each other rather than by entering other
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companies’ headquarters with guns blazing. Richer though
some protection agencies may be than others, defense, like
guerrilla warfare, is relatively cheap. Even if a billionaire
hires ninjas to kill you, he increases his odds of being shot
later by one of your vengeful relatives. Is it really worth
it to him?
Think, too, of the many problems associated with existing government-run police that could be alleviated by
privatizing them. For one thing, competing police services could not adopt the lazy attitude that there is no one
to arrest them if they misbehave. Another police company
might well do so. Under current conditions, the domination of a given geographic area by a single police department opens the door to inertia, corruption, and racism.

Adjudication
Most sane people would prefer to settle large-scale disagreements in court rather
than on the field of combat—and they can do
so even in the absence of government. Already
there are arbitration firms, often used by financial institutions and other businesses that seek quicker dispute resolution than that provided by government courts. These
firms must render consistently just decisions if they want
to maintain their reputations as good arbitrators. In the
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event one party to a dispute refuses to submit to any court,
the venue could be left up to the discretion of the other
party.
A mere century or two ago, notes David Friedman, justice in places as familiar as England was often handled in
this way. It wasn’t until the early nineteenth century that
standing police departments run by government became
the norm. And when they did, critics often charged that
the administration of justice had gotten worse than it had
been in the days of private courts.
The possibility of private arbitration firms also means
that very sophisticated cases could be tried without a
government court system. Even environmental pollution
claims (property violations if there is detectable damage
to buildings or lungs or the trees someone owns) in theory could be handled via class-action suits on behalf of all
the poisoned parties against a selection of major polluters.
Many people say they hate lawyers, but lawsuits have the
advantage of requiring people to demonstrate that some
sort of harm was done, whereas regulations merely have
to sound good in the political speeches that inspired their
passage.

On Practicality

and

Limits

The anarcho-capitalist vision is admittedly radical, but it
may also be easier and more practical than trying to run
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Biography:
Within econo mics, libert arian ism remai ns

a minority view. Outside economics, it is even rarer for
libertarian voices to prevail. One relatively rare case of
a libertarian rising to prominence in academic philosophy in recent decades is that of Robert Nozick. Born
in New York City and educated at Columbia, Princeton, and Oxford, he went on to teach philosophy at
Harvard, teaching one of his final courses jointly with
law professor Alan Dershowitz and paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould.
Nozick described himself in his best-known work,
Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974), as being drawn
reluctantly to libertarian conclusions despite not fully liking the company in which he thereby found himself. He
makes the case in that book that strong property rights
lead logically to the moral impermissibility of anything
more than a minimal state. Initially there will be competing subscriber protection agencies in a world where
taxes are morally rejected, but in time, he thought, one
protection agency may come to dominate and thus
become a de facto minimal government with a monopoly on force.
Along the way, and with an abiding openness to
counter-arguments, Nozick defended such other core
libertarian notions as the moral permissibility of profit.
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He noted that if Wilt Chamberlain accepted even
a tiny amount of money from each of thousands of fans
to watch him shoot basketballs, Chamberlain would
emerge rich—and each of his fans would have slightly
fewer dollars than they did before the transactions but
would consider themselves better off.
Because Nozick was willing to admit the flexibility
and uncertainty of philosophical arguments in general,
he was sufficiently admired by thinkers of other schools
of thought to be taught in dialogue with them. Anarchy,
State, and Utopia is often used in academic philosophy
classes as a counterpoint to left-liberal philosopher John
Rawls’ A Theory of Justice (1971), which used comparably detailed deductions to derive a system resembling
the contemporary welfare state.
Among Nozick’s nonpolitical thought experiments that
continue to echo in philosophy are the dilemma of the
“utility monster,” a hypothetical person whose joys and
pains are far greater than those of his fellow citizens
and who may therefore deserve special moral consideration; and the dilemma of the “experience machine”
(similar to a question posed in the film The Matrix), in
which one must decide whether the illusion of a perfect
life is truly preferable to confronting reality as it is, even
if it contains pain and hardship.
The Examined Life (1989), a collection of philosophical essays, includes “The Zig-zag of Politics,” in which
Nozick still praises libertarian views but concedes that
justice or freedom might be part of a larger package
of plural values, some of which cannot be reconciled
with perfect coherence and certainty.
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the world by means of government. And it might make the
world more peaceful and prosperous. The anarcho-capitalist system is also a far cry from mere “fiscal conservatism,”
if that implies tolerance of the web of subsidies, protec-

tionist tariffs, crony-crafted regulations, Federal Reserve
currency-manipulation, and bailouts that characterize
the current economy. Anarcho-capitalists call for a radical change in our method of governance—indeed the end
of governance, in a sense—while many fiscal conservatives
talk big but balk at almost any policy change that might
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cause a temporary downturn in the stock market. To the
anarcho-capitalist, that’s no way to bring about real change.
Of course, traditional or “left” anarchists insist that anarcho-capitalism is nonsense, that a true anarchist rejects
both government and capitalism. Certainly the participation of self-proclaimed anarchists over the course of the
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in pro-Soviet,
anti-global-trade, and Occupy movements suggests that
most conventional anarchists are not capitalists. Anarchocapitalists, however, might respond that conventional anarchists should simply imagine a world entirely devoid of
government, such as both factions want, and ask themselves what rules of conduct they would recommend to
the inhabitants of the new anarchist world.
Does an individual in that world have the right to
respond to personal assault with sufficient force to defend
himself? Does he have a right to manipulate some portion of the material world without having to plead with
the mob each time before undertaking an action? If so, it
appears that our hypothetical inhabitant of the anarchist
future has de facto property rights. It appears that, as posited at the outset of this book, he has the right to defend
himself from assault, theft, and fraud. And if we agree on
that and allow him to collaborate with other willing individuals to use and defend his rights, we have all become
anarcho-capitalists.
Of course, under anarcho-capitalism or indeed any
milder form of libertarian regime, there will always be
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the final anarchic option if some unlikely nightmare scenario comes to pass. It will always be possible to break the
rules this book has described in such detail. Humanity
never truly loses that fundamental ability. Indeed it may be
easier to overturn the laws of a libertarian society than to
prevent the myriad tragedies that already occur on a daily
basis thanks to thick bureaucracy in democratic regimes.
Even the “post-anarchists”—who add deconstructionist
and poststructuralist uncertainty about truth itself to their
antipathy for government and capitalism—may not fully
appreciate the residual freedom we always have to say that
the system isn’t working and must be discarded.
As a first step, though, before we find ourselves in a
world with no government at all, libertarians of all stripes
ask you to contemplate a world with less government. It
may turn out that the system of control and redistribution
that we thought was working to solve our problems was
the real problem all along.
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