Talk

Say “No” to Intolerance

When Prof. Friedman gave this talk at the 199

by Milton Friedman

0 Future of Freedom Conference, he

was introduced as one of the three “great libertarians” of this century. An appropriate

introduction, for his subject was the two 0

Thank you very much. I'm embarrassed by that intr
coming of me, because I'm afraid that you might not be quite
talk. The virtue of being among people with whom you agree fundamentally is that you can talk about some of

the harder issucs, which you don’t
want to talk about in other circles. 1
want tonight to talk about basic liber-
tarian beliefs and values, (| refer to my-
sclf as a liberal in the true meaning of
that term: a believer in freedom.
Unfortunately, we've had to use the
word  “libertarian”  because,  as
Schumpeter said, “As a suprema if un-
intended compliment, the enemies of
the system of private enterprise have
theupght it wise to appropriate ils
labcl”) As a Jongtime liberal-
libertarian, 1 am puzzled by a paradox.
On the one hand, 1 regard the basic
human value that underlies my own
beliefs as tolerance, based on humility.
1 have no right to coerce someane else,
because | cannot be sure that T am right
and he is wrong. On the other hand—
and this is the paradox—some of our
heroes, people who have done the
most ko promote libertarian ideas, have
been highly intolerant as human be-
ings, and have justified their views
(with which | largely agree) in ways
that | regard as promoting intolerance.
Equally important, as ] have observed
the libertarian movement, there's a re-
lated strand of utopianism in the liber-
tarian movemeit that | believe is also
productive of intolerance and is funda-
mentally inconsistent with the basic

ther “great libertarians.”

oduction and by your wel-
s0 enthusiastic at the end of the

values that | believe we stand for.

Why do I regard folerance as the
foundation of my belief in freedom?
How do we justify net initiating coes-
cion? If T asked you what is the basic
philosophy of a libertarian, 1 believe
that most of you would say that a liber-
tarian philosophy is based on the
premise that you should ot initiate
force, that you may not initiate coer-
cion. Why not?

If we see somecne doing something
wrong, someone starting to sin (to use
a theological term) let alone just make
a simple mistake, how do we justify
nat initiating coarcion? Are we not sin-
ning if we don't stop him? Only two
bases for a nagative answer occur to
me that make any sense. One—which 1
regard largely as largely an evasion-—is
that fhere's no virtue in his not sinping
if he's not free to sin. That may be true.
But then, that doesn’t apply to me. It
may be no virtue for him. That doesn’t
mean I should Jet him sir: am I not sin-
ning when I let him sin? How do I jus-
tify letting him sin? ] believe that the
more persuasive answer is, can I be
sure he's sinning? Can I be sure that |
am right and he is wrong? That [ know
what sin is?
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This is a complicated and difficult
problem. Let me give an extreme exam-
pie. 1 am on Golden Gate Bridge and 1
sea someone getting ready to jump.
He's going to commit suicide. Am I en-
titled to use physical coercion to stop
him, assuming that T am capable of
doing so? On the libertarian basis of
not initiating coercion, one would have
to say no. Yet I am sure that most of
you, like me, would stop him if we
could. We'd grab him. We'd justify
that temporarily by saying “He doesn’t
really intend to do that and it's irrever-
gible and we've got to stop him from
doing something irreversible.”

We grab him. We hold on to him.
And he gives a perfectly plausible rea-
son why he wants to commit suicide.
Are you going to let him go? In princi-
ple you should say ‘yes. In practice, I
doubt very much that many of us, as-
suming that we had the power to hald
him, would just let him go.

I ' .
What this demgnstrates, fundamen= § .=

tally, is that no simple principle is realfl
ly adequate. We do not have all the
answers, and thera is no simple formu-
la that will give us all the answers.
That's why humility, tolerance, is sa
basic, so fundamental. Because the
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only way that we can get a little closer
to those fundamental principles is by
beoing tolerant, by considering and re-
specting the opinions of people who
disagroe with us.

And yet, as I've already said, how
¢can we square that with the Intolerance
demonstrated by people who deserved-
ly arc heroes to libertarians? There is no
doubt in my mind that Ludwig von
Mises has done meore to spread the fun-
damental ideas of free markets than

It is of course desirable to
have a vision of the ideal, of
Utopia. But we can’t stop
there. If we do, we become a
cult or a religion, and not a liv-
ing, vital force.

any other Individual. There is no doubt
in my mind that nobody has done more
thart Ayn Rand to develop a popular
following for many of these ideas. And
yet there 15 also no doubt that both of
them were extremely intolerant,

I recall a personal episode, at the
first meeting of the Mont Pelerin
Saciety-—the founding mecting in 1947
in Mont Pelerin, Switzerland. Ludwig
von Mises was one of the people who
was there. I was also. The group had a
serigs of discussions on different topics.
One afternoon, the discussion was on
the distribution of income, taxes, pro-
gressive taxes, and s0 on. The people in
that room Included Friedrich wvon
Hayek, Fritz Machlup, George Stigler,
Frank Knight, Henry Hazlitt, John
Jewkes, Lionel Robbins, Leonard
Read--hardly a group whom you
would regard as Jeftists. In the middle
of that discussion von Mises got up and
said “You're all 2 bunch of soctalists,”
and stomped out of the room,

You need only rdad DBarbara
Branden’s The Passion of Ayn Rand, a
fascinating book, to recognize that what
I've said applies to Rand as well.
Batrbara Branden tells a story that refers
to both Rand and von Mises: "One eve-
ning, the Hazlitts [that was Henry
Hazlitt, whom I mentioned] invited
Ayn and Frank to dinner with Dr and
Mre von Mises. Tha evening wae a dis-
aster. It wae the first fime Ayn had dis-
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cussed moral philozophy in depth with
either of the two men. My Impression,’
ghe was to say, ‘was that von Mises did
not care to consider mora) issues, and
Henry was sexiously committed to al-
trulsm, . . . We argued quite violently.
At one point von Mises Jost his patience
and screamed at me.. We did not part
enemies—axeept for von Mises at the
moment; about a year later he and [ met
at a conservative dinner and his wife
made peace between us."”

lZ'I'hue: important thing to me is less
tiEirintolerance in personal behavior
than the philosophical doctrines on
which they claimed to base their views,
which seem to me to be fundamentally
a source of.intellectual intolerance. So
far as von Mises is concernad, | refer to
hiz methodologleal doctrine of praxeol-
ogy. That's a fancy word and it may
seem highly irrelevant to my topic, bt
it isn’t at all. Because his fundamental
idea was that we knew things about
“human, action” {the title of his famous
book) because we are human beings. As
a result, he argued, we have absolutel
certain knowledge of thg métivations
human action and he m nta,inej"that

we can derive substantive conelusidng’

from that basic knowledge. Facts, statle-
tical or other evidence cannot, he
argued, be used to test those conclu-
sions, but only to illustrate a theory.
They cannot be uged to contradict a the-
ory, because we are not generalizing
from observed evidence, but from in-
nate knowledge of human motives and
behavior.

That philosophy converts an assert-
od bady of substantive conclusions into
a religion. They do not constitute a set
of scientific propositions that you can
argue about in terms of empirical evi-
dence. Suppose two people who share
von Mises' praxeological view come to
contradictory conclusions about any-
thing, How can they reconcile their dif-
ference? The only way they can do so is
by a purely logical argument. One has
to say to the other, “You made a mis-
take in reasoning” And the other has to
say, “No, you made a mistake in rea-
soning.” Suppese neither believes he
has made a mistake in reasoning.
There's only one thing left to do: fight?
Karl Popper—another Austrian, like
Mises ahd Hayek—takes a different dp-
proach. If we disagree, we can say fo
one another, “You tell me what facis, if

, ferent views on another subject. How
““do they reconcile that difference? There

they were observed, you would regard
as sufficient to contradict your view.”
And vice vefsa. Then we can go out
and see which, if either, conclusion the
evidence contradicts. The virtue of this
modern scientific approach, as pro-
posed by Popper, 1s that it provides a
way in which, at Jeast in principle, we
can resolve disagreements without a
conflict.

So much for von Mises. That's a
very brief statement and I recognize
that it doesn't do justice to either praxe-
ology or Popper. But that’s not relevant
here.

The same thing is true of Ayn Rand,
as her phrase about Hazlitt's supposed
commitment to altruism suggests. Rand
did not regard facts as relevant, as ways
of testing her propositions. She derived
everything from the basic proposition
that A=A. And from that follows every-
thing, But if it does, again, suppose two
Objactivists, two disciples of Ayn Rand,
disagree, or that a disciple disagrees
with her, Both agree that A is A,
There's ne disagreement abont that. But
for one reason or another they have dif-

is no way. And that's the basic reason
for the stories that Barbara DBranden
tells in The Passion of Ayn Rand about
what happened when people disagreed
in any minute detail with Ayn Rand.

I believe that there's an enormous
paradox there. But don’t misunderstand
me. Nothing 1 say lessens my admira-
tion in any way for the role that both
von Mises and Rand played in promot-
ing the ideas of liberty and froe markets.
And yet I believe that they teach both a
positive and a negative lesson. The neg-
ative lesson is that we must beware of
intolerance if we'te going to be really of
fective in Eggga;:ling people. The writ-
ings of both Rand and Mises—and
much libertarian literature—take for
granted that hard questions have casy
answers, that it's possible to know
something about the real world, to da-
trive substantive conclusions, from pure-
ly a priori principles.

Let me take a real example. How |
many times have you heard someone
say that the answer to a problem is that
you simply have o make it private
property. But is private property such
an obvious notion? Docs it come out of
the soul?

i
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1 have a house. It belongs to me.
You fly an airplane over my house,
20,000 fect up. Are you violating my
private property? You fly over at 50
feet. You might give a different an-
swer. Your house is next door. You
have a hi-fi system, You play your hi-fi
at an enormously high decibel count.
Are you violating my private proper
ty? Those are questions to which you
can’t get answers by introspection of
asking whether A is A or not, They are
practical questions that require an-

W

Am 1 a statist, as I have
been labelled by a number of li-
bertarians, because some thirty
years ago I suggested the use of
educational vouchers as a way
of easing the transition from
socialism to freedom?

M

cwers based on experience, Before
there were airplanes, nobody thought
of the problem of trespass through air.
So simply saying “private property”is
a mantra, not ant amswer, Simply say-
ing “use the market” is not an ahswer.
Lot me give you two recent exam-
ples that also are relevant to the same
theme—utopianism, 'l touch on them
very briefly: vouchers and negative in-
come tax. Re vouchers—and I'm now
speaking of schooling  vouchers—
schooling is, next only to national de-
fense, the largest socialist enterprise in
the United States, And it is clearly as
rmuch of a failure as the socialist entet-
prises in DPoland or Hungary or
Crechoslovakia or East Germany. It
shares the characteristic features of
those failures. The characteristic fea-
ture of socialist failure is that you have
a group, the nomenklatura, who do very
well, you have masses who do very
poorly, and the system as 4 whaole is
highly inefficient. That's exactly the
case with our school system. Those of
us who happen to live in high-income
suburbs, as well as high-paid toachers
and teacher-administrators, do very
well out of the system.The poor suck-
ers who live in“the ghetto or who don’t
have any money, they do very poorly
out of the system, The systern as a
whole takes two or three times as
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much resources 1o operate as aTe neces-
sary, and it doesr't do a good job when
it does. So it's cleatly a fallure.

In the Future of TFreedom
Foundation's  Freedom  Daily, for
September 1990—again, a group that
is doing good work and is making an
impact—Jacob  Hornberger wrote,
~What is the answer to socialism in
public schools? Freedom.” Correct.
But how do we get from here to there?
Ts that somebody else’s problem? Is
that a purely practical problem that
we can dismiss? The ultimate goal we
would like to get to is a society in
which people are responsible  for
themselves and for their children's
schooling. And in which you do not
have a governmental systern. Butam I
a statist, as I have been labelled by a
number of libertarians, because some
thirty years ago I suggested the use of
educational vouchers as 8 way_of eas-

ﬁj_tjg_thm:_\gjﬁqn? Is that, and I quote

Hornberger again, “simply a futile at-
ternpt to make socialism work more
efficiently”? T don’t believe it. I dor't
believe that you can simply say what
the ideal is. This is what 1 mean by the
utopian strand in Hbertarianism. You
cannot simply describe the utopian so-
Jution, and leave it to somcbody clse
how we get from here to thera. That's
not only a practical problem. 1t's a
problem of the responsibilities that we
have.

The same issue arises with respect
to welfare, social security and the rest.
Tt may be that the ideal is—and 1 be-
lieve that it is—to have a society in
which you do not have any kind of
major or substantial governmental sys-
tem of welfare. Again, nearly thirty
yeats ago [ suggested, as a way of pro-
moting a transition from hera to there,
a negative Income tax as a gubstitute
for and alternative to the present rag
bag of welfare and redistributionist
measures. Again, is that a statist solu-
Hon? 1 believe not. We have participat-
ed in a society in which people have
become dependent on government
hand-outs. It is irresponsible, immoral
T would say, simply to say, “Oh well,
somehow or other we'll overnight
drop the whole thing” You have to
have some mechanism of going from
here to there. I believe that we lose a
fot of plausibility for our ideas by not

facing up to that responsibility.

It is of course desirable to have a vi-
sion of the ideal, of Utopia. Far be it
from me to denigrate that. Bub we
can’t stop there. If we do, we become a
cult or a religion, and not a living, vital
force. These comments apply, I be-
lieve, to the largest socialist enterptise
in the US. as well, That is, of course,
national defense. Like everyone else in
this room, I am appalled by the waste
of the defense industry. 1 am sure that
if you and I could only run it, we
could do it for half the money, and do
it a lot better. But although T have tried
for many years to figure out a way in
which we could run defense as a pri-
vate entcrprise, and despite the hapes
of some anarchist libertarians like my
son, that we can, 1 have to admit that
after some 30 years now, ho's never
been able to persuade me that we
could. T suppose that just shows how
intolerant I am, Atany rate, simple slo-
gans like “The matket will take care of
it" or “neninterventionism” do not re-
golve the hard problems. We may very
well agree on the direction we want to
go in, but just how we're golng to go
there and how far we're going to 20,
that's a much more difficult problem.

The writings of both Rand
and Mises—and much libertar-
ian literature—take for granted
that hard guestions have easy
answers, that it’s possible to
know something about the real
world, to derive substantive
conclusions, from purely a pri-
ori principles.

M

Let me close by noting that admir-
ars of von Mises seldom quote the fol-
Jowing of his statements: “Govern-
iment as such is not only not an evil but
the most necessary and bencfigial insti-
tuon, as without it no lasting cooper-
ation and no civilization could be
developed and preserved.” Now that's
an idea to chew over, Thank you very
truech,

The foregoing is an edited trumiseript of a falk

given to the International Society for Tndividual
Liberty in August, 1090,




