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Witli the rise of liberalis111 as a theory of welfare state in the twentieth century, its functions 
iricrcased nianifold. It was during this transformation that the state acquired its prcsent all- 
pervasive form. However, the fight for classical liberalism was not given up. After the Second 
World War. an imporlant contribution to tlic theory of liberalism was made by theorists whose 
allegiance lay with early classical liberalisni. This new rnovernent which became popular in 
tlie USA and England in tlie 1960s is known by the name, Libertarianism. Many libertarian 
texts have been written by people who only know North American political ci~lture and society. 
They claim universal application for libertarianism, but it remains culture bound. The libertarian 
~iiovement received large scale academic attention with the appearance in 1974 of a book 
Anurchy, State cind Ulopin by the I-Iarvard piiilosoplier Robert Nozick. The work achieved 
great acclairn for its brilliance of argument and was frequently bracketed with Itawls's A 
Theory clJ'Jzrsticc. It inlluenced the Thatcher/Rcagan administrations of the 1980s. 
Etymologically, libertarianism means fiee will or free advocacy of liberty. It is the most 
radical form of individualism and advocarcs pure capitalist economy, as tlie surest expression 
and defence of'individuality. In  political theory, it answers once again the r~~ndnmental question 
i.e. what are the legitimate functions of the state - in  a radical way. Ilolding tlie liberty of the 
individual as sacrosanct. libertarianism asserts that welfare measures cat1 lead to rt collectivist 
state. I-Iere one can ask: if the liberal pri~~ciples Iiave been rooted in American and English 
political culture, then why has this new term come into use. According to Martin Masse, this 
is because liberalism since the end ofthe 19th century has taleen up a new meaning, which is 
not at all compatible wit11 the defence of individual freedom. While in the U.K., the so-called 
liberal parties are only a little more moderate than the socialists parties in their inclination to 
use state power, in thc United States, a liberal was considered a leA winger who advocated 
wealth redistribution and supported a big government that interferes everywhere in peoples" 
lives; a governlneiit that tries to solve all real and in~aginary problcms by taxing and spending 
and creating bureaucratic programmes for each good cause. In short, today's libcralisnl aims 
at creating a tyrannical state that does riot hesitate to trample on individual Freedorn in the 



name of an ittiattainable collectivist utopia. Tliis type of'libcralisn~ has nothing to do with 
classical 1iber.alism. Libertarianism, on the other hand, is inspired by former periods of liberal 
progress but aaicr onc century during which collectivist +id totalitarian ideologies have 
dominated, they realizced tlial classical liberalism was not strong or principled enough to 
stem the rising tide of statisni. They are Inore coherent or some may say radical than traditional 
liberals in tl~eir defencc of persotla1 liberty and market economy and in their oppositioli to 
state power. Libertarian scholars have shown that it is the decentralized action oftlie i~idividuals 
who pursue their own cnds in a fsee markct whicli ~nakcs it possible to create and maintain 
this spontrlneous order to bring prosperity and to suppork the corlipler: civilization in which 
we live. 

17.2 ' WHAT IS LIBERTARIANISM? 

Mucli political ancl tnoral pliilosopl~y over tlie past threc centi~ries has cor~ccrn~ed itself with 
human liberty. 'The philosophical outlook on politics known as libertarianis~ii takcs this ideiz 
to its extreme, proposing to make liberty, the only intcrest that a state iiiay properly have with 
rcsprct to its citizen:;. 

The libertasiat~ philosopliy has bee11 ~.~ropoiindcd by a 11~1nlber of .';~h01nrs, prominent among 
tliem are F.A. I-layelc, liar1 Popper, Talmon, Milton l;riedman, I. Ljerlin, M. Rodib;ird, Robert 
Nuzick, Ayrl Rand. -1'aliing liberty as thc ~11tinlate v:11~1e, it asserts Il,~nt in order to protect 
liberty, a society milst l~ave strong privnle propcrty rights, n [see markct arid niinimal 
government. Sonie writers Iiilve ter~ned libertarianlism as 'freedom'. 'l'hc best wily to ~lnderstand 
the various terms is to know what libertari:tnri believe in. In a fcw words, libertarianism believes 
that individual freedom is the i~iidamei~tnl value that nlust 111iderlie all social relations, 
cconomic exchanges and the political system. Essentially libertarians preach fi.eedom in a l l  
ficlds irlcluiiing the right to Jo what one w~~r i t s  with one's sown body insofi~r as one cloes not 
it~fiinge on the pi-upcrty ;znct ztiua1 freedo111 of others. '['hey believe that volilr~tary cooperation 
between individu;tls in a tiee market is always prcl'es:tble to coercion exerted by the state. 
They believe that the role o f t l~e  state is not to pursue goals in the name ofthe comrnunit)l. Tile 
state is tlot there to redistribute wealth, 'promote' ci~lture, 'support' thc agriculture sector 01- 

'help' snir~ll tims, bu t  slio~ild limit itself to the prc-)tcction of individual rights and let citizens 
ptlrsue their o\vti goals ill a p(;lncefuI way. Libertarianism.si11~ports the forri~al equality of eacl~ 
a~icl all hefixe the law, but it worries little about tlie inequalities between tlie rich and tlic poor, 
inequizli~ies whicli are inevitable and can bc reduced only by encroachingon personal freedom 
and by reducing overall prosperity. For them the best way to fight poverty is to guctrantec a 
system of free enterprise mid f't.ee trade and to let private charity initiatives wtlicli are Inore 
effective and better justified  nora ally than state prograliitnes of wealth translkr, come to the 
rescue of those in need. Liber~nrians believe that the orily way to ensi1r.e the 111ainten:~nce of' 
pessonal freedom is to guarantee tlie inviolability of private propcrty and to limit as n~ilch as 
possible the size oftlie government and the scope of its interventions. 'They do not [rust the 
state in protecting individual liberty. 

I,ibertarinnism is opposed to collectivist ideologies of all types, be i t  ol'the leR or oflhc: right 
which stress the primacy of the group, nation, social class, sexual or- et1111ic group, religious ctr 
language cotnmunity etc. 'They oppose all whose purpose is to regimetit individuals in tlie 
pursuit of collective goals. They do not dcny the relevance of these collective identities, but 
claim that it is up to the individuals theniselves to determine whicli group they wish to belong 



and contribute to. It is not for the state or for institutions that derive their power from the state 
to impose their own objectives in a bureaucratic and coercive manner. 

Thus, libertarianism rejects the main political developments of the 20th century; that is, the 
sustained growth in the size of the state and the range of its interventions in the private lives 
ofthe citizens. It is the only one that demands and works for radical change, a drastic reduction 
ofthe size and role of the state, they are the only ones who value individual freedom, above all 
else. More and more people realize that libertarianism constitutes the only alternative. The 
libertarian movement hardly existed in the 1960s but really took off in the Unites States in the 
early 1970s. Whereas collectivist philosophies and Keynesian economics used to dominate 
academic life, recently there has been a revival of interest in classical liberalism and free 
market economy throitghout the world. After a century of eclipse, classical liberalism in its 
libertarian offspri~ig is becoming an influential pllilosophical doctrine and movement in the 
2lst century. 

Like all philosophical movements, libertarianism is varied, containing several schools atid 

sub-groups and one will find no. unanin~ity about its theoretical justifications, its goals or the 
strategy that should be adopted to reach them. Mainly, there are two types of libertarianism 
and each has its own answers to the queries. One group, the anarchists or also known as 
'ai~rrrcho-capiiulists' advocate the complete disappearance of the state an privatisation of I' even the basic functions mer~tioned above. This goal tnay appear extreme or riclic~~lous at first 
sight, but it is based on a theoretically plausible argunent. It is for example, easy to imagine 
that one could replacc provincial stateor mr~nicipal police forces (with the corruption, abuses 
of power, the incompetence and fidvouritis~~i which usually characterize them all and often 
with impunity) with private security agencies. These would make profits only in so far as they 
really protect citizens and fight real criminals. Anarcho-capitalists use the same type of 
arguments to supporl the privatisation ofthe army and tlle courts which woyld leave nothing 
for a state to do. Private firms w o ~ ~ l d  then provide all the services that individuals might need 
in a pure free marlcet. In a context where public spending now accounts for almost half ofall 
that is produced, where govcrnn~ents conti~lue to adopt law acter law so as to increase their 
control over our life, a inore realisfic libertarian goal is si~nply to reverse this trend and fight 
for any practical advance of freedhrn and any concrete reduction in state tyranny. The other 
branch is known as '~lzinicn~chist,~' who maintain that government may appropriately engage 
in police protection, enforcement of contracts and national defence, foreign relations, justice, 
the protection of private property and individual rights. All remaining fi~nctions should be 
privatised. In the context of a very decentralized federal state, libertarians accept, tiowever, 
that local autliorities can intervene in other fields and offer various types of social and economic 
arrangements in so far as dissatisfied citizens can easily move to otherj urisdictions. Definitely 
not included, according to miniarchists, is the power to tax, even to secure money for the 
functions just mentioned, 

'The q~testion arises: wliy the li bertarial~s endorse these views so sharply at variance wit11 most 
political theory? Firstly, libertarians hold an exti.emely strong doctrine of individual rights, 
particularly the right of individuals to acquire and hold property. Tlieir concept of property 
rights and freedorn of contract excl~~des welfare rights, since claims to these rights require in 
the libertarian view cor~~pulsory labour of some on behalf of other. Secondly, libertarians 
ibelieve that the operation of an unrestricted system of laissez faire capitalism is the most 
desirable social systeln. People unfettered by state compulsions woi~ld be iiltely to establish 
Ibis sort of econoinic systetn and it is all for the best that they do. 'we shall study all these 
sspects in detail in the next section. 
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17.3 POLITICALTHEORY OF LIBERTARIANISM 

It is claimed that the kcy concepts of the political theory of libertarianism have developed 
over many centuries. The first inklings of them can be found in ancient China, Greece and 
Israel; they began to be developed into something resen~bling modern libertarian philosophy 
in the work of such seventeenth and eigllteentll century thinkers as John Locke, David Mume, 
Adam Smith, Thomas Jefferson and 'l7lomas Paine. In the twentieth century, they were 
reinvented by neo-liberal thinkers such as Michael Oalceshott, F.A. Hayek, Milton Friedman, 
Robert Nozick etc. While these scholars have given a new intellectual impetus to the libertarian 
movement, a growing concern for personal autonotny lias provided personal ground fbr the 
sowing of the idea. Some of the ilnportant concepts of libertarian theory are ns follows: 

While1 the libertarian ideal of individualism has certain fanlily rcsen~blance with the neo- 
classic~~l defence of celpitalisll~, anarcho~individi~alism and classical liberalism, it is reducible 
to none oftliese. Libertarianism can only be ~~liderstoocl against the backdrop of the einergence 
ol'totalitarianism and the modern wcll'are state since tlie 1930s .Libertarians sec the indivi uul P 
as the basic unit of soci;il analysis. Only irldividuals r~inlte clioices and are rcsponsible for 
their actions. Libertarian thought emphasizes the dignity of the individual, which entails both 
rights and responsibility. The progressive extension ofdignity to more people - to  womcn, to 
people ofdifferent rcligiol~s and different races- is one of the great libertarian triut~lphs bf the 
western \vorld. 

Libertarianisnl represents tlie most radical for111 of ii~dividi~alism, short of outright a11arcllis111. 
Along with it, it exalts the pure capitalist economy as the surest expression nnd defellce of  
individuality. Nevertheless, the near anarctlis~n of'sorne libertarian doctrines have prompted 
the expression 'annrcho-capitalism. However, the libertarian defence of capitalisn~ would 
legititnise a degree of ccono~nic inequality that true anarchists could not abide. The works of 
Ayn Rand are a leading expression oftlie libertarian ideal of individualism, even it' it sotnctimes 
takes an extreme and occasionally i~nrepresentative i'orm. A brilliant i-rovelist, she dcvclopeci 
the libertarian ideal both in fictional worlts and poler-ilical essays. Utterly rejecting ally 
tl~eological notions or ideas that rank the community over the individual, she held that the 
individual is tlie basic unit of society, the prirne focus of moral concern and tlic sole source of 
human creativity. According to her, the root cause of oiir modern tro~rbles is the philosophy of 
ulbvism, a moral position that effectively destroys the supreme value of'individuality. Altruism 
- the notion that man shotild place the welfare of otllers above his own- i s  the root of 811 evils 
and not money. Indeed, n-~oney is cherished as the just reward and fair estimation of the 
individual's inherent excelleuce. For Rand, altruism is a vice and selfishness is n virtue, though 
selfishness does not mean a petty snivelling self-indulgence but accepting full person~l 
responsibility for one's life and fate. Altruism is the villain ofthe piecc because it plays upon 
the morbid guilt feelings ofthe donor and keeps the recipient in R state of cliilclish subservience. 
Neither party can develop a mature confident outlook on life which sllould cullninate in a fair 
and cquitablc and truly voluntary exchange of goods and services. The ethics of a l t r~~ism is 
always gratuitous; it preaches that someone has a prescriptive right to a free ride on someone 
else's back. According to this theory, the notion that one person should sacrifice himself for 
the sake of another is radically evil. It is an affront to hu ln~n  dignity and an open invitation to 
prefer death over life. 



17.3.2 Individual Rights and Liberty 

Central to libertariallislii is the claim that the i~~dividual S I I O L I I ~  be fsee from the interference 
ofotf7ers. Personal liberly is the suprenie Inoral good. Hence, o~ie's liberty can justifiably be 
restricted only i f  he consents to the restriction. Any other restriction, including taxing incolnes 
for the pllrpose of redistributiol~ is unjust. In other words, the libertarians couch tlieirt~leory i n  
the language orrights. Each individual has natural negative rights - to atleast iife, liberty and 
property. NU one can justiiiably harm him, restrict his freedom, or take his property, i.e., no 
one can his rights withoi~t his consent. Moreover, these are general rights; they apply, 
so to speak, against the whole world. And since rights invariably liave correlative duties, all 
the people in the world liave the duty not to interfere with the rightholder's life, liberty and 
property. Eacll person possesses these rights simply by virtue of liis hulnanity - he does not 
have to do afiytllingto obtain this moral pi.otcction. The possession of rights does not depelld 
llpon the consent of others. They are essential moral constituents of personhood. Thcy are not 
grallted by the government or by tlie society; they arc inherent in the n a t ~ ~ r e  ol'human beings. 
lt is intuitively right that individuals enjoy the sccurity of SLICII rights; tlie burden of explanation 

lie wit11 those who would take these rights away. Libcrtarinn theorists often move back 
alld fort11 betweeti talk of negative rights and talk of' liberty. 'l'his, according to Hugh La 
pollettc, is because they ulti~nately see rights and liberty as equivalet~t or because they hold a 
tl1t.ory ofril;hts which is groi~nded in personal liberty. TI'hct.e are no circunistances in whicjl 
ttle negative gene1.d rights can be justifiably overridden in which une's liberty can be j1tstifiably 
iilnited ~ i ~ h o ~ t t  his co~isent, Forexalnple, A's right to properly (or life or liberty) call nevel.bc 
oven.idden for the benefit of others (to satistj, the allcgcd positive righls of others). 'A' can 
clloose to charitably give his property to someone or he can volontarily give sotnconc a positive 
ri&t to his propcrty. Nevertheless, morally he cannot be lbrcud -either by legal s;~nc~ions 01. 

mafill r~llcs - lo give up his life, liberty or property. This nloralllegnl prohibition insures that 
an indiyiLiua17s liberty cannot be restricted in any way will~out liis consent. 

In the cuntext of rights, what is important to note is that libertarians lnilke n distinction betwecll 
negative and positive rights. Forexalllple, take the general right tu life; in its negative version, 
i t  says tfiat otdy others must not kill (01. take t l~c  life of.) lhe rightholdcr but in its positive 

it would also require that others do something to hclp save the rightholder's life i f  i t  
is  possible for them to do so. The importance ofthis distinction is tliat tlie libcrtnrian holds 
illat people have no basic positive rigl1t.s- that all positive obligatiolis have to be in sotile way 
assured or undertaken by the obligated indivitlual i.e. by promising that he will perform the 
it~dicated action. 

'J'hus, we see two important features of libcrtnrianism. 17irst thc ~siln:~ry ~ L I S ~ O S L '  of negative 
general rights is rhe protection of individual liberty, to ensure tliat no one's lifi: is restricted 
w i t l ~ o ~ ~ t  his  consent. Or as Nozick puts it: 'siclo constrnints (which arc equivalci~t to negntive 
general riglits) upon action reflect the andcrlying Knntian principle that individuals are ends 1 
and not niercly Incar1s; they cannot be sncriliced or used for thc ncliicving of other etlds 
without their consent.. .(these constraints refluct the I>~ct of o t ~ r  scpalntc existences)'. 'l'hey 
reflect the fact that no more balancing act can t:lkc plucc among us. Sccvndly, the libertarian 
llolds thal a sul'f'icienl reason to reject (my allegcd ~noral rille or principle ordistributive justice i 

is that st~ctl a rule or principle restricts somconc's fiecduni witliuul his consent. I-Iayek, for ! 

example, argues that we should reject plans tc) expand govern~iient~~l mlcs since such expansion 
necessar-ily undermines individual libcrty. And Nozicli's priniury ob.ject,ioli to Rawls is that 
Rnwls's, twa principles restrict i~idividual liberty witllout consent. 



As mentioned above, I I I L I C ~  political and n?oral philosophy over the centuries has concerned 
itself wit11 human liberty. However, the philosopl~ical outlook on politics knowti as 
libe~tarianisn~, tnltes this idea to its extremc, proposing to make liberty the only interest that a 
state may properly have with respect to its citizens..Libertarianism takes liberty as our sole 
right (this is also called 'deontological libertarianism*) against considering liberty as the ,vole 
value to be promoted by the governl~ient and the individual. The point of malting liberty a 
general right is LO prevent tlie government fsom forcing people to do things. According to it, 
our sole fundamental right is the right to liberty, all other rights are subordinate to that- they 
are either special cases of tliat one or derived from it directly or indirectly. 

Just like the concept of negative rights, libertarinnisnl also enlphasizes the negative aspcct of 
libcrty i.e., liberty as absence of' inlposition by other people, specifically those impositions 
that are caused by their intentional actions. I n  this version, each person is to be entitled to do 
as that person I i  kcs, or judges best, except only when liis or her action cvould impose 011 others 
- w o ~ ~ l d  interfere with the iutcnded dcsired courses ol'action of someone else or (if this is 
different) damage that person, in the sense of' doing what that person did not want to be done 
$with or to his or her body or mind. I t  is as Mobbes called it 'absence of external impediments' 
or 'seeking peace'; that is, of'not 'tnalting war' on others; or as Locke teniied it 'not harming 
them in rcspcct of'life, tiealth, liberty or pro]~c~.ty'; or Kant's version of 'acting only on ~naxi~ns  
that can coexist :~Io~igwitli the Sreeclom ofthe will of each and all'. These have been echoed 
in tlic co11ten1por:irq ,411ieric:tn philosopher .lolln Kawls' formulation of a liberty principle that 
'each person participating i r n  n prncticc, or atlkcted by it. has an equal right to tlie most extensive 
basic lil~er~y compaliblc with a similar liberly Ibr others'. What is important in all these versions 
is that tlie c~l~phasis is 011 tlic negative liberty; peoplc cnccrunter each other and in  doing so 
they are to rck:~in li'o11i ;iction:; that wo~lld cause the otl~er person harm, danger, diseasc and 
the like. Any otl~er nctic,~~s at-c pcrl~iissible ~Iietller or 1101 tli& have tlie ul'l'ccl oT'maxiniisirzg' 
sonnethirig. Agilin c~crc io~i  is illso tl~o~t~ght to collide with libcsty. tibcrlarians also take liberty 
as die 'nbscllcc of cocrciuli' and tlicy conclctnn i t  along with oke1-t I'osce. Libcrty is the absence 
of obstnclcs, inil~osed cosl:;; the cocrcer clots in.~pot,e n cost on liis viclim. 

The natural bnsclinc: to wl~ich libertnriuiis nppcal i'or liberty is our body. 'I'lic libcrtari;lns hnIcI 
that we ought to make anyone's libcrty into a right; that is, we ought to nlalit: it the case that 
in~position or proposed impositions against anyone's liberty is a ground for taking action to rectify 
or prevent them, and that is what the libertarian principle does. This right is equivalent to 
the right of self-ownership. Each person would be regarded as 'owning himself' in the 
sanie straightforward sense as that in \vIiich we can own all sorts of things si~ch as cars and 
footballs; namely, bei~ig able to do what U I I C  wants to with the self in questiun; at the s a~ne  
time, one is riot able to do that with others; rather, their willingncss or consent I I I L I S ~  be 
established before one n~ay  do things with others. 

And last but not the least, why would peoplc value liberty'? For the libertarians, liberty is not 
another good like peanut buttcr or a car, it is rather a necessary condition ol'actioti, ins the 
selise that il'wc do x, it h:is to have been thc case by defil~ition that nothing prevented us from 
doing it. Liberty is the condition of bcing nblc to do whatever it is, the libct-ty to do which is 
in cli~estion. 111 otl~er words,, it  is not really i ~ p  in ~ l i c  air whether libeny is il goocl thing or not. 
Liberty is us good as w1n;itevt:r can bc achieved by acting. According to Iibcrtari:ins, liberty is 
not a value, it is it conclilion of action. 


