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Presentation of the Book "The Ethics of Liberty" and the Author Murray Rothbard 

Murray Newton Rothbard (1926-1995) was an American economist, historian, and 

political theorist, known for being one of the principal exponents of the Austrian School 

of Economics and a fervent defender of libertarianism and anarcho-capitalism. He 

studied at Columbia University and was a disciple of Ludwig von Mises, another 

prominent Austrian economist. Rothbard made significant contributions in various fields, 

including economics, political philosophy, and history, and is recognized for his ability to 

integrate economic analysis with a staunch defense of individual liberty and private 

property. 

"The Ethics of Liberty" is an essential book for understanding libertarian thought and 

the defense of a society based on individual freedom and private property. Rothbard 

offers an exhaustive critique of the state and alternative theories of justice, proposing 

instead an ethics of natural rights that fully respects the autonomy and dignity of each 

individual. This work is a must-read for anyone interested in political theory, philosophy, 

and economics from a libertarian perspective. 

The work is divided into several parts, each addressing different aspects of his libertarian 

theory: 

• Part I: Fundamentals of Ethics: Rothbard establishes ethical principles based on 

natural law and human rights. He argues that natural rights are inherent to human 

nature and can be discovered through reason. 

• Part II: Human Rights and Property: Explores how property rights are an 

extension of individual rights and self-ownership. Rothbard defends Locke's 

theory of property and the application of these principles in real life. 

• Part III: Applications of the Ethics of Liberty: Applies libertarian principles to 

practical problems such as contract theory, crime and punishment, justice, and 

children's rights. 

• Part IV: Liberty and the State: Criticizes various state interventions in the 

economy, income redistribution, education, social security, and money, arguing 

that these interventions violate individual rights and distort society. 

• Part V: Critique of Alternative Theories: Rothbard criticizes utilitarianism, Rawls' 

theory of justice, and Nozick's theory of liberty, showing how these theories fail to 

adequately protect individual rights. 

• Part VI: Conclusions: Reflects on the future of liberty, proposing strategies to 

advance toward a freer society and emphasizing the importance of education and 

the delegitimization of the state. 
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Part I: Fundamentals of Ethics 

In this first part, Rothbard establishes the philosophical and ethical foundations of his 

libertarian theory. He argues that liberty and individual rights must be defended based 

on universal ethical principles discovered through reason. This perspective opposes 

ethical relativism and legal positivism, proposing instead an ethics of natural rights that 

underscores the importance of private property and individual autonomy. This section is 

crucial because it provides the moral foundation upon which Rothbard builds his defense 

of liberty and critique of the state throughout the rest of the book. 

1. Introduction: Ethics and Liberty In the introduction, Rothbard establishes the 

theoretical framework of the book. He explains the importance of a solid ethical basis 

for individual liberty and private property. Rothbard argues that without an ethical 

theory that supports individual rights, the defense of liberty and the free market lacks 

foundation. He opposes relativistic and utilitarian ethical theories, defending instead 

an ethics of natural rights based on reason and human nature. 

2. Natural Ethics and Human Rights Rothbard explores the connection between 

natural ethics and human rights. He starts from the premise that there are universal 

and objective ethical principles that can be discovered through reason. These 

principles derive from human nature and apply to all individuals regardless of time or 

place. Natural ethics is based on the recognition of natural rights, such as the right to 

life, liberty, and property, which are inherent to each human being by their very 

nature. 

Key Points: 

• Natural Rights: The rights individuals possess simply by being human. 

• Universal and Objective: Ethical principles are universally applicable and do not 

depend on specific cultures or circumstances. 

3. Natural Law and Reason In this chapter, Rothbard details how natural law can be 

understood and applied through reason. He argues that reason is the tool humans 

use to discover natural law and apply these principles to daily life. Natural law 

provides an objective standard for judging human actions and laws. Rothbard draws 

on the tradition of scholastic philosophy and the Enlightenment, highlighting the 

importance of thinkers like Thomas Aquinas and John Locke. 

Key Points: 

• Ethical Reasoning: Using reason to discover and apply the principles of natural 

law. 

• Scholastic Philosophy and the Enlightenment: Key influences on the theory of 

natural law. 
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4. Natural Law and Legal Positivism Rothbard criticizes legal positivism, which holds 

that laws are valid simply because they have been enacted by a legitimate authority. 

He contrasts this view with natural law, which holds that a law is just only if it aligns 

with universal and objective ethical principles. Rothbard argues that legal positivism 

can justify unjust and tyrannical laws, while natural law provides a moral foundation 

for evaluating and criticizing human laws. 

Key Points: 

• Critique of Legal Positivism: Argues that the validity of laws is not based solely 

on their enactment by an authority but on their conformity with natural law. 

• Moral Foundation of Law: Natural law offers a moral basis for evaluating and 

criticizing laws. 

Part II: Human Rights and Property 

In Part II, Rothbard develops a robust defense of property rights based on the theory of 

natural rights and self-ownership. He argues that private property is a natural extension 

of human nature and essential for individual freedom and autonomy. This approach 

reinforces the libertarian view that any interference with legitimate property is a violation 

of human rights. This section is fundamental for understanding how Rothbard connects 

the ethical theory of natural rights with economic and social practice, arguing that respect 

for private property is the foundation of a free and prosperous society. 

1. Property and Man In this chapter, Rothbard discusses the intrinsic relationship 

between property and human nature. He argues that property is not an arbitrary 

social construct but an extension of human nature. According to Rothbard, each 

individual owns their own body and therefore has exclusive rights over it. This right 

to self-ownership is the basis of all other property rights. 

Key Points: 

• Self-Ownership: The idea that each person has rights over their own body. 

• Extension of Human Nature: Property is a natural extension of self-ownership, 

not an arbitrary social construct. 

2. Locke’s Theory of Property Rothbard examines and expands John Locke’s theory of 

property. Locke argued that private property is justified when a person mixes their 

labor with natural resources. Rothbard adopts and extends this theory, asserting that 

legitimate property is obtained through first use or "original appropriation" and labor. 

He also emphasizes that any transfer of property must be voluntary and consensual. 

Key Points: 

• Original Appropriation: Legitimate property is obtained by being the first to use 

an unowned resource. 
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• Labor and Property: Mixing labor with natural resources justifies private 

property. 

• Voluntary Transfer: Property transactions must be voluntary to be legitimate. 

3. Self-Ownership and External Goods This chapter explores how the principle of self-

ownership extends to external goods. Rothbard argues that if a person has rights over 

their own body, they must also have rights over the fruits of their labor and the 

resources they possess. Any interference with a person’s property, whether by theft, 

fraud, or state coercion, is a violation of their natural rights. 

Key Points: 

• Extension of Property: Self-ownership naturally extends to the external goods a 

person acquires. 

• Violation of Rights: Any form of interference with legitimate property is a 

violation of natural rights. 

4. Private Property: A Part of Man In this chapter, Rothbard argues that private 

property is an essential part of human nature and individual freedom. The ability to 

own and control goods is fundamental to autonomy and personal fulfillment. Without 

private property, individuals cannot fully exercise their freedom or achieve their 

personal goals. 

Key Points: 

• Property and Autonomy: Private property is essential for individual autonomy 

and freedom. 

• Personal Fulfillment: The ability to own and control goods is crucial for personal 

fulfillment and achieving individual goals. 

Part III: Applications of the Ethics of Liberty 

In Part III, Rothbard applies the principles of the ethics of liberty to practical issues such 

as contracts, crime and punishment, justice, and children's rights. He proposes a 

libertarian approach that emphasizes voluntariness, restitution, competition in the 

provision of judicial services, and respect for the evolving autonomy of children. This 

section reinforces Rothbard's vision of a free and just society based on respect for 

individual rights and the elimination of state coercion. 

1. The Theory of Contract In this chapter, Rothbard analyzes contract theory from a 

libertarian perspective. He asserts that contracts are voluntary agreements between 

individuals and should be respected as an extension of property rights. A valid 

contract must be freely consented to by all parties involved, without coercion or fraud. 

Key Points: 

• Voluntariness: Contracts must result from the free will of individuals. 
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• Consent: Consent must be informed and without coercion. 

• Property Rights: Contracts are extensions of property rights and should be 

respected as such. 

Rothbard criticizes theories that allow for the imposition of coercive or involuntary 

contracts and argues that breaches of contract should be resolved according to the 

terms originally agreed upon by the parties. 

2. Crime and Punishment Rothbard explores the issue of crime and punishment from 

a libertarian perspective. He argues that a crime is a violation of an individual’s 

property rights, whether over their body or their goods. Punishments should aim at 

restitution to the victim rather than simply punishing the offender. 

Key Points: 

• Definition of Crime: A crime is a violation of an individual’s property rights. 

• Restitution: The main goal of punishment should be to make restitution to the 

victim. 

• Proportionality: Punishment should be proportional to the crime committed. 

Rothbard opposes penal systems that focus on retribution or state punishment 

without considering compensation to the victim. He proposes a justice system based 

on restitution and repairing the harm caused. 

3. The State and Justice In this chapter, Rothbard criticizes the state's role in the 

administration of justice. He argues that the state, by monopolizing justice, becomes 

a coercive entity that often violates individuals' rights. He proposes a private justice 

system where judicial services are provided by the market. 

Key Points: 

• State Monopoly: The state’s monopoly over justice is coercive and violates 

individual rights. 

• Private Justice: Justice should be provided by the market through private judicial 

services. 

• Competition: Competition in the provision of judicial services will improve 

efficiency and fairness. 

Rothbard contends that a private justice system would be more just, efficient, and 

respectful of individual rights than the monopolistic state system. 

4. Children and Rights In this chapter, Rothbard addresses the issue of children's rights 

from a libertarian perspective. He argues that children have rights, but these rights 

evolve as they grow and develop their capacity to reason and make decisions. 
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Rothbard holds that parents have the responsibility to care for their children but do 

not have absolute rights over them. 

Key Points: 

• Evolving Rights: Children’s rights evolve as they grow and develop their reasoning 

abilities. 

• Parental Responsibility: Parents are responsible for caring for and protecting 

their children but do not possess absolute rights over them. 

• Child Autonomy: Children have the right to autonomy as they develop the 

capacity to make informed decisions. 

Rothbard also discusses issues such as emancipation of minors and education, 

advocating that children should be treated with respect for their growing autonomy 

and that decisions regarding their welfare should balance the rights and 

responsibilities of parents and children. 

Part IV: Liberty and the State 

In Part IV, Rothbard applies libertarian principles to various areas where the state 

intervenes, demonstrating how these interventions violate individual rights and distort 

the economy and society. He proposes solutions based on the free market and individual 

autonomy, arguing that a society without state intervention would be more just, efficient, 

and free. This section reinforces Rothbard's critique of the state and its interventions and 

proposes libertarian alternatives consistent with the principles of individual liberty and 

property rights. 

1. The State and the Economy Rothbard analyzes how state intervention distorts the 

market economy, preventing the efficient allocation of resources and wealth creation. 

He argues that regulations, subsidies, and other forms of state intervention create 

inefficiencies and favor certain groups at the expense of others. 

Key Points: 

• State Intervention: State actions, such as regulations and subsidies, distort the 

market and create inefficiencies. 

• Resource Allocation: State intervention prevents resources from being allocated 

efficiently according to market signals. 

• Destruction of Prosperity: State policies tend to destroy economic prosperity by 

interfering with market forces. 

2. Income Redistribution Rothbard criticizes income redistribution as a form of 

institutionalized theft. He argues that redistribution programs, such as progressive 

taxes and income transfers, are coercive and violate individuals' property rights. 
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Additionally, he maintains that redistribution disincentivizes work and production, 

harming the overall economy. 

Key Points: 

• Institutionalized Theft: Income redistribution is seen as a form of coercive 

expropriation. 

• Economic Disincentives: Redistributive policies disincentivize work and 

production, damaging the economy. 

• Violation of Rights: Redistribution violates individuals' property rights by taking 

resources without their consent. 

3. The State and Education In this chapter, Rothbard criticizes state education, arguing 

that government control of education leads to uniformity and the propagation of state 

ideology. He proposes a fully privatized education system where schools compete for 

students and parents have full control over their children’s education. 

Key Points: 

• State Control of Education: The state uses education to promote its ideology and 

maintain social control. 

• Educational Uniformity: State education imposes a uniform curriculum, ignoring 

individual needs and preferences. 

• Privatization of Education: Rothbard advocates for a competitive and privatized 

education system. 

4. The State and Social Security Rothbard examines social security programs, 

criticizing their coercive nature and negative impact on the economy and society. He 

argues that these programs create dependency and disincentivize personal and 

family responsibility. He proposes replacing state social security with private charity 

and community support networks. 

Key Points: 

• State Dependency: Social security programs foster individuals' dependence on 

the state. 

• Disincentives to Responsibility: Social security policies disincentivize personal 

and family responsibility. 

• Private Charity: Rothbard proposes replacing state social security with voluntary 

private charity and community support. 

5. The State and Money Rothbard criticizes the state's monopoly over money issuance 

and monetary policy. He argues that state control of money, through central banks 
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and fiat currency issuance, causes inflation and economic cycles. He proposes a 

monetary system based on gold and free banking. 

Key Points: 

• State Monopoly on Money: The state controls money issuance and monetary 

policy, causing economic instability. 

• Inflation and Economic Cycles: State issuance of fiat currency causes inflation 

and economic cycles. 

• Gold-Based Monetary System: Rothbard proposes returning to the gold 

standard and free banking as solutions to monetary problems. 

Part V: Critique of Alternative Theories 

In Part V, Rothbard critiques three ethical and justice theories that he considers 

inadequate for defending individual liberty: utilitarianism and consequentialism, Rawls' 

theory of justice, and Nozick's theory of liberty. Rothbard argues that these theories, 

although influential, fail to provide a solid ethical foundation and fully respect property 

rights and individual freedom. This section reinforces Rothbard's position that an ethical 

theory of natural rights is the only adequate foundation for liberty and justice, and that 

any deviation from these principles leads to the violation of individual rights and state 

oppression. 

1. Utilitarianism and Consequentialism In this chapter, Rothbard criticizes 

utilitarianism and consequentialism as ethical foundations for politics and economics. 

He argues that these theories are inadequate because they evaluate actions based on 

their outcomes rather than on firm moral principles. According to Rothbard, 

utilitarianism can justify immoral actions if they are considered beneficial for the 

majority. 

Key Points: 

• Evaluation of Outcomes: Utilitarianism and consequentialism judge actions by 

their consequences, which can lead to justifying violations of individual rights. 

• Lack of Firm Moral Principles: These theories lack a solid ethical foundation 

because they do not rely on inviolable human rights principles. 

• Critique of Bentham and Mill: Rothbard criticizes key utilitarian proponents like 

Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill for their relativistic approaches. 

2. Rawls' Theory of Justice Rothbard addresses John Rawls' theory of justice presented 

in his work "A Theory of Justice." Rawls proposes the principle of "justice as fairness," 

which includes the "original position" and the "veil of ignorance" as methods to 

determine just principles. Rothbard criticizes this theory for its emphasis on 

redistribution and equality, arguing that it violates property rights and individual 

liberty. 
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Key Points: 

• Original Position and Veil of Ignorance: Rothbard criticizes these theoretical 

tools as unrealistic and inapplicable to real life. 

• Redistribution and Equality: He argues that Rawls' theory promotes coercive 

wealth redistribution, which is incompatible with property rights. 

• Individual Liberty: Rothbard contends that Rawls' justice as fairness sacrifices 

individual liberty in favor of forced equality. 

3. Nozick's Theory of Liberty In this chapter, Rothbard analyzes Robert Nozick's theory 

of justice as presented in "Anarchy, State, and Utopia." Nozick advocates for a 

"minimal state" that protects individual rights but criticizes anarchy. Rothbard, being 

an anarcho-capitalist, believes that Nozick does not go far enough in his defense of 

individual liberty. 

Key Points: 

• Minimal State: Nozick supports a minimal state that only protects the basic rights 

of individuals. 

• Critique of Anarchy: Nozick argues that a minimal state is necessary to avoid 

conflicts and protect rights. 

• Rothbard's Response: Rothbard criticizes Nozick for not completely rejecting the 

state, arguing that any state, however minimal, inevitably violates individual rights 

and liberty. 

Part VI: Conclusions 

In the final chapter, Rothbard reflects on how to achieve a free and anarcho-capitalist 

society. He proposes a combination of education, intellectual activism, and strengthening 

civil society institutions as key strategies. He emphasizes the importance of delegitimizing 

the state and promoting the free market to achieve a future where individual liberty is 

respected and valued. 

This section serves as a call to action for liberty advocates, encouraging them to continue 

spreading libertarian ideas and working towards a world where state power is limited, 

and individual autonomy is maximized. 

1. The Future of Liberty In the final chapter of "The Ethics of Liberty," Murray Rothbard 

explores the future prospects for individual liberty and anarcho-capitalism. He 

reflects on the current state of society and the role of libertarian ideas in shaping a 

freer and more just future. 

Key Points: 

• Assessment of the Present: Rothbard analyzes the contemporary situation, 

highlighting the inherent problems in statist societies. He notes that state 
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interventions have led to a reduction in individual freedom and an expansion of 

governmental power. 

• Role of Education: He underscores the importance of education in promoting the 

ideas of liberty. Rothbard argues that spreading libertarian principles and the 

theory of natural rights is crucial for changing the public mindset and reducing the 

acceptance of statism. 

• Strategies for Change: Rothbard suggests various strategies to advance towards 

a freer society. These include delegitimizing the state, promoting the market 

economy, and strengthening civil society institutions that can operate more 

efficiently and justly than the government. 

• Delegitimizing the State: He argues that one of the most important steps is to 

question the legitimacy of the state and its interventions. He proposes that 

intellectual activism and exposing the fallacies of statism are essential to 

weakening state power. 

• Market Economy and Autonomy: Rothbard defends the free market, based on 

private property and voluntary exchange, as the best system to promote 

prosperity and liberty. He maintains that reducing state intervention in the 

economy will allow for a more efficient allocation of resources and greater overall 

well-being. 

• Strengthening Civil Society: Rothbard highlights the role of civil society 

institutions, such as the family, local communities, and voluntary organizations, in 

promoting liberty and justice. He argues that these institutions can provide more 

effective and ethical services than the state. 

• Long-Term Vision: He concludes with an optimistic vision of the future, where the 

ideas of liberty gain ground and are progressively implemented in society. 

Rothbard believes that, although the path to a completely free society may be long 

and challenging, libertarian principles provide a clear guide for progress. 

 

 


