
This is an important essay.  Believing in freedom is fine
but it is better to believe in freedom and make others
believe in it too.  This essay will tell you what to do and
what not to do as a libertarian activist.

“The discussions of every age are filled with the
issues on which its leading schools of thought differ.
But the general intellectual atmosphere of the time is
always determined by the views on which the oppos-
ing schools agree.  They become the unspoken pres-
uppositions of all thought, and common and unques-
tioningly accepted foundations on which all dis-
cussion proceeds.”    (F. A. Hayek, The Counter-
Revolution of Science, p. 367)

These unspoken presuppositions should be the major tar-
get of libertarian propaganda.  At the moment they are
statist — that the welfare state helps the poor, that capi-
talism exploits people, and so on.  These must be chal-
lenged with the eventual aim of instilling libertarian
prejudices.  A free society will not exist unless enough
people believe in a free society.

THE “POSITIONS OF POWER” ARGUMENT

Ideas succeed by being stated.  This is where too many
libertarians go wrong.  They think that because liberta-
rianism is unpopular it should not be publicly spoken
about, and that libertarians should remain sleepers until
they have become MPs or have positions of power.  This
is a terrible folly.  To most people libertarianism is not
acceptable.  Therefore, to be accepted involves being un-
libertarian.  Once the desired position is achieved the
sleeper must remain a sleeper, because otherwise the po-
sition will be lost.  Now, where has all the power gone?

The second reason it is folly is that those who pursue it
waste time in factional scheming, and frequently lose
sight of the libertarian objective.  Scheming may be fun
in itself, but is an inefficient way of spreading libertarian-
ism.  There are two good arguments for libertarians being
involved in political parties: (1) this enables you to meet
people who are likely to be interested in libertarian ideas,
and (2) political parties have superior resources for
spreading ideas.  For the achievement of (1) no participa-
tion in scheming is required.  (2), in my experience, is
not particularly significant.  I have usually had the means
to say what I want to who I want to hear it.  Going after
the marginally superior resources of a party means filling
up time with scheming that is better spent being liberta-
rian.  Then we’re back to the positions of power argu-
ment again.  To get the resources you need a committee
post, to get a committee post you have to be popular, to
be popular you have to conform to the paradigm, which
is not libertarian.

MICRO-POLITICS

Another strategy of libertarianism is the micro-politics of
the Adam Smith Institute: gradual change, buying off
hostile interest groups with the benefits created by the
free market, and creating supportive interest groups.  This
doesn’t necessarily conflict with the strategy of changing
ideas, but some libertarians such as Dr Madsen Pirie
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(who runs the ASI) believe the LA approach is of minor
importance and that micro-politics is the way to go about
it.  The ASI appears to have resolved the problem of en-
acting libertarian policies which offend interest groups.
It is true, as well, that experience of privatisation spreads
knowledge of the free market more widely than books.
Yet there are still policies on which people don’t decide
with their pockets.  There are libertarian policies which
are at the moment unacceptable on any grounds.  In some
cases there is a strong positive appeal in the political use
of an activity as a scapegoat (drug trading, viewing por-
nography).  This can only be changed by changing ideas.
A defect of micro-politics is that it depends upon a recep-
tive government ear.  If the Labour party is elected at the
next election I fear that the Adam Smith Institute will be
casting its seeds of wisdom onto stony ground.  On the
other hand, the advance of ideas does not depend much
on political parties: whoever is in government, libertarian
ideas will continue to spread.

Virtually nothing can be done in politics unless it is pol-
itically acceptable (unless done in secret, and radical
change cannot take place in secret).  The politician
derives his “power” from being acceptable, so will not do
or say unacceptable things.  Micro-politics is very useful
for implementing acceptable policies by circumventing
interest groups.  It is not much use for bringing about
political acceptability.  Without the ASI there would have
been less privatisation than there has been.  Without ex-
treme advocates of liberty the ASI would have had no
favourable government to seduce with its proposals.  I
have frequently heard the Libertarian Alliance accused of
doing nothing to bring about the kind of society it wants.
People who say this fail to realise that the best way to
bring about a free society is to persuade others to believe
in a free society, which is exactly what the LA does.

NO PUBLICITY IS BAD PUBLICITY

Libertarianism is extreme and unpopular.  But the more
we talk about it the more popular and moderate it will
become.  What this means in terms of media coverage is
that no publicity is bad publicity.  When radical ideas are
first encountered the response is ridicule and character
assassination: “Libertarians are child molesters.”  Next
comes outrage: “Good God! These evil people actually
want to legalise heroin.”  Finally comes rational criti-
cism: “... they say that the welfare state harms the poor,
but the evidence presented is defective in that ...”  It is
not possible to go straight to stage three.  Since we want
to go to stage three, we must go through stages one and
two.  Every bit of ridicule and outrage provoked is a
positive move.  Most reporting of libertarianism, however
distorting, contains some information, if only that we ac-
tually exist.  We should have nothing to fear from stage
three because libertarianism has some very good argu-
ments behind it.

EVENTS IN FCS

When I went to my first FCS (Federation of Conservative
Students — ed.) conference at Loughborough in 1985 the
drys were dry and the wets were wet.  The drys spoke
about individual freedom and privatisation, the wets

about supporting the National Health Service and more
state spending.  When I went to the 1986 conference the
wets were dry and the drys were very dry.  The wets had
changed their name from “Conservative Student Union-
ists” to the more strident “Students Against Socialism”.
Both factions were supporting individual freedom and
privatisation.  Why?  Because extreme libertarians have
shifted the centre of debate towards liberty.  So much for
people being scared off by extremism.  Maybe the only
reason wets are expounding individual freedom is to be
popular — to seek the median voter, but as long as they
are doing so their motives aren’t important.  I might
think the earth is flat but if I don’t say so then it doesn’t
really matter, does it?  And I might be a libertarian, but
unless I say so then effectively I’m not.

MICRO-EXTREMISM

Everything I have said so far has been to establish one
basic point — say what you think and say it whenever
given the opportunity.  The point is simple but essential,
and widely neglected.

The same applies when presenting libertarianism individ-
ually as it does in aggregate: do not flinch from advocat-
ing the unpopular parts of libertarianism.  Someone
intelligent and rational will not be scared off by radical-
ism.  They may disagree, but unless you put the liberta-
rian case to start with you will never know either way.
Libertarians who dilute their arguments assume that their
audience will reason as follows — “Yes, I agree with you
on everything except X, which I find so objectionable
that I want nothing to do with you whatsoever.”  If your
audience thinks like this then you’re talking to the wrong
people.  These people are not worth talking to, because
they’re no use to libertarianism.  Libertarians disagree on
many issues, but this rarely alienates libertarians from
each other.

In fact, extremism saves a lot of time, because it acts as a
beacon to potential converts.  Assortative attraction and
repulsion occurs because only someone interested in
coherent ideas will respond to extremism by asking to
know more.  If you present libertarianism as something
other than libertarianism then you are likely to be dogged
by the kind of vote-seeking careerists who inhabit politi-
cal parties.

Libertarianism is not about immediate gratification.  As
the Purpose And Strategy of The Libertarian Alliance ex-
plains, ideas do not change overnight, and the intention
of libertarian propaganda is to effect a total paradigm
shift by the 22nd century.  It is a further misconception to
think that, unless there is a tally of converts to show off,
propaganda has not worked.  In the same way as the ag-
gregate of ideas changes gradually so do individual opi-
nions.  Incremental conversion is what will occur in most
people, and because this is imperceptible patience is a
virtue of activism.

I am very optimistic about the future of libertarianism.
But just imagine if every libertarian could convert two to
the cause every year (which is not so difficult).  There
would very soon be too many of us to fit in the Alterna-
tive Bookshop, even using the basement.


