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Abstract: Can the theories and approaches that fall under the more or less overlapping labels “classical liberalism” or 
“libertarianism” be saved from themselves? By adhering too dogmatically to their principles, libertarians may have painted 
themselves into a corner. They have generally failed to generate broad political or even intellectual support. Some of the reasons 
for this isolation include their reluctance to recognize the multiplicity of ways order emerges in different contexts and, more 
significantly, their unshakable faith in the virtues of free markets renders them somewhat blind to economic inequalities; 
their strict construction of property rights and profound distrust of state institutions leave them unable to recommend public 
policies that could alleviate such problems.

The doctrine advanced by “left-libertarians” and market socialists address these substantive weaknesses in ways that are 
examined in detail in this paper. But I argue that these “third way” movements do not stand any better chance than libertari-
anism tout court to become a viable and powerful political force. The deeply paradoxical character of their ideas would make 
it very difficult for any party or leader to gain political traction by building an election platform on them. Taking this into 
account, I sketch an alternative “fourth way” perspective. Drawing on a few postmodern insights, while staying clear of the il-
liberal proclivities of radical postmodern thinkers, this approach suggests that the resources of civil society can be mobilized at 
the level of micro-politics to achieve at least some of the goals and values dear to libertarians while also attempting to remedy 
injustices along the lines of what left-libertarians and market socialists have proposed.
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INtroDuctIoN

The question this paper tackles is this: Can the constellation 
of theories and approaches that fall under the more or less 
overlapping and not very precise labels “classical liberalism” 
or “libertarianism” be saved from themselves? Before I out-
line the dangers they face, which result in part from what 
can best be described as self-inflicted wounds, I should 
explain first why they are worth saving. There are at least 
three reasons why this is a worthwhile exercise in philo-

sophical reflection. From an epistemological standpoint, 
these approaches best capture the still relatively neglected, 
yet profoundly insightful intuition that much of the socio-
economic world operates according to the logic of a spon-
taneous order.1 Second, economically liberalized markets 
generate the greatest amount of material goods compared to 
any other economic system. Finally, liberal regimes, though 
prone to various sorts of dysfunctional excesses (e.g., rent-
seeking behaviours), are the least likely to violate the rights 
of their citizens. 
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But by adhering too dogmatically to these principles, 
libertarians2 have sometimes painted themselves into a 
corner. This dogmatism limits libertarians’ ability to gener-
ate broad political or even intellectual support. To give an 
account of these self-inflicted wounds, I again make use of 
the same three dimensions. With regard to epistemology, 
Hayekian libertarians adhere a little too rigidly to the notion 
of spontaneous order and, as Gus diZerega (2013) argues, of-
ten fail to recognize the multiplicity of ways order emerges 
in different contexts. Further, libertarians’ economic, social 
and political views account for their political weakness. (I 
am targeting bona fide libertarians; several political parties, 
for example, the Republican party in the United States and 
conservative parties in Australia, Canada, and the United 
Kingdom have included libertarian ideas and slogans in 
their political programs, of course, but their electoral suc-
cess has been due to their ability to combine these with other 
priorities that appeal to a broad spectrum of constituencies, 
and have resulted in programs and policies that cannot be 
fully reconciled with libertarian norms and values, such as 
devoting a considerable proportion of the budget to military 
expenditures.)

Generally, the libertarians’ unshakable faith in the vir-
tues of free markets renders them somewhat blind to eco-
nomic inequalities and their attendant political issues; their 
strict construction of property rights and profound distrust 
of state institutions render them unable to recommend pub-
lic policies that could alleviate such problems. I prefaced 
these criticisms with the qualifier “generally” because they 
obviously lack finesse. Libertarians (e.g., Pennington, 2011; 
Tomasi, 2012) have addressed these criticisms by pointing 
out that both from a theoretical standpoint and in practi-
cal terms, free markets can generate effective and principled 
responses to real and perceived injustices. Others, however, 
have been willing to concede that new policy directions and 
even a reformulation of the libertarian doctrine are required. 
At the moment, the preferred policy innovation favoured by 
libertarians is the replacement of some or most of the pro-
grams associated with the welfare state by a Basic Income 
Guarantee (BIG), an unconditional income paid to each and 
every individual and pegged at a level that would allow re-
cipients to meet their basic needs (Murray, 2006; Gordon, 
2014). More substantial revisions of the libertarian doctrine 
are advanced by “left-libertarians” and market socialists.3 
I explain further below in much greater detail what differ-
ences separate classical liberalism/libertarianism from these 
offshoots; at this point it suffices to say that they involve sig-
nificant deviations from the libertarian commitment to the 

unconstrained use of property rights. In this paper, I am 
concerned mostly with the former, and with the question 
of whether left-libertarianism stands any better chance than 
libertarianism tout court to become a viable and powerful 
political force, rallying both the advocates of freedom and of 
a minimalist version of “social justice.”

All these developments are occurring against the back-
ground of the deepening crisis of the welfare state, such as 
the concerns about the financial sustainability of universal 
and publicly funded pensions plans. The welfare state his-
torically emerged as an attempt to find a third way between 
19th century-style classical liberalism and socialism. In the 
wake of the Great Depression, many perceived Capitalism 
as unable to provide stable employment and minimum stan-
dards of justice to the majority of wage earners; however, 
many saw that socialism, especially Soviet-style socialism, 
posed an evident threat to liberty and democracy. On the 
intellectual front, an egalitarian re-interpretation of liberal-
ism originating in the writings of T.H. Green and Leonard 
Hobhouse, culminating in John Rawls’ political theory, had 
helped to legitimize the welfare state, while John Maynard 
Keynes’ macroeconomics provided the economic justifica-
tion for massive state expenditures. However, Keynesianism 
failure to deal with the stagflation of the late 1970s coupled 
with the worsening fiscal position of most western liberal 
democracies, has led to a refocusing of priorities. While in 
practice, interventionist economic policies have remained 
largely untouched, political rhetoric and philosophical dis-
course has, once again, shifted in the direction of free mar-
kets and libertarian principles. (The critics of this trend refer 
to it as the rise of “neoliberalism.”) Yet, the consequences of 
the Great Recession has slowed the trend toward market-
oriented policies. As a result of the ambivalence about both 
market-oriented policies and interventionist programs, left-
libertarian seeking a third way have an opportunity to pres-
ent new policies promoting the best parts of market policies, 
while still providing a defense of a social safety net. But if 
political theorists are excited about such prospects, political 
inertia stands in the way of profound reforms. The enormous 
influence of rent-seekers in both the public sector and the 
world of business—even if they pursue opposite short-term 
goals—combine to make institutional and policy innova-
tions extraordinarily difficult. While in a sense very peculiar 
to the American constitutional system, the “gridlock” that 
has paralysed Washington in recent years is symbolic of the 
inability of liberal democracies to move radically in new di-
rections (or even to experiment with relatively more modest 
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proposals such as BIG).4 But inertia is not the only obstacle 
facing third way political economy.

In the next section, I explore in more detail the origins, 
aims, and prospects of left-libertarianism (and of market 
socialism to a lesser extent). Even if these ideas seem inge-
nious and intellectually attractive—at least to this author—
the chances that they will provide a new platform for social 
and political change in the next few years are very slim. 
Taking this into account, I sketch out in the last section an 
alternative “fourth way” perspective. Drawing from certain 
postmodern concepts, while staying clear of the illiberal pro-
clivities characteristic of the most radical postmodern think-
ers, this putative fourth way traces a path running between 
the polar opposites of the modernist privileging of struc-
tured arrangements (e.g., the state or the market order) and 
the postmodern discounting of any foundational principle 
or institutional rule. This approach discerns in the fluidity 
and complexity of civil society opportunities for pursuing 
the goals proclaimed by left-libertarians, including concerns 
for remedying injustices; such opportunities can be explored 
at the level of micro-politics, not necessarily in opposition to 
ordinary channels and institutional settings, but rather as an 
added and still largely unfamiliar layer of reality.

the PromIse aND PItfaLLs of 
coNtemPorary thIrD Way IDeoLogIes

2.1 Left-Libertarianism 
Toward the end of the 19th century, several market-oriented 
thinkers began to focus their attention on the injustices and 
social problems plagued their societies. These thinkers de-
veloped a synthetic perspective that borrowed from social-
ism, which they disapproved of it, and Christianity in order 
to render market economies more compatible with social 
justice. In some ways, they laid the ground work for today’s 
left-libertarianism. Henry George in the English-speaking 
world and of Léon Walras or Alfred Fouillée in the French-
speaking world particularly contributed to this emerging 
strain of thought.5 

 To sum up facetiously the paradigmatic ideas that run 
from George via Walras to contemporary left-libertarians, 
one could say that it is a long rant about rents! For them, 
economic rent is the one thing that is fundamentally wrong 
with free markets. They are prepared to consider unortho-
dox methods, even flirting with socialism, to rectify that 
problem. The modern theory of rent goes back to David 
Ricardo, although Ricardo himself acknowledged his debt to 
Thomas Malthus. In spite of his relentless efforts to validate 

the labour theory of value, Ricardo recognized that the price 
of land depends on the scarcity of arable land. The return 
to land itself—the “original and indestructible” power of the 
soil, and not the buildings or other works undertaken on 
that land—reflects the shifting balance between supply and 
demand. The increasing population and commensurate in-
crease in demand for goods combined with the diminishing 
returns on agricultural production resulted in the use of tra-
ditionally fallow lands and the further increase in the price 
of better parcels.6 Contrary to (what was then) common 
sense, he argued that the price of wheat (“corn”) does not go 
up because the rent paid to landowners increases but rather 
because it is the other way around. The value (price) of land 
fluctuates for reasons that have nothing to do with the ac-
tions of the landowners themselves, although some parcels 
of physical land can be valued more than others as a result of 
improvements or the addition of valued buildings. Machines 
become obsolete, human skills usually require constant exer-
cise and retraining, but land as such is always usable.7 

Just “sitting” on land often proves to be a profitable op-
tion, especially in an urban environment. This is the reason 
why both George and Walras thought that no progress to-
ward greater equity could be achieved without first doing 
away with the private appropriation of rent. Their critiques 
were strikingly similar in two respects: first, in terms of the 
economic and factual causes of economic inequality and, 
second, in terms of the normative grounds that would jus-
tify a radical change in the ownership regime of land. Both 
George and Walras argued that when economic growth oc-
curs, landowners are in a position to capture an increasing 
fraction of the total wealth that is produced. George put it 
dramatically in these terms: 

Wages and interests do not depend upon the produce 
of labor and capital, but upon what is left after rent is 
taken out; or, upon the produce which they could ob-
tain without paying rent—that is, from the poorest 
land in use. And hence, no matter what the increase 
in productive power, if the increase in rent keeps 
pace with it, neither wages nor interest can increase. 
(George, 1879/1929, 171)

Similarly, but in a more measured tone, Walras thought 
that he had demonstrated that: 

[i]n a progressive economy, the price of labour (wages) 
remaining substantially unchanged, the price of land-
services (rent) will rise appreciably and the price of 
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capital services (the interest charge) will fall apprecia-
bly. (Walras, 1926/1954, 390-91)

Somewhat more tentatively and indirectly, Hans Maks 
(2006) argues that an analysis of Walras’ mathematical model 
reveals that supplementary conditions are required to enable 
the groping process (tatonnement) to reach or tend toward 
equilibrium; it does not work well in the face of severe in-
equalities of income.8 The extent to which Walras himself 
was aware of the implication of his model is unclear but ac-
cording to Maks (2006, 34) he was suggesting that one way 
of ensuring that the equilibrium would be reached would be 
to create a large middle class and to limit the number of very 
rich or very poor agents. Landowners capturing large rents 
not only acquire more than they deserve (since they do not 
actively produce wealth), but play a dysfunctional role in a 
competitive market. Walras logically concludes that: 

[t]he fact of the appreciation of the land rent in a pro-
gressive society is a fact well proved by experience and 
well explained by reasoning, from which one concludes 
that to leave land to individuals, instead of reserving 
them for the state, implies allowing a parasitical class 
taking advantage of the enrichment that should instead 
satisfy the always growing demand for public services. 
(Walras, 1896, cited in Foldvary, 2008, 95)

Both George and Walras appealed to natural rights the-
ory. In essence, natural rights theory claims that we legiti-
mately own our productive capacities and talents, whereas 
land is given to all. Contrary to Locke, whose theory on this 
point is admittedly somewhat ambiguous,9 self-ownership 
implies that we own the fruits of our labour but never the 
land on which we work. Natural law figures prominently in 
Walras’ writings. In his “Theory of Property,” found in Book 
II of his Etudes d’économie sociale, Walras offers the follow-
ing “theorems”: 

Theorem I: Personal capacities are, by natural right, the 
property of the individual (Walras, 1896, 214). 

Theorem II: Land is, by natural right, the property of 
the state (Walras, 1896, 218) 

The same theme reoccurs in a number of places, such 
as in his “La paix par la justice social et le libre échange” 
(Walras, 1907/1987). Individuals are entitled to what they 
produce—in fact should not be taxed on what they earn; 

land belongs to the state from which it can derive the rev-
enues it needs. In this sense Walras was an early precursor of 
left-libertarianism (Bourdeau, 2006; Gharbi and Richiardi, 
2010). The parallel with George in this respect is unmistak-
able. George also appealed to natural law to ground his the-
ory. The individual-effort justification of private ownership 
was the cornerstone of his vision of social relations: 

[A]s nature gives only to labor, the exertion of labor in 
production is the only title to exclusive possession. The 
right of ownership that springs from labor excludes the 
possibility of any other right of ownership. If a man 
be rightfully entitled to the produce of his labor, then 
no one can be rightfully entitled to the ownership of 
anything which is not the produce of his labor or the 
labor of someone else from whom the right has passed 
to him (George, 1979/1929, 336). 

However, the ownership of land is another category al-
together: 

The real and natural distinction is between things 
which are the produce of labor and things which are 
the gratuitous offering of nature; or, to adopt the terms 
of political economy, between wealth and land. These 
two classes of things are in essence and relations widely 
different, and to class them together as property is to 
confuse all thought when we come to consider the jus-
tice or the injustice, the right or the wrong of property 
(George, 1879/1929, 337). 

This leads him to conclude that “[w]hatever may be 
said of the institution of private property in land, it is there-
fore plain that it cannot be defended on the score of justice” 
(George, 1879/1929, 338). No natural right exists with re-
spect to the ownership of land: “The equal right of all men 
to the use of land is as clear as the equal right to breathe the 
air—it is a right proclaimed by the fact of their existence” 
(Ibid.). 

The French philosopher Alfred Fouillée can be re-
garded as another distant forerunner of left-libertarianism. 
Although a detailed examination of his thought goes beyond 
the purposes of this paper (see Dobuzinskis, 2008, 2011), 
there is one aspect of Fouillée’s contribution to political 
economy that deserves to be noted, since it points to current 
debates among left-libertarians; it is the question of how far 
the net should be cast when it comes to catching unfair ben-
efits from rents. Fouillée’s critique of rents went beyond land 
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rights. Although he too was aware of the anomaly represent-
ed by wild increases in the price of land (Fouillée, 1884, 41-
2), he argued that unearned rent is primarily derived from 
the use of (and unequal access to) what he called “social 
property,” by which he meant not only state-owned land and 
other forms of property but also in addition a “social fund” 
or a “capital of collective force” (Fouillée, 1884, 156). 

This includes the institutions, intellectual assets, and 
publicly owned resources that play a crucial role in the de-
velopment of economic agents’ productive capabilities: the 
education they receive, the scientific knowledge they use, the 
roads and bridges that the state makes freely available to all 
and so on. All these things provide benefits or rents to in-
dividuals, who thus cannot claim complete and unencum-
bered ownership of everything they produce. According to 
Fouillée, even an individual’s right to vote is a sort of shared 
public good (Fouillée, 1884, 161-77). Elections guarantee 
social collaboration and peace that are essential ingredients 
for economic production. Fouillée attempted to refute both 
socialism and liberalism for their unbalanced views on prop-
erty. Socialism, he argued, only sees the good in social prop-
erty and thus desires to turn all existing private property 
into social property; liberalism, by contrast, aims at extend-
ing the realm of private property to the point of taking away 
from the state all that it owns (Fouillée, 1884, ix).10 

To sum up, George, Walras, and Fouillée reached com-
parable but somewhat different conclusions. Both George 
and Walras recommended the public ownership of land; they 
also argued that this should be the only source of revenues 
for the state (as in George’s “single tax”). Since individuals, 
for both George and Walras, are entitled to all the produce 
of their own labour or natural capacities, it would be illegiti-
mate for the state to attempt to appropriate even a fraction 
of it. Fouillée, on the other hand, was not as ferverent of a 
supporter of the public ownership of land, but did support 
public ownership where he thought it could be feasibly in-
stituted. Further since Fouillée believed rents can be derived 
from much more than land, individuals owe a debt to the 
community that the state can collect in a variety of taxes. 

These ideas point in the direction of modern left-liber-
tarianism. The basic tenets of that approach cannot, how-
ever, be fully understood simply by going back to George or 
Walras. Contemporary left-libertarians (see Steiner, 1994; 
Vallentyne and Steiner, 2000; Tideman and Vallentyne, 2001; 
Otsuka 2003) share libertarianism’s commitment to Locke’s 
axiomatic notion of self-ownership—indeed most contribu-
tors to this approach very clearly acknowledge their debt to 
Locke (e.g. Otsuka, 2003, 2), but they reach different conclu-

sions on the subject of the appropriation of external goods, 
and natural resources in particular. (What left-libertarians 
include or do not include under the rubric of “natural re-
sources” varies quite a bit from author to author; Georgists, 
for example, are only interested in land, while others, such 
as Hillel Steiner, include genes and their developmental ef-
fects.) 

Self-ownership implies full control over one’s body and 
person, and over one’s actions. On this point, left-libertarians 
agree with libertarians tout court and many classical liber-
als (although Hayek, for one, does not appeal to that norm). 
Where left-libertarians dissent from libertarian orthodoxy is 
with respect to the implications of the use or appropriation 
of natural resources. Libertarians (e.g. Feser, 2005) either 
categorically deny that the appropriation of natural resourc-
es creates any obligation, rejecting the Lockean proviso; or 
they accept the Lockean proviso but offer a rather limited 
interpretation of its implications. Robert Nozick (1974), for 
example, argues that as long as those who did not appro-
priate a resource are not made worse off by those who did 
appropriate it, the latter group owes nothing to the former 
group. Although some left-libertarians (e.g. Grunebaum, 
2000) go as far as to deny the right to appropriate natural re-
sources, which they argue should be held in common, most 
left-libertarians fall somewhere between these two extremes. 
While they accept the principle that one can individually ac-
cess natural resources, and perhaps even unilaterally assert 
a right of ownership, they offer more restrictive interpreta-
tions of the Lockean proviso. Peter Vallentyne, for example, 
agrees with Otsuka (2003) that: 

[t]he Lockean proviso [requires] that one leaves 
enough for others to have an opportunity for well-
being that is at least as good as the opportunities for 
well-being that one obtained in using or appropriating 
the natural resources. Individuals who leave less that 
this are required to pay the full competitive value of 
their excess share to those deprived of their fair share. 
(Vallentyne, 2009, 149)

This rights-based approach is the most common among 
left-libertarians, but similar conclusions can be reached 
from the standpoint of just desert. The idea here—which is 
evident in George’s works—is that revenues from rents are 
not earned and, therefore, are the source of unfair advan-
tages which can be justifiably taxed. This desert-based per-
spective is actually a special case of the rights-based one: “it 
interprets the Lockean proviso as requiring that one leave an 
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equally valuable per capita share of natural resources for oth-
ers” (Vallentyne, 2009, 148). Those who use more than their 
share owe others compensation. Or—and this is why I say it 
is a particular interpretation of the Lockean proviso—since 
natural resources typically produce rents, everyone should 
be entitled to an equal share of such rents. 

However, at this point I want to challenge Vallentyne’s 
(2009, 149) contention that “equal share libertarians” are 
not capable of offsetting “disadvantages in unchosen inter-
nal endowments (e.g., the effects of genes or childhood en-
vironment).” It is rather odd to include “genes” among the 
factors that define “natural resources,” as a few authors in the 
left-libertarian camp have attempted to do so (e.g., Steiner, 
2000). But “childhood environment” can be subsumed un-
der Fouillée’s aforementioned concept of “social property”; 
such social assets are the sources of significant rents that 
go a long way toward explaining differences in productiv-
ity and income. According to this view, it is thus fair to tax 
benefits derived from unequal access to education and other 
comparable social assets. Of course, measuring that differ-
ence would be a difficult empirical problem and much care 
should be taken so as not to create severe disincentives; how-
ever, as a matter of principle, it is reasonable to admit that 
within realistic limits, progressive income taxation is justifi-
able. Differences in income or wealth are inevitably due in 
part to brute luck, inheritance and rents derived from “social 
property.”11 One cannot, therefore, reduce the doctrine of 
“equal share libertarians” to George’s single tax on land. 

2.2 Toward market socialism? 
After the collapse of Soviet communism, some advocates of a 
transition to democratic socialism have sought to demarcate 
themselves radically from centralized planning, espousing 
“market socialism” (e.g. John Roemer, David Miller, Julian 
Le Grand, James Yunker, Ted Burczak). The sort of “market 
socialism” I have in mind here is distinct from Enrico Leone, 
Oskar Lange and others misappropriation of Walras’s gen-
eral equilibrium model which only utilized Walras’ “theo-
retical economics” rather than integrating Walras’s “applied” 
and “social economics.” Lange and the early “market social-
ists” were rigorously criticized by Ludwig von Mises and 
Friedrich Hayek during the the “socialist calculation debate” 
of the 1930s.12 

Although Roemer is a little more ambiguous on this 
point, what contemporary market socialists (e.g., Miller 
[1989] and Burczak [2006]) have in mind are real-life mar-
kets. The market socialism I discuss here is also distinct from 

the Chinese or Vietnamese systems, as contemporary mar-
ket socialists intend their system to be democratic. 

Today left-libertarianism and market socialism are dis-
tinct, albeit not antagonistic, camps. However, precursors to 
contemporary left-libertarianism either consciously attempt-
ed or have later been interpreted to have attempted to create 
a synthesis between capitalism and socialism. Doing away 
with private ownership of land could—at least in theory—be 
interpreted as moving from the capitalist status quo toward a 
socialist utopia. (I say “in theory” because both George and 
Walras depicted the transition to a society where the private 
ownership of land would have disappeared as a very gradual 
process, the effects of which would not be very noticeable 
at first.) Certainly some socialists, especially in the British 
Labour Party, considered George to be on their side. As for 
Walras (1987), he explicitly declared himself in favour of a 
march toward socialism, albeit of a “liberal and humani-
tarian” sort. He also supported the cooperative movement. 
A society where cooperatives flourish and in which land 
has been nationalized would quite plausibly qualify as one 
in which market socialism has triumphed. As for Fouillée’s 
“solidarism,” it was intended to be step beyond the antino-
my between liberalism and socialism by imagining a social 
contract that obligated those who had disproportionately 
benefited from “social property.” The respective thinkers, al-
though advocating for radically new policies, believed that 
governments could implement these new policies without 
radically changing the economic system. 

In other words, these three thinkers can only be de-
scribed as socialists in a very particularistic and heterodox 
meaning of the word. All three were acerbic critics of many 
currents of socialism, particularly its Marxist variants. “It an-
noyed George to be called a socialist”; inversely, “Karl Marx 
regarded George with disdain” (Wenzer, 1997, 139). George 
(1898, 198) raises several objections to socialism. First, it is 
not scientific because while “science… is concerned with 
natural law,” socialism “takes no account of natural laws.” 
Second, according to George, as socialism is not grounded in 
religion, it “is [thus] more destitute of any guiding principle 
than any philosophy I know of.” Finally, and less controver-
sially, “it has no system of individual rights whereby it can 
define the extent to which the individual is entitled to lib-
erty or to which the state may go in restraining it.” To these 
three arguments, Charles McCann (2008, 76) notes that 
George added a fourth objection, presaging Hayek’s theory 
of spontaneous order : “the fatal defect of socialism” lies in 
its ignorance of the fact that “any attempt to carry conscious 
regulation and direction beyond the narrow sphere of social 



If Not Left-LIbertarIaNIsm, theN What? a fourth Way out of the DILemma facINg LIbertarIaNIsm 

37

cosmos + taXIs

CO
SM

O
S 

+ 
TA

X
IS

 

life in which it is necessary, inevitably works injury, hinder-
ing even what it is intended to help” (George, 1898, 391, cit-
ed in McCann 2008, 76). This is because, as George (1898, 
393; McCann, 76) states, there are fundamentally two types 
of cooperation: directed action which fails to take advantage 
of human physical and intellectual capacities, and undirect-
ed or spontaneous cooperation which does maximize such 
potentials.13 

Walras did not have high regard for contemporary so-
cialists as well. He devoted a book to a refutation of what 
he viewed as Proudhon’s misunderstanding of economics 
and criticized Proudhon theory of taxation (Walras, 1860). 
Elsewhere (letter to Edmond Schérer, in Walras 1896), 
Walras explained at some length what he judged to be the 
strengths and weaknesses of liberalism and socialism. He 
considered both systems to be flawed, but his criticisms of 
socialism were more devastating. Although he admitted 
that there were significant differences among the doctrines 
he reviewed, he faulted them all for pursuing “one and the 
same goal, and this goal is the purest morality, the greatest, 
the most complete and universal welfare, it is, as [Schérer] 
said, an earthly paradise” (Walras, 1896, 6). Then comes the 
rhetorical coup-de-grâce: “socialism has thus a character as 
absolute as its principle: dogmatism in its scientific method, 
despotism in its political process” (ibid.). 

Both Walras and Fouillée claimed that they wished to 
construct a synthesis of liberalism and socialism that would 
retain the best aspects of each. Yet, both thinkers appear to 
have found very few aspects of socialism worth retaining. 
Fouillée was especially critical of socialism. It was for him 
essentially a system based on coercion: by definition, social-
ism consists of the socialization of production, and/or distri-
bution, and/or consumption, with corresponding degrees of 
coercion. Socialization necessarily “implies the authority of 
the group over the individual and not only when the indi-
vidual violates the rights of another someone else, but in the 
name of the economic interest of the group which becomes 
the supreme law for all” (Fouillée, 1914, 31). It wrongly pre-
tends to identify the “only” possible future for humankind 
(Fouillée, 191426). Even more forcefully, he blamed social-
ism for being reactionary: “The socialist declaration of rights 
leads to the abrogation of the declaration of the rights of man 
and the citizen,14 it is the restoration of ancient absolutism 
under the guise of the collectivity, even more omnipotent 
and oppressive than the monarchy” (Fouillée, 1930, 155). 

 Thus we have to look elsewhere than these odd “social-
ists” in order to locate the intellectual roots of market social-
ism. As mentioned already, Proudhon was unquestionably 

its first serious theorist, however, Proudhon never gained a 
substantial following. Indeed, market socialism remained a 
relatively marginal intellectual movement throughout most 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the level of 
practice, however, it began to take shape as a result of the 
growth of the cooperative movement in the United States, 
Britain, France, and a few other countries. In the 1960s and 
1970s, Tito’s Yugoslavia served as an imperfect but not dys-
functional example of an economic system in which work-
er-managed firms were the main players. And in the realm 
of social thought, market or democratic socialism received 
much attention from several prominent British intellectu-
als, notably D. G. H. Cole (an advocate of guild socialism), 
George Orwell, and William Morris (see Griffiths, 2006). 

But it was only during the last two decades of the 
twentieth century that market socialism—with a deliber-
ate emphasis on the market side of this concept—became a 
coherent and distinctive movement. Two developments ac-
count for this evolution. First, the collapse of the Soviet Bloc 
provided dramatic evidence that planned economies are 
unsustainable. Second rise to power of Margaret Thatcher 
in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan in the United 
States resulted in a shifting away from the Keynesian welfare 
state.15 Within this context, free-market advocates, particu-
larly Hayek, gained new legitimacy in the public arena. The 
Hayekian argument about the epistemological superiority of 
markets in utilizing dispersed knowledge to coordinate ac-
tion could no longer be ignored. 

From then on, socialists were put in a position where 
they had to take this argument seriously. Although resisted 
by some, several theorists, notably David Miller (1989), 
John Roemer (1994), and Ted Burczak (2006), have fully ac-
cepted the important coordinating role played by the mar-
ket, but draw different conclusion than Hayek with respect 
to the ownership and/or management of firms. For them, 
the principal interveners in market relations should over 
time become worker-owned or at least worker-managed 
cooperatives (or similar entities). The state would have few 
economic responsibilities and would not intervene in the 
functioning of markets; it could still exercise a redistributive 
role, although not necessarily entirely on its own. Instead of 
coercion, this group of thinkers prefers to rely on voluntary 
communities and civil society organizations to solve ‘social 
justice’ problems.

2.3 Political impasse
In what sense can one say that political ideas succeed? This 
depends, of course, by what one regards as politically rel-
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evant. In a narrow sense, politics is the domain of electoral 
politics and public policy-making; in a broader sense, a wide 
range of institutions in the public sphere (for example courts, 
international organizations, and publicly owned utilities) as 
well as legal norms and cultural values about power relations 
form the background against which political decisions are 
enacted. Third way approaches of the sort I outlined above 
have failed to make a major impact at the governmental level. 
There are, of course, exceptions, such as the British Labour 
Party under Tony Blair or, arguably, the Clinton administra-
tion. Or going back further, the New Deal was very favour-
able to cooperatives in the United States, while Georgism 
was an important tendency within the Labour Party in pre-
World War I Britain. But these exceptions themselves under-
line the fragility of third way options: they tend to be rather 
ephemeral insofar as their implementation is closely tied to 
the political fate of a more or less exceptional, charismatic 
leader. No lasting support in the form of political parties or 
other institutionalized means of mass mobilization has ever 
been linked to their causes. 

 There are two primary reasons why left-libertarianism 
has never permanently influenced public policy. First, the 
inevitably complex and even paradoxical doctrines that 
emerge out of efforts to mesh divergent ideas drawn from 
many sources are difficult to summarize in simple terms.16 
The apparent exception, of course, is George’s slogan of the 
“single tax,” but the justification proposed by George for this 
tax is more nuanced and complex than, say, the Marxist call 
for a revolutionary upheaval to put an end to “exploitation.” 
Second, theorists who have historically put forward third 
way doctrines have typically been original minds pursuing 
idiosyncratic goals. What ends up being selected from the 
different currents within liberalism, socialism, populism, 
and ambient cultural or political trends is always unique to 
the individual third-way theorist. Even contemporary left-
libertarians, such as Peter Vallentyne, Hillel Steiner, Michael 
Otsuka or Philippe Van Parijs disagree on many questions, 
so that beyond very rough contours, it is not easy to specify 
what a left-libertarian political platform would look like. As 
for market socialists, they seem to range across an even wid-
er spectrum. 

2.3.1 Paradoxical insights 
Left-libertarian and market socialist outlooks present many 
paradoxical aspects. For example, libertarianism, at least in 
North America, has become associated with certain policies 
that the media will often describe as being “conservative,” 
largely as a result of the tactical alliance of many libertarians 

(for example Ron Paul) with a Republican party dominated 
by socially conservative elements. 

Thus to hear that there is a libertarianism situated on 
the “left” of the political spectrum appears peculiar to the 
typical voter. Diverging from what these voters ‘know’ to 
be true, they likely reject left-libertarianism because it ap-
pears illogical. Indeed, I suspect that this sort of reaction 
is not uncommon and account for some of the difficulties 
that left-libertarians have encountered in the political arena. 
Similarly, socialism has a long history of arguing against 
economic freedom and extolling the virtues of enlightened 
planning. In recent decades, social democratic parties, espe-
cially in Scandinavia, have made their peace with the mar-
ket, but even the leaders of these parties do not wax quite 
as enthusiastically about the benefits of markets as David 
Miller or Ted Burczak do. That a socialist could find much 
positive to say about Hayek is indeed paradoxical. 

And yet, paradoxes are not reducible to contradictions.17 
In fact paradoxes have played a decisive role in the history of 
philosophy. Roy Cook (2013, 2) thinks that those who ar-
gue that intellectual inquiry is nothing but a reflection on 
paradoxes may not be far from the truth. Thus to say that 
emergent third way theories, from George to Vallentyne, or 
Proudhon to Burczak, are paradoxical in some significant re-
spects does not necessarily mean that the theories are wrong. 
All the same, the fact that the intellectual world appreciates 
paradoxes does not mean that most people are ready to be 
convinced of their subtle merits. Depth and complexity tend 
to work against a political ideology, let alone a political party 
attempting to win an election.

Neither liberalism (in all its many divergent currents) 
nor mainstream socialism is entirely free from paradoxes. 
However, it is possible to grasp the essential message of lib-
eral or socialist thinkers without being perplexed from the 
very start. But third way thinkers have deliberately sought 
to mesh ideas that ordinarily one would think are incompat-
ible. Calling for the abolition of property in land, as Walras 
did, or for some similar but arguably less radical scheme, 
as George did, while proclaiming the virtue of competitive 
markets and casting aspersions on socialists as they both 
did, is confusing. The contemporary left-libertarian feat of 
juggling self-ownership on the one hand, and rights in nat-
ural resources on the other, is also deeply paradoxical: the 
only way to uphold the latter is to infringe on the former. 
I have argued above that a reasonable compromise between 
these polar opposites can be reached.14 Whether or not it can 
be resolved analytically, the mere appearance of a paradox in 
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the realm of practical politics can be enough to discourage 
voters from engaging with a party or movement manifesto. 

It is commonly thought that socialism involves a high 
degree of planning and regulatory interventions, so the idea 
that socialism is compatible with economic freedom is not 
an obvious one. Market socialists face another obstacle with 
respect to their attitude concerning property rights. We can 
go back to Proudhon’s famous declaration (in his What is 
Property?) that “property is theft,” and contrast it with his 
later assertion in his Theory of Property that “property is the 
only power that can act as a counterweight to the State.” As 
it turned out, however, Proudhon was an ardent defender of 
property rights; what he objected to was its unequal distri-
bution. He pleaded for a bottom-up reform of society that 
would result in workers and craftsmen pooling together their 
resources to become more efficient, while keeping some de-
gree of control or “possession” over their capital. He was 
resolutely opposed to state ownership. Similar complexities, 
if not outright paradoxes, are not hard to find in the writings 
of contemporary market socialists. 

If the combination of free markets and the public own-
ership of land (or even of all natural resources in the case 
of left libertarians) renders George’s work paradoxical, a 
fortiori the same is true of market socialism. Incidentally, 
this point brings to light another source of confusion. Some 
market socialists (for example Roemer) argue that although 
firms ought to be managed democratically if possible, it is 
imperative that they be publicly owned. The reason is that 
this makes it possible to equalize profits across society as a 
whole. Socialism is after all an essentially egalitarian ideol-
ogy, so it is unsurprising that this is precisely the value that 
some proponents of market socialism want to mesh with the 
advantages of a market economy. Other proposals, however, 
(for example Miller [1989]; Burczack [2006]) recommend an 
economic system in which worker-owned-and-managed co-
operatives play a central role. 

Fleurbaey (1993) introduces yet another variant in 
which property rights are refashioned in such a way that 
workers obtain all the profits their firms make but are not 
allowed to invest in them; in other words their ownership 
shares stay the same—investment therefore takes the form 
of loans from banks. Although this also constitutes an egal-
itarian model, the value to be equalized in this second in-
stance would be socioeconomic power rather than wealth. 
Agents would gain a greater say in the affairs of their firms 
and would be in a position to challenge or resist the power of 
state bureaucrats. Disparities in income would presumably 
be rather high, although large disparities in wealth could be 

prevented by taxing inheritance near a rate of 100%. This is 
not an insignificant divergence, however. If political success 
depends on mass mobilization around a simple –or, at least, 
simple-sounding—idea, then market socialists have a prob-
lem. 

Whether market socialism is compatible with planning, 
which remains associated in the minds of most people with 
mainstream socialism, is a complicated matter. Some de-
fenders of market socialism (for example Roemer) are not 
willing to grant that coordination through market mecha-
nisms is always the most efficient method of managing an 
economy. They point to the possibility of bias (such as short 
term horizons) and the perverse influence of externalities. 
But what sort of planning is compatible with respect for 
economic freedom? Roemer (1993) cites the by now quite 
outdated example of French indicative planning, which has 
long been abandoned because it cannot work in a global-
ized world. However, the paradox is that some sort of plan-
ning might be more necessary in a system where workers are 
free to manage their own firms because, as the experience of 
Yugoslavia shows, they are likely to be more risk-averse and 
more short-term-oriented than capitalists. 

One ingenious way to encourage risk-taking and in-
novation is Roemer’s (1994; see also Burczak, 2006, 124-7) 
suggestion to establish a coupon stock market, which would 
create incentives for better management without substitut-
ing the power of investors for that of the worker-managers. 
Starting with an equal distribution of coupons, stocks would 
be purchased with, or exchanged for, coupons that could not 
be traded for cash by individuals but could be cashed in by 
the firms issuing shares, with share owners receiving a frac-
tion of the profits of the firms. 

The spectacular economic take-off of China represents 
another paradox. Does China qualify as an example of mar-
ket socialism? It meets neither the definition of socialism 
favoured by old-guard Marxists nor does it have much to 
do with the sort of democratic participatory socialism that 
western advocates of market socialism favor. Against a back-
ground of significant increases in the general welfare, ex-
traordinary economic inequalities have arisen under China’s 
economic system Nevertheless, the Communist Party re-
mains in power and is, at least rhetorically, still committed to 
socialist development, while public ownership continues to 
be the norm in key sectors of the economy.18 But that would 
suggest that market socialism is not inherently democratic 
and that it can still be very illiberal. China’s social and politi-
cal future is uncertain and it might find its own way toward 
a more democratic political life. For the proponents of a path 
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to market socialism that respects and enhances the liberties 
of all individuals, the Chinese case is just one more source of 
confusion. 

2.3.2 Idiosyncratic creations 
As I have explained so far, third way approaches combine 
disparate ideas to create complex schemes. There is no ca-
nonical way of arranging or synthesizing conflicting themes 
and, as a result, the particular formulations proposed by 
leading left-libertarians or market socialists sometimes ap-
pear to be rather idiosyncratic. It would be tedious to go over 
each and every nuance or inflexion that a particular thinker 
has given to the theories discussed above. But I want to sin-
gle out a few illustrations of the diversity of views one can 
find in each camp, and even of a tendency to sometimes go 
off on questionable tangents. 

As John Pullen (2001, 547) explains, George stated that 
the taxation of land rent would amount to the abolition of 
the institution of private ownership of land, thereby alienat-
ing those who, whether for economic or ideological reasons, 
regard private ownership of land as essential for social or-
der and progress. George believed that under his proposed 
reform the private ownership of land would be replaced by 
private possession. But this distinction between ownership 
and possession appears to have been based on a misconcep-
tion of the nature of private ownership. His proposed reform 
could have been more logically described as a conditional, 
modified, or restricted private ownership of land, rather 
than as the abolition of ownership. 

At a certain level of abstraction, the “possession” that he 
maintained the occupants of the land would continue to en-
joy is not different in kind from the concept of property even 
if, in practice, certain restrictions would apply. In the real 
world, property rights are always defined by law and some 
conditions are always imposed, such as fiscal obligations. 
This does not necessarily mean that ownership has changed 
hands. George himself seems to have conceded as much: 

I do not propose to either purchase or confiscate pri-
vate property in land. The first would be unjust; the 
second needless. Let the individuals who now hold 
it retain, if they want to, possession of what they are 
pleased to call their land. Let them continue to call it 
their land. Let them buy and sell, and bequeath and de-
vise it. We may safely leave them the shell, if we have 
the kernel. It is not necessary to confiscate land; it is 
only necessary to confiscate rent (George, 1879/1929, 
405, cited in Pullen, 2001, 548) 

Walras, by contrast, did explicitly state that land sould 
be nationalized, a genuine socialist policy. However, the 
gradualist approach and precautions he recommended could 
well mean, if they were to be enacted, that the socialist end 
result would never be reached. Social reform is not like run-
ning a railroad. The longer it takes to implement a plan, the 
more likely it is that it will be modified at some crucial junc-
ture. Governments come and go and they are not bound by 
their predecessors’ decisions. Walras (1907/1987, 496) envi-
sions a three-step process: a) “the state, without changing 
anything fundamental about the land tax, gives it the form 
of a co-ownership of land”; b) “then, provided with its share, 
the state purchases back from the land owners their part and 
pays them by means of bonds on its debt”; finally, c) “the 
state acts as a lessor for the land it owns by then in relation to 
rent consumers or entrepreneurs.” 

Walras noted that at the beginning of this process, 
which could take decades, the interest on the debt would ex-
ceed revenues from rents but eventually rents would exceed 
the value of the bonds. Leaving aside the fact that the na-
tionalization of land required to implement the plan, in this 
admittedly fair but protracted manner, might never be com-
plete,19 he hoped that the gradual disappearance of inequali-
ties would facilitate the creation of cooperatives. However, 
he was only advocating the co-ownership of firms by their 
workers who would all become, in a sense, capitalists. At the 
same time, he was uninterested in the democratization of the 
workplace and the move toward a more democratic econom-
ic system in general; by contrast, economic democracy is a 
central plank in the programs of most contemporary market 
socialists (for example Schweickart, 2011; Burczak, 2006). 

Among contemporary left-libertarians, Steiner ap-
pears rather isolated in his defence of the idea that genetic 
inheritance should be included in the definition of “natural 
resources” for the purpose of interpreting the implications 
of the Lockean proviso. From this debatable but not absurd 
hypothesis, Steiner goes as far as to derive the highly contest-
able conclusions that: 

“under the general rule for rights to natural resources, 
we should tax parents on the value of their children’s 
genetic endowments. Or more precisely, we should tax 
them on the value of the germ line information they 
appropriate in conceiving an offspring. And this tax, 
like all taxes on people holding rights to other natural 
resources, goes into the global fund, on which every-
one has an equal claim. (Steiner, 2009, 7)
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I say contestable because not only does this sound em-
pirically infeasible, it is almost certain to revive obnoxious 
debates about genetic differences about intellectual abilities 
among “races,” not to mention that it would drag us back 
to eugenics and all its attendant irrational and malevolent 
prejudices. Such a prospect should be abhorrent to any one 
proclaiming his or her attachment to human rights and 
liberalism. Of course, this is not Steiner’s intention; this 
puzzling passage appears to be meant as a vaguely ironic 
response to Rawls’ argument that all differences in an indi-
vidual’s life chances are due to circumstances. Not that the 
problem raised by Steiner is insignificant from a scientific or 
philosophical point of view, but it should never be allowed 
to become a matter of practical import for policy-makers for 
the reasons I just gave. 

If there is to be a “global fund” from which compen-
sation can be paid, it is highly doubtful that simply taxing 
criminal act, as proposed by Otsuka’s (2003), would be suf-
ficient to satisfy his version of the Lockean proviso: “You 
may acquire previously unowned worldly resources if and 
only if you leave enough so that everyone else can acquire 
an equally advantageous share of unowned worldly resourc-
es” (Otsuka, 2003,24). Although Otsuka limits the scope of 
redistribution by putting greater emphasis on individual 
choice and responsibility, Otsuka’ sproposal would still likely 
result in much greater redistribution than currently experi-
enced in the West. Admittedly, Otsuka’s opposition to more 
extreme forms of taxation should be read in conjunction 
with his strong emphasis on the importance that voluntary 
giving could play in redistributing resources. Yet, Otsuka’s 
opposition to taxation and demand for greater redistribu-
tion make is schema questionable as a matter of practical 
feasability. 

For a final example of left-libertarians idiosyncrasies , I 
now turn to Philippe Van Parij’s (1995, 106-30) claim that 
merely holding a job in an economic system where jobs are 
scarce counts as rent-seeking. We may be moving toward a 
future where robots will become so ubiquitous that, in ef-
fect, jobs will become a rarity that could indeed be counted 
as sources of rents. But we are not there yet.20 

3: toWarD a fourth Way?

The political barrier that stands in the way of libertarian 
projects—be they strictly libertarian or tinged with progres-
sive concerns—stems from a modernist bias, namely, the 
questionable belief that politics and the state are insepara-

ble.21 Classical liberals in the past, and their libertarian heirs 
today, have sought to limit or reduce the scope of state inter-
ventions in the economy and social life, but their modern-
ist outlook condemns them to seeking political power so as 
to, paradoxically, do away with political power. They see no 
other way of trimming the state than doing it in a top-down 
fashion by using the bureaucratic and legislative instruments 
at the disposal of the state itself. Strict libertarians would be 
tempted to reduce the state maximally, while left-libertarians 
would still wish to retain some state capacity for minimiz-
ing the effects of rent-seeking (primarily from natural re-
sources) and some limited redistributive function. But in 
either case, these aims would have to be adopted by a po-
litical party seeking power. For the reasons suggested above, 
and because most voters are reluctant to experiment with 
radical reforms, libertarianism stands little chance of being 
implemented democratically. But is there no alternative to 
this doomed program of institutional restructuring? I wish 
to suggest that there could be a fourth way opening up at a 
completely different level. In fact, to some extent it is already 
being explored by a vibrant and growing “voluntary sector.” 
Moreover, new directions in economic theorizing and re-
search provide needed intellectual support for this shift.

Even if they wish to stay clear of the most extreme forms 
of postmodern relativism, libertarian reformers would be 
well advised to pay closer attention to the postmodern cri-
tique of structures.22 Postmodernism and post-structuralism 
are practically synonymous. Post-structuralism was an at-
tack on the centrality of structural explanations in philoso-
phy and the social sciences; postmodernists have extended 
that critique to the institutions that embody the modern 
“grand narratives” such as, in particular, state bureaucra-
cies. But Michel Foucault has gone beyond this particular 
critique to articulate a very perceptive exploration of poli-
tics at all levels of the human experience. Feminism, as is 
well known, has also uncovered the political dimensions of 
everyday life. Unfortunately, such pioneering and original 
insights have been marred by illiberal biases derived from 
the Heideggerian rejection of the supposedly metaphysical 
“subject.” The heroic figure “resisting” the misuses of power 
wherever he or she encounters them is paradoxically content 
to see himself or herself as a cultural artifact! But there is no 
reason to fall into this trap.

To govern literally means embarking on a course and 
steering toward a destination. As Ruth Lane (2007) suggests, 
there is no reason why in liberal regimes individuals should 
entrust the state with the unique and exclusive responsibil-
ity of steering society toward goals that they could reach 
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themselves. Even if some goods (“public goods”) are more 
efficiently produced by the state, there is much that individu-
als expect from the modern state that they could do on their 
own locally or by using opportunities available in markets, 
such as boycotting unhealthy products or putting pressure 
on companies to change their production methods. With a 
delightful touch of irony, Lane (2007) refers to this new lay-
er of political engagement as “individual self-government.” 
She points out that the “problems of society in modern lib-
eral democracies are not state problems and the state cannot 
be asked to solve them” (Lane, 2003, 7). But she traces her 
model of micro-politics back to Henry Thoreau (Lane, 2003, 
Chapter 3).

Lane’s references show that it is possible to reclaim mi-
cro-politics from the grip of postmodern quasi-collectivist 
dogmas, something that classical liberals and (right- as well 
as left-wing) libertarians will find appealing. Going back to 
Thoreau is an astute move because it allows Lane to make 
extensive use of Foucault’s brilliant insights without falling 
into the illiberal trap of hard-core postmodernism, with its 
emphasis on the disappearance of the subject in a maze of 
relativistic half-truths. Reinventing politics at the level of 
personal affirmation is a challenge to which (more or less) 
libertarian—in any event non-illiberal—third way thinkers 
ought to be open, because it would allow them to escape the 
conventions of state-centric politics (and by that I also mean 
the libertarian obsessive anti-statist rhetoric). 

The point is no longer to prove either that the state 
ought to become more just or to deny that the state could 
ever be just. It is rather to think about what a politics con-
cerned with “the pursuit of happiness” would look like, by 
whatever means free individuals choose that not only do not 
infringe on others rights, but also have an other-regarding 
element that stops actions that prevent others from acting 
freely. In this scenario the state can be treated as an irrelevant 
actor.23 Micro-politics also opens interesting but still insuffi-
ciently explored perspectives for students of emergence and 
spontaneous order. In fact, Lane explicitly refers to self-or-
ganization and complexity theory as analytical instruments 
that are entirely compatible with her project. What this proj-
ect is, I can only sketch in broad strokes here, all the more so 
because I do not want to imply that it is only way of concep-
tualizing micro-politics. Lane (2007, 11) defines “individual 
self-government” as: 

[t]he construction of a personal value and goal struc-
ture answering the specific needs, resources, and de-
sires of the individual person; the defense of these 

goals against invaders; the basing of social relations on 
a respect for the self-government of those with whom 
one disagrees; and … on an affection for those with 
whom one agrees. (Lane, 2007, 11)

The extended political sphere within which individual 
self-government takes shape concerns the problem of justice 
or, as Lane puts it, the various games in which actors find 
themselves immersed while seeking to bring about their 
own understanding of what is just and fair. (I would add, al-
though this is not inconsistent with Lane’s very realistic view 
of micro-politics, that playing the game entails strategic con-
siderations that may be more or less self-interested and can 
produce sub-optimal results such as rent-seeking.) For Lane, 
there is a sort of virtuous circle linking the external con-
straints of the game of justice and the internal construction 
of the political self: “playing the game well requires ordinary 
folks to become self-governing individuals who are able to 
find in themselves their own definition of justice, and to live 
by those definitions as responsible participants in a personal 
and political world” (Lane, 2007, 12);24 inversely, “‘govern-
ment’ entails the ability to know one’s deepest principles, 
the courage to maintain them in good times and in bad, and 
the skill to carry them proudly into practical games” (Lane, 
2007, 13). 

For left- libertarians, market socialists, and all those for 
whom markets are the best (albeit perhaps not always the 
only) instrument for enabling people to achieve their de-
sired ends micro-politics offers more promising possibilities 
than conventional, state-centric politics. At the theoretical 
level, there is much that can be done—through research and 
teaching—to disseminate ideas such as the epistemological 
advantage of markets, coupled with the moral obligations to 
eliminate rent-seeking and/or to compensate those who did 
not or cannot benefit from the rents more privileged individ-
uals enjoy. In other words, theorists can hope that a growing 
number of concerned and responsible persons, families, and 
groups will internalize their values and goals. Traditional 
political institutions such as parties can be bypassed in that 
way. 

In practical terms, activists committed to left-libertarian 
or market socialist causes can be active in setting up coop-
eratives and/or trusts for managing common pool resources 
(cf. diZerega 2002) and/or in taking responsibility for the 
“lucky breaks” their social environment gave them, for ex-
ample by contributing generously to philanthropic organiza-
tions or by giving their time to local community efforts to 
address the problems of sustainability. Admittedly, there are 
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limits to what can be accomplished through these types of 
actions. At some point, as feminists and environmentalists 
have found, “consciousness-raising” and localized initiatives 
must give way to more concrete policy changes at the nation-
al or international levels. But the point is that these move-
ments (and to some extent right-wing libertarians as well) 
have succeeded in this way. The challenge for the advocates 
of non-illiberal third way approaches is to accomplish some-
thing similar. My point is that Lane’s insightful analysis of 
micro-politics and of the games they involve opens up a path 
that could eventually bring about desirable alternatives to 
the welfare state, 25 without harming the disadvantaged.

How and to what extent does this Fourth Way approach 
help us to overcome the obstacles I previously described? 
Obviously, if the terrain has shifted so that electoral con-
siderations no longer loom large, it becomes more feasible 
to work toward the fulfilment of aspirations that may oth-
erwise be regarded as hopelessly utopian. Moreover, if (as 
I suggested above) left-libertarian theories are fraught with 
paradoxes and if their proponents have sometimes defended 
their positions in somewhat idiosyncratic terms, then indi-
viduals attempting to make sense of them in their own lives 
will work out their own interpretations and bring to bear 
their own insights—what is paradoxical to some may sound 
more plausible to others faced with different circumstances. 
Conversations among like-minded people may be prompted 
and enlivened by these multiple interpretations in ways that 
debates at the level of national politics could not accommo-
date.

Not only does micro-politics open up avenues that 
could be favourably explored by libertarians of all stripes, but 
it could also make it possible to push the boundaries of some 
cherished ideals. In particular, as far as left-libertarianism is 
concerned, the politics of everyday life could generate new 
insights on self-ownership and equal access to resources.

While individuals understandably expect legal defini-
tions of their rights to be unambiguous and strictly enforced 
to avoid arbitrariness, in their everyday life they can afford 
to experiment with a much wider range of interpretations of 
“self-ownership.” Some people will choose to act on the basis 
of a rather narrow and literal definition of their “selves”; oth-
ers, however, may choose to include in the sphere of their 
“self-interest” the interests of those for whom they care. 
Care-givers, parents, cosmopolitans, deep ecologists (the 
list can be extended in several other directions) would most 
probably do so spontaneously. Ownership can similarly be 
tweaked at the individual level in ways that would not be ad-
missible from a strictly legal or administrative standpoint. In 

the context of the politics of everyday life, the priority as-
signed to liberty can be enacted in ways that can be negoti-
ated creatively with one’s peers, colleagues, and neighbours.

The question of equal access to natural resources and 
redistribution of rents is similar; different people will en-
ter into reciprocal agreements about how to make up for 
one’s “ecological footprint.” To give just one example, con-
cerned individuals may want—or may be persuaded by their 
friends—to donate generously to the Nature Conservancy or 
similar organizations. Redistributing rents or their equiva-
lents can be done in a variety of ways: donating time or 
money; building networks; creating software that is freely 
accessible. Admittedly, the scope of such initiative may not 
at first be sufficient to make a significant impact, but as more 
people are persuaded to adopt left-libertarian ideals, they 
could reach a threshold beyond which the bandwagon ef-
fect will result in accelerating social change (something of 
this nature happened with the “blue box” recycling system). 
Recent behavioural economics research (Camerer, 2003; 
Cartwright, 2011) as well as some interesting theoretical 
advances on the subject of altruism in an economic context 
(Kolm and Ythier, 2006) strongly suggest that the time has 
come to abandon the image of homo economicus and to re-
place it with that of homo reciprocans (Bowles and Gintis, 
2002). 

Most people are not narrowly self-interested, nor are 
they pure altruists; but they will respond positively to offers 
of cooperation that they consider fair (Fehr and Gächter, 
2000). It then should be the task of socially motivated entre-
preneurs to build on these predispositions. In fact, on a rela-
tively small scale, market socialism is already being practiced 
in the context of the many cooperatives that can be found in 
Europe (notably the Mondragon cooperatives in Spain) and 
North America.26

A few caveats are in order, however. For the micro-poli-
tics of the future to be moving in a libertarian or left-libertar-
ian direction, libertarian theorists of all stripes would have 
to pay much more attention to it. In other words, they would 
have to spend less time denouncing government failures and 
more time on articulating a positive discourse about what 
can be done in a variety of other contexts, and those ought 
not to be reduced to markets only. Richard Cornuelle (1965, 
1983, 1991) did pioneering work in that regard, but much 
remains to be done. I must also concede that the voluntary 
sector cannot bear the burden of the transition I am advocat-
ing on its own. Changes at the micro-level sometimes need 
to be accompanied and eased by policies enacted at the mac-
ro-level. The implementation of a Basic Income Guarantee 
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(BIG) or some variant of the principle would create condi-
tions favourable to a greater degree of individual responsibil-
ity and engagement with community concerns.

It could also be argued that I am rediscovering the 
wheel. Did not Tocqueville a long time ago extol civic vir-
tue and local democracy? Is there not already an immense 
literature on the historical, political, and philosophical sig-
nificance of the notion of “civil society”? Do we not already 
know that “social capital” is crucial in a complex society, 
even though it can be eroded by excessive reliance on the 
services provided by the modern welfare state? There is some 
validity to such objections, and I am the first one to admit 
that much of the recent literature on social capital and the 
need to rediscover the virtues inherent in the concept of civil 
society is very helpful and illuminating. I would add, howev-
er, that i) a recognizably libertarian voice is still hard to dis-
tinguish in this chorus;27 and ii) Lane’s concept of “political 
society” is distinct from the more conventional understand-
ing of “civil society,” insofar as it pays more attention to the 
conflicts individuals are engaged in and the strategic moves 
that they have to make (“political society” is constituted by 
all the “games” that we are involved in, some of which can be 
very costly28). Moreover, justice—a fundamental concern for 
left-libertarians—is more explicitly central to Lane’s political 
society than to the more amorphous concept of civil society. 
But justice also implies the existence of injustice. Since even 
in a free society politics is omnipresent, individuals have to 
remain vigilant about their ever-changing prospects.

Micro-politics is spontaneous but it is not much of an 
“order.” For that reason, it is better thought of as a comple-
ment rather than as a substitute for state institutions, because 
the existence of a legal framework remains indispensable to 
prevent the descent into a Hobbesian nightmare. Only an 
(almost) minimal state is required for that purpose but, once 
again, as long as the state continues to exist as a massive, 
costly and inefficient behemoth, the best strategy is not to 
confront it directly by trying to dismantle the welfare state, 
but rather to bypass it and build concrete alternatives at the 
local level.

4: coNcLusIoN

Libertarians have made few strides toward the fulfilment of 
their goals, even if in recent decades they have succeeded 
in slowing down the march of the interventionist state. In 
democratic regimes, there exist formidable obstacles in their 
path. The rhetoric of strict libertarians pays too little atten-
tion to matters that are very important to many ordinary 

voters and which libertarians often derisively paint as the 
“mirage of social justice.” While complete social justice may 
indeed well be a mirage, it is inspired by practical concerns 
that libertarians ignore at their peril. Left-Libertarians (and 
market socialists) must be given credit for confronting these 
issues, but in the realm of electoral politics their chances are 
not much stronger for reasons I have outlined at some length 
above.

The solution I have proposed consists in moving to an-
other level of engagement, namely, micro-politics, that is, the 
politics of everyday life. In so doing, left-libertarians would 
create opportunities for deepening their appreciation of the 
complexities of the “self.” They could also discover new ways 
of building upon the enlightened self-interest that motivates 
most people to be reasonably other-directed in order to de-
ploy alternative, locally-based ways of addressing the ques-
tion of how to compensate people for instances of unfair 
allocation of natural (and possibly socio-cultural) resources.

Notes

1 This is not to say, however, that all libertarians or lib-
ertarian sympathizers are enthusiastic about the con-
cept of spontaneous order; for critiques of that concept, 
see for example Clovatre (1986), Antonio (1986) or 
Sandefur (2009).

2  I use this term loosely to include classical liberals and 
other fellow travellers for simplicity’s sake (even strict 
libertarians are far from being a completely homoge-
neous group) because “liberals” could invite confusion 
with American egalitarian liberals.

3  Left-libertarians also support the idea of a basic income; 
see Parijs (2006).

4  The French “malaise” which has been worsening over 
the course the last decade is another typical example.

5  See also Vallentyne and Steiner (2001). 
6  As George (1879/1929, 168) aptly put it: “the rent of 

land is determined by the excess of its produce over that 
which the same application can secure from the least 
productive land in use.” 

7  Of course, this is not literally true in all cases: erosion, 
pollution (e.g., contamination by radioactive fallouts) 
can make land unusable and thus worthless. But as a 
rule, any economic activity that needs a physical loca-
tion requires land which, consequently, always retains 
a potential value. This is not the case with, say, an out-
dated computer. 
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8  In more technical terms, this has to do with the elastic-
ity of marginal utility close to the point of equilibrium 
for a given commodity; according to Maks, its value 
should be greater than -1 for the process to be stable. 

9  As Robert Nozick (1974, 174) facetiously asks, if some-
one builds a fence around a piece of land, does this per-
son’s labour entitle him or her to the land beneath it or 
to the entire lot? 

10  This somewhat exaggerated statement applies more to 
contemporary (right-wing) libertarianism than classical 
liberals in Fouillée’s lifetime; but he was correct in add-
ing that liberals wish to prevent the state from acquiring 
more than it has. 

11  Such limits would probably lead to a reduction in the 
level of current income tax in most countries because it 
is unreasonable to assume that rents derived from social 
assets account for more than a small fraction of higher 
incomes; individual choices count for much more. For 
example, even if access to quality education gives some-
one an unfair (and therefore taxable) advantage in a so-
ciety where some public schools are much better than 
others, and/or where student fees can be a deterrent 
to some, what one choses to do with one’s degree var-
ies enormously from one individual to the next. A cor-
porate lawyer makes much more money than a lawyer 
working for a non-profit, but that is a matter of choice 
that has nothing to do with Fouillée’s unequal access to 
“social property.”

12  This famous exchange of ideas is well summarized in 
Wolhgemuth (1997). 

13  It is unfortunate, in that respect, that some of the best 
known Austrian economists, from Eugen von Böhm-
Bawerk to Murray Rothbard (1997), have been so 
critical of George; but that is because they were only 
looking at his theory of rent and interest. Some authors 
close to Austrian economics or public choice (e.g., T. 
Borcherding et al. [1998]) offer a more favourable as-
sessment. 

14  By not capitalizing these words, it is possible that he 
meant not only the abrogation of the literal terms of the 
French Declaration but possibly the abrogation of any 
such declaration for which the French Declaration is 
only an exemplar. 

15  This shift was in no way limited to Britain or the U.S. 
16  Some third way thinkers regard complexity as a virtue; 

Marc Fleurbaey (1993, 266) explains that a “major idea 
that inspires [his] model is that complexity can and 

should prevail, as far as property rights and coordina-
tion devices are concerned.” 

17  The so-called Fitch paradox, for example, which claims 
that if all truths are knowable, then all truth are known 
is not an obvious contradiction even though it clearly is 
not true that all truths are known (Cook, 2013, 10). 

18  For a recent assessment of the Chinese model of market 
socialism, see Zheng and Scase (2013). 

19  One of the reasons why the process might be derailed 
before it reaches its destination is that in the absence 
of an unfettered market for land, and, therefore, of reli-
able signals about desirable and less desirable locations, 
there would be what Murray Rothbard (1997, p. 299) 
called “locational chaos.” 

20  Admittedly, Van Parij’s argument has some validity for 
the younger generations in countries experiencing ex-
tremely high youth unemployment, such as Greece or 
Spain at the moment.

21  For a critique of this confusion, see diZerega (2000).
22  Libertarians have not been indifferent to postmodern 

ideas. Although in an attempt to refute them, Jeffrey 
Friedman has very perceptively underlined the extent 
to which libertarians have walked along paths that often 
parallel those explored by postmodern philosophers, 
sometimes more or less inadvertently, as in the case 
of Hayek’s evolutionism, but often quite deliberately; 
Friedman (1991) points to numerous articles that have 
appeared in the pages of the journal Critical Review 
whose authors see in the notion of spontaneous order 
and the Hayekian critique of constructivism an invita-
tion to reject positivism and to recast libertarianism as 
a discourse on complexity and uncertainty in political 
economy. I do not agree with him that this has been in 
vain, but I concede that much remains to be done to ar-
ticulate a coherent reformulation of classical liberalism 
that would be in tune with 21st century concerns and 
sensibilities.

23  This is by definition the opposite of utopianism. Perfect 
justice either through the design of just institutions, as 
proposed by Rawlsian liberal egalitarians, or the even-
tual collapse of the coercive state, as libertarians feign 
to believe is feasible, will for ever elude us. But bypass-
ing at least some of the institutional obstacles that stand 
in the path of these dreams is not an impossible feat. It 
can hasten the emergence of new ways of thinking and 
acting—something that is actually already happening as 
the modern welfare state is becoming more and more 
unsustainable and ineffective. 
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24  The parallel with Fouillée’s notion of idées forces (self-
realizing ideas) is striking. Fouillée’s (1907; Foston, 
1908; Dobuzinskis, 2010) ethical theory follows a series 
of steps that start with the observation that on the basis 
of their own experience, individuals form in their minds 
certain notions of what is fair and good; through their 
engagement in webs of social relations, they come to a 
mutual realization that others share similar intuitions; 
as this realization spreads through the social fabric, de-
bates unfold that result in social conventions.

25  For all its flaws, the welfare state has proved remarkably 
resilient, largely because no credible alternative way to 
promote equality of opportunity has been worked out; 
Hayek’s doomsday scenario about the inevitability of 
social democracy leading to full-blown collectivism has 
not come to pass (see Alves and Meadowcroft, 2013).

26  The potential for self-government outside of the devel-
oped world is a big topic, but from a standpoint that is 
not very different from mine, David Ellerman (2006) 
has argued that development assistance agencies hinder 
the effort of people to help themselves, and that the pri-
ority should be to develop strategies for helping people 
to become more self-sustaining and proficient on their 
own.

27  A notable exception is provided by G. B. Madison’s 
(1998) analysis of the extent to which human rights de-
pend on the existence of a richly diverse civil society in 
which the moral, political and economic orders are so 
arranged that they provide individuals with the means 
to be autonomous while also making it possible for 
them to interact as they choose.

28  In that respect, Lane’s (2007) vision is less Pollyannaish 
than Madison’s (1998).
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