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1 Murray Rothbard’s Anatomy of the State is
a highly influential work that lays bare Roth-
bard’s radical critique of the state as a funda-
mentally parasitic institution. In this concise
essay, Rothbard analyzes the state as a coer-
cive entity that thrives at the expense of the
individuals it claims to protect. His argument,
grounded in libertarian thought, attacks the
very foundation of modern government, reject-
ing the state’s role in society as inherently un-
just and exploitative.

Key Ideas and Arguments

1. Definition and Nature of the State:

Rothbard begins by defining the state as an institution that possesses a
monopoly on the use of violence within a particular geographic area. However,
unlike private individuals or businesses, the state gains its power not through
voluntary transactions or mutual agreements, but through coercion. According
to Rothbard, the state exists by violating the rights of individuals through
taxation and compulsory laws. This monopoly on force is what distinguishes
the state from any other institution.

2. The State as a Parasitic Entity:

One of Rothbard’s central claims is that the state is parasitic in nature,
surviving by extracting resources from productive individuals in the form of
taxation. He asserts that while private enterprises must satisfy consumers to
earn profit, the state forcibly takes wealth from individuals without offering
equivalent value in return. In Rothbard’s view, this makes the state an entity
that feeds off the productive labor of its citizens, while giving back little or
nothing of comparable worth.



3. The Myth of the Common Good:

Rothbard argues that the state masks its exploitation by claiming to act for
the “common good” or in the public interest. This, he contends, is a facade
used to justify state intervention and oppression. By appealing to ideals such
as national security, social welfare, or economic stability, the state convinces
people that its power is legitimate and necessary, even when it undermines
their individual liberties. Rothbard dismisses these justifications, seeing them
as manipulative rhetoric designed to protect and expand the state’s power.

4. Coercion and Violence:

A fundamental theme in Rothbard’s essay is that the state’s power is inher-
ently rooted in violence. He points out that the state enforces its laws, collects
taxes, and suppresses dissent through the threat of force. While governments
often try to portray themselves as benevolent protectors, Rothbard highlights
that the state ultimately relies on coercion to maintain its authority. Without
the use of force, he argues, the state would lose its ability to control and exploit
its citizens.

5. The Role of Intellectuals:

Rothbard also examines the symbiotic relationship between the state and
intellectuals. He argues that intellectuals, such as academics, journalists, and
opinion-makers, play a key role in legitimizing the state’s actions. In exchange
for prestige, influence, and material rewards, these intellectuals provide ideolog-
ical justifications for state power, shaping public opinion in favor of government
intervention. Rothbard suggests that without this intellectual support, the state
would struggle to maintain its hold over the population.

6. Critique of Democracy:

Rothbard does not spare democracy from criticism. He argues that demo-
cratic systems often create an illusion of consent and representation while, in
reality, they perpetuate the state’s exploitation. He points out that even in a
democracy, a small group of political elites—whether elected or appointed—
make decisions that affect the entire population. Moreover, Rothbard claims
that democracy legitimizes state actions by making it appear as though the
government represents the will of the people, when in fact it is controlled by
those in power.

7. State vs. Individual Liberty:

Central to Rothbard’s argument is the tension between the state and indi-
vidual liberty. He contends that the state, by its very nature, infringes upon
personal freedom. For Rothbard, the state is not a neutral institution that
balances competing interests, but rather an oppressive force that violates the
natural rights of individuals to life, liberty, and property. He calls for the rejec-
tion of state authority in favor of a system based on voluntary interactions and
market principles.

Rothbard’s Vision of Freedom

Rothbard concludes by calling for a society without a state, where voluntary
exchanges and free markets replace coercive government interventions. In such
a society, individuals would be free to associate, trade, and cooperate based
on mutual consent, without the heavy hand of the state imposing taxes, reg-



ulations, or laws. Rothbard’s vision is one of radical individual liberty, where
people govern themselves through peaceful, voluntary arrangements rather than
through coercive state power.

In Anatomy of the State, Rothbard presents a forceful and uncompromising
critique of the state, portraying it as an inherently exploitative and illegitimate
institution. His work continues to resonate with libertarians and critics of gov-
ernment power, offering a radical alternative to mainstream political thought.
Rothbard’s essay challenges readers to reconsider the role of the state in society
and to imagine a world where individual liberty is prioritized above all else.

2 In Law, Legislation, and Liberty, Friedrich Hayek
sharply distinguishes between law and legisla-
tion, highlighting how modern democracies of-
ten confuse the two concepts, leading to the
erosion of true law and the proliferation of ar-
bitrary legislation. Hayek argues that authen-
tic law arises from the customs, traditions, and
practices that evolve naturally within society,
and these norms are then recognized as bind-
ing by a legal order. In contrast, legislation is
created by political bodies and does not nec-
essarily respect these evolved norms, often in-
stead reflecting the interests of specific groups
or government agendas.

1. The Concept of Law vs. Legislation

Hayek defines law as a set of general principles that emerge spontaneously
over time and provide a stable framework for individual behavior. Such law is
universal, abstract, and applies equally to all individuals, guiding behavior with-
out dictating specific outcomes. Law, in Hayek’s view, is a kind of spontaneous
order, a system that exists independently of any one authority.

Legislation, on the other hand, is produced by political processes in legis-
latures and often does not reflect universal principles. Rather than emerging
organically, legislation is created with specific goals or interests in mind, aiming
to achieve outcomes that may benefit certain groups. This distinction between
law and legislation is critical to Hayek’s critique, as he views the overproduction
of legislation as undermining the rule of law.

2. The Dangers of Legislative Overreach



Hayek warns that modern democratic states risk replacing law with countless
new legislative acts, creating confusion and reducing the stability that genuine
law offers. When legislation becomes too complex or particular, it ceases to serve
as a guiding framework and instead becomes a tool for control and coercion.
This phenomenon can result in what Hayek calls the “lawlessness of modern
law,” where the sheer volume and specificity of legislation lead to unpredictable
and arbitrary governance.

This, according to Hayek, jeopardizes the predictability essential for a func-
tioning society. The more laws are made, the less freedom individuals have
to organize their lives according to general principles. Instead, they become
subject to the whims of legislative bodies, whose decisions may shift based on
political pressures rather than consistent, time-tested principles.

3. The Role of Judges and Customary Law

Hayek advocates for a legal system where judges play a critical role in in-
terpreting and enforcing the law based on precedent and customary principles,
rather than merely applying an endless stream of new statutes. In Law, Legis-
lation, and Liberty, he emphasizes that judges should discover and uphold laws
that are expressions of societal norms, rather than becoming mere executors of
legislative decrees. By aligning more closely with long-standing social customs
and moral rules, judges contribute to a legal system that respects the nature of
spontaneous order.

Hayek warns that when legislatures interfere too directly with this process,
they threaten the integrity of law. By imposing politically motivated legislation,
they disrupt the organic evolution of legal principles and push society toward
authoritarianism. The distinction is crucial because genuine law, for Hayek,
derives its legitimacy from tradition and societal consensus rather than the
fluctuating interests of politicians.

4. The Erosion of Individual Freedom

The replacement of genuine law with constant legislation, in Hayek’s view,
limits individual freedom. Since people can no longer rely on a stable legal
framework, they face unpredictable shifts in rules that constrain personal and
economic choices. Hayek contends that this trend encourages dependence on
the state, as individuals cannot rely on abstract, universal principles to guide
their actions. This leads to a centralized, top-down approach to governance that
Hayek sees as antithetical to a free society.

He illustrates that as legislators pursue more power, society drifts closer to
despotism, even under the guise of democratic processes. Hayek argues that
a liberal society must limit legislation to uphold general principles, thereby
ensuring that individuals can make choices free from undue interference.

5. Preserving Liberty through Limited Legislation

Hayek’s prescription for preserving liberty is to restrict the role of legisla-
tion to safeguarding individual rights and enforcing contracts. This limited role
ensures that the legal system remains an impartial framework for dispute res-
olution and social cooperation. He argues that rather than legislating societal
outcomes, the state should protect a system where individuals can achieve their
own aims within a stable, predictable legal framework.



In essence, Hayek’s Law, Legislation, and Liberty argues that the expansion
of legislative power at the expense of true law poses a profound threat to lib-
erty. True law, rooted in social norms and tradition, offers the stability and
predictability necessary for freedom, whereas unchecked legislation subjects so-
ciety to arbitrary power and diminishes individual autonomy. Hayek calls for
a return to principles-based law to prevent democracies from slipping toward
authoritarian control.

3 Friedrich Hayek was a prominent critic of ex-
pansive state power, particularly as it grew
in modern democracies. His critique of the
“big state” is rooted in his broader concerns
about individual freedom, economic efficiency,
and the risks of centralized planning. Hayek’s
insights focus on the inherent limitations of
governments in handling complex social and
economic issues, especially when democratic
institutions expand their reach into more as-
pects of private life and the market.

1. The Knowledge Problem

Hayek argued that no centralized authority could ever possess the dispersed
and tacit knowledge required to make efficient economic decisions. He believed
that market forces—rather than bureaucratic planning—allow individuals to
act on localized knowledge that no single planner could effectively harness. In
works like The Use of Knowledge in Society (1945), he explains that attempts
to centrally control economic resources disrupt the natural flow of information
provided by price signals, leading to inefficiency and misallocation of resources.
In a democracy, expanding state interventions risk ignoring or distorting these
valuable insights, which only individuals in the marketplace have access to.

2. The Road to Serfdom

In his seminal book, The Road to Serfdom (1944), Hayek warns that even
democracies can devolve into totalitarian systems if they continue to expand
state control over the economy. He asserts that increased government interven-
tion often starts with good intentions—such as social welfare or public health—
but these policies can lead to a loss of individual freedoms. The gradual erosion
of market autonomy can spiral into an authoritarian state as the government
takes more control to correct the inefficiencies it initially created. Hayek thus
cautions that the growth of state power in democracies carries inherent risks,
leading individuals down a “road to serfdom” as freedoms are sacrificed for sup-



posed stability.

3. Welfare State and Dependency

Hayek criticized the welfare state model for creating dependency on gov-
ernment support, which he believed undermines individual responsibility and
self-reliance. He saw this as a significant issue in modern democracies, where
the state’s promises of security and equality can lead citizens to expect gov-
ernment solutions for personal and economic challenges. This shift, he argued,
weakens civil society, as individuals no longer rely on community and family
support structures but instead depend on state-provided welfare. Hayek feared
that such dependency would dampen entrepreneurial spirit and reduce individ-
ual initiative, which he viewed as essential to a vibrant, free society.

4. Rule of Law vs. Arbitrary Power

Hayek argued that a government’s role should be limited to upholding the
rule of law, allowing individuals to make their own decisions within a predictable
framework. He was concerned that big governments, especially in democracies
with wide-reaching regulatory and welfare apparatuses, could blur the distinc-
tion between enforcing laws and imposing arbitrary regulations. He believed
that when the state assumes the role of both provider and regulator in so many
areas, it gains the potential to exercise arbitrary power, undermining the rule of
law and personal freedoms. In The Constitution of Liberty (1960), Hayek em-
phasizes that laws should apply equally to all, without enabling certain groups
or individuals to control others.

5. Democratic Drift Towards Total Control

Hayek noted that democracies are not immune to the drift toward centralized
control. He argued that political pressures often lead democratically elected
leaders to enact policies that favor short-term gains or specific interest groups,
even when these policies undermine long-term economic health and individual
freedoms. In democracies, the big state can become susceptible to populism and
pressure from vocal constituencies, leading to a cycle of increasing interventions,
regulations, and welfare programs that reinforce state power. This cycle often
sidelines market mechanisms, leading to inefficiencies and, paradoxically, less
freedom and prosperity.

6. Moral and Cultural Consequences

Hayek was also concerned about the moral implications of a large state.
He feared that expanding state control erodes individual moral responsibility.
When the government assumes roles in education, healthcare, and economic
welfare, individuals may feel less compelled to act responsibly or make ethical
choices, as they expect the state to handle societal problems. Hayek believed
this undermines the moral fabric of society and contributes to a passive citizenry
that relies on government solutions rather than fostering personal or community-
based initiatives.

7. Free Society as a Dynamic Order

Hayek viewed a free society as a dynamic and self-correcting system, where
individuals act within a spontaneous order that evolves naturally through vol-
untary exchanges and interactions. In this view, big state policies disrupt this
dynamic order by imposing top-down decisions that interfere with the organic



flow of knowledge and resources. He feared that when the state overreaches, it
hinders social and economic evolution, stifling innovation and adaptation essen-
tial to societal progress.

Summary

In sum, Hayek’s critique of big government in modern democracies focuses
on how centralized control undercuts individual freedom, disrupts the efficiency
of market systems, and creates a dependent citizenry. He posited that only a
limited government that respects the spontaneous order of markets and the rule
of law can preserve both liberty and prosperity. In today’s democracies, where
state involvement in economic and social matters is extensive, Hayek’s ideas
serve as a cautionary reminder of the risks inherent in relying too heavily on
governmental solutions to complex societal challenges.

4 In Law, Legislation, and Liberty, Hayek intro-
duces a series of institutional frameworks and
principles that aim to protect individual liberty
and the rule of law while limiting the power of
the state. His work presents a layered critique
of modern government, emphasizing the dan-
gers of overreach, especially within democratic
systems where unchecked power can lead to
“unlimited democracy” and an erosion of per-
sonal freedoms. Here’s a more detailed explo-
ration of Hayek’s main proposals and how they
reflect his nuanced approach to governance:

1. A Bicameral Legislature for Stability and Liberty

Hayek’s proposal for a bicameral legislative system is one of his most struc-
tured ideas, aimed at preventing the tyranny of the majority and ensuring sta-
bility through clearly defined roles:

e Legislative Assembly: Tasked with establishing general, abstract rules that
apply equally to all, this body does not engage in day-to-day policy-making.
Instead, it focuses on long-term laws that govern society fairly. This assembly
ensures that laws are not swayed by short-term political trends or populist
impulses.

e Governmental Assembly: This body enacts policies within the framework
of established laws. The separation of powers is meant to safeguard against
arbitrary power, protecting individual freedoms from overreach by ensuring that
laws are grounded in universal principles rather than being tailored to specific



interests.

Through this structure, Hayek attempts to create a stable yet adaptive sys-
tem that maintains consistency in the rule of law while still allowing for political
responsiveness. His goal is to keep lawmaking and policy implementation dis-
tinct, reducing the likelihood of impulsive laws that might violate fundamental
rights.

2. A Constitutional Framework for Limited Government

In his broader approach to constitutional design, Hayek advocates for a
fundamental legal framework that restricts government action:

e Fixed Legal Principles: Hayek calls for constitutional principles that ex-
plicitly limit the government’s power to interfere in the lives of individuals. For
example, the principles of property rights and freedom from coercion are viewed
as essential.

e Equality Before the Law: Hayek emphasizes that all individuals must
be treated equally under the law, rejecting policies that allow governments to
favor certain groups or individuals over others. This principle is foundational to
Hayek’s idea of a free society where laws apply universally and not selectively.

Hayek’s constitutional framework is intended to prevent the rise of what he
sees as “constructivist rationalism”—the belief that society can be designed or
engineered by top-down policies. Instead, by embedding certain core principles
in the constitution, Hayek aims to safeguard individual liberties from arbitrary
governmental encroachment.

3. Judicial Oversight and Independent Courts

For Hayek, an independent judiciary is essential for enforcing the rule of law
and protecting citizens from governmental abuses. His proposals include:

e Judicial Review: Hayek advocates for the judiciary’s power to review laws
and executive actions, ensuring that they conform to the established constitu-
tional principles.

e Specialized Councils: He proposes the establishment of judicial councils to
interpret the constitution and protect individuals from overreach by ensuring
laws adhere to fundamental principles of justice.

In a democracy, where legislative bodies can be susceptible to political
whims, judicial independence is seen as a critical counterbalance to protect
individual rights. Hayek’s judicial framework thus reinforces his commitment
to the rule of law, ensuring that even democratically elected officials remain
accountable to a higher, impartial standard.

4. The Concept of Law as General Rules, Not Directives

One of Hayek’s key arguments is that true laws are abstract, general rules
rather than prescriptive commands. He emphasizes the importance of distin-
guishing between laws—universal principles applicable to all—and legislation—
which can sometimes serve narrow interests:

e Abstract Rules: For Hayek, laws should serve as broad guidelines that facil-
itate individual freedom, not as tools for enforcing specific outcomes. He views
the transition from general laws to detailed, targeted legislation as dangerous
because it undermines spontaneity and individual autonomy.



e Predictability and Stability: Hayek asserts that abstract laws create a sta-
ble environment where individuals can make plans based on predictable rules. In
his view, this stability is crucial for economic and personal freedom, as it allows
individuals and businesses to operate without fear of arbitrary governmental
interference.

By focusing on general rules, Hayek aims to promote a legal order that
nurtures spontaneous order—a system where individuals’ actions naturally lead
to complex and productive social structures without centralized control.

5. The Social Safety Net and Minimal Welfare Provisions

Though critical of extensive welfare states, Hayek does allow for limited
welfare provisions under strict conditions:

e Minimal Social Safety Net: Hayek believes that society can provide a basic
level of support for those unable to support themselves, as long as this does not
impede economic freedoms or create dependency. For example, he supports
limited unemployment insurance or basic healthcare provisions.

e No Redistribution for Equality: Hayek emphasizes that welfare policies
should not aim at economic equality but rather focus on preventing absolute
poverty. He warns that excessive redistribution undermines individual respon-
sibility and erodes the incentives that drive productivity and innovation.

This selective welfare approach aligns with Hayek’s belief in voluntary, de-
centralized support systems, suggesting that societal support should empower
rather than control individuals.

6. The Idea of “Spontaneous Order”

Hayek’s work is grounded in the belief that social and economic order emerges
naturally from the interactions of free individuals rather than through central
planning:

e Spontaneous Order: Hayek contends that societies develop organically,
through voluntary cooperation and exchanges, rather than from imposed de-
signs. His concept of spontaneous order highlights that an interconnected so-
ciety does not require central oversight to function effectively. Instead, people
make decisions based on personal knowledge and local conditions, leading to a
dynamic, adaptive society.

e Limiting Constructivist Rationalism: Hayek’s critique of constructivist
rationalism centers on the impossibility of central planners having sufficient
knowledge to control complex societies. He argues that the knowledge needed
to guide a society is decentralized among individuals, which makes centralized
planning inherently flawed and often counterproductive.

By advocating for a society grounded in spontaneous order, Hayek makes
the case for decentralization, where individuals, not government planners, are
the primary drivers of societal progress.

7. Decentralization and Local Governance

In his broader vision, Hayek sees decentralization as a safeguard for freedom
and accountability:

e Local Decision-Making: He advocates for decentralized governance, with
local governments playing a more significant role in decision-making than na-
tional authorities. This allows for diversity in governance styles and closer



accountability between citizens and their representatives.

e Competition Among Jurisdictions: Hayek argues that competition between
jurisdictions fosters innovation and efficiency. Just as competition drives quality
in markets, competing local governments can improve governance by allowing
citizens to “vote with their feet.”

Decentralization aligns with Hayek’s belief that smaller units are more adapt-
able, transparent, and resistant to corruption than large, centralized govern-
ments.

8. Cultural Evolution and Institutional Development

Finally, Hayek emphasizes that a society’s institutions evolve over time as a
result of cultural learning and adaptation:

e Institutions as Products of Evolution: Rather than being imposed, insti-
tutions should emerge naturally through societal interactions and experiences.
Hayek argues that traditions and moral codes, while not designed by any single
authority, are essential in guiding behavior in a free society.

e The Role of Tradition: For Hayek, traditions and cultural norms are es-
sential, providing a framework for the rules that govern society. He asserts that
these norms, though imperfect, are time-tested and should not be discarded
hastily by policy-makers seeking rapid change.

Hayek’s belief in the evolutionary nature of institutions underscores his skep-
ticism of top-down reforms, suggesting that organic societal evolution is more
effective at achieving stable and just governance.

In Law, Legislation, and Liberty, Hayek crafts a vision of a society based on
individual freedom, general rules, and decentralized governance, believing that
such a framework can best preserve the principles of liberty and limit the power
of the state. Through institutional design, he aims to foster a society where
personal autonomy is safeguarded, and the rule of law prevails over political
expediency.
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5 Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom (1962)

and Free to Choose (1980) are foundational
works that critique government overreach and
make the case for minimal state intervention
in economic and individual affairs. In these
works, Friedman argues that excessive govern-
ment control disrupts the efficient functioning
of free markets, stifles individual freedom, and
often exacerbates rather than resolves societal
issues. Below are some of the key arguments
he presents against the “big state.”

1. Government as an Inefficient Problem-Solver

In Capitalism and Freedom, Friedman argues that government intervention
often worsens problems rather than solving them. He suggests that markets are
typically more effective at managing resources and meeting consumer needs than
any government institution could be. For instance, when the state intervenes
in markets with price controls, tariffs, or subsidies, it distorts prices, leading to
inefficiencies, shortages, and reduced incentives for innovation and efficiency.

Friedman famously states, “Government solutions to problems are usually
as bad as the problem and very often make the problem worse.” His argument
is grounded in the belief that individuals, rather than centralized authorities,
make better economic decisions because they act based on their knowledge,
preferences, and incentives.

2. The Erosion of Individual Freedom

Both Capitalism and Freedom and Free to Choose emphasize that govern-
ment control encroaches upon individual liberty. For Friedman, economic free-
dom is deeply connected to personal freedom; when governments control the
economy, they also control aspects of individual lives. He points out that poli-
cies like extensive taxation, social welfare programs, and restrictive regulations
reduce personal choice and autonomy. This perspective is famously summed up
in his statement: “A society that puts equality before freedom will get neither.
A society that puts freedom before equality will get a high degree of both.”

In Free to Choose, Friedman critiques big government’s tendency to grow by
extending controls into areas of personal choice, such as education, healthcare,
and retirement planning, arguing that these are best managed by individuals
who know their needs best.

3. Public Choice Theory and Government Self-Interest

Friedman also aligns with public choice theory, which suggests that govern-
ment officials and politicians act out of self-interest, much like individuals in the
market. Unlike market participants, however, government officials do not bear
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the costs of their decisions, which are instead imposed on the public. Friedman
warns that this misalignment of incentives leads to bloated bureaucracies, in-
effective programs, and the pursuit of policies that may benefit politicians or
special interest groups but harm the general public.

4. Education and the Voucher System

In both books, Friedman uses education as a case study to illustrate how
government monopolies create inefficiency. He advocates for a voucher sys-
tem to promote competition among schools, arguing that choice drives quality
and efficiency. According to Friedman, education should not be a government
monopoly; rather, giving parents control over where to send their children would
create incentives for schools to improve.

5. Social Welfare and Dependency

Free to Choose takes aim at welfare programs, which Friedman argues cre-
ate dependency and reduce work incentives. He criticizes programs like Social
Security and unemployment benefits, which he believes discourage saving and
self-reliance. Instead, Friedman advocates for solutions like the negative income
tax—a program that would give direct cash assistance to those below a certain
income level, thus providing a safety net without the administrative burden and
inefficiencies of welfare bureaucracies.

6. Inflation as a Government-Caused Problem

In both works, Friedman contends that inflation is primarily caused by
government mismanagement of the money supply, particularly through central
banks like the Federal Reserve. His famous assertion that “inflation is always
and everywhere a monetary phenomenon” highlights his belief that the state’s
control over currency often leads to irresponsible monetary policy, which harms
the economy.

7. Free Markets as a Moral Good

At the heart of Friedman’s work is the belief that free markets promote
voluntary cooperation and individual responsibility, which he views as morally
superior to coercive government intervention. For him, the ability of individuals
to freely make choices and engage in transactions is essential for a thriving
and prosperous society. Friedman argues that a capitalist economy maximizes
freedom and that this freedom naturally extends to political and social spheres,
making free-market capitalism the foundation of a free society.

Through his critiques, Friedman established himself as a prominent advocate
for limited government, free markets, and personal responsibility. His works
suggest that the role of government should be confined to maintaining the rule
of law, protecting property rights, and allowing individuals to exercise their
freedom without excessive state interference.
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6 Milton Friedman’s article “Government is the
Problem,” which he presented in 1991 at the
Second Annual Walter Wriston Lecture, argues
that government intervention often hinders rather
than helps society, particularly by limiting in-
dividual freedoms, increasing inefficiency, and
misallocating resources. The paper builds on
themes from Capitalism and Freedom and Free
to Choose, emphasizing that government inter-
vention typically does more harm than good in
both economic and social spheres.

Key Arguments

1. Inefficiency of Government Programs:

Friedman argues that government programs tend to be inefficient because
they lack the profit motive that drives accountability in the private sector. Un-
like businesses, government agencies operate with minimal incentive to improve
services, leading to waste and bureaucratic stagnation. For example, he points
out how public education, a heavily government-regulated sector, often fails to
meet the same standards of efficiency and quality as private education.

2. Loss of Individual Freedom:

According to Friedman, government intervention infringes on individual free-
dom by imposing regulations that limit personal choice. He argues that when
governments interfere in areas such as healthcare, education, and welfare, they
erode citizens’ ability to make independent decisions. Friedman contends that
individuals, not the state, know what is best for their lives, and government
involvement diminishes personal autonomy.

3. Economic Distortion:

Friedman criticizes government intervention in the economy, claiming it dis-
rupts the natural efficiency of markets. For instance, he points to policies like
minimum wage laws and rent controls, which he argues create market distor-
tions, such as increased unemployment or housing shortages, rather than achiev-
ing their intended social benefits.

4. The Rise of Dependency:

A recurring theme in Friedman’s work is that welfare programs foster de-
pendency rather than self-reliance. In “Government is the Problem,” he argues
that extensive welfare programs disincentivize work and encourage dependency
on the state. Friedman proposes a more streamlined approach, such as a neg-
ative income tax, which provides support to those in need without creating
dependency.

5. Inflation and Monetary Policy:
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Friedman also discusses how government mismanagement, particularly through
central banks, has led to inflation. His famous assertion that “inflation is always
and everywhere a monetary phenomenon” underpins his criticism of the gov-
ernment’s role in currency control. He argues that rather than stabilizing the
economy, government policies often introduce instability and lead to economic
downturns.

6. Government vs. Free Market Solutions:

Throughout the paper, Friedman highlights instances where free-market so-
lutions outperform government intervention. He believes that markets naturally
adjust to meet the needs of society, while government interventions often lead to
unintended negative consequences. For instance, he argues that allowing com-
petition in sectors like healthcare and education could lead to higher quality
and lower costs, unlike the often inefficient government-run systems.

Conclusion: Less Government for Greater Freedom

Friedman concludes that limiting government intervention would allow indi-
viduals and private enterprises to thrive. He advocates for a minimalist state,
one that ensures basic public services, like the rule of law and national defense,
but refrains from controlling markets or infringing on personal freedoms. He
sees government as inherently flawed in its capacity to manage society effec-
tively, asserting, “The government solution to a problem is usually as bad as the
problem and very often makes the problem worse.”

“Government is the Problem” encapsulates Friedman’s belief in personal re-
sponsibility, minimal state intervention, and the efficiency of free markets. He
sees these principles as essential for a prosperous and free society. This essay
remains a touchstone for critiques of big government, inspiring advocates for
free-market economics and limited government intervention worldwide.
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7 In A Short History of Man: Progress and De-
cline, Hans-Hermann Hoppe presents a revi-
sionist interpretation of human history through
a libertarian lens, emphasizing the pivotal role
of private property, the perils of state power,
and the natural evolution of society from de-
centralized, self-governing communities to the
centralized, welfare-driven democracies of to-
day. Hoppe’s analysis dives into the societal
transitions that have defined human progress
and regress, using praxeology (the study of hu-
man action) to underpin his arguments. The
book covers key historical shifts, each dissected
through Hoppe’s framework of private owner-
ship and voluntary association as the ultimate
drivers of civilization.

1. The Evolution from Primitive to Civilized Societies

Hoppe begins by tracing the origins of human societies from primitive hunter-
gatherer tribes to organized agricultural communities. He emphasizes that the
transition to agriculture marked the beginning of private ownership, as individ-
uals started to claim and cultivate land for their own use, sparking increased
productivity and stability. This shift allowed for a higher population density, di-
vision of labor, and the development of social institutions, which were essential
to human advancement. Hoppe posits that without the establishment of prop-
erty rights, the leap from subsistence-based living to a structured, cooperative
society would have been impossible.

2. Private Property as the Cornerstone of Progress

A central thesis in Hoppe’s work is that property rights are essential for
social order, economic prosperity, and peaceful cooperation. Hoppe argues that
only through the protection of private property can individuals act responsibly
and accumulate wealth. He contends that societies that protected private prop-
erty rights experienced substantial growth, while those without such protections
stagnated. Private ownership encourages responsibility and provides the secu-
rity needed for long-term planning and investment, enabling a foundation for a
thriving economy and culture.

3. Malthusian Societies and the Industrial Transition

Hoppe delves into the historical limitations of subsistence economies, describ-
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ing how pre-industrial societies operated under Malthusian constraints where
resources were scarce, limiting population growth and wealth accumulation. He
argues that the transition to an industrial society broke these constraints by
enabling exponential increases in productivity through technological advance-
ments. This leap was fueled, he claims, by secure property rights and individual
enterprise, allowing the wealth and population growth we associate with indus-
trialized nations today.

4. The Downfall of Aristocracy and Rise of Democracy

Hoppe’s unconventional take on government types argues that the rise of
democracy, often celebrated as a progressive achievement, has had damaging
effects on personal freedom and economic prosperity. He contrasts democracy
unfavorably with monarchy, suggesting that monarchy at least offers a more pre-
dictable and stable form of government. Monarchs, he argues, have a long-term
vested interest in their territory and its prosperity, often acting more responsi-
bly with resources than democratic leaders, who face incentives to redistribute
wealth and cater to short-term interests. While acknowledging the faults of
monarchy, Hoppe believes that it is less intrusive than modern democratic wel-
fare states, which prioritize majority interests at the expense of individual rights.

5. Democratic Welfare States and Moral Decay

The modern welfare state, according to Hoppe, leads to a “moral decay”
by encouraging dependency on government support and undermining the social
fabric that previously encouraged self-reliance and community cooperation. He
contends that the welfare state removes personal accountability by replacing vol-
untary charity and familial support with forced redistribution through taxation.
Hoppe argues that this dynamic degrades the incentives that once drove eco-
nomic productivity and responsible behavior, producing a society where people
rely on the state rather than on their efforts and networks.

6. Critique of State Power and Centralized Authority

Hoppe views the growth of centralized state power as a deviation from the
natural, decentralized organization that characterized early societies. He ar-
gues that the state, by assuming control over resources and decisions, stifles hu-
man ingenuity, creates inefficiencies, and suppresses individual freedoms. Hoppe
traces how centralized governments gradually amassed power over time, transi-
tioning from limited monarchies to the overreaching bureaucratic democracies
of today. He points out that this expansion of state authority often occurs under
the guise of “public good” but serves to further entrench state control and erode
individual autonomy.

7. Secession and Decentralization as Pathways to Freedom

For Hoppe, the solution to the problems caused by centralized authority
lies in decentralization and secession. He advocates for smaller, autonomous
communities where individuals and families can govern themselves with mini-
mal interference. Hoppe believes that secession—splitting from larger political
bodies—could counteract the overreach of modern states, returning to a model
where communities operate based on voluntary cooperation rather than coer-
cion. He envisions a system of local governance that prioritizes the interests of
its members without the burden of maintaining vast state bureaucracies.
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8. Rejection of Social Democracy and Redistribution

Hoppe criticizes social democracy, which he sees as a system of forced re-
distribution that undermines the principle of private property. He argues that
social democracy relies on wealth confiscation and the assumption that govern-
ment knows best how to allocate resources. Hoppe views this as a flawed and
ultimately destructive ideology, one that leads to economic inefficiency, moral
decay, and social division. Instead, he advocates for a return to laissez-faire eco-
nomics, where individuals are free to exchange and accumulate wealth without
state interference.

9. Economic and Moral Implications of Property Rights Violations

Hoppe contends that by violating property rights through taxation and re-
distribution, democratic welfare states erode the moral foundations of society.
He argues that when governments infringe upon individual property rights, they
promote envy, entitlement, and resentment among the populace. This, in turn,
leads to social fragmentation, as people begin to see one another as competitors
for government resources rather than as partners in voluntary exchange. Hoppe
sees this erosion of social trust as one of the most harmful effects of modern
state power.

10. Hoppe’s Vision for a Free Society

Ultimately, Hoppe presents a vision of society based on strict adherence
to private property rights, voluntary exchange, and minimal government in-
tervention. He calls for a society where individuals can exercise their freedom
without interference from state authorities and where communities can organize
organically to address collective needs. He envisions a future where secession,
decentralization, and adherence to natural property rights foster a stable, pros-
perous, and morally sound social order. For Hoppe, the path to genuine human
flourishing lies in removing the state’s coercive power and allowing a natural
order rooted in individual liberty to emerge.

In A Short History of Man: Progress and Decline, Hoppe combines history,
economics, and political philosophy to provide a radical critique of the modern
state. He challenges conventional narratives of human progress by arguing that
many of the institutions celebrated as democratic achievements have, in fact,
led to moral and economic decline. His libertarian vision prioritizes private
property, voluntary association, and decentralized governance as the pillars of
a prosperous society.
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8 In From Aristocracy to Monarchy to Democ-
racy: A Tale of Moral and Economic Folly and
Decay, Hans-Hermann Hoppe offers a thought-
provoking critique of the historical development
of governments. He presents a counter-narrative
to the traditional view of progress, suggesting
that, far from representing an evolution to-
ward greater freedom and justice, the move-
ment from aristocracy to monarchy to democ-
racy has led to a steady decline in the moral
and economic quality of governance.

Key Arguments:

1. The State as an Evil in All Forms: Hoppe begins by asserting that all
forms of state are inherently problematic and exploitative. The state, accord-
ing to him, is a coercive institution that subsists by extracting wealth from its
citizens through taxation and other means of control. While he does not advo-
cate for any form of government, Hoppe does argue that some forms of state,
specifically monarchies, are less harmful than others.

2. Monarchy vs. Democracy: One of the core arguments of the essay is that
monarchy, despite its many flaws, is a lesser evil compared to democracy. In a
monarchy, the ruler has a personal interest in maintaining the long-term stabil-
ity and wealth of the state because it is their personal property, to be passed
down to heirs. This aligns the monarch’s incentives with the preservation of
society’s wealth and resources. In contrast, democratic rulers—who are essen-
tially temporary caretakers—have an incentive to extract as much wealth and
power during their limited time in office, leading to corruption, short-termism,
and the expansion of the state.

3. Democracy as Moral and Economic Decay: Hoppe argues that the shift to
democracy marks the beginning of a decline in moral and economic standards.
Under democracy, politicians pander to the masses, often promising unsustain-
able benefits and engaging in populist policies that erode economic freedoms.
This leads to an expansion of the state, higher taxes, and more intrusive reg-
ulations, which together diminish personal liberties and economic efficiency.
Democracy, in Hoppe’s view, becomes a vehicle for the moral decay of society
as it institutionalizes envy, redistribution, and majoritarian tyranny.

4. The Growth of the Leviathan State: Hoppe links the rise of democracy
with the unchecked growth of the state. He suggests that under democratic
rule, the state inevitably expands its power and influence, becoming a bloated
leviathan that consumes ever more resources and constrains individual freedoms.
Hoppe critiques the idea that democracy is synonymous with freedom, arguing
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instead that it serves as a means for the state to legitimize and expand its
authority under the guise of popular rule.

5. Hope for Liberty through Secession and Decentralization: Hoppe con-
cludes his essay with a call for the dissolution of the centralized state. He argues
that liberty will not be achieved by returning to monarchy, nor by attempting
to reform democracy from within. Instead, the path to freedom lies in secession
and the decentralization of power. By breaking the state into smaller, more
manageable units, people can reclaim control over their own lives and reduce
the scope of government intervention.

Relevance and Impact:

Hoppe’s essay offers a radical critique of modern political systems, challeng-
ing the conventional wisdom that democracy represents the pinnacle of political
evolution. His arguments align with libertarian and anarcho-capitalist thought,
emphasizing individual liberty, property rights, and the dangers of state power.
Hoppe’s work has been influential in libertarian circles, particularly among those
who are skeptical of democratic governance and advocate for more decentralized,
voluntary forms of social organization.

The book serves as both a historical analysis and a philosophical treatise,
encouraging readers to question the underlying assumptions about government
and freedom. For those interested in political theory, Hoppe’s work provides
a thought-provoking counterpoint to the dominant narratives of democratic
progress.

9 In From Aristocracy to Monarchy to Democ-
racy, Hans-Hermann Hoppe offers a provoca-
tive historical and political analysis that chal-
lenges the conventional belief in the superior-
ity of democracy. Here’s a deeper dive into the
historical reasons and perspectives he provides:

1. Historical Development: Aristocracy to Monarchy

Hoppe begins by tracing the early forms of government, focusing on aris-
tocratic and monarchical structures. Aristocracies—typically systems where
power rested in the hands of a few noble families—dominated early human
history. These systems, though often marked by inequality and privilege, had
a long-term view of governance due to the nobility’s generational attachment
to power. As a transition from aristocracy, monarchy centralized power in the
hands of a single ruler who had a personal stake in preserving the wealth and re-
sources of the state. Hoppe argues that while monarchies are exploitative, their
rulers are motivated to maintain the long-term prosperity of the state since they
regard it as their personal property to be passed on to future generations.

2. The Shift to Democracy
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Hoppe highlights the shift from monarchy to democracy as an outcome of
various political revolutions, particularly in Europe and North America, from
the 18th to the 20th centuries. The rise of democracy was heralded as the
triumph of liberty and equality, a movement away from hereditary rule toward
a system where political power is vested in the people or their representatives.
However, Hoppe challenges the notion that democracy represented progress. In
his view, the move from monarchy to democracy didn’t diminish the power of
the state—it expanded it, allowing for greater control over citizens’ lives while
promoting short-termism, as politicians in democracies have incentives to act
for short-term gains rather than long-term stability.

3. Democracy as Economic and Moral Decline

Hoppe argues that democracy leads to moral and economic decay. In monar-
chies, rulers are often constrained by the need to preserve the state’s resources,
while in democracies, politicians are temporary caretakers who have no vested
interest in the long-term health of the state. As a result, democratic rulers
tend to increase public spending, taxation, and debt, often pursuing popular
policies that lead to the redistribution of wealth through taxation and welfare
systems. This leads to the “leviathan state”—a massive bureaucratic apparatus
that continues to grow, justified by popular mandate but ultimately detrimental
to individual freedom and economic health.

4. Democracy and the Rise of the Leviathan State

Historically, Hoppe connects the rise of democratic states with the expansion
of state power, particularly during the 19th and 20th centuries. He explains
that democracy, under the guise of equality and representation, creates a system
where special interest groups vie for political favors, leading to more government
interference in the economy. In monarchies, the personal wealth of the ruler is
tied to the prosperity of the state. However, in democracies, elected politicians
rely on taxation and debt to fund their programs, leading to bloated government
structures and inefficient resource allocation. Hoppe sees this trend as a move
toward a more intrusive and controlling state.

5. Secession and Decentralization as Solutions

In response to the problems of modern democratic states, Hoppe advocates
for decentralization and secession. Instead of reversing the historical trajectory
toward democracy, he calls for breaking down centralized states into smaller,
more autonomous units. Secession, for Hoppe, represents a pathway to greater
freedom, where communities can govern themselves and resist the overreach of
a centralized democratic state. He sees decentralization as a way to reduce
the power of the leviathan state and return to a system where individuals and
communities have more control over their own lives.

6. Critique of Progressivist Historical Narratives

Hoppe’s analysis runs counter to the commonly accepted view that the move
from aristocracy and monarchy to democracy was a sign of political progress.
He argues that democracy, far from expanding freedom, has led to greater state
control and economic mismanagement. His critique extends beyond democracy
itself to the very idea that governments can be designed to ensure equality and
freedom through central planning and popular participation. He views such
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attempts as inherently flawed, as they fail to account for the economic and
moral distortions caused by government interference in the market.

In essence, Hoppe’s From Aristocracy to Monarchy to Democracy is a radical
critique of democracy and a defense of decentralized, voluntary societies. He ar-
gues that the trajectory of Western political development—from aristocracy to
monarchy to democracy—has not brought about greater freedom or prosperity,
but rather has led to the growth of an oppressive state apparatus. His solu-
tion lies in a return to smaller, more decentralized forms of governance where
individual liberty and economic freedom can thrive.

10 Hans-Hermann Hoppe’s Democracy: The God
That Failed offers a thorough critique of mod-
ern democratic governance, and this critique
is grounded in his methodological approach
rooted in Austrian economics and libertar-
ian political philosophy. Here are detailed in-
sights into his arguments:

1. A Revisionist View of Governance

Hoppe’s book presents a radical departure from the commonly accepted nar-
rative of history, where the transition from monarchy to democracy is viewed
as political progress. He argues that, contrary to popular belief, democracy
does not lead to less government intervention or more freedom. Instead, Hoppe
contends that monarchy, despite its flaws, was a lesser evil than democracy.
In monarchies, the king or ruling family treated the state as personal property,
incentivizing them to manage it more carefully for long-term stability. Democra-
cies, on the other hand, promote short-term thinking, as elected officials, driven
by re-election incentives, tend to exploit state resources and expand government
power, leading to economic inefficiency and a loss of personal liberties.

2. Monarchy versus Democracy

Hoppe contrasts the incentives faced by monarchs with those faced by elected
officials in democratic systems. Monarchs, he argues, have a long-term interest
in the prosperity of the realm because they view it as a personal asset that can
be passed down through generations. This results in a lower time preference
(preference for immediate consumption over long-term prosperity), and monar-
chs tend to invest in the future of their domain. In contrast, democratic leaders,
who serve limited terms, have a higher time preference, encouraging them to
prioritize policies that yield short-term benefits at the expense of long-term sus-
tainability. This, according to Hoppe, leads to an expansion of the welfare state,
high public debt, and increased taxation.

3. Time Preference and Civilization

Time preference plays a central role in Hoppe’s analysis of democracy and
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monarchy. Lowering time preference is essential to the progress of civilization, as
it encourages saving, investment, and capital accumulation. Under a monarchy,
where the ruler has a long-term interest in preserving wealth and stability, time
preferences tend to be lower, leading to the accumulation of wealth and capital.
In democracies, higher time preferences among elected officials and the public
lead to economic policies that prioritize consumption over savings, leading to
lower investment in capital goods and a slower rate of economic progress.

Hoppe also links time preference to social and moral decay. He argues that
democracy encourages high time preference behavior, such as crime and im-
morality, because it fosters an environment of instant gratification and short-
term thinking. As democratic societies prioritize immediate consumption, social
cohesion and long-term planning deteriorate, leading to what Hoppe describes
as a breakdown of civilization.

4. The Growth of the Leviathan State

According to Hoppe, the democratic system inherently leads to the expan-
sion of state power and the rise of the so-called “Leviathan state.” In democra-
cies, political competition incentivizes politicians to promise more government
services, welfare programs, and public goods in order to gain votes. This dy-
namic leads to ever-increasing government spending and taxation, resulting in
a bloated state apparatus that encroaches on personal freedoms and economic
liberties.

Monarchies, in contrast, have a natural limit to state expansion because
the monarch’s resources are finite, and excessive taxation or expropriation risks
diminishing the kingdom’s wealth and alienating the populace. Democracies, on
the other hand, have no such natural limit because elected officials can simply
shift the burden of taxation and debt onto future generations. This expansion
of state power in democracies is, according to Hoppe, one of the primary reasons
why democracies are more prone to corruption and inefficiency than monarchies.

5. Natural Order and Private Property

Hoppe advocates for a “natural order” based on private property and volun-
tary cooperation as the ideal system of governance. In this system, all goods
and services, including law, defense, and security, would be provided by private
individuals and organizations in a competitive marketplace. Hoppe argues that
private property is the foundation of individual liberty and social cooperation,
and that a system based on voluntary exchange and private ownership would
be far superior to both monarchy and democracy.

He extends this idea to the production of defense and law, arguing that these
services should be provided by private insurance companies and security firms.
In Hoppe’s view, private entities competing in the marketplace would provide
better security and legal services than a state-run monopoly. He contends that
the existence of the state itself is inherently coercive and that only a stateless
society based on private property can truly safeguard individual freedom and
economic prosperity.

6. The Case for Secession and Decentralization

Hoppe sees secession and decentralization as the future of governance, espe-
cially in response to the failures of democracy. He argues that large, centralized
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nation-states are inherently inefficient and prone to corruption, while smaller,
decentralized regions or city-states would be better able to reflect the values
and preferences of their populations. Hoppe envisions a future in which large
democratic states, such as the United States and European Union, break apart
into smaller, autonomous regions that compete with one another in providing
public goods and services.

Hoppe believes that this process of decentralization and secession is already
underway, citing the growing movements for regional autonomy and indepen-
dence in various parts of the world. He argues that this trend will continue as
more people become disillusioned with the failures of democracy and seek alter-
native forms of governance that better align with their values and interests.

7. Moral and Cultural Decay in Democracy

Hoppe links the rise of democracy to moral and cultural decay, arguing
that the high time preferences encouraged by democratic governance lead to
the breakdown of social order and traditional values. In his view, democracies
promote short-term thinking and instant gratification, which undermines the
family, community, and moral values that are essential to the stability of society.
He contends that democracy leads to the erosion of personal responsibility, the
decline of work ethic, and the rise of dependency on the state.

Hoppe’s critique of democracy extends beyond economics to encompass a
broader cultural and moral critique. He believes that democracy encourages a
culture of entitlement and victimhood, where individuals demand more from
the state while taking less responsibility for their own actions. This, according
to Hoppe, leads to a breakdown of social cohesion and the rise of a culture of
dependency and mediocrity.

8. Conservative-Libertarian Alliance

In Democracy: The God That Failed, Hoppe calls for an alliance between
conservative and libertarian movements. He argues that both groups share
common goals, particularly the defense of private property, family values, and
traditional social structures. While libertarians typically emphasize economic
liberty, and conservatives focus on preserving cultural and moral values, Hoppe
believes that these two groups can find common ground in their opposition to
the growth of the democratic state.

Hoppe envisions a coalition of conservatives and libertarians working to-
gether to promote decentralization, private property, and voluntary cooperation
as the foundations of a free society. He argues that this alliance is necessary
to counter the growing power of the democratic state and to promote a society
based on individual liberty and moral responsibility.

Conclusion

Hans-Hermann Hoppe’s Democracy: The God That Failed presents a radi-
cal critique of modern democratic governance, arguing that democracy is inher-
ently flawed and leads to the expansion of state power, economic inefficiency,
and moral decay. He advocates for a return to a stateless society based on pri-
vate property, voluntary cooperation, and decentralization. While his ideas are
controversial, they offer a thought-provoking challenge to the conventional wis-
dom about democracy and government. Hoppe’s vision of a natural order based
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on private property and individual liberty provides a compelling alternative to
both democracy and monarchy, and his critique of the failures of democracy
continues to resonate with libertarians and conservatives alike.

11 James Burnham’s The Managerial Revolution
(1941) presents a provocative argument about
how capitalism was losing control of modern
society, only to be replaced not by socialism
but by “managerialism,” a system in which a
new class of managers, bureaucrats, and ad-
ministrators would dominate. Burnham claimed
that traditional capitalist structures, where
individual owners controlled production and
business decisions, were being supplanted by
a ruling class of professional managers. This
shift, he argued, would reshape politics, eco-
nomics, and society on a global scale.

More Detailed Analysis of The Managerial Revolution:

1. Transition from Capitalism to Managerialism:

Burnham challenged the prevailing notion that capitalism was stable or
would be replaced by socialism. Instead, he argued that a new class of managers
was emerging, responsible for the administration of large corporations, public
institutions, and government bureaucracies. This class was seizing control from
traditional capitalists (those who owned the means of production) and from
labor (the workers), positioning themselves as the new power elite.

The managerial class was not bound by ownership but by expertise and
bureaucratic control. Burnham believed that managerialism was reshaping both
capitalist and socialist states. In totalitarian regimes like the Soviet Union,
the bureaucracy and planners held power; in capitalist democracies, corporate
managers and government technocrats dominated.

2. Control by Administrators:

Burnham suggested that the transition to managerialism was inevitable in
modern industrial societies. With the rise of large corporations and complex
economies, decisions could no longer be made solely by owners or investors.
Instead, a professional class of administrators emerged, specializing in the man-
agement of these vast and complicated entities. This transformation allowed
managers to wield unprecedented control over both the economy and the polit-
ical structures.
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He noted that administrative authority extended beyond corporations to
encompass government and military power. The “managers” included political
elites, civil servants, technocrats, and military leaders, all of whom operated
large-scale organizations. Together, they formed a global network of control
and influence, displacing the traditional capitalist system that relied on direct
ownership.

3. Global Shift Towards Managerialism:

Burnham argued that the shift from capitalism to managerialism was a global
trend that was not confined to any specific country. He believed that both
capitalist and socialist economies were moving toward managerial rule. This was
evident in totalitarian regimes where state planners ran the economy (as in the
Soviet Union) and in Western democracies where corporations and government
bureaucracies were consolidating their power.

This global shift, Burnham asserted, was driven by technological advances
and the growing complexity of industrial societies. Both state and private actors
required sophisticated management to deal with this complexity, leading to the
rise of the managerial class as the central force in both economic and political
life.

4. Critique of Democracy and Totalitarianism:

While Burnham criticized capitalism for its waning control, he was equally
critical of socialism and totalitarian regimes. He saw totalitarian states as ex-
treme forms of managerialism, where the state bureaucracy centralized power
and suppressed individual freedoms. In contrast, Western democracies allowed
for more decentralized control but were still fundamentally managerial in nature
due to the power of corporate elites and government technocrats.

Burnham argued that managerialism was often authoritarian, leading to the
erosion of democratic freedoms. In democracies, he noted the increasing role
of unelected bureaucrats in making decisions that affected the lives of citizens,
while in totalitarian states, bureaucrats controlled all aspects of life.

5. Implications for Society and Individual Freedom:

Burnham’s analysis extended beyond economic structures to explore the
social and political implications of managerialism. He believed that the rise
of the managerial class would lead to the erosion of individual freedoms, as
decision-making power became increasingly concentrated in the hands of experts
and technocrats. The average citizen would have less control over political and
economic life, as bureaucratic elites managed society in the name of efficiency
and order.

He also suggested that the dominance of managerialism would lead to a ho-
mogenization of global culture and politics. As managerial techniques spread
across the globe, national differences would diminish, creating a world where
power was concentrated in the hands of a global elite of technocrats and admin-
istrators.

6. Rejection of Classical Liberalism and Marxism:

Burnham’s argument ran counter to both classical liberalism and Marxism.
Classical liberals, who believed in the virtues of individual enterprise and mini-
mal government interference, failed to foresee the rise of managerialism, which,
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according to Burnham, required an extensive administrative apparatus. On the
other hand, Marxist predictions that capitalism would collapse under its contra-
dictions and give rise to socialism were also misguided. For Burnham, it wasn’t
socialism that was on the rise, but managerialism, a system driven not by class
struggle but by administrative control.

7. Comparison to Other Thinkers:

Burnham'’s ideas bear some similarity to those of thinkers like Max We-
ber, who emphasized the role of bureaucracy in modern societies, and Joseph
Schumpeter, who predicted the decline of capitalism due to the rise of large cor-
porations. However, Burnham’s focus on the managerial class as the new ruling
elite set him apart. His ideas also influenced later thinkers like George Orwell,
who explored similar themes of bureaucratic control and authoritarianism in
1984.

Legacy and Criticism:

Burnham’s The Managerial Revolution had a significant influence on post-
war political thought, particularly on discussions about bureaucracy, corporate
power, and the nature of modern states. However, critics have noted that his
predictions about the demise of capitalism were premature, as capitalism proved
more resilient and adaptable than he had imagined.

Nevertheless, Burnham’s analysis of managerialism continues to resonate in
discussions about the role of technocrats in modern governance and the growing
power of corporations and unelected bureaucrats in both capitalist and socialist
states. His work remains relevant in understanding the dynamics of modern
power structures and the increasing centrality of management and administra-
tion in both politics and economics.
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12 James Burnham’s Suicide of the West: An
Essay on the Meaning and Destiny of Liber-
alism (1964) presents a provocative and crit-
ical analysis of Western liberalism, which he
sees as a fundamental threat to the survival
of Western civilization. This work remains
significant for its bold claim that the liberal
ideology, particularly in its modern American
form, is leading to the West’s self-destruction.
Burnham does not just criticize specific poli-
cies or political figures; rather, he targets the
core values and intellectual trends of liberal-
ism itself, which he argues have eroded the
moral and spiritual foundation of the West.

Key Ideas in Suicide of the West:

1. Liberalism as an Intangible Force:

Burnham describes liberalism not as a coherent ideology or a set of policies,
but as a vague and diffuse system of thought that influences the intellectual
climate, the moral sensibilities, and even the psychology of modern Western so-
cieties. He argues that liberalism has shaped the West’s institutions, education,
and public discourse, and that it is characterized by an obsession with equality,
progress, and individual rights. However, in Burnham’s view, this obsession is
based on deeply flawed assumptions about human nature and society.

2. Moral and Spiritual Decay:

Burnham claims that liberalism, in its effort to promote tolerance and progress,
has undermined the very foundations that have historically sustained Western
civilization. He points to a growing relativism in moral values, the decline of
religious faith, and a diminishing sense of national pride or duty. For Burnham,
this erosion of traditional values has weakened the West, making it vulnerable
to internal collapse and external threats.

3. Liberalism’s Inherent Contradictions:

According to Burnham, liberalism is riddled with contradictions. On one
hand, it preaches freedom and tolerance, but on the other hand, it often pro-
motes policies that lead to greater centralization of power and government con-
trol. He argues that the liberal drive for equality frequently conflicts with the
need for authority and hierarchy, which are essential to the functioning of any
stable society.

4. Western Suicidal Tendencies:
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One of the central themes of the book is Burnham’s belief that Western
civilization is committing “suicide” by adhering to liberal principles that are
inherently self-destructive. He argues that the West, particularly the United
States, has lost its will to survive because liberalism encourages a self-critical,
defeatist mindset. Rather than defending itself against its enemies, Burnham
claims that the West is paralyzed by guilt and moral uncertainty, leading to
appeasement and inaction.

Burnham contrasts this with earlier periods of Western history, where soci-
eties were driven by stronger moral convictions and a sense of their own cul-
tural superiority. He fears that without such a sense of purpose, the West will
be unable to resist the challenges posed by more aggressive ideologies, such as
communism and radical forms of nationalism.

5. Parallels with Historical Decline:

Burnham draws parallels between the decline of the West and the fall of
other great civilizations throughout history, such as Rome. He argues that just
as these civilizations were undermined by internal decadence and moral decay,
so too is the modern West in danger of collapsing under the weight of its own
intellectual and cultural decline. He suggests that liberalism, in its current form,
is the ideological expression of this decay.

6. Impact on Political and Cultural Life:

Burnham also criticizes the ways in which liberalism has influenced political
life in the West. He argues that liberal elites, particularly in academia, the
media, and government, promote policies that are out of touch with the realities
of human nature and the needs of society. In particular, he is critical of liberal
approaches to foreign policy, which he views as naive and dangerously idealistic.
Burnham contends that liberalism’s emphasis on negotiation, compromise, and
internationalism has left the West vulnerable to more ruthless and determined
adversaries.

7. Conservative Counter-Argument:

Though critical of liberalism, Burnham does not advocate for a return to pre-
modern political systems such as monarchy or aristocracy. Instead, he calls for
a more pragmatic and realistic approach to governance, one that recognizes the
importance of authority, tradition, and social cohesion. He sees conservatism as
a necessary counterbalance to the excesses of liberalism and argues that only by
reclaiming these conservative values can the West hope to avoid self-destruction.

Burnham’s Broader Influence:

Burnham'’s pessimistic vision of the West’s trajectory, particularly his focus
on the dangers of liberalism, resonated with many conservatives during the Cold
War era. His critique of liberal intellectuals and his warnings about the decline
of Western civilization continue to be influential in certain conservative and
libertarian circles today. His ideas about the dangers of liberalism predate and,
in some ways, anticipate later critiques of political correctness, identity politics,
and globalism that have become central to modern conservative discourse.

Conclusion:

Suicide of the West is a powerful, though controversial, critique of modern
liberalism and its impact on Western civilization. Burnham’s analysis of the
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intellectual, moral, and spiritual decay of the West challenges the optimism of
liberal democracy advocates and warns of the dangers inherent in a society that
has lost its sense of purpose and direction. His book remains relevant as a
touchstone for debates on the future of Western society, and his ideas continue
to provoke both admiration and outrage among readers.

13 In The Total State, Auron Maclntyre delves
into the emergence of authoritarianism within
modern liberal democracies, with the U.S. as
his primary focus. His central argument is
that the political structure of liberal democ-
racy, rather than curbing state power, has
facilitated the expansion of government con-
trol over individuals. He focuses on how this
system of governance has evolved, leading to
what he terms the “Total State,” where the
government assumes vast, unchecked powers
under the guise of crises like the COVID-19
pandemic.

Key Themes and Arguments:

1. The Total State and Authoritarianism:

MacIntyre argues that modern liberal democracies have shifted from their
foundational principles of limited government to a system where the state holds
immense power over the populace. He critiques how governments, particularly
the U.S., have justified emergency measures that infringe on individual liberties,
especially in the face of public health crises or national emergencies. According
to MaclIntyre, these responses represent a form of soft authoritarianism, where
control is exerted subtly but pervasively.

2. COVID-19 as a Turning Point:

The pandemic is a significant event in MacIntyre’s narrative, marking a mo-
ment when the U.S. government and many others expanded their control over
citizens in ways previously unimaginable. Lockdowns, censorship, and surveil-
lance measures, in the name of public health, revealed the extent of state power.
MaclIntyre suggests that the pandemic allowed governments to implement poli-
cies that bypassed constitutional safeguards, accelerating the centralization of
authority.

3. The Failures of Liberal Democracy:

A central argument of the book is that liberal democracy has failed to re-
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strain the growth of state power. Maclntyre questions the belief that democracy
inherently limits government overreach, suggesting instead that it enables it. By
focusing on public consent and majority rule, democratic systems, he argues, of-
ten disregard minority rights and enable governments to claim legitimacy even
when exercising disproportionate power. This, according to MacIntyre, has
transformed liberal democracy into something unrecognizable from its original
form.

4. Media and Public Discourse Manipulation:

Maclntyre draws from his experiences as a journalist to discuss how the me-
dia has contributed to this authoritarian shift. During the Trump presidency
and the COVID-19 pandemic, MacIntyre witnessed firsthand how the media’s
bias and manipulation of news events further polarized public discourse, mak-
ing it difficult for any meaningful debate about liberty and state power. The
media’s role in amplifying government narratives, especially during crises, has
contributed to an erosion of truth and free speech.

5. Critique of Constitutional Safeguards:

MaclIntyre critiques the assumption that constitutional frameworks, such as
the U.S. Constitution, are enough to protect individual liberties. He points
out that during emergencies, these safeguards are often ignored or bypassed,
allowing the government to assume unchecked authority. He suggests that the
very design of democratic systems makes them susceptible to these kinds of
power grabs, particularly when leaders exploit crises to justify authoritarian
measures.

6. Questioning Democracy and Proposing Decentralization:

The book does not only critique democracy but also proposes alternative
paths. MacIntyre advocates for decentralization and secession as solutions to the
problems posed by the Total State. He argues that smaller, more localized forms
of government are more likely to respect individual liberties and provide better
checks on state power. The centralization of authority in large democratic states,
according to Maclntyre, is inherently dangerous and prone to authoritarianism.

7. Influence of Thinkers Outside the Mainstream:

MacIntyre draws on a diverse array of thinkers, often outside the main-
stream, to challenge conventional political wisdom. He critiques modern liber-
alism, offering a perspective that resonates with classical liberalism’s skepticism
of state power. By questioning long-held beliefs about the role of government
and democracy, Maclntyre encourages readers to reconsider the foundations of
their political systems and explore alternatives to centralized, democratic gov-
ernance.

8. Secession and the Future of Democracy:

One of MacIntyre’s more controversial proposals is the idea of secession as
a remedy for the failures of democracy. He argues that the fragmentation of
large states into smaller regions or city-states would promote greater freedom
and prevent the concentration of power. MaclIntyre predicts that the U.S. and
Europe may eventually move towards secession and decentralization, leading to
a multitude of smaller political entities that would be better able to safeguard
individual liberties.
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Conclusion:

In The Total State, Auron Maclntyre presents a critical examination of lib-
eral democracy and the rise of authoritarianism in the modern world. By explor-
ing the implications of unchecked state power, the book challenges conventional
ideas about governance, liberty, and the role of the state. It calls for a rethink-
ing of political systems, advocating for decentralization and smaller forms of
governance as potential solutions to the current crisis of democracy.

14 Leviathan and Its Enemies by Samuel T. Fran-
cis, published posthumously in 2021, is a com-
prehensive work that builds on the ideas of
James Burnham, particularly from his work
The Managerial Revolution. Francis’s key the-
sis is that in the 20th century, a new ruling
class of managers emerged, replacing the tra-
ditional bourgeois elite that had dominated
the Western world for centuries. This new
“managerial elite” consists of professionals, bu-
reaucrats, and corporate managers who con-
trol the means of production and administra-
tion, not through direct ownership, but through
their expertise and ability to manage complex
systems.

Key Themes and Arguments:

1. The Managerial Elite:

Francis argues that the rise of large corporations, the expansion of gov-
ernment bureaucracy, and mass organizations led to the emergence of a new
managerial class. This class, unlike the bourgeoisie who owned the means of
production, controls and manages society through their professional expertise
and institutional power. This managerial class is driven by its own interests,
which often clash with those of the older bourgeois order, leading to a funda-
mental reshaping of society.

2. Transformation of the Bourgeois Elite:

Francis builds on Burnham’s idea that the bourgeoisie—once the dominant
social class—has been displaced. Where once private entrepreneurs and families
held power, this was now concentrated in the hands of a managerial elite that
governs large institutions like multinational corporations and government agen-
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cies. This new elite does not own the means of production but controls them
through their specialized knowledge and organizational skills.

3. Cultural and Political Implications:

The managerial elite has a distinct worldview that, according to Francis, is
hostile to traditional bourgeois values like individualism, private property, and
limited government. Their vision is one of a more collectivist and technocratic
society, managed from above by experts and professionals. This shift in power
dynamics is reflected in the growing power of the state, the increasing centraliza-
tion of authority, and the weakening of intermediary institutions like the family
and local community.

4. Hostility Toward the Old Order:

The new managerial class, according to Francis, is inherently opposed to
the remnants of the bourgeois society that once dominated the West. Insti-
tutions like the church, the family, and small businesses are seen as obstacles
to the broader societal goals envisioned by this new elite. In Francis’s view,
this opposition is not just economic but also cultural, as the managerial class
seeks to impose its own values on society, often through government regulation,
education, and mass media.

5. The Leviathan State:

The concept of the “Leviathan,” borrowed from Thomas Hobbes, refers to
the expansive and ever-growing state apparatus that dominates modern society.
This Leviathan, controlled by the managerial elite, seeks to regulate every as-
pect of life, from economics to culture to individual behavior. Francis critiques
this massive growth of state power as antithetical to freedom and individual au-
tonomy, arguing that the Leviathan has become a self-perpetuating force that
no longer serves the interests of the people but rather those of the elite who
control it.

6. Erosion of Traditional Institutions:

Francis notes the decline of traditional institutions like the family, religion,
and localized communities under the weight of managerial and bureaucratic
control. These institutions, once central to social cohesion and the moral fabric
of society, are undermined by the new elite, who view them as obstacles to the
implementation of their collectivist, technocratic agenda.

7. Secession and Decentralization as Solutions:

Francis suggests that the only way to combat the Leviathan and restore
freedom is through secession and decentralization. He advocates for the breakup
of large nation-states into smaller, more manageable political entities. This
would, in his view, weaken the power of the managerial elite and allow for the
reassertion of local control and traditional values. In this sense, Francis sees
secession as a potential means of resistance against the overwhelming power of
the modern state.

8. Critique of Democracy:

Like Burnham, Francis critiques democracy, arguing that it has facilitated
the rise of the managerial class and the expansion of state power. He argues
that democracy, far from being a safeguard of freedom, often leads to the cen-
tralization of power in the hands of elites who manipulate public opinion and
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electoral processes to serve their own interests. Francis’s vision is deeply skep-
tical of the possibility of reforming democracy from within and instead suggests
alternative forms of governance based on decentralization and the limitation of
state power.

The Broader Context and Influence:

Francis’s work is notable for its deeply revisionist perspective on modern po-
litical history. He challenges the dominant narratives of progress, arguing that
the transition from monarchy to democracy did not result in greater freedom or
justice, but rather in the rise of a new and more insidious form of tyranny. His
critique of the managerial state, along with his analysis of the decline of tradi-
tional institutions, has had a lasting influence on certain strands of conservative
and libertarian thought.

Francis’s vision is aligned with a broader critique of modernity that em-
phasizes the dangers of centralization, bureaucracy, and the loss of individual
autonomy in a highly managed society. His calls for secession and decentraliza-
tion reflect a desire to return to a more localized and organic form of governance,
where individuals and communities have greater control over their own lives and
destinies.

In conclusion, Leviathan and Its Enemies is an in-depth analysis of the
transformation of modern society and politics through the rise of a managerial
elite. Francis’s critique of both democracy and the modern state is a call for
a rethinking of governance, power, and the role of individuals in society. His
work challenges readers to consider the dangers of unchecked state power and
the erosion of traditional values in the face of technocratic control.
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15 Sheldon Wolin’s concept of “inverted totali-
tarianism” in Politics and Vision offers a crit-
ical analysis of modern American democracy,
arguing that it differs fundamentally from clas-
sic totalitarian regimes while presenting simi-
lar threats to individual freedom, democratic
accountability, and civic engagement. In this
model, political power does not emanate from
overt, centralized authority, but from a subtle
yet pervasive alliance between economic and
state interests, particularly in the U.S. Here,
instead of dictatorial governments, corporate
and economic interests wield immense influ-
ence, transforming democracy into a system
that, paradoxically, limits democratic action
and reduces citizens to passive participants.

Key Features of Inverted Totalitarianism

1. Corporate Power Over Political Processes: Inverted totalitarianism rede-
fines the concept of power by intertwining state functions with corporate and
economic interests. Unlike in traditional totalitarian states where political au-
thority is centralized and visible, Wolin suggests that in the U.S., political power
operates in the shadows, with corporations and elite economic entities heavily
influencing public policy, elections, and even public discourse. This concentra-
tion of economic power over public policy shifts the focus away from the public
good toward profit maximization, blurring the boundaries between public and
private interests.

2. Citizens as Passive Consumers: Wolin’s model argues that citizens in an
inverted totalitarian state are largely disengaged from politics. Through con-
sumerism and media manipulation, they are encouraged to focus on personal
consumption rather than active political engagement. As economic priorities
override civic ones, citizens are relegated to the role of passive consumers, which
undermines the democratic ideal of active, informed, and participatory citizen-
ship.

3. Subtle Control Rather Than Force: Whereas traditional totalitarianism
enforces loyalty and compliance through overt force, surveillance, and propa-
ganda, inverted totalitarianism achieves compliance through subtler means, such
as corporate media, political lobbying, and a culture of distraction that diverts
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public attention from serious issues. Wolin describes this as a “managed democ-
racy,” where the appearance of democratic processes—elections, representation,
free speech—remains intact, but the effectiveness and authenticity of these pro-
cesses are systematically weakened by the overwhelming presence of economic
interests.

4. Economic and Political Symbiosis: In inverted totalitarianism, the state
does not control corporations; rather, corporations significantly influence state
policy, leading to what Wolin calls a “corporate state.” This structure promotes
policies that favor corporations at the expense of public welfare, regulatory
oversight, and long-term social benefits. Economic priorities, such as deregu-
lation, tax cuts for the wealthy, and minimal environmental protections, often
take precedence over policies that would benefit the public, thus consolidating
corporate dominance in the political sphere.

5. Erosion of Civil Liberties and Civic Values: Wolin’s concept warns of
the erosion of democratic ideals such as equality, justice, and civic engagement.
In a system dominated by economic values, political actions are judged based
on market success rather than democratic principles. This devaluation of civic
ethics threatens to erode civil liberties and the rule of law, as individuals come
to view themselves as isolated consumers rather than as members of a politically
engaged community.

6. Managed Democracy and the Illusion of Choice: Wolin posits that in an
inverted totalitarian regime, democracy is “managed” in a way that gives the
illusion of freedom and choice. Elections occur, political debates are staged,
and citizens feel a sense of participation, but meaningful choices and policies
are limited by pre-determined economic and political structures. The issues
and candidates presented to the public are often products of corporate interests,
leaving little room for transformative ideas that challenge the status quo.

Implications and Critique

Wolin’s “inverted totalitarianism” is a critique of the way in which American
democracy has evolved to serve economic power over popular sovereignty. He
argues that this system subverts the democratic process, turning government
into a tool for corporations and leaving citizens without real political agency. In
this system, the state and corporate interests work in tandem to maintain con-
trol, with economic elites influencing the very mechanisms designed to empower
the public. This creates a paradox: democracy exists in form but is hollowed
out in function, with the vast majority of citizens relegated to spectatorship
rather than meaningful participation.

By naming and critiquing this phenomenon, Wolin highlights the fragility
of democratic institutions in an age of pervasive economic power, echoing con-
cerns voiced by thinkers like Alexis de Tocqueville and Friedrich Hayek, who
warned against the dangers of concentrated power. For Wolin, true democratic
action requires public vigilance and a return to civic virtues that emphasize
active participation and resistance to the dominance of economic over political
priorities.

In sum, Politics and Vision challenges readers to recognize that democracy is
vulnerable to being co-opted by economic forces, and that protecting democratic
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values requires continual commitment to active citizenship, the rule of law, and
the prioritization of public over private interests. Wolin’s work underscores
the need for ongoing scrutiny of economic and political power dynamics, as
the future of democracy depends on reclaiming civic engagement in the face of
corporate and economic pressures that threaten to subvert it.

16 Sheldon Wolin’s concept of “inverted totali-
tarianism” shares certain insights with James
Burnham’s ideas on political power, particu-
larly as Burnham outlines them in The Man-
agerial Revolution (1941) and The Machiavel-
lians (1943). Both thinkers examine the ways
in which democratic structures can morph into
systems of control that sidestep traditional
authoritarianism, but they differ in scope, em-
phasis, and diagnosis.

Parallels Between Wolin and Burnham

1. Corporate Power and Elitism:

Burnham argued that modern states increasingly fall under the control of
a managerial elite—those who wield power within corporations, governments,
and bureaucracies rather than democratically elected leaders or individual en-
trepreneurs. Similarly, Wolin’s concept of inverted totalitarianism describes a
shift where corporate interests become intertwined with state functions, creating
a system in which economic and political power are concentrated within a small
elite. In this sense, both Burnham and Wolin critique democracy’s vulnerability
to capture by powerful elites, leading to systems that prioritize the interests of
corporate and economic elites over the public good.

2. Bureaucratic Dominance:

Burnham observed the rise of bureaucracies that shape governance without
accountability to the public, an idea that aligns with Wolin’s argument that
modern democracies are moving toward a “managed democracy.” Here, visible
democratic practices remain—such as elections and free speech—but decision-
making power is subtly co-opted by unelected corporate and political managers.
Both thinkers express concern that these bureaucracies sideline the people’s
voice, focusing on administration and economic efficiency over democratic en-
gagement.

3. Power Without Responsibility:

Burnham warned that modern governments and corporations enable a small
group of “managers” to operate with considerable power but little accountability,
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echoing themes of elitism and technocracy. Wolin’s inverted totalitarianism
develops this further, suggesting that corporate interests use state power in
ways that prevent any meaningful checks on their authority. Both frameworks
suggest a future where those in power operate with impunity, insulated from
the typical accountability mechanisms of a healthy democracy.

Key Differences in Their Approaches

1. Nature of Totalitarianism:

Burnham focused on the idea of a managerial elite within a democratic or
capitalist society evolving into something akin to oligarchic rule, but he did
not explicitly suggest that this equates to totalitarianism. In contrast, Wolin’s
“inverted totalitarianism” conceptualizes the corporate-state fusion as a form of
totalitarianism, though one that relies on economic control and subtle manip-
ulation rather than overt political repression. Wolin’s interpretation suggests a
new form of despotism more covert than traditional models, where totalitarian
control comes not from a dictator but from a diffuse economic-political alliance.

2. Role of the Public:

For Wolin, inverted totalitarianism arises partly from a disengaged citizenry,
rendered passive by consumerism and the illusion of choice within a managed
democracy. Burnham, however, saw the managerial elite as operating largely
independently of public apathy. He was concerned with the structural tendencies
within capitalism that allowed managerial elites to gain power, not necessarily
with how the public’s disengagement might reinforce this.

3. Moral Critique:

Wolin’s critique of inverted totalitarianism is fundamentally moral, rooted
in the idea that true democracy requires active, engaged citizens and institu-
tions that prioritize the public good over corporate interests. Burnham’s work,
on the other hand, is more analytical and descriptive, presenting the rise of
managerialism as a consequence of economic and political trends rather than
a moral failing of democracy. Burnham’s approach, shaped by Machiavellian
realism, emphasized the inevitability of elite rule in all societies.

Conclusion

In summary, Wolin’s concept of inverted totalitarianism builds upon and
expands Burnham’s analysis of the managerial elite, adding a moral and demo-
cratic critique of the way corporate interests can dominate democratic systems.
Where Burnham described the rise of an unaccountable managerial class, Wolin
argued that this shift is not just an economic phenomenon but also represents
a profound transformation of democratic values. Both thinkers provide insights
into the erosion of democratic principles, but Wolin’s emphasis on the moral
consequences of economic domination gives his concept a distinct dimension,
highlighting the dangers of corporate-state alliances in undermining genuine
democracy.
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17 In The Narrow Corridor: States, Societies,
and the Fate of Liberty, Daron Acemoglu and
James A. Robinson argue that effective gov-
ernance requires a delicate balance between
state power and societal power to achieve free-
dom and prosperity. Rather than advocating
for an overwhelmingly powerful state, they in-
troduce a model that suggests liberty thrives
in a “narrow corridor” where the state is strong
enough to maintain order and enforce laws
but constrained by society’s power to keep
the government accountable. They empha-
size that too little or too much state power—
either leading to anarchy or unchecked authoritarianism—
impedes progress and stability.

Acemoglu and Robinson draw upon historical examples to support their ar-
gument. They examine cases where states have either collapsed or grown too
authoritarian and argue that successful societies strike a balance between the
power of the state and society. This balance, according to them, fosters inno-
vation, growth, and personal freedoms. In this framework, the authors suggest
that a “big state” might sometimes be necessary to build robust institutions or
protect citizens’ rights but should always be subject to society’s checks to avoid
despotism.

In Power and Progress: Our Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technology and
Prosperity (co-authored with Simon Johnson), the focus shifts to the relation-
ship between technological progress and societal well-being. The authors caution
that technological advancements can concentrate power and wealth, often at the
expense of broader societal benefit. Their analysis suggests that without ade-
quate governance or regulatory mechanisms, technology can deepen inequality
and empower elites disproportionately. This argument does lean toward the
need for regulatory oversight, which could be interpreted as an endorsement
of a “big state” role, particularly when it comes to preventing exploitation or
monopolistic practices in rapidly advancing sectors like tech.

Critics argue that these frameworks may open the door for excessive gov-
ernment intervention under the guise of maintaining balance. The fear is that
advocating a state with enough power to “counterbalance society” could easily
lead to state overreach, with the state justifying its encroachment as neces-
sary for stability or progress. This could contrast with thinkers like Hayek,
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who champion minimal state interference, suggesting that a “big state” would
inadvertently erode freedom by centralizing too much authority.

However, Acemoglu, Robinson, and Johnson argue that their view isn’t one
of unchecked state growth but rather one where state power is dynamically
kept in check by an active and powerful civil society, ensuring a responsive
rather than repressive government. They believe that such a model can prevent
societies from falling into the traps of anarchy or authoritarianism, thus staying
within the “narrow corridor” where liberty thrives.

While Acemoglu, Robinson, and Johnson’s work in The Narrow Corridor
and Power and Progress doesn’t explicitly advocate for a purely statist agenda,
their framework leans toward a belief in the necessity of a strong, active state to
ensure societal welfare. This emphasis places them within a “statist” orientation,
as they prioritize the role of government in managing social, economic, and
technological challenges.

1. Balance Through State Power: In The Narrow Corridor, Acemoglu and
Robinson argue that societies can only achieve liberty and prosperity when the
state has sufficient power to enforce laws and protect rights, yet is constrained
by social checks to prevent authoritarianism. Their view implicitly supports a
larger governmental role than many libertarians or classical liberals would find
acceptable, as it assumes the state’s capacity to mediate and balance power
effectively.

2. Technological Regulation: In Power and Progress, they argue for state
intervention to regulate the consequences of technological advancements that
could widen inequality or consolidate power among elites. They warn that
without intervention, technology could undermine democracy and increase in-
equality, which necessitates a “big state” capable of curbing monopolies and
ensuring a more equitable distribution of technological benefits.

3. Criticism of Minimalist Government: Acemoglu and Robinson are skepti-
cal of models that rely on minimal state interference, as seen in countries with
weaker states or laissez-faire approaches that lack substantial regulatory frame-
works. They argue that only with a significant degree of state involvement can
modern societies address complex challenges, from wealth distribution to the
ethical implications of technological growth.

This stance contrasts sharply with thinkers like Friedrich Hayek, Milton
Friedman, or Ludwig von Mises, who warn that such concentrated government
power, even when intended for public welfare, can erode individual liberties and
lead to unintended consequences. Hayek, for instance, argues in Law, Legisla-
tion, and Liberty that expansive state control often distorts natural economic
orders, while Friedman in Capitalism and Freedom contends that government
overreach stifles personal freedoms and market efficiencies.

Thus, while Acemoglu, Robinson, and Johnson might see themselves as bal-
ancing state and society within the “narrow corridor,” their reliance on state
intervention, particularly in economic and technological realms, leans toward a
statist philosophy that prioritizes government oversight to address societal is-
sues. This approach has sparked concern among critics who argue that it risks
tipping toward authoritarianism or over-regulation under the guise of promoting
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balance.

18 Deirdre McCloskey critiques Acemoglu and
Robinson’s approach in their works like The
Narrow Corridor and Why Nations Fail for
their emphasis on the centrality of strong states
in fostering economic development. McCloskey
argues that this approach reflects a funda-
mentally “statist” perspective that overempha-
sizes the role of government in creating pros-
perity, often at the expense of individual lib-
erty and spontaneous order. In her view, the
emphasis on state control and institutional
design as primary drivers of prosperity over-
looks the transformative power of human cre-
ativity, dignity, and a culture of open exchange—
factors she considers essential for genuine eco-
nomic and social progress.

In her work, McCloskey points out that the historical rise of capitalism and
liberal societies was not primarily driven by strong state intervention but by
the emergence of a bourgeois culture that valued individual freedom, dignity,
and equality before the law. She often cites the transformative effect of what
she terms the “Bourgeois Era,” a period marked by the liberation of ordinary
people to pursue innovation and entrepreneurial activity without excessive state
interference. She contrasts this period with the more constrained growth seen
in societies that have adopted top-down, statist approaches, which she argues
tend to stifle innovation and limit the potential of individuals.

McCloskey challenges the assumption that a “narrow corridor” of balanced
power between state and society is necessary for growth. She instead advocates
for what she calls a “humane liberalism,” where people are free to engage in
commerce, innovate, and build communities with minimal state interference.
This viewpoint, she argues, aligns with historical examples where economic and
social progress flourished under conditions of minimal government intervention,
rather than the heavy oversight suggested by Acemoglu and Robinson.

In her recent critiques, McCloskey has described Acemoglu’s approach as
overly deterministic, neglecting the nuanced cultural and social factors that
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allow economies to thrive without the need for a large, central state. She sug-
gests that his focus on the state’s role ignores the lessons of classical liberal-
ism, which emphasize the importance of individual initiative and decentralized
decision-making in economic success. McCloskey often frames her arguments
with references to Enlightenment thinkers and economists who valued individ-
ual liberty, arguing that Acemoglu and Robinson’s framework risks undermining
the very values that make societies dynamic and resilient.

Her new work continues to explore these themes, emphasizing that the state’s
role should be limited to ensuring a stable framework of property rights and the
rule of law, rather than actively directing or managing economic outcomes. She
believes that a truly prosperous society requires a commitment to individual
autonomy and the free exchange of ideas and goods, rather than a reliance on
centralized power structures.
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