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			About the Cover

			Some words are closely related in meaning, such as light and enlightenment or darkness and ignorance. Darkness cannot resist light—it disappears when light is present. In the same way, ignorance cannot resist enlightenment; it fades when understanding is introduced.

			From the perspective shown on the book cover, you stand outside the gates, surrounded by darkness—a symbol of ignorance. The elites of society want to keep you there, unaware of the ideas that could set you free. Behind the gates, the books glow with light, representing knowledge that brings enlightenment—The Forbidden Idea. To escape the darkness, read this book.

		

	
		
			 

			Dedication

			I was privileged to know Richard (Dick) Rowland, founder of the Grassroot Institute of Hawaii. Dick was a passionate and persuasive champion of individual liberty and was never without his pocket version of the Declaration of Independence. Dick’s favorite motto was “upward to liberty,” and he loved to remind us that “when government gets bigger, you get smaller.” 

			With profound respect and heartfelt gratitude, I dedicate this book to Dick Rowland and his legacy of individual liberty.

		

	
		
			 

			Liberty is not a means to a higher political end. 
It is itself the highest political end.

			—Lord Acton1
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			Conventions used in this book:

			
					Footnotes are identified by Roman numerals and appear at the bottom of the page.

					Endnotes are identified by consecutive numbers and are compiled at the end of the book.

					Quotations and excerpts from other sources appear in an indented format.
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			Foreword by Ron Paul, M.D.

			The United States of America has been through many changes in its relatively short existence as a nation. In what began as “the land of the free,” and carried on as such for a good century, Americans now find themselves in a much different situation. The downward pull of bureaucracy and power eventually gained the upper hand, and today, the United States has the largest and most indebted government in history.

			Today, it’s not an exaggeration to state that Americans live in an Empire of Lies. And as I’ve repeated all too often, “Truth is treason in an Empire of Lies.” Yet, despite the dangers, truth must continue to be told. In The Forbidden Idea, Mark A. Monoscalco sounds the alarm bells against the Empire of Lies. 

			In this book, you will not find the usual weak defenses of the status quo. Instead, you will march alongside Aristotle, Aquinas, Locke, Smith, Bastiat, Mises, Hayek, Rand, and Rothbard as living allies, not long-ignored authors. The book is stripped of academic jargon and sharpened with moral clarity. It has been written to prepare you for battle—a battle that all of us are a part of, whether we like it or not. The ideas of individual liberty need to be understood, but they also must be spoken. 

			Human flourishing is the product of unfettered minds and voluntary cooperation. Nothing short of that ideal is worthy of a free people. Page by page, Monoscalco restores the concepts that have been dulled in modern America: consent over coercion, spontaneous order over central planning, voluntary cooperation over legal plunder.

			Each chapter is both a revelation and a call to arms, exposing the myths that continue to grow the size and scope of the U.S. federal government. In the era of “fake news,” myths about the government are not in short supply. They are broadcast every day on the TV news. The Forbidden Idea will assist you in dispelling those myths.

			Read it, absorb it, and above all, share it with others. America can once again be “the land of the free.” The Empire of Lies need not last much longer. But it will take the conviction and courage of passionate individuals to turn the tide.

			I invite you to join the battle of ideas.

			Ron Paul, M.D.

			Lake Jackson, Texas

			June 6, 2025

		

	
		
			 

			Preface

			Individual liberty resides at the pinnacle of human needs. Throughout history, it has faced opposition from tyrannical forces and has been valiantly defended by the ideas and courageous actions of its heroic champions.

			Prepare to explore a series of ideas that offer the most profound understanding of the world. These ideas are among the most liberating yet historically suppressed, as they challenge established powers by asserting that human progress stems not from violence, coercion, or royal decrees, but from the creativity and freedom of ordinary individuals. Astonishingly, these brilliant and liberating ideas have been met with contempt. This book provides a concise yet comprehensive introduction to these crucial concepts—ideas that took millennia to fully develop—while honoring them with the respect they deserve.

			You will be introduced to the philosophical foundations of individual liberty, along with the key events, individuals, writings, and quotations that have advanced its cause. While this book does not focus on the actions, usurpations, or responses of tyrants who have opposed the human pursuit of individual liberty, it does conclude with a discussion on the persistent challenges to individual liberty and the strategies required for its ultimate triumph. Once you have absorbed the ideas presented in this book, you will be equipped to think clearly about individual liberty and to advance its realization in your own lifetime.

			Yours in Liberty,

			Mark A. Monoscalco

			Honolulu, Hawaii

			September 27, 2025

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			I’ve heard the frustration and despair expressed by many of my friends and acquaintances. This book is for the forgotten man or woman who wakes each day and works tirelessly to build a better life, yet feels trapped in a system that seems stacked against them. 

			I have also struggled with frustration, despair, and internal conflicts about political and economic issues. A deep unease churned within me about our society’s political and economic trajectory, but I struggled to articulate my thoughts clearly. Unrelenting and consuming disquiet tormented my soul. Fortunately, I discovered the classic works on the philosophy of individual liberty. It felt as if I had put on a pair of glasses for the first time: everything suddenly became clear. The confusion and turmoil faded into understanding, and I gained a profound sense of inner peace.

			This clarity inspired me to share what I had discovered. Though I had never written a book before, my background in engineering and business had given me a problem-solving mindset well-suited to exploring these ideas.

			I hold a BS in Civil Engineering from the Illinois Institute of Technology and an MBA from the University of Chicago. I have always enjoyed the challenge of solving real-world problems, and my studies have taught me that it is nearly impossible to do so without the right tools.

			In 2016, I joined the Board of Directors of the Grassroot Institute of Hawaii. We are a state policy think tank with a mission to educate people about the principles of individual liberty, economic freedom, and limited, accountable government. Joining this Board inspired me to expand my knowledge of the principles listed in our mission statement. Studying these principles changed my life. My work at the Grassroot Institute of Hawaii taught me that trying to solve real-world problems involving politics and economics requires understanding the fundamental philosophy of individual liberty.

			Sometimes, when someone reacts hysterically to a political or economic issue, they ask how I remain so calm. I smile and reply, “Because I know I’m right.” I explain that the philosophy of individual liberty is grounded in truths discovered by some of history’s greatest intellectuals, and these truths have been proven over thousands of years. I don’t say this to sound arrogant or superior, but to convey the quiet confidence that comes from understanding this fundamental philosophy. I feel, quite literally, above the fray. You can achieve this as well.

			I wrote this book to present the principles of individual liberty in clear, concise language, stripped of anything unnecessary. My goal is to provide not only a deeper understanding of these ideas but also the inspiration to defend them. For too long, you have been denied the opportunity to learn the fundamental principles of human flourishing. 

			The forbidden idea is this: Individual liberty, grounded in natural law that predates government, is essential to a rational human life. Without it, we are reduced to slaves or beasts of burden.

			The first six chapters of this book examine perspectives on individual liberty from some of our most influential philosophers and historical figures. Each chapter is structured around key quotations; these will be a foundation for exploring the topic in depth and building a deeper understanding. Use these first six chapters as a reference, revisiting topics when questions arise or when you’re looking for answers and counterarguments in political discussions. 

			In Chapter 7, you’ll explore the struggles of our ancestors and their greatest achievement: breaking free from the chains of tyranny. I assure you, as you read this chapter, you’ll come across historical events you’ve never encountered before. Some sections may even make you think, This can’t be true. All sources are cited so you can review the original material for yourself. You were not taught these things in school because they challenge the prevailing narrative of submission to a higher political authority. Yet you need to know them, because the history of individual liberty is an essential component of the Forbidden Idea.

			Chapter 8 outlines the three core philosophies embraced by advocates of collectivism and centralized control, which together constitute the primary threat to individual liberty today.

			Finally, Chapter 9 presents a range of practical tools to help overcome tyranny and secure individual liberty within our lifetime.

			As government spending and regulation continue to grow, we are accelerating down the road to serfdom. However, by working together as advocates for individual liberty, we can change our society’s trajectory, defeat the forces of tyranny, and rise upward to liberty!

		

	
		
			 

			1

			And What Is Liberty?

			And what is liberty, whose name can make every heart beat, and which can agitate the world… —Frédéric Bastiat2

			We begin by seeking a definition of individual liberty, following the path of countless students before us in pursuit of fundamental truth. From this foundation, we will explore the elements that lead to human flourishing. Our path will be illuminated by the words and ideas of great scholars who have come before us.

			Aristotle once said, “All men by nature desire to know,” and this is where our story begins.3 He argued that this innate quality distinguishes humans from all other species. This idea became a cornerstone of Western philosophy, shaping various schools of thought and guiding intellectual pursuits for generations.

			Driven by the desire to know, as described by Aristotle, humanity has spent nearly 2.5 millennia contemplating what it means to lead a good life and to live freely. One of the most influential thinkers in this tradition is Saint Thomas Aquinas, a thirteenth-century Dominican friar, theologian, and philosopher whose synthesis of Christian doctrine with Aristotelian philosophy shaped much of Western thought. Aquinas argued nine centuries after Aristotle that this desire to know is not only a natural human inclination but also a path to understanding divine truth and virtue:

			The chief part of virtue is choice, which cannot exist without voluntariness, to which violence is opposed.4

			Aquinas places the responsibility for virtue on the individual, asserting that a person can only choose virtue freely, without coercion. However, when violence is present, the capacity for voluntary choice is destroyed, making the attainment of virtue impossible.

			Over four centuries later, John Locke, an English philosopher and political theorist, who is widely regarded as the father of classical liberalism and the person who laid the groundwork for the Declaration of Independence and the American Revolution.i In his Second Treatise on Government (1689), he provides us with a definition of liberty that many people today would recognize:

			The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on Earth, and not to be under the will or legislative authority of man, but only to have the law of nature for his rule.5

			This concept, “the law of nature,” forms the core of a theory we will explore in Chapter 3. It is a set of universal moral principles inherent in human nature and discoverable by reason, providing an objective benchmark for judging what is just and unjust that exists independently of—and should guide—human-made laws. No earthly ruler has the authority or ability to override the law of nature.

			Henry David Thoreau, a nineteenth-century philosopher, also had a profound influence on political thought. His focus on personal conscience and nonviolent resistance inspired figures like Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. During an 1848 debate, Thoreau emphasized individual liberty with a striking observation:

			Disobedience is the true foundation of liberty. The obedient must be slaves.6

			This statement reinforces the concept that a person is obligated only to follow the law of nature. Obeying a despotic ruler who issues commands that violate natural law amounts to slavery. To achieve individual liberty under tyranny, one must resist and disobey.

			Over the course of a meaningful life, you will face a choice: Obey to avoid confrontation and punishment; or resist and disobey, breaking the chains that bind you to tyranny and opening the way upward to individual liberty. By the end of this book, you will be prepared to choose wisely.

			Now, armed with the knowledge we have gained from the above paragraphs, let us examine the quotation with which we began this chapter, drawn from a statement made by Frédéric Bastiat in his essay “The Law” (1850). Bastiat was a prominent political and economic thinker of the early nineteenth century. For him, liberty was an indivisible whole:

			And what is liberty, whose very name makes the heart beat faster and shakes the world? Is it not the union of all liberties—liberty of conscience, of education, of association, of the press, of travel, of labor, of trade? In short, is not liberty the freedom of every person to make full use of his faculties, so long as he does not harm other persons while doing so? Is not liberty the destruction of all despotism—including, of course, legal despotism? Finally, is not liberty the restricting of the law only to its rational sphere of organizing the right of the individual to lawful self-defense, of punishing injustice?

			In this paragraph, Bastiat outlines various actions a person can choose when free from the grip of despotism. He also examines the issue of legal despotism, asserting that the sole purpose of law should be to protect the individual from injustice.

			An important, if underrated, twentieth-century political thinker, Bertrand de Jouvenel, penned his book On Power: The Natural History of Its Growth (1945), which includes this definition:

			Liberty is the direct, immediate, and concrete sovereignty of man over himself.7

			With this single sentence, de Jouvenel introduces the idea that personal sovereignty is essential for achieving individual liberty. In other words, to achieve individual liberty, a person must exercise complete control over themselves.

			Ludwig von Mises, one of the great economists of the twentieth century, warned about the dangers of totalitarianism, the most terrifying threat to individual liberty. Fleeing the Nazis, Mises made his way to America in 1940. When he arrived, he struggled to find an academic position because the left-wing socialists liked him no more than the right-wing socialists did. Mises’s masterpiece, Human Action, published in 1949, contains this brief reflection on the meaning of liberty:

			Liberty and freedom are terms employed for political conditions under which the individual citizen is in a position to choose how he wants to integrate himself into the totality of society. He is not subject to violent intervention by an autocratic power. He is not obliged to yield to the arbitrary will of a dictator.8

			Here, we see Mises integrating Aquinas’s ideas of choice and freedom from violent intervention with Thoreau’s concept of disobedience.

			F.A. Hayek, Mises’s most accomplished student, was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics in 1974. Beyond his economic achievements, Hayek was deeply engaged in political philosophy. In his book The Constitution of Liberty (1960), he offers the following definition of individual liberty (although he uses the words freedom and liberty interchangeably):

			The state in which a man is not subject to coercion by the arbitrary will of another or others is often also distinguished as “individual” or “personal” freedom.9

			In this definition, Hayek emphasizes that liberty is an individual attribute.

			During the Great Depression and the New Deal, it became common and widely accepted to expect government to address economic inequalities. The utilitarian idea that the government’s role was to provide “the greatest amount of good for the greatest number” was gaining traction. Observing this growing government intervention in individual lives, Ayn Rand, the bestselling novelist, was having none of it. For her, human beings were not to be used as pawns in someone else’s political or economic game: 

			Man—every man—is an end in himself, not a means to the ends of others; he must live for his own sake, neither sacrificing himself to others nor sacrificing others to himself; he must work for his rational self-interest, with the achievement of his own happiness as the highest moral purpose of his life.10

			In Rand’s best-known work, Atlas Shrugged (1957), John Galt declares:

			I swear by my life and my love of it that I will never live for the sake of another man, nor ask another man to live for mine.11

			With these statements, Rand emphatically rejects the notion that any individual or group should be forced to suffer for the sake of others. When she speaks of rational self-interest, she incorporates the concept of reason as a distinctive human trait, a concept rooted in Aristotle’s philosophy.

			In her 1966 book Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal, Rand included this observation:

			Foggy metaphors, sloppy images, unfocused poetry, and equivocations such as “a hungry man is not free” do not alter the fact that only political power is the power of physical coercion and that freedom in a political context has only one meaning: the absence of physical coercion.12

			Milton Friedman, another Nobel Prize–winning economist and author, reflected deeply on these issues. In his 1962 book Capitalism and Freedom, he argued that freedom is indivisible, asserting that economic and political freedom cannot be separated:

			Economic freedom is an essential requisite for political freedom. By enabling people to cooperate with one another without coercion or central direction, it reduces the area over which political power is exercised. The combination of economic and political power in the same hands is a sure recipe for tyranny.13

			Reflecting on Friedman’s argument, it becomes apparent that economic freedom requires fundamental human rights, including speech, assembly, association, transit, private property, and the enforcement of contracts. These foundational rights are essential for individuals to engage in meaningful economic interactions, such as exchanging ideas, forming businesses, and moving goods and labor. Without these rights, true economic freedom cannot be realized, as individuals would lack the ability to express themselves, organize, and operate freely. 

			Moreover, these fundamental rights not only support economic interactions but also lay the groundwork for broader political freedoms. When these rights are safeguarded in the economic sphere, they naturally expand into a more comprehensive protection of political liberties. Thus, economic freedom, rooted in these fundamental human rights, is not just a component of political freedom but a mechanism through which political structures that respect and uphold individual autonomy can develop and thrive.

			Individual liberty, of course, stands in direct philosophical and political opposition to tyranny. In his 1964 speech titled A Time for Choosing, which marked the beginning of his political career, Ronald Reagan introduced his view of the political spectrum as follows:

			You and I are told increasingly that we have to choose between a left or right, but I would like to suggest that there is no such thing as a left or right. There is only an up or down: up to a man’s age-old dream, the ultimate in individual freedom consistent with law and order, or down to the ant heap of totalitarianism. And regardless of their sincerity, their humanitarian motives, those who would trade our freedom for security have embarked on this downward course.14

			Reagan thereby introduced a new way to measure political philosophy: an axis that moves upward toward liberty and downward toward tyranny, rather than the traditional left-to-right, liberal-to-conservative spectrum.

			Drawing on his extensive knowledge of economics, philosophy, and history, Murray N. Rothbard authored his masterpiece, For a New Liberty: The Libertarian Manifesto, in 1973. In this seminal work, he insists that the same moral law applies to every person and every institution, with no exceptions:

			Libertarians make no exceptions to the golden rule and provide no moral loophole, no double standard, for government. Hence, we are on the side of the liberty of every individual to be free from aggression, whether it is aggression by a criminal or aggression by the police or by the state as master.15

			Rothbard’s many philosophical works make it clear that he seeks to eliminate aggression as if it were a plague.

			Dr. Ron Paul, a twelve-term U.S. congressman and three-time presidential candidate who also wrote the foreword to this book, has addressed countless audiences on the meaning and importance of liberty. He summarized his definition of liberty as follows:

			Liberty means to exercise human rights in any manner a person chooses, so long as it does not interfere with the exercise of the rights of others.16

			In this definition, Dr. Paul emphasizes that every person has an obligation not to interfere with the individual liberty of others.

			Contemporary authors Carl Barney and Craig Biddle remind us that the only alternative to liberty is force and violence. They emphasize the need to decide how we want to live:

			Liberty is the political condition in which individuals are free to act on their own judgment and to keep and use the product of their own effort. It is the condition in which individuals deal with one another by persuasion and all interactions with other people are consensual. The alternative is people dealing with one another by coercion—by physical force. “Free” means free from physical force or compulsion by other people, groups, and governments.17

			This passage reinforces the earlier discussions in this chapter, emphasizing choice, consent, and the absence of coercion.

			On Libertarianism.org, a project of the Cato Institute, we find this definition of liberty:

			Liberty means being free to make your own choices about your own life, that what you do with your body and your property ought to be up to you. Other people must not forcibly interfere with your liberty, and you must not forcibly interfere with theirs.18

			This definition emphasizes the absence of force against one’s body or property.

			The Mises Institute, whose website likely holds the world’s largest collection of writings on individual liberty, defines it elegantly and concisely:

			Liberty is the freedom of individuals from outside compulsion or coercion.

			You might have noticed that I always use the term “individual liberty” instead of simply “liberty.” This is an intentional and important distinction. Liberty is an individual property, not a collective property. We will justify this statement by researching the scholarly work of some of our great philosophers.

			Ludwig von Mises recognized that the essence of economics is rooted in the study of human action. He never concentrated on aggregate data or collective outcomes. In Socialism (1922), he emphasizes the centrality of the individual:

			All rational action is in the first-place individual action. Only the individual thinks. Only the individual reasons. Only the individual acts.19

			Mises’ observation lays the groundwork for analyzing the core of human interactions, focusing solely on individuals.

			Murray Rothbard expanded on Mises’s observation in his 1973 book, For a New Liberty: The Libertarian Manifesto:

			Since men can think, feel, evaluate, and act only as individuals, it becomes vitally necessary for each man’s survival and prosperity that he be free to learn, choose, develop his faculties, and act upon his knowledge and values.

			A group or society is simply a collection of individuals. “Society” is an abstract concept that does not exist independently of the individuals who make it up. Only individuals act, and their actions lead to aggregate outcomes. The individual is a unique, autonomous being with personal rights and responsibilities, whereas society is a collective entity that reflects the interactions and relationships among these individuals.20

			By framing liberty as inherently individual, we distinguish it from collective or utilitarian goals, ensuring that each person’s rights and autonomy remain the highest priority.

			Individual liberty is achieved when each person has control over their life, body, and property. Equally crucial is the need for each individual to take responsibility for their own decisions and actions.

			Our intellectual journey from ancient Greece through the twentieth century has provided the details and definitions necessary for us to answer Bastiat’s question. What, then, is liberty? The common theme among the authors and works discussed above is that individual liberty is defined as the absence of coercion against individuals and their property.

			With this answer, we have defined individual liberty, the fundamental principle that nurtures human flourishing. In the next chapter, we will examine the meaning behind another essential concept: “the absence of coercion.”

			

			
				
						i	Classical liberalism, which emerged in the 17th and 18th centuries, centered on the principles of individual liberty, private property, limited government, and free markets. Thinkers such as John Locke, Adam Smith, and John Stuart Mill shaped these ideas, which in turn inspired movements like the American Revolution. Their focus was on minimizing government control over individuals’ lives, fostering voluntary exchanges to promote economic freedom.
Over time, however, the term liberalism began to shift in meaning, particularly in the 19th and 20th centuries. Many classical liberals began to support government intervention to address economic and social inequalities. This led to what is now termed modern liberalism, which emphasizes welfare programs, regulatory policies, and a more prominent government role in economic affairs.
In response to these changes, a group of thinkers—many inspired by the Austrian School of Economics, including figures like Ludwig von Mises, F.A. Hayek, and Murray Rothbard—sought to revive and advance the original ideals of classical liberalism for a new era. To distinguish their approach from the new direction of modern liberalism, they began to use the term “libertarianism.”


				

			

		

	
		
			 

			2

			The Absence of Coercion

			In Chapter 1, we established, with a series of basic and introductory arguments, that the most convincing definition of individual liberty is “the absence of coercion.” In this chapter, we will build on this definition by gaining a deeper understanding of coercion itself and by drawing on additional insights from influential thinkers.

			Without a clear understanding of coercion, it’s easy to get lost in the details of political debates. You’ll encounter arguments that try to justify or conceal coercion, which can be frustrating. But you can avoid this issue by recognizing coercion for what it is.

			After defining coercion, we’ll explore how it undermines individual liberty. You’ll read a range of quotations from various thinkers discussing the relationship between liberty and coercion. When reading each quotation, consider how it supports or relates to our definition: “Individual liberty is the absence of coercion.”

			It is, of course, essential to understand what we mean when we use the term “coercion.” Murray N. Rothbard provides a clear and concise definition of coercion in his 1962 treatise, Man, Economy, and State:

			Coercion is the invasive use of physical violence or the threat thereof against someone else’s person or (just) property.

			This is an intentionally narrow definition that limits coercion to actual or threatened physical violence against person or property. This definition can be broken down into its primary components:

			
					“Invasive use of physical violence”: This refers to an act of aggression in which physical force is used in a way that intrudes upon someone’s bodily autonomy or personal space. It involves actions that directly harm an individual’s body.

					“Or the threat thereof”: The threat of violence can be just as coercive as actual physical violence. A person doesn’t need to experience physical harm to be coerced; the mere threat of it can compel someone to act against their will.

					“Or (just) property”: The inclusion of “just property” indicates that coercion also encompasses acts of violence or threats against a person’s possessions or assets. This could involve threats to destroy, damage, or take property unless certain demands are met. Property here is considered an extension of the individual, and violence against property is viewed as indirect violence against the person. The addition of the qualifying term “just” highlights that the property in question is legitimate or rightfully owned by the person, and that person has a moral or legal claim to ownership. This is an important distinction because violence or threats of violence against unjustly held property might not be considered coercion.

			

			With this concise definition of coercion in place, we can now examine the interplay between coercion and individual liberty.

			Because individual liberty has not been the norm in human history, it can be hard for us to conceive what it would look like in practice. Leonard E. Read discussed this problem in his essay “Students of Liberty”, published in 1950:21

			Let it be said that this is a subject not easily mastered. Liberty—the absence of coercion or violence—is not readily comprehended. Relatively few among those who have lived on this earth have been able to visualize any order in society, or any progress by those who compose it, except as the will of some has been imposed on the actions of others.

			History, for the most part, is a record of violence. Present-day talk and writing—history in the making—for the most part is an argument for the rearrangement of the rules of violence. An appreciation that progress is possible only when human energy is freed of restraint, has been gained by but few men.

			The reason for this difficulty in understanding liberty is that liberty, like truth, is an object of infinite pursuit, a quest without end, ever. Liberty does not lend itself to objective definition except to say that liberty is the absence of its opposites—restraint or coercion. These, to some degree, can be observed and talked about descriptively.

			Once the reliance on self is removed, once the responsibility for a portion of our being has been assumed by another—be that other a person, a set of persons, or the police force—we cease to think about or apply our ingenuity to the activities thus transferred. When the agency to which the transfer is made is the state, an agency of coercion, is it any wonder that creative thought diminishes to near non-existence? Creative thought is abandoned by man as a free and thus a creative agent, and assumed by man as an agent of coercion. Coercion, by its nature, is incapable of creativeness. One minus one plus zero equals zero!ii Understanding liberty requires that we think in these lost areas, in areas where there is no longer incentive for thinking except for the seemingly unrewarding and abstract objective of replacing violence with voluntary action.iii

			Read is using a mathematical metaphor to emphasize that coercion (the “minus one”) only negates what already exists. In the last paragraph, by “lost areas,” he refers to realms of thought and social organization where coercion, force, or state intervention have become so ingrained that people no longer question them.

			Throughout history, there have been many students of liberty around the world working to define individual liberty. One such student was Islamic philosopher and historian Ibn Khaldun, who discussed individual liberty in his book Muqaddimah (1377):

			Those who, of their own free will and without any compulsion, act according to the Qur’ān and the Sunna wear the turban of freedom…

			For an example from Japan, Fukuzawa Yukichi’s book Gakumon no Susume (An Encouragement of Learning), Part I (1872) defines individual liberty as the following:

			The true meaning of freedom is to act according to one’s own mind without obstructing the freedom of others.

			In Europe, the study of individual liberty flourished. John Locke, an English philosopher whose political thought was highly regarded by the American Founding Fathers, was an enormously influential Enlightenment thinker whose book Two Treatises of Government (1689) was a pivotal text in the development of classical liberal political philosophy. In this text, Locke challenges the prevailing notions of absolute monarchy and divine right, arguing instead for a government based on the consent of the governed and the protection of natural rights—life, liberty, and property.

			Locke speaks about individual liberty using the same kind of language employed so far in this book:

			Liberty is to be free from restraint and violence from others.22

			Building on John Locke’s foundational ideas about natural rights and the role of government in protecting individual liberty, we turn to Frédéric Bastiat, who further developed these principles in the context of economic freedom.

			Frédéric Bastiat was a nineteenth-century French economist and writer, as well as a staunch advocate of classical liberalism and free-market principles. Known for his sharp wit and clarity of thought, Bastiat passionately argued against the expansion of state control and abuses of government power. His most famous work, The Law, published in 1850, is a concise yet powerful critique of socialism and the misguided uses of law. In this book, Bastiat argues that the proper role of law is to protect individual rights—namely, life, liberty, and property—rather than to redistribute wealth or grant privileges to special interests. He warns against the perversion of law into a tool of plunder, urging a return to its legitimate function of ensuring justice. He also defines individual liberty thus: 

			Liberty is the freedom of every person to make full use of his faculties, so long as he does not harm other persons while doing so.23

			A century later, F.A. Hayek expanded on this insight, arguing that what made coercion wrong was precisely its encroachment on the individual’s right to the full use of his faculties. He offered the following compelling analysis of the detrimental effects of coercion:

			Coercion is evil precisely because it thus eliminates an individual as a thinking and valuing person and makes him a bare tool in the achievement of the ends of another. We rob people of their moral agency when we force them to follow our plans and work towards our goals against their will.24

			Hayek’s contemporary, Milton Friedman, another economist advocating for individual liberty, argues in Capitalism and Freedom (1962) that economic freedom is a necessary condition for political freedom and that the two are, in fact, deeply interconnected. He contends that true political freedom entails the absence of coercion, emphasizing that the greatest threat to individual liberty stems from the power to coerce, regardless of its source:

			Political freedom means the absence of coercion of a man by his fellow men. The fundamental threat to freedom is power to coerce, be it in the hands of a monarch, a dictator, an oligarchy, or a momentary majority.25

			Murray Rothbard, a contemporary of both F.A. Hayek and Milton Friedman, was a leading figure in the Austrian School of Economics and a prominent advocate of libertarianism. He further developed his philosophical and ethical arguments for a free society in his influential book The Ethics of Liberty (1982). Here, Rothbard delves into the moral foundations of a libertarian social order, arguing that individual rights and self-ownership are the cornerstones of a just society. Rothbard critiques both state intervention and coercion, positing that true liberty can only be achieved through a strict adherence to the principles of non-aggression and voluntary interaction. His vision of society is one grounded in natural rights and self-ownership:

			Liberty is defined as “The absence of molestation of a man’s just property,” with justice implying, once again, ownership title to one’s own self, to one’s own transformed property, and to the fruits of voluntary exchanges built upon them. … Consider the universal status of the ethic of liberty, and of the natural right of person and property that obtains under such an ethic. For every person, at any time or place, can be covered by the basic rules: ownership of one’s own self, ownership of the previously unused resources which one has occupied and transformed; and ownership of all titles derived from that basic ownership—either through voluntary exchanges or voluntary gifts. These rules—which we might call the “rules of natural ownership”—can clearly be applied, and such ownership defended, regardless of the time or place, and regardless of the economic attainments of the society.26

			Hayek and Rothbard were both students of economist Ludwig von Mises. During a lecture at Princeton University in October of 1958, at the 9th Meeting of the Mont Pelerin Society (later published as an essay titled Liberty and Property), Mises stressed the significance of individualism in Western civilization:

			The distinctive principle of Western social philosophy is individualism. It aims at the creation of a sphere in which the individual is free to think, to choose, and to act without being restrained by the interference of the social apparatus of coercion and oppression, the State. All the spiritual and material achievements of Western civilization were the result of the operation of this idea of liberty.27

			F. A. Harper, a prominent economic educator, author, and founder of The Institute for Humane Studies, gave a brilliant summary of the philosophy of individual liberty at the 8th Meeting of the Mont Pelerin Society in St. Moritz, Switzerland, on September 4, 1957:

			Liberty stems from liber, which means “to be free.” And so, the definition of liberty I would propose is this:

			Liberty is the absence of coercion of a human being by any other human being; it is a condition where the person may do whatever he desires, according to his wisdom and conscience.

			This means that to have liberty, one must be free without qualification or modification, so far as his social relationships are concerned. Nature will still impose its restrictions on him, of course; but his fellow men shall impose none.

			This, as I see it, is the sequence of rights which flow from the assumption of a right to life:

			
					The right to life.

					If one has the right to life, he then has the right to sustain his life with his own time and means, so long as in so doing he does not infringe on the same right of others.

					If one has the right to thus sustain his life, he then has the right to have whatever he is able to produce with his own time and means.

					If he has the right to whatever he is able to produce, he then has the right to keep it for any period of time—the right of private property.

					If he has the right of private property, he then has the right to exchange it, sell it, or give it away on any terms acceptable to the recipient. No third party, be it one person or any combination of persons, has any right to intercede in the process or dictate its terms.28

			

			Harper’s discussion of individual liberty provides the final reinforcement to answer Bastiat’s opening question in Chapter 1: “And what is liberty?” Indisputably, individual liberty is the absence of coercion.

			In the first two chapters, we have examined the meaning and necessity of individual liberty. We have also established that individual liberty can only exist in the absence of coercion. In our next chapter, we will examine the philosophy and methods that allow us to live without coercion.

			

			
				
						ii	When he says, “One minus one plus zero equals zero,” Read is using a mathematical metaphor to emphasize that coercion (the “minus one”) only negates what already exists (the creative or productive efforts of individuals) and adds nothing new (the “plus zero”). In this sense, coercion does not generate wealth, innovation, or positive outcomes; instead, it stifles them. Only in a free society, where individuals are free to pursue their own creative and productive endeavors, can progress and prosperity emerge.


						iii	Read is emphasizing the importance of thinking deeply and critically about liberty, especially in areas where the discussion or pursuit of liberty may have become neglected or unpopular. By “lost areas,” he refers to realms of thought and social organization where coercion, force, or state intervention have become so ingrained that people no longer question them. In such areas, individuals may no longer feel the need to think critically about or challenge the use of coercion, as it has become the accepted norm.
Read suggests that understanding liberty requires deliberate intellectual effort in these neglected spaces, even though there may be no immediate or obvious rewards for doing so. He acknowledges that thinking in these areas can seem “unrewarding” because it is abstract and may not yield quick or tangible benefits. However, the long-term objective—replacing violence (coercion or force) with voluntary action—is vital for a truly free and peaceful society.
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