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PREFACE

THE RECONCILIATION OF LIBERTY with authority is per-
haps the central problem of political philosophy.
Throughout the ages it has occupied philosophers secking
a balance between the claims of liberty and those of
authority. Liberty insists in the freedom of the individual
or group of individuals from external restraint by other
individuals, groups, government, or society. Authority
points at civic responsibilities and restraints deemed nec-
essary for community security and welfare.

Liberty takes many forms: religious, cultural, political,
civil, social, and economic. Their relative importance has
varied with time and place. In many parts of the world, the
right to worship and organize churches and synagogues is
nonexistent even today. In the Christian world it was won
gradually and painfully in the bloody religious wars of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Personal liberty,
which is the physical freedom of all people to come and go
as they please without official restraint, was secured in the
English-speaking world only in the seventeenth century.
Prior to that time individuals were seized and kept in
prison indefinitely without trial or hearing. The freedom
to combine and associate in large numbers was gained
only during the nineteenth century. The right to vote and
hold public office was practically unknown before the
nineteenth centurv. The same was true of such civil liber-
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ties as freedom of speech and the press. In the United
States these rights were anchored in the Constitution and
the Bill of Rights. American racial and ethnic minorities
acquired their rights only much later.

For a few influential philosophers and economists of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries liberty was not
just a negative concept connoting the absence of restraint.
They urged governments to intervene to protect the liber-
ties of the weak and poor, clamoring for compulsory edu-
cation, unemployment compensation, and old-age insur-
ance, and calling for protection of the health and safety of
industrial workers, the prohibition of child labor, and the
fixing of minimum wages. They looked upon protective
action of the state as an important enlargement of liberty.

To Floyd A. Harper such intervention meant the very
denial of liberty. In his Liberty: A Path to Its Recovery he
made economic liberty the very foundation of all other lib-
erties. The right to life is the right to sustain one'’s life
through labor, which is identical with the right to own the
fruits of one’s labor. No part of production can rightfully
be claimed by a master or ruler by whatever title. The
right of ownership, according to Harper, is basic to all lib-
erties. It arises in every production process and remains
with the producer until he chooses to consume the product
or exchange it for other economic goods. Any bill of
human rights which excludes the right to private property
is doomed to futility and failure,

Although first written in 1948 and 1949 when President
Truman was asking for new taxes and proposing a univer-
sal military training program, the book is as timeless and
pertinent today in 1993, earning it a place of honor in
modern literature on liberty. It redounds to the honor not
only of the author but also to The Foundation for
Economic Education which provided the intellectual set-
ting and backdrop and published his findings. In the illus-
trious company of great thinkers such as Leonard E. Read,
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the entrepreneurial director of FEE; Ludwig von Mises,
the dean of Austrian economics and academic adviser to
FEE: and Henry Hazlitt, the New York Times and
Newsweek editorial associate and founding trustee of FEE,
Dr. Harper, the professor of marketing from Cornell
University, penned a masterwork and lasting object of lit-
erature. It radiates the very essence of the FEE philoso-
phy: To recover liberty lost is to acquire a better under-
standing of its workings and blessings, for “correct action
automatically follows understanding — the only route to
correct action. Nothing else will serve.”

In making available this new edition of Liberty: A Path
1o Its Recovery. The Foundation for Economic Education
seeks to continue the dateless debate on the reconciliation
of liberty and authority. Professor Harper’s contribution is
as concise, germane, and convincing today as it was when
he first made it a generation ago. It continues to point to
the blessings of libertv which must be earned before thev
can be enjoved.

HANS I SENNHOL/






ABOUT THIS EXPLORATION

Mnprur oF THEE scopk and complexity of the problem of
liberty, these exploratory remarks on the subject are offered with
humility as a progress report. It is hoped that they may stimulate
further thought and study of this most important problem, among
those who will disagree as well as among those who will agree.

Present associates and others deserve credit for the inspiration
that has resulted in the development of these concepts of liberty.
Probably most of the ideas have been contributed by them,
though the origin of any idea cannot be traced. The parts that
meet with their disapproval, however, are solely the responsibility
of the author; he has not been asked to bend a word or a phrase
against his own judgment, in deference to the differing opinions
of any other persons.

Though these are the author’s beliefs at the time of writing,
he expects and welcomes honest disagreement. His own opinion
will undoubtedly change on certain points as a result of evidence
or reasoning not now at his command.

The path to truth is always strewn with the wreckage of ideas
once held and later discarded, either by the person who held them
or by others. Differing opinions and changes of opinion are the
rights of persons under the subject being discussed — Liberty.

F. A. HARPFR
Mav 1944
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THE DESIGN OF LIBERTY

The world has never had a good definition of the
word liberty, and the American people, just now,
are much in want of one. We all declare for lib-
erty, but in using the same word we do not all mean
the same thing. With some the word liberty may
mean for each man to do as he pleases with himself,
and the product of his labor; while with others the
same word may mean for some men to do as they
please with other men, and the product of other
men’s labor. Here are two, not only different but
incompatible things, called by the same name —
liberty. And it follows that each of the things is,
by the respective parties, called by two different
and incompatible names — liberty and tyranny.
ABRAHAM LINCOLN

PART






CHAPTER ONE

THE NATURE OF LIBERTY

Oeixtons piFfFER widely about liberty. They difter widely
as to what comprises liberty, as to how much of it we now enjoy,
as to the amount that has been lost in this country.

The extent of difference of opinion as to what comprises liberty
isindicated by the widely differing ideologies whose advocates claim
to be correct in their particular concept of liberty. This includes
the Republicans, Democrats, Socialists and all the other political
organizations. It includes most civilian organizations of various

- sorts, such as the churches. It includes the United States, Britain
and Russia. All claim to be championing the cause of liberty.

Many persons are unconcerned about liberty, which is still
another attitude toward it. Many seem to consider liberty to be a
thing of geography or of heredity. These persons loll in unconcern
because they feel assured that liberty is safe in this country to
which their ancestors once fled from autocratic tyrannies abroad.
They seem to be unaware that the sons of free men may become
slaves even in a land where a high degree of liberty has reigned.

Whatever the reasons for these widely differing beliefs about
liberty, it is certain that harmony of action requires, as the first
step, agreement on what comprises liberty; otherwise it is impos-
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sible to agree om its presence or absence, or on the conditions now
suppressing Liberty.

The main purpose of this study is to offer a concept of liberty
that may serve as a guide to its recovery. First I will give my con-
cept of the nature of liberty and of the function of government in
maintaining a liberal society.!

The spirit of liberty, denuded of philosophical terms, was
expressed thus by a child of eleven years:

I'm nobody but myself,
And myself is only me.
T'm only myself in doings and ways,
And my mind is mine only, you see.

This verse reflects on the fact that liberty is an individual mat-
ter; that without iberty for the individual, there is no liberty at all.
"T'o recognize the individual nature of liberty is not to deny, as will
be discussed later, that it is possible for “government” or other
agencies to serve in defense of liberty. But first there is need to
survey the individual nature of liberty so that it will not be lost
from sight in a discussion of “group action” — government, democ-
racy, organization.

Liberty exists when a person is free to do whatever he desires,
according to his wisdom and conscience.

This definition of liberty may well prove shocking. There may
be an immediate temptation to say: “Yes, but . ..,” and to con-
sider it no further. But such a reaction may merely suggest how
far we have strayed from an understanding of liberty, and from
the intelligent devotion that is necessary for day-by-day decisions
that would assure liberty. If that be our plight, and if liberty is to
prevail, there must be a willingness to open one’s mind to a dis-
cussion of the subject that may run head-on into some previously

*The analysis is founded on certain hypotheses in the form of faiths. These are
discussed in Appendix 1, “Faiths About the Nature and Destiny of Man.”
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accepted beliefs. Unfortunately, it is impossible to discuss every
aspect of this complex problem first, in order to relieve the shock;
some choice of sequence in treating parts of the problem is
necessary.

A HERMIT 1S UNCONCERNED about liberty. To him it is not
a problem so long as he remains a hermit. His problem, as a free
person, is to live with himself and with his God. He is free to do
as he wishes within the confines of his wisdom and conscience —
a limitation not considered to be a restriction of liberty, as that
term is used herein.

Liberty becomes a matter of concern only when there arises
the danger of losing it, or after it has been lost. Loss of liberty is
possible only because of the things persons do to each other. The
problem of liberty is, then, exclusively in the realm of relationships
between persons.

The hermit, who lacks contact with all other persons, enjoys .
liberty to the full; it is no problem to him. But should he join
“socicty,” and come to have relationships with others, liberty
would then become a problem to him because its loss would then
have become a threat. Others might then infringe upon his lib-
erty; as an extreme, they might make him their slave,

As a problem of our concern, liberty has to do with all those
things that comprise “society,” and nothing else. This includes
all purchases and sales; it includes arrangements whereby some
persons work for others; it includes voting for President, listening
to the school teacher or to the preacher, and all other similar events
common to everyday life. These are the areas where liberty is at
stake, These are the realms in which one person may rob another
of his liberty, and thus prevent him from doing whatever he
wishes according to his wisdom and conscience.

Liberty is often termed an “inalienable right.” It is inalienable
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(incapable of being surrendered or lost) only to a hermit while
he remains a hermit. For all who live in society, liberty is alien-
able and may be lost. And that is precisely the reason for concern
about it.

Although liberty 1s under threat in all human relationships,
it need not be surrendered because of these relationships. Liberty
need not be lost, as is frequently asserted, in proportion as these
relationships are increased. In fact, the preservation of liberty is
a requisite to continued social development and to an advancing
civilization.

A relationship between persons must be either voluntary or
involuntary. Liberty remains inviolate in any voluntary relation-
ship because, being voluntary, the act is in accordance with the
wishes of the participants — which is liberty. Thus it is only the
involuntary relationships wherein liberty is viclated.

The nature of voluntary relationships can be illustrated by two
men who agree to exchange labor in the building of their houses.
‘The exchange is arranged because of the mutual advantage that
is expected. One of them may be the better carpenter and the
other the better mason. They can build their houses quicker and
better by each working at his specialty on both houses, This is the
principle of “division of labor,” by which civilization has been
able to advance and the level of living to be raised. Each person
concentrates on his specialty, and trades any excess over his own
wants for the excesses of other things offered by other speciahsts —
all voluntarily exchanged in free markets. It is the same principle
that makes possible a symphony instead of solos.

If one makes another person his slave and compels him to labor
on his house, it is an involuntary act; the liberty of the person
enslaved has been violated.

All voluntary relationships rest on the principle of coopera-
tion, either consciously or unconsciously. They rest on the spirit
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of cooperation, that is, rather than on any special form of “coopera-
tion” as defined in some law. The cooperative feature is evidenced
by the fact that both sides of a deal enter into it willingly, because
each of them expects it to be to his advantage. Each side, to be
sure, enters the deal because of a selfish interest; he enters it for
his own personal gain. But the same motive applies to the other
side too. By viewing both sides, the cooperative aspect of mutual
advantage is revealed in every instance of a voluntary human rela-
tionship. Lacking the prospect of mutual advantage, the event
would not have occurred voluntarily,

It is not necessary, therefore, that liberty be lost as society
becomes more and more involved. Such an assertion, by the devout
hermit or by one bent on the destruction of liberty, is in error.
The development of society does, however, involve a threat to
liberty. And any developing society which ignores the threat and
fails to meet it, or which falls victim to the fatalistic view that
a loss of liberty is inevitable under advancing civilization, will
itself fail and fall.



