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Preface 

This book grew out of my AB Timbro Sum- 
mer Seminar lectures in Stockholm, Sweden, during 
August 1986. 1 try to place on record a brief, acces- 
sible statement of the case for the free market sys- 
tem of economics, based on a view of human beings 
as moral agents and the legal system of a good com- 
munity as designed to nurture this moral agency. A 
far more extensive discussion of the present thesis 
will be available in my forthcoming Individuals and 
their Rights (Open Court, 1989). I have also written 
more extensively about the shortcomings of the eco- 
nomic argument for the free society, in my Capital- 
ism and I~~divid~ralism: Refialning the Argument for 
the Free Society (Hemel Hampstead, U.K.:  Harvest- 
er-Wl~eatsl~eaf, Ltd., 1989). 

I wish to thank Douglas Rasmusen, Douglas 
J. Den Uyl, J. Roger Lee, James Chesher, Eric 
Mack and David L. Norton for the many good dis- 
cussion that helped me get clear on some of the 
ideas discussed in this work. 

I thank the Jon M. Olin Foundation for sup- 
porting my on this and other projects. 

Tibor R. Machan 





The Human Essence is the Person's Individuality 

The econornic iliecr oyi~r.in?lln nrrtzlre 

There are significant differences between the  
moral and what 11is coine t o  be known as the eco- 
nomic (or an economic) defense of certain political 
arrangements, especial 
free market- economy. 
n o ~ n i c  defenses of cabi 

ly tha 
Cha  

talism 

.t of 
racter 
have 

the 
ec.o- 

of human nature whereby everyon; is motivated to 
satisfy his or  her desires. F-or example, Milton 
- * .  

Priedrnan says, 
... every individual serves his own private 
interest.. . . The great Saints of hstory 
have served their 'private interest' just 
as the most money grubbing miser has 
served his interest. The private interest is 

2 

whatever it is that drives an individual. 
["The Line We Dare Not Cross," 
Encounter, November, 1976: p. 1 l] 

George Stigler, another Nobel Prize winner, states, 
... Man is essentially a utility-maximizer 
--in his home, in his offlce (be it 
public or private), in his church, in his 
scientfic work- -in short, everywhere. 
[Lecture 11, Tanner Lectures, Harvard 



I n o n  University, April I 70". In  Richard McKen- 
zie, The Limits of Econonlic Sience, p. 6.1 

And iastly Gary Becker, the most explicit of the 
economic imperi- alists and reductionists, reaffirms 
the point: 

The combined assumptions of maximizing 
behavior, market equilibrium, and stable pref-' 
erences, used relentlessly and unflinchingly, 
form the heart of the economic approach as I 
see it. [The Economic approach to Human 
Behavior (U. of Chicago Press, 1976).] 

No room for Ethics 

This outlook plainly leaves no room for 
morality, since it rules out one of the essential. ingre- 
dients of any bona Jide, genuine moral perspective: 
free will, that human beings have the capacity to  
choose between alternative courss of action, the idea 
that they could have chosen to do somet'i~ing 
different from what they did do. 

If one ever morally blamed or praised some- 
one, whether it were a roommate, a lover, a parent, 
a political leader, a lecturer-or even a philosopher 
for misguided thinking-one would hold them res- 
ponsible for what they do. In these kinds of cases 
one regards what another does as either right or 
wrong, and one holds the person individually 



responsible for the deed. 
This is to be distinguished from the way we 

consider rocks or even dogs. I f  a dog bites the 
postman we might be upset. We do not take it to  
court and prosecute it for assault. We do  not look 
upon the dog as having personal, moral responsibili- 
ties in life, mainly because we do not acknowledge 
that dogs possess the capacity for choosing what 
they will do. 

We do  not usually look upon animals that are 
killers-very often of each other or of other living 
things-in a-- way that would warrant the kind of 
statement that we apply to  human beings, such as: 
"You ought not to  have done it," or "You ought to  
have done this." This is exactly appropriate lan- 
guage where we attribute personal freedom, a kind 
of metaphysical capacity for choice. The economic 
outlook, however, fails to  embrace the distinction 
we ordinarily draw between human conduct and the 
behavior of other entities in the world. Thus it 
excludes anything that gives credence to a moral 
perspective. 

The value Free Defense of Free Markets 

Thus the prominent defenses of capitalism 
have been amoral. They are often proudly called 



value-free o r  Wertfrei defenses of the market econ- 
omy. To  admit that there might be a moral defense 
of the market economy is tantamount to saying-for 
those who still view classical mechanics as the 
paradigm of science-that the scientific is not the 
most appropriate approach to this area of human 
life. And that appears t o  many to be intellectual 
defeat. 

I would like to argue, ultimately, that it is 
inappropriate to regard the mechanistic viewpoint as 
the scientzfic way of looking at human life. I propose 
that we reject this as our model of proper science 
which is, after all, extrapolated from one of the nat- 
ural sciences, mechanics, and imported into the 
human social sciences. It is clearly possible to argue 
with this extrapolation, and maintain that there may 
be a scientific approach to human life which is non- 
mechanistic, which does not  demand that human 
behavior be accounted for in the same way as the 
behavior of rocks or plants or even animals is 
accounted for. So we do  not need to grant the cur- 
rent purely mechanistic (positivist or  even evolution- 
ist) economic model of understanding human affairs 
the status of being the only scientific account. 

One of the difficulties of challenging this eco- 
nomic case for capitalism is precisely that the scien- 
tistic-to be distinguished from the 
scientific-approach to everything in nature, 



including human nature, has had such a hold on the 
intellectual community. Consider Marx, for exam- 
ple. I n  almost the whole corpus of Marxism, at 
least the corpus that Marx himself allowed to be 
published- notably Das Kczpital-he thrives to pro- 
vide a scientific account for economic, historical, 
and social development. 

Marxisr dialectical science 

Now, Marx is not an advocate of mechanistic 
science. He amends that framework by introducing 
what is known as the dialectic. But dialectical causal 
explanations have this in common with mechanistic 
c a b a l  explanation: they rule out basic choice. (And 
by "choice" I mean the capacity to initiate action, 
not merely the behavior associated with selecting 
one of many options, which is clearly something any 
animal can do and even inanimate objects such as 
computers are credited with.) Historical dialectical 
laws make it impossible for people e.g., to choose a 
different political, economical or legal system from 
what must follow the present one. Everything in 
the Marxism scheme must move forward. But  if 
you allow genuine choice for human life, individual 
or collective, you have to accept the possibility that 
some societies would back-slide, that in some epochs 
of human history things could generally get worse. 



(Marx allowed that some regression might occur 
here and there, but not in the system as a whole.) 

Marx too was entirely enamored of the 
Enlightenment notion of the natural sciences, by the 
kind of conception of nature that requires ever so 
complicated but ultimately efficient causal account. 
Such a causal account of human behavior starts 
with certain motivating factors. From these the rest 
of human life is then understood. By itself sci- 
entific, legal, artistic, and other cultural considera- 
tions are impotent-least of all does it matter what 
people are thinking and believing. (It is interesting 
that George Stigler, whom we had occasion to meet 
already, holds exactly this view-ideas make no 
difference and the world moves like a clock and all 
is as well as it could be. Leibniz would be proud of 
this economist!) 

Now, how could one hope in the face of this 
prominent preference for this causal, so-called sci- 
entific analysis, to introduce or re-introduce a moral 
outlook on human life? Certainly, in our daily per- 
sonal lives we accept, at least partially, a moral out- 
look. If my book is boring, the reader or reviewer 
will blame me for it. We assume I could have been 
more entertaining, or at least more lively. We treat 
authors, movie directors, political leadei-s-especially 
those we dislike-as if they were free agents. We do  
this with friends, relatives, etc. But when we enter 



an intellectual profession, such as social science and 
especially economics, this is often dropped. The 
officizl thesis is that such a viewpoint is, as the 
famous Harvard behaviorist psychologist B. F. Skin- 
ner calls it, "prescientific." We still take this 
approach 
by being 

to human life, but we of course pay for it 
false to that life, by being wrong' about -it, 

by failing to be scientific! 

Is there Room for klouality? 

How can one today hope to establish some 
legitimacy for the kind of outlook that affirms the 
propriety of the moral point of view? Well, without 
immediately getting into the details of metaphysics 
and ontology, let me recall what I already hinted 
earlier. The major challenge that one can offer to 
this so-called scientific approach to human afTairs, 
and of course, therefore also to the exclusively eco- 
nomic defense of the market system, is that those 
who hold it look at nature in a reductionistic fash- 
ion. That is to say, they observe part of nature-the 
part controlled by the laws of classical mechanics, 
like most physical objects around us, with which 
high school physics concerns itself-and then decide 
t~ understznd a!! of natzre in terms of them, with- 
out making sure that the rest of nature actually con- 
forms to these limited laws. That the move is 
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