From The Economist, February 4, 2015
MEASLES outbreaks in California and other western states, due in part to a trend in parents choosing not to vaccinate their children, have raised the question of whether vaccinations against certain diseases ought to be made mandatory. Given his libertarian streak, it is not surprising that Rand Paul, a Republican senator from Kentucky who will probably run for president, believes that vaccinations ought to remain voluntary. Nevertheless, a few of his comments on the subject on CNBC's "Closing Bell" on Monday provide a telling glimpse into his worldview. 

Mr Paul, a Duke University-trained ophthalmologist, favours vaccination. But he questioned the wisdom of vaccinating infants and worried aloud about "tragic cases of walking, talking normal children who wound up with profound mental disorders after vaccines". Mr Paul earned a lot of flack for this remark, which flouts the medical consensus about the risks of vaccination. He tried to tamp down the controversy on Tuesday by inviting a reporter and photographer to watch him get a booster shot for Hepatitis A. "I think the science is clear that if you compare the risks of taking a vaccine to the ill effects of taking a vaccine, [the benefits of vaccinations are] overwhelming", he said at the photo-op, back-pedalling from his earlier remarks. The question of the risks of vaccination aside, Mr Paul maintains that voluntary vaccination has worked well in the past, and that the sudden efflorescence of formerly subdued communicable diseases ought to be met with greater public awareness of the benefits of vaccination.

Mr Paul's case for voluntary vaccination is not only pragmatic but principled. "The state doesn't own your children," he said in his exchange with Kelly Evans, the CNBC presenter. "Parents own the children, and it is an issue of freedom". After a beat Mr Paul hastily added, "And public health". Apparently freedom comes before public health in Mr Paul's mind.

When Mr Paul says "the state doesn't own your children", he seems to be saying that the state has no standing to override or undermine the authority of parents by telling them what to do with their kids. The language of ownership is unfortunate. We don't own our children. Even if we did, however, it wouldn't follow that ownership implies that the state can't justifiably tell us what to do with our property. I literally own my dog. He is chattel. (Sorry, Winston!) I can have him euthanised pretty well whenever I like. (Don't worry, Winston!) Nevertheless, I am required by law to have him vaccinated for rabies, and rightly so. This does not imply that the state owns my dog. Property in the real world always comes attached with all sort of liabilities that smooth the tensions between private control and public welfare.  

Herd immunity is a classic public good. Public goods, in turn, are the classic justification for the modern state. The provision of public goods often poses a collective action problem. A public good will not get provided unless enough of us pitch in to keep it going. The difficulty is that it is in the individual's rational self-interest to withhold his or her contribution and to "free ride" off the contributions of others, if possible. But if too many people free-ride, the public good starts to go away. In the case of vaccinations, this dynamic is easy to see. There is indeed some risk involved in vaccinating one's child. The risk of "profound mental disorders" may be slim to nonexistent but the risk of a temporarily feverish baby is no small thing to an exhausted parent. If the public good of herd immunity is secure, then your child's almost certainly not going to get the measles. In those conditions it's perfectly rational to protect your baby from the side-effects of vaccination, whatever they may be, and free ride. Rational, but immoral, because rational shirking erodes the quality of the public good—in this case the collective shield that is herd immunity—threatening the welfare of others.

The fact that individual rationality is sometimes at odds with the requirements of the common good is a quandary at the heart of moral and political philosophy. The function of the state, according to standard liberal theories, is to find a practical resolution to this central tension and solve collective action problems that otherwise won't get solved in order to provide public goods—public order, military defence, public sanitation, environmental protection, etc—that otherwise won't get provided. Libertarians, who tend to be sceptical of state power, resist public goods arguments that would justify it. Libertarians tend either to deny that there's a real collective action problem to solve, or deny that the state is required to solve it. Compared to his relatively radically libertarian father, Ron Paul, a former Republican congressman and perrenial presidential candidate, Mr Paul's libertarian streak is mild and supressed, but you can hear it coming through in his remarks. 

When Mr Paul says that "parents own their children", he is suggesting that children exist in the bubble of their parents' rights to self-determination, beyond the reach of the state's coercion. And that pretty well settles the matter. But what if people, in the glory of their liberty, choose not to contribute to necessary public goods? Here we see Mr Paul making the standard libertarian move of denying that compulsion is really necessary. "For most of our history [immunisation] has been voluntary," he said. "So I don't think I'm arguing for anything out of the ordinary. We're arguing for what most of our history has had". After suggesting that raising awareness of the benefits of vaccines might be a good job for the new Surgeon General, Mr Paul said, "I don't think there's anything extraordinary about resorting to freedom".   

It is not so clear, however, that vaccination is entirely voluntary, or that continuing with the status quo amounts to "resorting to freedom". In all 50 states, children must be vaccinated to attend school. In all 50 states, some form of schooling is compulsory. In 19 states, parents may opt out without medical or religious reasons; in the others, a bit more hoop-jumping will suffice. But the more hoop-jumping, the better the vaccination rate. In Mississippi, only medical exemptions are allowed, with the consequence that 99.7% of the state's kindergartners are fully vaccinated.

Are they quashing freedom in Mississippi? One can always say that because home-schooling is in principle an option, that parents are not required to send their children to school, and thus are not required to vaccinate their children. So freedom reigns. But then one can also say that, strictly speaking, the income tax is voluntary, since it's up to us whether or not we bring in any income. One wonders if Mr Paul would agree. In any event, I would suggest that the vaccination rate that has, until recently, sufficed to keep the measles at bay, is not well described as the the result of "resorting to freedom". It is the result of a series of nudges which, depending on the state, are more or less coercive. Moreover, it is clear that the states in which group immunity is breaking down are those that are closest to "resorting to freedom"; the least voluntary regimes have most effectively secured this vital public good.

That said, if disallowing religious and philosophical exemptions is not strictly necessary in order to keep immunisation rates at the needed level, then they ought to allowed. And if opting out in California and elsewhere has produced a health-imperiling plague of free-riding, then the freedom to not vaccinate needs to be made a little less free. Mr Paul's remarks obscure the real and subtle dynamics of the issue by running it through an intellectual framework that sees children as property and freedom as binary, and which struggles to acknowledge the role of the state in securing public goods.

