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The Ideal World
For the limited government, free-enterprise-oriented classical liberal, there

is only one type of entitlement the citizen may properly receive from the state:
security of his person and property. This entitlement entails an army to protect
him from foreign despots, a police force to shield him from domestic villains,
and a court system to determine who is and who is not an initiator of violence
against another person or his property. Any and all other entitlements are
illegitimate—at least from the perspective of this economic philosophy.1 One
defense of this limited notion of government is that entitlement programs2 are
counterproductive, which means such programs actually hurt their presump-
tively intended beneficiaries.

The list of such instances is long and woeful. Perhaps the most egregious is
the welfare program, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). Origi-
nally introduced as a means of helping the needy,3 AFDC has instead promoted
dependency, eviscerated personal ambition, and created whole generations of
unwanted and often abused children.4 These children, in turn, often graduate
to a life of crime and continue the practice of rearing still other children of the
same ilk.5 The reason for this is not difficult to discern: Supply curves slope in
an upward direction, the more one pays for an item, the more of it is called
forth in the market. Welfare is the offer of money for people who are poor. The
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In the view of many commentators and pundits, all citizens have an entitlement
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ers and Third World industry), minimum wages (which oppress poor, unskilled,
minority group workers to further aggrandize rich, well-organized labor
unions).12 It is not without good reason that such recipients have been well and
truly castigated as “corporate welfare bums.”

If we have learned anything from the Public Choice School13 it is that the
more well-off are able to assert their will not only in the private but also in the
public sector. It should not occasion much surprise that this also holds true
with regard to transfers. The rich are simply too well-organized to allow a
system of subsidies to function contrary to their own best interests.

A further difficulty with government largesse with taxpayers’ money is that
it engenders the idea that these funds come as a matter of right. The so-called
welfare rights movement is only the tip of the iceberg. People now believe that
they have the “right” to such diverse benefits as social security, education, food
stamps, Workers Compensation, unemployment insurance, to mention only a
few. But how can two separate people have the right to one-and-the-same
thing? How is it possible for both the rightful owner (the one who earned the
money through voluntary market activity), as well as for the recipients of all
these programs, to have a right to this wealth? This is impossible, since, if
properly construed, there can be no such thing as a conflict in rights.

Adherents of entitlements often argue that these programs came about as a
result of democratic institutions. Duly constituted politicians, who derive their
authority from the electorate, inaugurated them. They, in turn, appointed
bureaucrats and administrators who received a warrant for their subsequent
actions indirectly from the voters through Congress and the President. Entitle-
ments, then, are justified as part and parcel of our democracy.

While this may sound reasonable, in my opinion, it fails utterly. The argu-
ment is a variation on legal positivism—the claim that the law is always just—
since it can trace its beginnings back to a majority vote. Why is a forced transfer
of money rendered any less of a theft because more than half the voters sup-
ported it? Suppose two hoodlums break into my apartment and are walking off
with my television set. When I object that they are stealing my property, they
agree to hold a referendum on the issue. One of them (a philosophical robber)
says, “How many object to us taking Block’s television set?” Whereupon l raise
my hand. He then asks, “How many favor this action?” and the two thieves
register their approval. Does this veneer of democracy legitimize their act of
theft? Hardly. Nor can it be objected that in the case of the United States—
unlike the democratic robbers—we had all agreed beforehand to be bound by
the results of elections because of the Constitution. In point of fact, no one ever
signed any such agreement.14 Hitler, to cite one extreme case, came to power as

more money offered for this purpose, the more incentive people have to change
their behavior to be eligible for these funds, which is not to say that a Bill Gates
or a Donald Trump will be attracted to this lifestyle. But there are always people
on the margin, teetering on the edge, where, on one side, lies the (lower)
middle class life of honesty and probity, and, on the other, the underclass of
dissolution. In their precarious position on the fence they are particularly
vulnerable to a slight push in either direction. AFDC provides that impetus,
and it is all in the wrong direction—for our society in general, as well as for the
particular people involved.6

Then there is the issue of public housing. Originally based on similar be-
nevolent motives,7 this attempt to help the poor, too, has instead boomeranged
into disaster. The Cabrini Green projects in Chicago are world-famous for
feces and urine in the (often nonfunctioning) elevators, ripped out light bulbs,
boarded-up windows, crime, gangs, drugs, and other accouterments of a return
to barbarism. The Pruit-Igoe homes in Saint Louis were so uncivilized that they
had to be bombed, not by terrorists,8 but by the government housing authority
charged with their upkeep and maintenance.

The cause of this dissolution is not hard to understand. Socialist to the core,
the governments involved with these entitlements precluded commercial es-
tablishments such as stores, banks, and restaurants from these environs. But
without the pedestrian traffic of shoppers, people living in the apartments
above are less likely to keep their “eyes on the street.”9 This, in turn, leads to
increased crime rates as criminals prefer to ply their trade without witnesses.
Tipper income cut-offs are generally used by bureaucrats to determine eligibi-
lity for public housing. Thus, when a poor tenant family surpasses a certain
level of income, it is booted out of its accommodation. One can easily appre-
ciate the disincentive effects here. Worse yet, those who prosper and then are
forced to leave, are the most successful among the inhabitants. They are the
natural neighborhood leaders, typically adult males, who are desperately needed
to serve as role models for teenagers. In this situation, the cream rises to the top
and then is skimmed off, leaving a helpless and victimized mass of people in
its wake.

Another criticism of entitlements is that they have perverse income ef-
fect.10 While most people see transfers as helping the poor at the expense of the
rich, in fact, an inordinate number go to (sectors of the) middle class and the
rich.11 Listed under this rubric are farm subsidies (which go mainly to large-
scale agri-business), bailouts for big business (Lockheed, Chrysler), rescues for
the banks (e.g., the billions spent to undergird the Mexican peso), protective
tariffs (which benefit domestic manufacturers while despoiling local consum-
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argued, is that classical liberal principles simply do not mandate avoiding gov-
ernmental largesse, for advocates of strictly limited government, too, have been
forced to finance these entitlements. If they avail themselves of the benefits
thereto, their actions can be interpreted as merely seizing (the use of) their own
money back and not as theft.

Contrary to this simplistic solution, the problem with entitlements is the
whole process of government seizing our wealth and giving it to others. Since we
are all victims and beneficiaries of this game, the whole process of forcing the
entire society to pay for things its members are unwilling to finance them-
selves is morally objectionable. In isolation, then, it is not improper for people
to seek to recover the taxes that have been levied against them.

Who, then, should accept government entitlements? To what extent should
this be occurring in society? To answer the first question, we must avail our-
selves of libertarian class theory.18 Suppose, for instance, there were a classical
liberal Nuremberg Trial, the purpose of which was to discern who was guilty
for perpetuating the welfare state entitlement system. Would everyone be res-
ponsible, since, willy-nilly, all people (excluding a few hermits) participate in
it? No. As we have seen, it is morally justified for at least some people to get
their own money back. Instead, the answer is given that the ruling class is
guilty for perpetuating the entitlement system.19 Members of this class are
considered to be in violation of the strictures of free enterprise. But who are
members of the ruling class? How can they be distinguished from other people,
all of whom accept government transfers?

First of all, the distinction is based on whether a person actively works to
support, aid, and abet the entitlement system, or works to dismantle it.20 As a
first approximation, the former at least potentially qualify for ruling class sta-
tus, the latter do not, but this is only a presumption. It can be defeated on
several grounds. Take, for example, the issue of free speech. In a free society,
anyone can say nearly anything he pleases.21 Mere verbal support of entitle-
ments will not suffice. Another exception is for low-level administrators. Not
every mail carrier or typist in the Social Security administration, would be
deemed to be in violation of libertarian law.

Standard protocol in war may shed some light on these deliberations. Typi-
cally, in war, the officers of the defeated army are found guilty. By contrast, the
enlisted men, who were usually drafted in any case, are incorporated into the
victor’s army, and subsequently treated as relative equals with the other sol-
diers. Likely to be in the dock, then, are the politicians who enacted entitle-
ment legislation, and the senior bureaucrats who carry it out. The senior
bureaucrats would be equivalent to the officers in our model. Furthermore, all

the result of an exercise of the ballot. Does this fact alone legitimize all his
political acts? Certainly not. But if not, how can mere democracy justify the
United States government’s forcibly transferring money from some to give to
others?

In addition to harming the poor both directly (e.g., welfare creates depen-
dency) and indirectly (elements15 of the middle class and the rich attain the
lion’s share of the wealth) these entitlements are immoral. We have focused
thus far on the harm to the supposed beneficiaries of these programs, but no
discussion of the moral dimensions of poverty and entitlements can ignore the
fact that these initiatives are financed by coercive tax levies. The money to pay
for welfare, public housing, and other such transfers, is taken from innocent
taxpayers at gunpoint. If the sole justification for the limited state is to protect
the person and property of the citizen, then these entitlements must be seen as
a contradiction or violation of that principle. The point is, if we are to under-
take a thorough moral analysis of entitlements, we must not constrict the scope
of our deliberations merely to the recipients. Even on the unwarranted assump-
tion that the people who receive these monies actually benefit from them, the
transfers cannot be morally sanctioned because they violate the rights of those
who made the contributions.

The Real World
 So far, we have discussed the ideal classical liberal world in which entitle-

ments would be entirely absent.16 In the real world, however, such programs are
all too common, which furnishes us with the opportunity to engage in further
analysis. To wit, given the fact that entitlement programs exist, how should the
moral agent act in regard to them?

One possibility, which is the simplest and perhaps the most emotionally
satisfying response, is that they simply be ignored.17 After all, if these initiatives
are unjust, what could be more appropriate than remaining detached from
them? But there are problems with this view. Superficially, such a course of
action is highly impractical. If a person were to eschew benefiting from any
government expenditures or to refrain from taking part in any welfare or pub-
lic housing programs, this would mean that citizens could not use the post
office, streets, roads, highways, lighthouses, schools, libraries, museums, sym-
phony halls, and so forth. Life under such conditions might not approach
Hobbes’ description of society as “nasty, brutish, and short,” but would come
too close for comfort, and public life would be impoverished.

Another possibility is that participation in entitlement programs is a matter
of mere pragmatism unworthy of moral analysis. More important, it might be
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were suddenly discovered in Africa or South America. No one denies that rob-
bery can sometimes be a sufficient condition for wealth, but it is certainly not a
necessary one as implied by this argument.

But what about the case of slavery? Indeed, this institution amounted to
theft of labor (and much more, of course). Therefore, a classical liberal per-
spective certainly could justify reparations in the case of slavery.23 However, if
the payments are to be morally enacted, several conditions must be met. First,
if there is any case for reparations, these should come from guilty parties, not
from the entire citizenry through the tax system. To make all citizens pay for
the crimes of a few would be to extend—not diminish—the effects of robbery.
Second, if the reparations are for an act that took place many years ago, a direct
link between the historical victims and the present recipients must be forged.
For example, although virtually all slaves in the United States were black, and
many present welfare recipients are of the same race, not all of the latter can
trace their roots to the former. That is, many present African-Americans are the
children not of slaves, but of people who came to this country after 1865, from
Africa, from the Caribbean, and so forth. Third, for historical cases, a close
connection between the guilty and those called upon to make the payments
must be established. Most important, in all such cases, we must cleave might-
ily to the basic legal axiom: “Possession is nine-tenths of the law.” That is, the
presumption must always be that the present owner is the rightful owner. It is
the burden of the one who would upset property titles to prove, beyond a
reasonable doubt, that reparation is justified.

In the case of slavery, these somewhat stringent conditions can conceiv-
ably be met.24 It is common knowledge that plantations throughout the old
Confederacy were established with slave labor. When the Civil War ended, if
more complete justice were to have taken place, the slaves would not merely
have been freed. The lands they had been forced to cultivate would have been
given to them and would not have remained in the hands of their former
owners. Full compensation might even have contemplated enslaving these
former masters to the newly freed slaves—a sort of poetic justice.

Unfortunately, in 2001, those slaveholders are beyond reach of the civil
authorities. But the plantations, houses, farms, and the wealth that was left to
their progeny, which should have been given to the newly freed slaves, are still
in existence and now owned by the great grandchildren of the slave masters. If
any present black person can prove family connection with a slave who en-
dured forced labor at a specific plantation, he should be given that property. If
there is more than one claim to the property, then it should be divided equally
among all legitimate claimants.

those involved at any level in impermissible activities would be forced to de-
fend their actions. Candidates for this category might include the East German
soldiers who shot their compatriots who were fleeing to the West, or to a lesser
extent, our own police forces who systematically violate civil rights.

According to the philosophy of classical liberalism, it is to members of the
ruling class that we owe the forced transfer society and who alone would be
ineligible from receiving entitlement benefits. All others would not be pre-
cluded from accepting government grants on moral grounds.

An immediate objection might be registered to this scenario. According to
this analysis, then, the welfare mother will still receive her benefits. She, after
all, is a poor candidate for membership in the ruling class. I concede that this
conclusion may seem paradoxical coming from a perspective that condemns
welfare root and branch. If the logic of the case leads in this direction, then it
really does not matter whether it is counterintuitive. The point is, given that
there are entitlement programs, anyone who is not a member of the ruling
class can possibly (but is not required to) make a moral claim to the existing
benefit. While there is no justification, in my estimation, for entitlement bene-
fits in the first place, the fact that they exist in the real world places no ethical
barrier against the aggrieved making use of them.

Reparations
While reparations and entitlements share some characteristics—both are

payments from one party to another—there is a gigantic moral chasm between
the two. Entitlements, as we have seen, amount to no less than theft. Parties of
the first part, taxpayers, are forced by law to subsidize parties of the second part,
welfare recipients, corporate welfare bums, and agribusiness. Reparations, by
contrast, are the opposite of theft because they attempt to reverse the effects of
stealing by returning property to its rightful owner. Indeed, a large part of liber-
tarian punishment theory is predicated upon restitution.22

But can entitlements such as welfare not be justified on the ground that they
are an implicit form of reparation? After all, AFDC recipients are poor; the tax-
payers, on average, are certainly richer than those at the lowest income brackets.
The problem with this line of reasoning is that mere wealth does not imply
theft. Mere poverty does not imply victimization by robbers since people can
become rich without stealing and become poor without being pilfered. It is
only a bit of vulgar Marxism to contend that the rich are rich because the poor
are poor. Whom, after all, did Ray Kroc, Steve Jobs, or Bill Gates rob? The mil-
lions of dollars of new wealth they created simply did not exist before them,
nor, by definition, did anyone rob a starving group of Stone Age tribesman who
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5. Observe how the illegitimate entitlement of the dole is incompatible with the legitimate
state function provided by the courts, armies, and police. One protects person and property
from attack; the other exacerbates these problems.

6. Anderson, “Welfare Programs in the Rent Seeking Society.”
7. Of course, as the old adage goes, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”
8. This is a debatable point.
9. Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage, 1989).
10. This phraseology is particularly unfortunate because it implies that while there is something

perverse about robbing the poor to enrich the wealthy, no such opprobrium applies to

One objection to this modest proposal is that to enact this idea would be to
punish the grandchild for the sins of the grandparent. But this is simply not
true. To take away a farm from a white person in Alabama and give it to an
African-American person is, in some sense, to “punish” the former. But this is
not really true—the white relative should not have been given the farm, in the
first place. The reparation is merely the return of stolen property to the heir of
the rightful owner. If my grandfather stole your grandfather’s ring and then
gave it to me, I am not the rightful owner of the ring even though I have
possession of it. On the contrary, you are the rightful owner. If justice is to
prevail, I must turn it over to you. I will not have been punished—only made to
do what returning stolen property implies.

Another objection to reparations is that there should be statute of limita-
tions on past crimes. The enslavement of blacks by white Americans, or of
biblical Jews by Egyptians, land theft from the Indians, the seizing of Japanese-
American property during World War II, Arab-Israeli land conflict, the latifundia,
are lost in the winds of time and should remain so. But why should there be
any statute of limitations on justice? Suppose that we know that A stole X from
S, and then gave it to his progeny, a, and we also know of b, the latter’s grand-
child. Surely justice requires that we right this wrong, even if it is an ancient
one.25

Finally, there are legitimate concerns about fairness. How do we know the
reparations are actually justified, when the theft took place so long ago? At this
point, the classical liberal conditions come back to the forefront of discussion.
Possession is nine-tenths of the law and the burden of proof is always on those
who seek to overturn present property titles. If the robbery took place in bibli-
cal times, or before there was a written language, then, to that extent, it is
exceedingly unlikely that anyone can prove anything. This stricture lends a
conservative element to the reparation proceedings. Reparations are very dif-
ferent from entitlements. When properly construed, they amount to no more
and no less than a return of stolen property; however, by contrast, entitlements
constitute the theft of legitimately owned property.

Notes

1. Observe that this conclusion is similar—but not precisely equal—to the vision of appropri-
ate entitlements as provided for in the United States Constitution. There, in addition to the
aforementioned courts, armies, and police, the citizen is also entitled to a post office and other
public enterprises. These services and institutions would be strictly prohibited under a libertarian
limited-government vision, the model we shall assume for the purpose of this article.
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