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Book Highlights

* The state survives on fear, not necessity. At the heart of Deleting the

State is a bold claim: Political authority is built on fear—specifically, the
centuries-old Hobbesian fear that without government, society would col-
lapse into violent chaos. Aeon J. Skoble—professor of philosophy, bestsell-
ing author, and acclaimed political theorist—dismantles this assumption
by showing that cooperation is not a fragile exception but a deeply rooted
human norm. Drawing from economics, legal theory, and game theory,

he shows how individuals routinely form stable, peaceful systems of order
without coercive oversight. Ethical norms, dispute resolution, and social
trust emerge organically when people recognize the mutual benefits of co-
operation. The state, then, is not the architect of peace but a structure built
atop fears that may be exaggerated—or entirely misplaced.

Despite what minimal-state libertarians and classical liberals say, lib-
erty and political authority cannot coexist comfortably. Skoble takes all
would-be defenders of freedom to task and shows how too many stop short
of fully embracing their own principles. Both groups typically concede
that while coercion is undesirable, it is unfortunately necessary. But Skoble
rejects this compromise. If freedom is morally good, he contends, then
institutionalized coercion cannot be morally justified—no matter how
limited or well-intentioned it claims to be. The state, by its nature, relies
on compulsion rather than consent, placing it in direct tension with the
very liberty it purports to protect. Through careful philosophical analysis,
Skoble challenges readers to confront an uncomfortable possibility: that
belief in a “necessary” state reflects intellectual inconsistency.

Crises don’t prove the state works—in fact, they often reveal its lim-
its! Few arguments for government power feel as emotionally persuasive

as natural disasters. When hurricanes devastate cities or wildfires destroy
entire communities, centralized authority seems indispensable. Skoble
challenges this instinctive reaction by examining how disaster relief actu-
ally functions. He argues that voluntary cooperation and private initiative
frequently provide effective, rapid, and compassionate responses—and that
they are often more flexible than bureaucratic programs. Meanwhile, gov-
ernment disaster relief can produce unintended consequences, encouraging
risky development and weakening local responsibility by shifting expecta-
tions onto federal agencies.
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* The state’s greatest strength is not its necessity, but its perceived legitimacy. Perhaps Skoble’s most provocative

insight is that the state endures not because it is proven necessary, but because it is widely assumed to be. He calls
this phenomenon “conceptual legitimacy”—the unexamined belief that political authority is both proper and inevi-
table. Throughout history, governments have adapted their justifications to fit cultural trends, shifting from divine
right to modern theories like market failure or tacit consent. Yet historical persistence, Skoble insists, is not moral
validation. By exposing contradictions within these theories, he argues that the intellectual foundations of political

authority can be (and ought to be) challenged. Once people begin questioning whether the state is truly necessary,

space opens for serious consideration of alternative, voluntary social arrangements. The state’s power, in the end,

may depend less on force than on belief—and beliefs can change.

Synopsis

What if everything you believe about
the state ... is a lie?

Life is “nasty, brutish, and short,”
asserted 17th-century philosopher
Thomas Hobbes. Without the state,
he claimed, man is “in that condition
which is called War ... of every man,
against every man.” His solution?
Leviathan: the sovereign power, the
guard against chaos. For centuries,
most political philosophers have taken
his argument for granted. But should
they?

Afterall, is the Hobbesian fear truly
rooted in reality? If not, what happens
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to politics when we allow fear, not
cooperation, to become foundational
to our framework? Robert Nozick
asked these same questions in Anarchy,
State, and Utopia. Today, Aeon J.
Skoble—professor of philosophy,
bestselling author, and acclaimed
political theorist—brings Nozick’s
questions back to life with new urgency
and insight. And he extends Nozick’s
argument even further—with some
surprising conclusions.

In a bold challenge to centuries of
political orthodoxy, Deleting the State
makes a powerful case that the state
as we understand it today is not only
morally unjustifiable but also,
thankfully, unnecessary. It has only
the power we mistakenly grant it.

What if we didn’t?

Packed with urgentlessons, original
insights,and unparalleled philosophical
rigor, this book is essential reading for
anyone who dares imagine a freer

world.

Addressing Minimal-State
Libertarians and Classical
Liberals

“If it is good for people to be free, then
political authority is illegitimate. It is
good for people to be free. So, political
authority is illegitimate.” So argues
Skoble in Chapter 1 of Deleting the
State. (Note that Skoble does not say
social authority, moral authority, or
even institutional hierarchy is illegiti-

mate; he objects specifically and only
to political authority.)

Any libertarian or classical liberal
who disputes the above argument is,
per Skoble, inconsistent in their defense
of liberty. Minimal-state libertarians
tend to present political authority as
undesirable, but necessary; classical
liberals tend to present political
authority as desirable, but with the
important caveat that any exercise of
coercion is evil. Both argue that the
state should exist, butbe strictly limited
in its powers to preserve individual
freedom.

Skoble insists that these thinkers
admit the state’s necessity not out of
loyalty to a principle, but out of fear.
Deleting the State is his effort to
isolate, examine, and dispel each of
these core worries. Drawing from the
work of political philosophers,
economists, lawyers, and even game
theory, he shows that the state is
fundamentally at odds with individual
freedom—and that no state ar all

should be permitted.

The Hobbesian Fear

Wittingly and unwittingly, most
philosophers have justified political
authority with what Skoble calls “the
Hobbesian fear.” Named after
17®"-century political philosopher
Thomas Hobbes, the Hobbesian fear
is introduced in Chapter 13 of Levia-
than. The “sovereign”—or, to use the



modern term, the “state”—is necessary,
argued Hobbes, because “During the
time men live without a common
Power to keep them all in awe, they
are in that condition which is called
War ...

man.” The “sovereign,” then, is the

of every man, against every

guarantor of peace. “Power” in the
form of political authority—be it a
monarch, a president, or any other
kind of leader—is the only kind of
authority that makes civil society
possible. Without it, we all would be
at each other’s throats.

But Skoble challenges thisargument
that, for centuries, political theorists
have taken for granted. What if
cooperation could be provided in the
absence of political authority? he asks.
Then the Hobbesian fear would fall
apart.

Drawing from thework of acclaimed
anarchist theorists, legal scholars,
economists, and game theorists, and
with striking, original arguments of
his own, Skoble attempts to refute—or
atleast allay—the Hobbesian fear. He
shows how cooperation can and does
evolve spontaneously, without the
state’s coercive power. Furthermore,
as individuals come to recognize and
value the many benefits of cooperation,
new codes of ethics frequently emerge
through processes entirely independent
of government control. He dares
political theorists to confront this
evidence honestly and shake off their
dusty ideas. His argument is an
invitation to imagine a better, freer
world—one animated by the

possibilities of liberty.

What About Natural
Disasters?

Skoble uses natural disasters as an
extended, real-world case study to
illustrate his broader argument about
the necessity (or lack thereof) of polit-
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ical authority. By examining one of
the mostwidely accepted and emotion-
ally compelling justifications for the
state, he strengthens the thrust of his
argument.

Hurricane Harvey. COVID-19. The
California wildfires. Natural disasters
scare people—and for good reason!
We all crave security in the face of
chaos. Isnt it good, then, that the
government steps in to help in these
times of natural disaster, when chaos
runs amok?

Skoble admits that when hurricanes
flatten towns or earthquakes shatter
infrastructure, it seems intuitive that
only a centralized power with vast
resources can coordinate relief,
distributeaid, and rebuild communities.
But such an assumption rests on two
beliefs: first, that governments respond
effectively to disasters; and second, that
without government coordination,
individuals would fail to cooperate at
the scale necessary to provide relief.
Economists often frame this as a
“market failure,” suggesting that
because disaster relief resemblesa public
good—something everyone benefits
from whether they contribute or not—
voluntary efforts would fall short.

Skoble challenges both beliefs.
Historically and practically, he argues,
peopledemonstrateastrong willingness
to help one another in times of crisis,
both within and beyond affected
communities. The notion that
individuals would simply stand by
while neighbors suffer is not only
implausible but also unsupported by
real-world evidence. Moreover,
government disaster programs may
(and usually do) produce unintended
consequences. By promising aid, they
encourage risky behavior—such as
building in disaster-prone areas—and
canweaken community-based respon-
sibility by fostering the expectation
that relief is “the government’s job.”

Rather than suggesting abolishing
government disaster agencies outright,
Skoble proposes transitional reforms
(at least for now). These include
shifting agencies like FEMA from
directaid to privateand voluntary relief
coordinators, and restricting
government assistance to #7u#/y unfore-
seeable catastrophes. These changes,
he argues, would strengthen personal
responsibility, revive voluntary
community cooperation, and gradually
demonstrate that disaster relief does
notrequireexpansive political authority

to function effectively.

Conceptual Legitimacy Is
Not Actual Legitimacy

Widespread acceptance of government
authority rests less on proven necessity
and more on what Skoble calls
“conceptual legitimacy”—the largely
unexamined belief that the state is
both proper and required for social
order.

Throughout history, states have
expanded their power by appealing to
whatever justification resonates with
the era. Where monarchs once invoked
divineright, modern governments rely
on ideas like market failure or tacit
consent. Yet, Skoble insists, the
popularity or historical persistence of
these arguments does not make them
morally or rationally valid. After all,
even if centralized political authority
emerged naturally over time, inevita-
bility is not the same thing as justifi-
cation.

Skoble further contends that
political authority survives by
continually adapting its philosophical
defenses. From absolutism to welfare-
state liberalism, different theories
attempt to define and limitstate power,
buteach can be challenged by exposing
flawed assumptions or internal contra-
dictions. Unfortunately, while critics



of specific forms of government only
need to refute one theory at a time,
opponents of the state itself face the
much heavier burden of addressing
every justification offered on its behalf.
This is no easy task, and Skoble adds
that it is further complicated by the
problem of incommensurability, where
competing worldviews rely on such
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different foundational assumptions
that meaningful debate becomes very
difficult.

But Skoble is no defeatist. He
maintains that productive dialogue is
possible. Even now, people do share
many common moral and practical
intuitions, the love of freedom being
chief among them. By carefully

challenging the intellectual found-
ations that people use to justify political
authority, he argues, it is possible to
weaken the state’s perceived legitimacy.
Once the belief in its necessity erodes,
serious consideration of alternative,
noncoercive social arrangements can
begin.
The sooner, the better.
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