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Here below is the table of contents and the Preface of a new book I am working on concerning a 

new American liberalism, aimed at an educated but non-economist audience.  Some of the 

points I want to make in the session today are contained in it. 

 But here to begin with are a few supplementary points. 

The Corruption of the Word 

 "Liberal" is of course from Latin liber, free.   In a hierarchical society, such as all big societies 

before 1800, it was used to describe the generous free spending of the rich.  It came to mean in 

the eighteenth century in English Adam Smith's "liberal plan of equality, liberty, and justice" 

(Smith 1776, vii.9.3)  As I explain in the Preface below, what Americans now call "liberalism" in 

in fact a version of statism run by an elite, not Smith's plan. 

 

Economics in its theory was until 1848 or so increasingly "liberal" in Smith's definition: 

The Rise and Fall of Liberal Economics 

Down to 1848 the new field of political economy was gradually coming to understand 

the system of market-tested betterment (lamentably called by its enemies “capitalism”).  After 

1848, however, more and more of the economists, as they increasingly called themselves, came 

gradually to misunderstand it.  Indeed, the political left and the middle came to treat the 

theories of market-tested betterment with angry contempt, such as Thorstein Veblen’s blast 

against English economics, with its allegedly necessary assumption of the “hedonistic 

conception of man . . . of a lightning calculator of pleasures and pains, who oscillates like a 

homogeneous globule of desire of happiness under the impulse of stimuli.”  “Imperfections” in 

the market took center stage in economics, and the understanding that had developed during 

the Rise was at best forgotten, or at worst condemned as “capitalist” propaganda, so obviously 

false that no actual measurement of its falsity need be offered. 

The trouble we economists have had with the gradual Fall after 1848 is that seldom have 

the alleged imperfections of market-tested betterment been subject to measurement showing 

that they are important enough to abandon the approximations of supply and demand.  The 

alleged imperfections are theoretical, often thoughtfully and mathematically expressed.  That’s 

good.  Nothing is wrong with theorizing or mathematics.  We need more, not less, theorizing 

and mathematics in economics,.  But theories, whether mathematical or verbal, are not of course 
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proven facts, and to treat concepts without empirical content as facts is a mistake.  As Kant said, 

“thoughts without content are empty” (A51/B76).  

That is my main point: the Fall has not been justified scientifically.  The imperfections 

might, that is, turn out to be empty economic boxes.  We don’t know because we have not 

measured.  Most scientific justification depends on measurement.  The Fall has not.  It has 

depended on thoughts without content.  From the point of view of the sciences depending on 

measurement, such as geology or history, the course of economic science since 1848 has been 

strange. 

The crux in the retreat from understanding after 1848 was an ill-chosen piece of rhetoric, 

the locution “perfect competition.”  “Perfect” competition came to be seen by the left and then by 

the center and even some on the right as a unicorn.  Economists discovered more and more 

reasons, they thought, to doubt that such a beast existed, even approximately.  The word 

“approximately” here is crucial.  What a quantitative policy science like economics requires is 

adequate approximations, in which we know the degree of approximation.  That’s what other 

sciences do. 

The history of economics can therefore be divided into two parts.  Before 1848 was the 

education, stretching slowly from Aristotle, accelerating in the late 18th century and especially in 

the early 19th.  After 1848 came the re-education in “imperfections.”  Or some would say, as I 

would, the “de-education.”  The economist Joseph Persky’s splendid new book, The Political 

Economy of Progress: John Stuart Mill and Modern Radicalism (2016) dates the turning point to 

Mill’s Principles of Political Economy (1st ed. 1848).  Persky argues persuasively that Mill embodies 

the triumph of laissez faire, yet also the beginning of the theoretical criticisms of its 

imperfections.  Persky celebrates the criticisms.  Like another brilliant colleague of mine at the 

University of Illinois at Chicago studying such matters—the philosopher Samuel Fleischacker 

writing on the Blessed Smith—Persky writing on the Amiable Mill claims his man for the left.  

My colleagues on the left are correct.  Smith was an original egalitarian, advocating what he 

called “the liberal plan of equality, liberty and justice” (Smith 1776, vii.9.3).  That is, Mill was, as 

Smith was an original liberal, advocating laissez faire.  Yet Mill was also an original socialist, 

advocating intervention to repair a growing list of imagined but unmeasured imperfections.  He 

was simultaneously the peak of the Rise of laissez faire and the beginning of its long Fall.   

 

The Social Obstacles to Reform in an Illiberal Science 

 Economics has for a long time had illiberal scientific practices.  It is hierarchical, with 

barons freezing out contrary voices, and elevating each other to Nobel prizes, and the graduate 

students (as on the hideous Job Rumors blog) enthusiastically worshipping Their Man and 

assaulting The Enemy.  Robert Heilbroner was once asked what he thought of the Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, on the board of which he served.  He replied in effect, "It's fine.  All it 

lacks are economic perspectives." 

 My impression is that fields like physics and mathematics in which being "smart" (in 

British English, "clever") is valued over actual knowledge have a similar illiberality and 

hierarchy.  Other fields I am more or less familiar with--history, literary studies, sociology, 

classics, anthropology, communication studies, philosophy--do not seem to have the 
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hierarchical, entry-blockaded characteristic that economics and physics and mathematics has.  

(True, many of these have instead a much worse disability, namely, an embarrassing level of 

political uniformity, deeply illiberal in its own fashion.)   

 

and then: 
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Preface 

 

I offer up some essays written from the early 1990s to the present making the case for a 
new American libertarianism.   

Outside the United States what I have in mind is still called “liberalism,” and that's the 
word I'll mainly use here.  The economist Daniel Klein calls it "Liberalism 1.0," or, channeling C. 
S. Lewis' book Mere Christianity, on the minimum commitments of faith, "mere Liberalism."  It 
is, as the Blessed Adam Smith expressed it, "the liberal plan of equality, liberty, and justice."  
The first of Smith's triad is equality in social standing.  The second—equal liberty—is the 
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economic right, equal to anyone else, to open a grocery store when you want.  The third, justice, 
is equality before the civil and criminal law.  The theme, you see, is equality.  In its developed 
form "liberalism," suitable to a free person, means no ranks.  No pushing around.  No racism.  
No dominance of women by men.  Maximum liberty to pursue your projects consistent with 
other people's projects.  It's the best version of being an American.  Or a human. 

By the late nineteenth century in the United Kingdom and the United States, though not 
elsewhere, the Fabians and the Progressives had taken over the word "liberal," redefining it as 
slow socialism, and a reign of pushing around—a higher and higher share of national income 
spent by the government, a higher and higher share transferred to favored people, more 
regulation imposed on more people, more protection offered to this or that group, more 
indignant seizing of what the High Liberals imagined to be the ethical high ground.  “Our 
motives are pure,” they have been saying since around 1900.  “Our policies are designed to help 
the pathetic, childlike poor.  You non-‘liberals’ must hate them.  Why should we listen to evil 
people?”  

As the great (American-definition) liberal Lionel Trilling wrote in 1950, the danger is 
that “we who are liberal and progressive know that the poor are our equals in every sense 
except that of being equal to us."  And in another essay, also quoted by the professor of English 
James Seaton in his own far-reaching book in 1996, Trilling wrote that “we must be aware of the 
dangers that lie in our most generous wishes,” because “when once we have made our fellow 
men the object of our enlightened interest [we] go on to make them the objects of our pity, then 
of our wisdom, ultimately of our coercion.”1  Every nurse or mother knows the danger.  And 
when she is a lover for the beloved’s own sake, she fends it off. 

Very kindly, the progressives left the word “libertarianism” for the mere liberals 1.0 who 
followed  in the steps of Adam Smith and John Stuart Mill, such as Milton Friedman all his life, 
Robert Nozick in his early middle age, and I in my maturity.  My father was an eminent 
political scientist, a New-Deal Democrat drifting rightward, and I remember him around 1960 
using “libertarian” as a term of contempt.  For a long time it kept me from taking humane 
liberalism seriously.  Age 16 or 17, I was a Joan-Baez socialist, singing the labor songs.  I dreamt 
I saw Joe Hill.  Then in college, to help the poor--which remains my sole objective, and that of 
all humane liberals--I majored in economics and became a standard-issue Keynesian.  One of us 
three roommates, an electrical engineer, used to read Ludwig von Mises’ Human Action (1949) in 
breaks from working on second order differential equations.  The other roommate and I, both 
leaning left, both studying economic à la Harvard College c. 1962, scorned the engineer's non-
orthodox and "rightwing" economics, and favored instead Keynes and Samuelson.  Yet the 
engineer probably learned more real economics from Mises during work breaks than the two of 
us learned in three years majoring in the field.   

Early in graduate school I became a social engineer, eager to join the other elite 
economists, except from the University of Chicago, in fine tuning the economy down in 
Washington.  But then it started to dawn on me what exactly the core of economics—see Human 
Action—was actually saying.  It was not saying, as again Smith put it, that one "can arrange the 
different members of a great society with as much ease as the hand arranges the different pieces 

                                                           
1.  Seaton 1996, p. 35, which alerted me to Trilling’s worry.  The references are to Trilling’s essay 

on Henry James, “Princess Casamassima,” and “Manners, Morals, and the Novel,” both in 
Trilling 1950. 
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upon a chess-board."  By the time in 1968 I got my first academic job, at that same University of 
Chicago, a version of humane liberalism was starting to make sense.  Chicago was still then 
notorious at Harvard for being “conservative."  Five years earlier, in the fall of 1963, as a 
Keynesian leftie applying to graduate programs in economics, I had not even considered 
applying to Chicago's large program.  Yet ten years later I was its director.   Oy.  As the Dutch 
say, "Van het concert des lebens krijgt niemand een program," in the concert of life no one gets a 
program.  My life exactly. 

So by the late 1960s I was a Chicago-School economist, and in the uses of supply and 
demand I remain one to this day.  My earliest big paper in economic history, entitled “Did 
Victorian Britain Fail?” (1970) was an early “supply side” rejection of Keynesian, demand-side 
arguments for the long run.  Paul Krugman might want to have a look at it.  Another paper a 
few years later, “New Perspectives on the Old Poor Law” (1973), distinguished the bad effects 
arising from fiddling with the wage bargain (as the minimum wage does) from the good effects 
of giving cash subsidies to the poor to bring them up to a respectable standard (what the left 
and right in economics have called since the 1950s the “negative income tax”).  Robert Reich 
might want to have a look at it. 

The essence is much smaller government, which is a highly practical object--achievable 
in parts whether or not an ideal is attained.  Cut, for example, the multiple levels of government 
in Illinois.  Kill off the vast programs of corporate welfare.  Sell off "public" assets such as roads 
that can in the age of electronic transponders be run better by private enterprise.  Implement the 
notion in Catholic social thought of "subsidiarity," that is, pushing responsibilities down to  he 
lowest level of government that can handle them properly.  Give the poor cash subsidies, and 
quit worrying about them spending it on booze.   

Beyond the government protecting us from force or fraud, and protecting us from 
violations of basic civil rights such as voting, the government should leave off giving economic 
“protection."  Such "protection" is, like the usage under the Mafia, regularly corrupted for the 
benefit of the rich, and violates the equal liberty of others to compete with you in offering good 
deals to consumers.  Protection puts a drag on progress, because it prevents people with new 
ideas from competing for our business.  Postal inspectors in trench coats go around at 
Christmas putting the arm on little children distributing Christmas cards in their own 
neighborhoods free.  And would we want "protection" in science, or music, or cuisine?   As 
actually implemented—contrary to imaginings on the blackboard or at the lectern—economic 
protection hurts the helpless more often than it helps them.  Job protections, for example, have 
created worldwide a large class of unemployed young people  

Yet helping people in a crisis, in the form of money to be spent in unprotected markets, 
is very much in order.  Libertarians have a reputation for being uncharitable.  It's not so 
factually, but anyway a lack of concern for others is not at all implied by true liberalism.  Ayn 
Rand had here a bad effect, with her masculinist doctrine of selfishness, and her uniformly male 
and self-absorbed heroes.  Senator Rand Paul in his run for the Republican presidential 
nomination in 2016 got far fewer votes from women than from men.  Yet in truth his policies of 
stopping the drug war on Black families, and stopping the body bags from foreign wars, among 
others, were the most family-friendly.  And as for charity, Dr. Paul regularly contributes his 
skills as an eye surgeon to do operations in poor countries.  In aid of true liberalism, I suggest 
humanely, he should change his first name to, say, George. 
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Mainly let people create a growing economy.  The government choosing winners for 
growth seldom works.  Why would it, actually?  Why would someone high up in the 
government, supposing they are motivated ethically in the first place, know better than people 
out in the market what would be a good idea to do?  Subsidiarity again.  "Internal 
improvements" in the United States in the nineteenth century, for example, were mostly 
wretched ideas (Ohio canals in the 1830s) and mostly corrupted into favors for the few (ditto).  
In 2009 Ken Burns developed a soaring PBS series on the national-park movement, from the 
mid-nineteenth century to the present, subtitled "America's Best Idea."  It stopped selling 
government land to the public, which had been Federal policy since the Northwest Ordinance, 
and kept large swathes, especially in the West, for ranchers and miners to pay below-market 
rentals, and, in lesser acreage in spots of natural beauty, for the benefit and enjoyment of the 
tiny minority of Americans with the time and money to get to them.  America's best idea? 

Worry not at all about inequality if it is achieved by smart betterment.  It dissipates by 
entry and by generations.  How many rich Carnegies do you know of?  Gloria Vanderbilt made 
her own money, and her son Anderson Cooper of CNN did, too.  But do worry about inequality 
a lot if it is achieved by using the government to get favors, which is what a large government, 
worth capturing, is mainly used for.  How many Huey and Earl and other Longs have 
dominated Louisiana politics?  Observe that such corruption is ancient.  Political candidates in 
the Roman Republic bought votes.  There is nothing new or unusual about politicians and 
businesses and billionaires going to Congress for special treatment.  Mark Twain said "It could 
probably be shown by facts and figures that there is no distinctly American criminal class 
except Congress."   

Understand that the greatest challenges facing humankind are not inequality or climate 
or terrorism.  The greatest challenges are poverty and tyranny.  Eliminate poverty with liberal 
economic growth, as is shown by China and India and by the pioneering instances back to the 
Netherlands in the seventeenth, and you get equality of real comfort, the marshalling of 
engineers to control global warming, a cultural enrichment beyond anything seen before, and 
the end of terrorism and the fall of tyrants.  Keep on with slow or fast socialist poverty-
producing policies, as for example military socialism in most of the Middle East, and you will 
get none of them. 

I have revised the essays to clear out repetitions, unless they are good repetitions.  And 
in order to make consecutive reading less disorienting I’ve arranged the essays into a 
moderately coherent argument.  But I’m not trying to fool you into thinking that the book was 
through-written.  It wasn't.  The trilogy The Bourgeois Era [2006, 2010, 2016] was, as was the 
book Art Carden and I wrote [2017] as a popular and business-oriented version of the trilogy.  
But the present book is a collection.  My historical and political ideas about liberalism, 
developing over the past two decades, have found varied expression.  Consequently the prose is 
not uniform in tone, though I’ve edited it here and there to approach uniformity.   

The essays are “occasional,” that is, occasioned by this or that invitation to sound off.  
They range from popular journalism, in such similar outlets as The New York Times and The New 
York Post, to academic pieces defending what I regard as the foundations of a free society.  In 
other words, each essay has its own little arc of argument, and often its own style, about 
political philosophy, or gay rights, or economic history, or economic growth, or Michael Sandel, 
or Thomas Piketty.  I provide a sentence or two at the beginning of each chapter for imagining 
the occasion.   
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Disparate though they are, they point to a single theme, essentially the rediscovery of 
the liberal ideas of the eighteenth century (so original am I), ideas which have been partially 
implemented since 1776.  And the essays exhibit my realization, which arrived in 2005 or so, 
that the implementation explains many good features of the modern world—especially the 
successes of the economic world.   

I try to be fair.  Above all I try not to write only to the already converted, preaching to 
the choir.  My motto was articulated in 1983 by the philosopher and anthropologist Amélie 
Oksenberg Rorty.  What is crucial is “our ability to engage in continuous conversation, testing 
one another, discovering our hidden presuppositions, changing our minds because we have 
listened to the voices of our fellows.  Lunatics also change their minds, but their minds change 
with the tides of the moon and not because they have listened, really listened, to their friends’ 
questions and objections” (Rorty 1983, p, 562). 

It is a lofty standard, which I apologize for not always attaining.  But I hope we agree 
that it is a standard we should aim for, as against sneering and dogmatism and party passion 
and Russian disinformation campaigns.  I am earnestly trying to convert you to a humane 
liberalism, which I believe you harbor anyway.  Yet I try to listen, really listen, to your questions 
and objections.  To that end I include interviews by journalists, to give voice to the well-
intentioned but often illiberal objections you might imagine you have to a free society.   

You will judge my degree of success.  If I’ve succeeded you will come away from the 
book a tiny bit less confident in your progressivism or your conservatism or even your amiable 
middle-of-the-road-ism.  You will be less confident that “capitalism” or the Enlightenment is 
The Enemy, or that liberty can be Taken Too Far, or that government regulations, prohibitions, 
protections, programs are usually innocent exercises by wise bureaucrats to better the lives of 
Americans. 

 


