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Introduction

At a recent visit to the International Civil Rights Center & Museum in Greensboro, North Carolina, Rachel was struck by the opening image depicting a beautiful hand-sewn American flag with the words of Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration superimposed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The tour guide, a stunning older Black lady named Robin with dreadlocks down to her knees, then pressed a button and the image changed, with the faint shadow of the flag behind, to images of slave auction signs and whites-only, no-colored-allowed signs. Robin spoke of the unfulfilled promise of the Declaration as she led the group through the dreadful review of Black lynching, economic exclusion, school segregation, and the many of other forms that Jim Crow took. After letting the group view a copy of a Green Book (the secret travel guides that Black Americans used to navigate the Jim Crow South), Robin declared that “our answer to the racism and segregation that we experienced was entrepreneurship.” She then listed dozens of Black inventions, walked the group through a room full of images of Black businesses, banks, newspapers, and churches. This story—the story of a high ideal, often unrealized but still inspiring, and a struggle for independence and economic power—is the story of Black liberation through the marketplace.

As Americans, addressing past racial injustices and ensuring that the promises of our founding are extended to every citizen are of the utmost importance. Jefferson accused the British of “a long train of abuses,” and the Black experience in America has certainly been that. We have a duty to understand this and to address these injustices to whatever extent possible. Our political culture, however, often undoes such efforts.

Tribalism. Polarization. Contempt. This reality haunts the American conversation. The Right blames the Left’s identity politics. The Left blames Trump. Trump blames the media. Experts blame smartphones, social media, and the twenty-four-hour news cycle. Whatever the cause, unless you are an apolitical digital minimalist or in a coma, you’re feeling the pressure to take a side. And you also can’t avoid the fact that many (though not all) of our most contentious cultural and political conversations revolve around issues of racial justice.

Fair enough. Our social and political disputes are real, and they matter. There are right and wrong answers to the pressing questions of the day. The problem is not that we are incapable of thinking through difficult cultural and policy issues. Rather, the problem is a phenomenon we will call “bundling.”1 Social and political problems are complicated, and practical politics requires the formation of a platform. The process forces us to lump together positions on a wide variety of topics—from climate change, abortion, and tariffs to Afghanistan—in order to form parties and mobilize a base. Furthermore, the psychology research shows that we get a hit of positive hormones when we feel like part of a group.2 Taken together, bundling positions on a wide variety of issues in order to form a party is just too hard to resist.

Unfortunately, reality doesn’t actually conform to the traditional political platforms, and often positions are bundled together that don’t necessarily follow from the same principles.3 That’s just one reason why we argue here that we cannot fruitfully address issues of racial justice without first committing ourselves to a process of unbundling. We also argue that various details of Black American life and history make racial justice a particularly bad fit for politics as usual in America. The Black American experience does not fit well into majority culture’s political categories, and it’s not right to try to make it fit. Here, we take a classical liberal approach to the history of Black oppression in America because we think it offers insights that are often overlooked: a kind of third way that breaks out of a stultifying two-sided conversation. Nor have classical liberals themselves done a great job of communicating with the public how a philosophy that limits government to a defense of individual rights, encourages markets, and values civil society can speak into the lives of Black Americans in a powerful way. And yet, we think that it can and that it does. Finally, we think that Black American culture overlaps with classical liberal values in ways that ought to be explored more. We hope to begin the process of addressing this failure in our ranks with this work.

In this book, we’ll be taking a look at certain episodes in Black history here in America, including several truly stunning stories of Black success. We pick out several episodes in which the state excluded Blacks from the institutions that underlie healthy economic activity, just as progressive scholars have highlighted.4 We pick out other episodes in which state intervention on behalf of Blacks (and other marginalized groups) has undermined their economic and cultural flourishing, just as conservative scholars have argued. We make some surprising and counterintuitive discoveries along the way that don’t fit either narrative very well. We suggest that certain practical policy changes and cultural shifts that address the root causes of marginalization can do more to address the pain of our past than many on-the-nose solutions on offer.

We want to show that neither political tribe has a very good grasp on America’s racial situation and that this distorts our understanding of American history as well. We offer an alternative account—one that takes the truest insights from both conservative and progressive scholars but is also willing to jettison the elements of their accounts that have misled their supporters. Research shows that most Black Americans don’t fit comfortably in either camp, anyway, so it makes sense to reframe and reorient our account of the Black experience.5

We anticipate that our readers will experience this book as a bit of a roller-coaster ride. You might find yourself quite comfortable with the claims in one chapter but deeply anxious about those in the next. We hope you’ll stick with us and perhaps even experience something we’ve come to enjoy—a sense of freedom gained by a certain distance from the demands of political tribes. Maybe this sort of approach could generate a tribe of its own!

We open the reframing project with a discussion of the terms “classical liberalism” and “social justice” as they each relate to the Black American experience. Classical liberalism captures America’s dedication to four distinct institutions: property rights (including the right to bodily integrity), freedom of contract, equal protection under the law, and a cultural affirmation of trade and entrepreneurship. The great classical liberal F. A. Hayek famously critiqued the term social justice. While we find his critique of the term as he understands it successful, we argue that its meaning has broadened to include some principles that classical liberals can affirm, and frankly always have affirmed. Many of the historical injustices against Black Americans (which we discuss in detail in later chapters) can only be understood as violations of the very institutions that Hayek requires as the foundation for a successful social and economic order. So classical liberalism can and should have a good grasp on the significance of historical, systemic injustices for flourishing now. At the same time, Hayek’s famous idea of the “information problem” helps us to avoid ineffective solutions and move toward more productive approaches to how historical injustices can truly be made right. We deal with solutions at the end of the chapters that are particularly relevant to that strategy, such as addressing transitional justice at the end of the chapter on atrocities against Black Americans, or addressing criminal justice reform at the end of the chapter on the drug war and mass incarceration.

The greatest challenge to a classical liberal understanding of the oppression of Black Americans comes from the claims of critical race theory, in which liberal institutions in their very nature perpetuate the inequalities that arise from historic oppression. Central to this account is the claim that capitalism is inextricably tied up with systems of oppression, both historic and contemporary. This claim, if true, would certainly be damning to any classical liberal contributions to the discussion of race in America. By mapping the careful debates over two central essays in the Pulitzer Prize–winning 1619 Project, we demonstrate that such claims are deeply confused on a number of levels. First, they stumble into fallacious historical reasoning by slipping back and forth between various definitions of “capitalism” and “liberalism.” Second, they misunderstand the economic data around slavery as well as the deep differences in the economic philosophies of the North and the South in the antebellum period. Third, they unwisely jettison the Black American tradition of holding in tension admiration for the political principles of the founding with lament for our failures to live up to those ideals. Unlike critical race theory, which starts from a place of deep suspicion about our liberal legal institutions, classical liberals agree with Frederick Douglass that a liberal system of law based on our current Constitution is our best hope for a flourishing polity.

In Chapter 3, we start in earnest to think about the history of Black people in America in terms of the most fundamental classical liberal values: property, contract rights, and the rule of law. We demonstrate the deep desire of newly emancipated Black people to own their own farms while enduring the multifarious attempts of whites—through social strictures, laws, and cartels—to stop this from happening. We also see the freedmen overcoming these obstacles by appealing to the rule of law regarding their own property rights, as well as their freedom of contract, of movement, and of association. Appeals to the Freedmen’s Bureau allowed some to sidestep the lack of reliable courts in the South. When whites attempted to collude to fix wages and keep workers in bondage, they played farmers off of each other in order to break the cartels. They used their freedom of movement by leaving for the Delta where there were better opportunities. And they formed their own internal associations to accomplish the greatest leap forward in literacy of any society on earth thus far. Presented with a constant stream of obstacles, Black Americans were yet able to improve noticeably in income, diet, and housing, growing the Black economy at twice the pace of the white economy during the late nineteenth century. While this still left them in deeply unequal material circumstances in comparison to whites, it demonstrates an impressive gain while under serious duress.

In Chapter 4, we choose not to look away from the many atrocities carried out by whites against whole Black communities. Any classical liberal account ought to assiduously acknowledge failures in the rule of law and all that such failure can mean for the flourishing of individuals and communities. Not only were constant harassment, subjection to the corrupt practice of convict leasing, full-fledged violent communal attacks, and thousands of lynchings a failure of the law to protect the basic liberty of Black Americans, but supposed “law enforcement” officers were often actively involved in these crimes. Whites who fought for equal justice could be lynched themselves. While these episodes, such as the burning of Black Wall Street in Tulsa, are becoming better known nowadays, we want to emphasize that they are not just random atrocities. Instead, we must also conceive of these episodes as a kind of focused lawlessness. While it’s easy to see that a lawless society will not develop much economically (and in many other ways as well), we should also note that systems of law that function well in general can be dysfunctional or even nonfunctional with regard to a particular population, retarding their economic development severely. Since several of these episodes amounted to whites particularly targeting well-off Blacks, we also note that any well-functioning commercial society is incompatible with the vice of envy, an evil disposition of character that will wreak havoc and destruction on a society and an economy. We also begin our “Looking for Solutions” series here with Transitional Justice. One of the most important things we can do in response to historical injustice is properly honor the survivors in our institutional memory. These focused, local efforts at appropriate recognition can be effective where sloppy, sweeping statements made at too high a level seem both disingenuous and ineffective.

In Chapter 5 we turn to a discussion of the Black church, a lodestar of civil society in American history. We appeal to the global history of Black Christianity, as well as to the uniqueness of Black church practice and doctrine in America, to dispel the old trope of Black subjugation through the “white man’s religion.” Black Christianity develops in a robustly independent way from white Christianity, though it also offers the possibility of connection and reconciliation between the two groups. Sadly, many white Christians chose the culture of white supremacy over their own brothers and sisters in the faith, leaving a scar across American society and politics that is evident to this day. We review the ways in which the Black church created a realm of freedom, healthy Black identity, and empowerment. The deep and continued religiosity of Black Americans, statistically speaking, also explains much of their confusing place in American political categories. While eminently practical in matters of politics, Black Americans are fairly socially conservative, making them an odd fit for today’s progressive movement. At the same time, their deep and thoughtful integration of the social gospel with a historically orthodox understanding of personal salvation makes them an odd fit for today’s conservatives as well. This central part of many Black Americans’ lives is least understood or appreciated by progressives and conservatives alike—even so-called conservative Christians. A better understanding of the Black church tradition and the potential to revitalize it as a center of cultural productivity also presents an exciting opportunity to break out of the dead and stultifying tribalism that has imprisoned us in this cultural moment.

In Chapter 6 we continue with the theme of Black civil society, focusing on self-empowerment efforts from within the Black community. We find that there was more overlap between W. E. B. Du Bois’s and Booker T. Washington’s visions of Black empowerment than has been generally believed. Black notions of “uplift” and “self-help” have nothing to do with a hyper-individualist, bootstrap mentality that the same words might evoke today. Rather, they refer to the pooling of resources within the Black community for the shared goal of Black economic improvement: networking, mentorship, and institution building. This tradition is most impressively exemplified in the fraternal association movement, a kind of collection of small societies that functioned as both club and social insurance program. With almost half of all Black American men involved, fraternal societies formed a core of Black civic life that, though diminished, still lives on today. Furthermore, these fraternal associations allowed for economic cooperation and economic flourishing that seems almost miraculous in light of the obstacles that had to be overcome. We tell the stories of John Johnson, Madam C. J. Walker, T. R. M. Howard, and other wildly successful Black entrepreneurs whose economic success always translated into infrastructure for the burgeoning movement for Black legal equality. In fact, without their economic support, the accomplishments of the civil rights movement are simply unthinkable.

In contrast to the hope and achievement embodied in the Black church, Black fraternal societies, Black business, and Black political organizations, we review in Chapters 7 and 8 the deplorable history of progressive eugenics, racist unions, housing segregation and exclusion, so-called “urban renewal,” and highway construction. These ambitious attempts at socially engineering the populace undermined and destroyed Black property and contract rights at every turn. Minimum wage policies targeted Blacks, immigrants, and women to keep them out of the so-called healthy “Aryan,” and male workforce idealized by turn-of-the-century progressives. An economically innumerate understanding of trade as a space of class conflict drove union policy to pit racial groups against one another. Backwards notions of racial superiority and inferiority, and condemnations of racial mixing helped progressive central planners at the federal level justify to themselves exclusionary policies that left urban Blacks with very few places to live and high rents as a result of the shortage. Finally, federal urban renewal (slum clearance) and highway projects were carried out in such a way that local municipal governments were funded to entirely destroy whole communities—many of which, though poor, were healthy centers of cultural life and of an upwardly mobile working class. The placement of highways further segregated already divided cities, subsidized “vanilla suburbs,” and hastened the economic hollowing out of the inner cities. In short, these efforts at top-down social engineering of white-Black economic relations was an unmitigated disaster, destroying Black wealth, community, and economic momentum. At the end of Chapter 7, in the “Looking for Solutions” section, we highlight the importance of economic freedom and discuss how these principles can be applied to the struggles of lower-income folks in particular. At the end of Chapter 8, we focus on one of the most important in our series of “Looking for Solutions”: neighborhood stabilization. Dealing with the havoc that has been wreaked by state-sponsored social engineering will be a holistic, hyper-local, long-term project. However, there is much hope to be found in the prophets of neighborhood stabilization whose superior philanthropic model is finally making an impact on the way we do charity.

In Chapter 9, the story of failed central planning continues with the Great Society, except this time Black Americans were disparately affected by programs that were applied to all poor Americans. Failed public housing projects, failing (and still segregated) schools, and the unintended consequences of poorly constructed welfare programs destroyed so much of what Black America—and now rural white America, as well—had built up in social capital. We record in horror the plummeting marriage and employment rates, immobile poverty rates, and skyrocketing violence and drug addiction in post–Great Migration inner-city communities. Avoiding entirely a “blame-the-victim” account, we appeal to the basic concepts of neoclassical economics to show how this sort of micromanaging public policy creates perverse incentives, making decisions that every stable society should discourage into the only economically rational choice for the poor. The predictable outcomes of such policies are not at all unique to government dependency in America but are uniform across the globe. In “Looking for Solutions” here, we focus on educational freedom, an important step in breaking the cycle of poverty and geographic isolation.

In Chapter 10, we take a look at the root causes of our current mass incarceration crisis, which currently involves more than a third of Black men in the criminal justice system at some time in their lives. While the current crisis cannot (mostly) be traced to overtly racist policy, the injustice of the system as it has evolved since 1970 makes all poor and marginalized people especially vulnerable to oppression. We carefully analyze the implementation of immunity for public officials, the War on Drugs, the push for aggressive prosecution, the rise of mandatory minimums, the militarization of the police and the rise of SWAT, and many other factors in the current crisis. America’s criminal justice system has become deeply corrupt, and its official lawlessness is the gravest threat to the American dream of a peaceful and prosperous multiethnic polity. Of course, we are “Looking for Solutions” in the criminal justice reform arena, where good, data-driven debate has led to serious policy solutions, some of which we can observe as they are happening in real time.

Throughout in our “Looking for Solutions” sections, we discuss practical steps for the healing of our nation’s deepest wounds. Straightforward fixes like affirmative action or housing subsidies have proven ineffective and sometimes disastrously counterproductive. Instead, we sadly admit that the state can cause many problems that it cannot itself repair. Instead of continuing to wrangle over plans for new forms of social engineering beleaguered by politics, we focus on removing the greatest obstacles to justice that the state has created: ending the War on Drugs, reforming the criminal justice system, addressing the “welfare cliff,” and attaching school funding to the student and not to the school.

We recommend those policies that will spur on economic growth, the one most effective program for advancing the poor that is also most easily overlooked. Positive programs to address historical injustice include transitional justice, aspects of which have been implemented internationally where great atrocities and apartheid have existed within a polity. Transitional justice is superior to social justice because it straightforwardly addresses the actual violations of the rule of law by aggressors, and its requirements are clear and limited. Replacing the clumsy tool of government entitlement, we look to the prophets of neighborhood stabilization, thinkers like John Perkins and his Christian Community Development Association, Robert L. Woodson Sr.’s grassroots movement, and Robert Lupton’s Focused Community Strategies. The new possibilities for school funding opened up by recent Supreme Court rulings have the potential to empower the Black church again, as a healthy Afro-American-centric form of Christian education could do the same work for struggling Black children that the Catholic parochial system did for so many immigrant children.

The great filmmaker Akira Kurosawa once said, “The role of the artist is to not look away.” We believe that this is also the role of every reflective American citizen who has not given up on the dream of a thriving Black America and of the healing of our racial wounds. We believe that classical liberalism—the very philosophy of America’s founding—provides more insight and positive tools for this project than has been generally understood. We hope that in the pages of this book, you will not look away and that you will find the hope for the future that we, too, discovered as we explored the pain and promise of Black America.





Chapter 1

_____________________

Classical Liberalism, Social Justice, and Black America

Much of the tension between today’s conservatives and today’s progressives can be characterized as an argument over the concept of social justice.

Progressives complain that conservatives are hyper-individualists, ascribing to a pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps mentality that denies the reality of social constraints and privileges that determine most social outcomes. Were you or I to have grown up in a certain kind of low-income, high-crime neighborhood, for instance, a keen sociologist could, fairly easily and fairly accurately, predict the probability that we end up in poverty, are un- or under-employed, are a single parent, or are involved in the criminal justice system. Similarly, accurate predictions can be made for a child of wealth and privilege. It’s absurd, they say, to act like individuals are totally self-determining, or that if some demographic suffers from certain social pathologies such as addiction or poor health outcomes, it’s simply because they all, by some amazing coincidence, made bad choices. The solution, say the progressives, is to admit that these outcomes are socially, not individually, determined, and therefore must be addressed by public means. Government planners can ameliorate the suffering of downtrodden communities through a plethora of programs for income, health, and education, and conservatives’ objections to these programs belie a heartlessness and disdain for the marginalized. Social justice, then, is comprised of a collection of government programs that will redistribute wealth, nationalize services such as health care, and address social inequalities.

Conservatives, on the other hand, complain about social justice advocates—who, they argue, oversimplify complicated social problems by assuming they can all be solved through government intervention. It’s not so much that individuals simply make bad choices, they say, but rather that the underlying culture in which an individual grows up will shape her character in a way that will then, in turn, shape her life and outcomes. Does the culture encourage stability through marriage, for instance? Are children taught the value of hard work? Are church and other community organizations an important part of their lives? Conservatives complain that no amount of money transfers, extra funding for dysfunctional schools, or other bureaucratic, one-size-fits-all, centrally planned solutions can make up for a loss of the kind of stable family and community life that develops character and ultimately leads to decent outcomes. Conservatives argue that by blaming the system and relying on centralized, political solutions that crowd out local and culturally specific efforts, social justice advocates undermine the very institutions that those on the edges of society desperately need to cultivate and maintain in order to flourish, those of family and community.

CLASSICAL LIBERALISM

Perhaps our readers have never heard the term classical liberalism or have only a vague outline of what this political philosophy entails. We argue here that it ought to be more commonly linked with the history of Black America, whose liberation was the concern of many serious classical liberals, including most, if not all, of the abolitionists, Frederick Douglass in particular, and Oswald Garrison Villard, a co-founder of the NAACP. Rose Wilder Lane (the daughter of Laura Ingalls Wilder of Little House on the Prairie fame) is considered one of the three “mothers of libertarianism”—the term “libertarianism” being invented in the early twentieth century as a revival of classical liberalism. She wrote extensively for the largest Black newspaper in America at the time, the Pittsburgh Courier, arguing for Black equality from a libertarian perspective. Zora Neale Hurston, the great anthropologist and novelist, agreed with Lane, George Schuyler (the newspaper’s editor), and others in her opposition to the New Deal.6 Sadly, she died in obscurity after being marginalized, at least in part, for her anti-communist and individualist views.7 We will highlight many others who fought for Black dignity and equality by appealing to classical liberal values.

Nor is classical liberalism generally associated with social justice; in fact, the two movements are often considered antithetical. If someone thinks of social justice as the massive redistribution of wealth to equalize material outcomes, then it is antithetical to classical liberalism. But is this really how most people use the term? Or do most people, when saying that they care about social justice, simply imply that we ought to go out of our way to care for those least well-off in our society, those most marginalized, and those most vulnerable to oppression? If so, the debate between classical liberals and social justice advocates will be one of means, not ends, because the empowerment of the least well-off has been an important focus of classical liberal thought from its very inception. The task ahead of us is not to determine whether the plight of the marginalized ought to concern us but rather to determine what justice for them really entails in practical terms.

Americans over the last fifty years or so have begun to use the term “liberal” in a completely different way from the rest of the world and from its use in political philosophy. Originally, the term “liberal” arose from the Latin root liber, meaning “free.” Ancient city-states, being small and generally quite homogenous, could organize themselves around some vision of a good human life, which always included a shared religion, shared customs, and shared language. But the rise of large, pluralistic modern states meant that people needed to live together in peace with others who did not necessarily share all these background assumptions. Rather than focus the task of the state on making people virtuous practitioners of a particular conception of the good human life, classical liberals insisted that the state ought to simply guarantee certain basic freedoms to individuals, who could then be free to form their own voluntary communities of virtue. Thus, people of various backgrounds could learn to tolerate one another.

What’s more, there began to emerge a concept of individualism as well, which claimed that individuals should be free to determine what they believe and why, what they do for a living, where they live, and how they use their property. In fact, many classical liberals like Adam Smith and John Locke claimed that each individual person is actually the owner of their own selves, meaning that they are the ones properly in charge of deciding what they do with themselves.8 But they didn’t take that to mean that individuals can do whatever they want. After all, the people around them also hold this high and dignified title of “self-owner.” Others’ rights to determine their lives for themselves are just as important as one’s own, and so everybody must limit their own activities so that they don’t violate anyone else’s bodily integrity or property, and so that they don’t fail to keep the promises they’ve made to them in contractual agreements. Even if certain classical liberals, like David Hume and John Stuart Mill,9 didn’t believe in this grand idea of natural rights, they still believed that societies work best when people treat one another according to certain basic freedoms.10

Don’t let this emphasis on individualism give the false impression that classical liberals act as though each person is an island, subsistent unto themselves. Some of the best work on the collective wisdom built up over generations through custom and tradition was done by classical liberals of the Scottish Enlightenment. This limited and reasoned concept of individual freedom has always been upheld by classical liberals as the basis for the economic interdependence of the marketplace as well as the social and spiritual interdependence of a healthy and robust set of civil society institutions. In fact, one of the things the great French sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville noticed about Americans is that they are the first to try to solve problems, not by the power and influence of a great lord or a government official, but by forming a club!11 Tocqueville’s insight is an important reminder that liberalism is a political philosophy, not a philosophy of life. It won’t answer our deepest and most pressing human questions about God, the soul, or the best way to live. A liberal society self-consciously relies on other, nonpolitical institutions to provide the transcendence all humans seek, such as houses of worship, clubs and organizations, the neighborhood, and the family. We refer to these institutions as civil society. In contrast to a totalitarian society, in which the state sees such intermediary institutions as competition to its power, the true classical liberal knows that the kind of tolerance and peace we enjoy in a free society would crumble without thick, stable civil society institutions. A liberal society needs more of this, not less, and that’s why it’s so important that this book includes in-depth discussions of the Black church, Black fraternal societies, and Black business organizations.

So if liberalism defends basic freedoms, what should these basic freedoms be? Well, one way to avoid hatred and intolerance among diverse neighbors is to allow them to be beneficial to one another. If each of us respects others’ rights to use their own labor as they wish, we must also respect their ownership of what they gain from that labor, as well as the agreements they make with others about what they do with what they gain. The product of this mutual respect is the commercial society—a society based on making and trading rather than violent taking through war and political conquest. So liberal law is built on property rights and freedom of contract, the underlying institutions of a free and economically flourishing society.

But neither of these important freedoms will get anyone very far if we can’t trust that they will be defended when push comes to shove. If you own a house, but no one will stop your neighbor from burning it down or a powerful political entity from taking it and giving it to someone else, then your property right is meaningless. If you make a contract with someone but they refuse to pay you, and when you take them to court they simply bribe the judge to decide in their favor, then your freedom of contract is meaningless too. If you try to sell your house but are told that you are not allowed to sell to certain people or that the government told the bank that they’re not allowed to give you a loan, your freedom of contract is meaningless. And neighbors will not enter into creative endeavors and mutually advantageous exchanges with one another if they can’t trust one another or the system! As we can see in development economics, high-trust societies tend to get richer faster because people can take creative risks knowing that their rights will be defended should something go wrong. This fundamental institution is called the rule of law, and no talk of rights is meaningful if citizens do not enjoy the equal protection of the law.

Do the examples we cited above sound eerily familiar? Savvy readers will already hear echoes of the abuses we outlined in the introduction: collusion of the police with crimes committed against Black citizens under Jim Crow (Chapter 4); so-called urban renewal and highway construction, in which Black homes were confiscated through the abuse of eminent domain and whole neighborhoods were destroyed (Chapter 8); the inability of post-emancipation Black Americans to find a court that would defend their property rights against whites who took their land (Chapter 3); covenant deeds and FHA red-lining practices that disallowed voluntary exchange between Black and white homeowners or Black citizens and their mortgage lenders (Chapter 8). We will go into far more detail in the coming chapters, but hopefully we can see right away how so much of the story of the oppression of Black Americans has consisted of the violations of the three basic institutions of liberal law favored by classical liberals: property rights, freedom of contract, and the rule of law.

There’s still one piece missing though. Just prior to 1800, something dramatic occurred. Some call it the “Great Enrichment,” or the “Great Fact.” It’s expressed in what Reason magazine calls “the most important graph in the world.”12
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For the first time in the history of the human race, regular people in Europe and America, working-class craftsmen, farmers, and shopkeepers, began to get richer. In one century, their incomes shot up to the point that their populations began to expand exponentially. Instead of dying off in famines as usually happened, they were surviving and living long enough to reproduce, causing a population boom. This made some, like Thomas Malthus, think that we would run out of food, but we didn’t. People invented faster machines, used better techniques, and bred bigger seeds. Then the wealth started to spread, as the rest of the world began to adopt the same approach. Unbelievably, the condition of most human beings for most of human history, scratching one’s living out of the earth from morning till night, surviving on less than the equivalent of three dollars a day, has completely changed in the last two hundred years. Today, only 8 percent of the world’s population lives at this level, what the World Bank calls “extreme poverty.”13 By 2018, Brookings recorded that a majority of people across the globe are middle class, an event they called “a global tipping point.”14 As societies get richer, women become more educated and delay marriage and childbirth, so population has begun to level off too. But even though the world’s population has septupled in the last two hundred years (from one billion people to over seven billion), people are, on average, getting richer and richer. A humble bike messenger can now listen to symphonies on his phone while getting immediate notification of the location for his next delivery. For lunch he can choose from among dozens of types of food from all over the world. In the evening he can enjoy one of thousands of choices in entertainment or listen to the greatest thinkers in the world discuss their ideas. In a way, he enjoys more wealth than the kings of old. He sits comfortably in a well-heated or air-conditioned home, with access to antibiotics should he get an infection and highly precise surgical techniques when other health issues arise. What would have killed us not one century ago now fails to even concern us. But where did this explosion of innovation, wealth, trade, and distribution come from? And why did it happen when it did?

Surely, these three basic institutions—private property, freedom of contract, and the rule of law—are part of this story. But these were all in fairly good condition a few hundred years before the Great Enrichment. Back then, many people looked down on trade and on the vocation of business. Businesspeople were seen as out of place: too rich for the peasants and too low-born for the aristocracy. They were seen as engaging in an activity vaguely unnatural—making money from lending money as bankers do, or somehow getting a higher price for a good that they bought at a lower price, as merchants do.15 But aren’t things just worth whatever they’re worth? How does the trader make money unless he’s cheating people? And what about guilds and trade unions? These businesspeople were always pushing to change cherished techniques, charge different prices, pay different wages, use different labor, and in many other ways disturb the status quo.

What shifted in the mid-eighteenth century was the attitude toward the entrepreneur.16 Slowly, people were beginning to realize that while innovative ways of doing things and free trade across national borders could create difficulties in the short-term, allowing for these practices created far more tolerance and wealth than forcing people to stick to the old ways. Praise began to arise for the entrepreneur’s willingness to take on risk in order to bring us wonderful items from far away, or clever machines that saved us from back-breaking labor. As the discipline of economics developed, it became clear that the traders, bankers, and merchants were not (usually) making money by cheating people. They encountered risks and dangers to bring items from where they were common to where they were rare. They exchanged the current enjoyment of wealth for the future payoff by investing in other people’s projects. They often laid their entire personal fortunes—and the personal fortunes of their friends and families too—on the line to achieve a vision of building something that would serve consumers much better than what they had before. This new understanding of economics, this praise for the entrepreneur and the tradesmen’s role in enriching our lives, was the final piece of the puzzle, the catalyst for the Great Enrichment. Thus, the vast majority of people living on the planet today are enjoying a life of flourishing about which their ancestors could hardly have dreamed.17 If you were under the impression that global poverty is getting worse, set down the book for a moment and head over to Gapminder.org or HumanProgress.org. Be encouraged!

Why tack the term “classical” onto liberal? It’s not really necessary, but it helps to distinguish classical liberals from the term “liberal” as it is used in American politics. While the American “liberal” leans politically left, classical liberals are neither left nor right. Twenty years ago, we would have said that they do not wish to interfere with economic exchange, as those on the left do, nor do they wish to interfere in your personal moral choices, as those on the right do. Today, both the Left and the Right seem to want to interfere in both of these arenas, as long as it’s their pet issues that are taken up by the law. Classical liberals have always known that there are a few cases that might require extra state interference. Classical liberal David Hume discussed what economists now refer to as “public goods problems” (like providing national defense) and “externalities problems” (like pollution) in the mid-eighteenth century.18 While classical liberals acknowledge these areas in need of state intervention, they resist as much as possible expanding the state beyond its narrow purpose of defending rights and handling a few needs that markets can’t address. That’s because “power tends to corrupt,” and what’s more, state action isn’t subject to the discipline of market competition, which means that state provision of goods will always be frustratingly inefficient and fraught with cronyism, a form of political privilege seeking.19

While classical liberals universally praise the fruits of free market exchange as a stunning outcome of a free society, they also believe in the intrinsic value of liberty: the freedom of conscience to investigate life’s biggest questions of meaning and purpose, the freedom of movement to move wherever one believes will benefit oneself and one’s family the most, the equal protection of laws such that peaceful people can live in peace with their neighbors, and all of the unnamed but assumed liberties we enjoy in a free society. In other words, while classical liberals are glad that freedom leads to so much economic flourishing, it’s also just plain wrong to push other people around. So classical liberalism is a political philosophy that insists on the legal equality of every citizen—that upholds the rights of individuals in the defense of their property (including the integrity of their own bodies), their freedom of contract, and the equal enjoyment of state protection in these rights. Classical liberalism values the insights of economics and appreciates entrepreneurship broadly construed. It encourages the communities of virtue that emerge through civil society institutions.

WHAT ABOUT SOCIAL JUSTICE?

In John Tomasi’s Free Market Fairness, he lays out classical liberal thinker after classical liberal thinker arguing that the liberal revolution is by far the greatest thing that could happen to poor people, marginalized people, and oppressed people since it restricts the power of government to oppress you, requires that the law protect you from the oppression of your neighbors, and frees you up to participate in really effective systems of voluntary cooperation, whether these be economic or social. There’s John Locke’s concern for the “day labourer in England,” Bernard Mandeville’s “the very Poor” who “Live’d better than the Rich before,” and Adam Smith’s diatribes against the way economic protectionism benefits the rich and is established at the expense of the poor.20 Tomasi goes on to find similar examples throughout the works of the American Founders, such as James Madison’s defense of “thick economic liberty” because it results in a “great dispersion of property ownership across the entire population.”21

If classical liberalism is so great for the poor and marginalized, why is it depicted as the enemy of social justice? Actually, it depends on what we mean by social justice.22 The great classical liberal economist F.A. Hayek pointed out that we cannot engineer a free society and the economy that emerges out of it, and therefore we cannot force certain outcomes, such as the material equality of the citizens, even though their legal equality is the very foundation of the liberal system. If social justice advocates think of material inequality as inherently unjust, they will disapprove of the unpredictable outcomes of free market exchange. Nobody is seriously claiming that people in a society with market exchange deserve what they have in some cosmic sense of the word. They may have worked hard, certainly, but they also definitely benefit from being part of a system that encourages new wealth creation, and they may also benefit from sheer luck; timing, circumstances, or who you know can easily play a part in economic success as well. A free market system doesn’t rely on the claim that everyone’s property holdings are cosmically just. Classical liberals probably deny that there is any such thing as a cosmically just distribution of property, or if there is, that we could figure it out, or if we could figure it out, that we could make it happen without state tyranny crushing individuals’ freedoms and the productive system that arises from them. The point of respecting property rights is to have a system that’s relatively obvious and psychologically compelling for everyone, that draws a bright enough line in the sand between our stuff and their stuff that we can live together in peace, and that generally encourages people to be productive by letting them keep their gains from trade.

Surprisingly, socialist thinkers like G. A. Cohen, author of Why Not Socialism?, admit as much. Lamenting what he sees as a predatory system, he concedes that “we do not know how to honour personal choice, consistently with equality and community, on a large social scale.”23 Cohen concedes that we don’t know how to allocate resources without prices, we don’t know how to encourage productivity without private incentives, and we don’t know how to have a deeply redistributive state without constant violations of personal freedom. He simply hopes that someday we will somehow overcome these difficulties. However, the idea that technological advancement, for instance, could someday allow for a planned economy is wrongheaded for one simple reason. To quote Hayek, “competition [is] a discovery procedure.”24 That is, the reason that the price system in a free market is the only way to get reliable decisions upon which we can base rational economic choices is because people don’t actually know what they prefer until they get the chance to decide. We don’t know what needs to be made, which restaurants ought to stay open, how much people will buy, or what they’ll be willing to pay for it until we actually let the competitive process that entrepreneurs undergo take place. To really get our heads around the wonders of the price system, see our “Lesson from Classical Liberalism #2” at the end of this chapter, or watch the delightful short animated poem online, “A Wonderful Loaf.”

We imagine, however, that we’re preaching to the choir. While there are a few die-hard socialists out there, most Americans who care about social justice are not at all interested in perfect material equality. Wisely, they instinctively grasp that a concern about equality isn’t really about whether some rich people are richer than other rich people, but rather whether there are people so disadvantaged that they become vulnerable to oppression. Here, classical liberals and social justice advocates can agree that a morally praiseworthy system of justice must be as good as possible for the marginalized. This is one reason why it’s so common to see classical liberals and social justice advocates coming together to fight for things like criminal justice reform, educational freedom, easing immigration processes, and neighborhood development. When they disagree on other things, like tax policy or the best form of anti-racism, it’s because they disagree on what really works and what doesn’t.

THE CLASSICAL LIBERAL TRADITION IN BLACK AMERICA

If the priorities of classical liberals had been opposed to the struggle for Black liberation in America, we wouldn’t have a leg to stand on in writing this book, no matter how grand our principles. But nothing could be further from the truth of our history.

Adam Smith’s endorsement of free trade in The Wealth of Nations necessarily included a powerful condemnation of slavery, on both moral and economic grounds. Inscribed on Smith’s grave in Edinburgh are his words: “The property which every man has in his own labour, as it is the original foundation of all other property, so it is the most sacred and inviolable.”25

It turns out that free market thinkers of the mid-nineteenth century were fiercely anti-slavery, including William Lloyd Garrison, Henry Ward Beecher, Joshua Leavitt, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. These thinkers were followers of “Victorian England’s apostle of free trade,” Richard Cobden. For these, free trade and abolitionism were both expressions of their Christian commitment to nonviolence. Garrison, the famous publisher of The Liberator, described himself as a “radical free trader” who even went so far as desiring the abolition of “all custom-houses [tariff-collection centers], as now constituted, throughout the world”! The Anti-Corn Law League and the Anti-Slavery Society both appealed to a fundamental right of human beings to control their own labor and exchange their wages for whatever they chose.26 Frederick Douglass met Cobden in England and used his Anti-Corn Law League as a model for abolitionism, and radical Republican anti-slavery senator, Charles Sumner, corresponded with Cobden as well (yes, that Sumner, the one who got caned in the middle of the Senate after accusing the senator from South Carolina of having an affair with an ugly mistress, that is, slavery).27

Classical liberal economist John Stuart Mill was so famous for his anti-slavery and anti-racist views, as a matter of fact, that Thomas Carlyle nicknamed economics “the dismal science” for this very reason. As David Levy explains, “…Carlyle’s target was not Malthus [the thinker who predicted mass starvation], but economists such as John Stuart Mill, who argued that it was institutions, not race, that explained why some nations were rich and others poor. Carlyle attacked Mill, not for supporting Malthus’s predictions about the dire consequences of population growth, but for supporting the emancipation of slaves. It was this fact—that economics assumed that people were basically all the same, and thus all entitled to liberty—that led Carlyle to label economics ‘the dismal science.’ Carlyle was not alone in denouncing economics for making its radical claims about the equality of all men. Others who joined him included Charles Dickens and John Ruskin. The connection was so well known throughout the 19th century, that even cartoonists could refer to it, knowing that their audience would get the reference.”28

Frederick Douglass was a loud and proud classical liberal in every way.29 He was fully aware of the philosophical alternatives, with both anarchists and socialists mixing in the anti-slavery societies of his day, but he chose liberalism. Douglass was deeply impressed by his first experience in making a contract for work and getting paid, only to have to hand his pay over to his slaveholder. That experience solidified in his mind the idea that one belongs to oneself, along with one’s labor, and that to take the fruits of a man’s labor away is theft. In his famous speech, “What to a Slave is the Fourth of July?”30 Douglass asks the crowd if they would have him argue that “man is entitled to liberty? That he is the rightful owner of his own body?… There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that does not know that slavery is wrong for him.” Douglass argued explicitly against his socialist friends that property is a natural right and that the main problem with unionism is that it assumes that workers and owners are playing a zero-sum game when they’re actually in a mutually beneficial relationship. As to property: “So far from being a sin to accumulate property, it is the plain duty of every man to lay up something for the future.” As to the mentality of the unions of his day, their idea that “every piece of bread that goes into the mouth of one man, is so much bread taken out of the mouth of another” was not “villainy” but rather merely “honest stupidity,”31 since a productive economic system creates new wealth rather than simply redistributing what already exists. Finally, Douglass’s push for Black land grants and universal education for Black Americans was framed, not in the language of general welfare, but in the language of straightforward restitution for theft of labor and other crimes against formerly enslaved people.32

“Give the Negro fair play,” Douglass declared in 1893, “and let him alone.” But that was just the issue; the Southern Black codes would not give the Black people fair play, limiting gun rights, voting rights, and economic rights based on color. Douglass’s frustration increased as he grew older, but he always said that “[t]he trouble never was in the Constitution, but in the administration of the Constitution.”33

Oswald Garrison Villard and Moorfield Storey co-founded (along with Du Bois and others) the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. As a young man and after some disappointing experiences with journalistic ethics, Villard celebrated finding a few papers for which to write in which his colleagues were “…radical on peace and war and on the Negro question; radical in our insistence that the United States stay at home and not go to war abroad and impose its imperialistic will upon Latin-American republics, often with great slaughter. We were radical in our demand for free trade and our complete opposition to the whole protective system.”34 While commentators of our day often seem confused by Villard’s and his colleagues’ philosophical commitments, they are nothing but a consistently classical liberal commitment to freedom, which includes refraining from violating the freedom of other countries through military involvement with them. Classical liberals oppose both slavery at home and imperialism abroad.

In the late nineteenth century he and Storey both participated in the last gasps of a party straightforwardly aligned with classical liberalism, the Gold Democrats, who “believed ‘in the ability of every individual, unassisted, if unfettered by law, to achieve his own happiness’ and had upheld his ‘right and opportunity peaceably to pursue whatever course of conduct he would, provided such conduct deprived no other individual of the equal enjoyment of the same right and opportunity.’ They had stood for ‘freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, freedom of trade, and freedom of contract, all of which are implied by the century-old battle-cry of the Democratic Party, ‘Individual Liberty.’” Villard and Booker T. Washington worked together to convince President Wilson to turn back his policy of resegregating federal offices and to defend Blacks’ rights in the South but were sorely disappointed by Wilson’s refusal. Villard wrote a popular biography of John Brown, and his memoirs were called Fighting Years: Memoirs of a Liberal Editor, although in later decades of his life he was not as laissez-faire in his economic views as he had been as a young man. On the other hand, Moorfield Storey, a co-founder and the first president of the NAACP, stuck to his classical liberal views with regard to economic rights, civil rights, and just war theory for his whole life. He believed in “pacifism, anti-imperialism, and racial egalitarianism” as well as “laissez-faire,” the old term for free trade. As one can imagine, this became increasingly difficult to do, as the rise of New Deal legislation and confidence in big government reached its highest levels in American history. While many were convinced to abandon the laissez-faire, free market perspective, new economic research has shown that Roosevelt’s efforts invariably made the Depression last far longer than necessary, and some of the worst offenses against Black property rights and freedom of contract occurred as part of the administration of the New Deal. There is now a hot debate about whether the New Deal was intrinsically or only incidentally racist, but we know for sure that it increased racial disparities unnecessarily by slowing economic growth, excluding the poor, paying farmers not to farm, and flooding farms for the Tennessee Valley Authority (the latter two offenses crushed Black tenant farmers).35 While it’s rarely mentioned today, historian David Beito has chronicled that many prominent Black Republicans persisted in opposing the New Deal, including Zora Neale Hurston. Surely it made some difference that it was the Republicans at that time who were sponsoring anti-lynching legislation while Roosevelt and the Democrats stood by and did nothing.36

As the term liberalism began to shift in American politics, the old classical liberal ideas were revived—perhaps in an increasingly simplified form—under the term “libertarian.” Rose Wilder Lane helped launch this movement with her book The Discovery of Freedom as well as her work in journalism. Lane was converted from communism to libertarianism after a visit to Russia, where a peasant told her that the replacement of his village’s tradition of communal values with central planning would never work. He said that “in Moscow there are only men, and man is not God. A man has only a man’s head, and one hundred heads together do not make one great head.”37 For many years she wrote for the largest Black newspaper in the nation, the Pittsburgh Courier. She was excited to join this diverse set of writers, especially their editor, George S. Schuyler, sometimes known as “the Black H. L. Mencken.” Like Lane, Schuyler had also converted from socialist leanings to conservative and libertarian ones, fighting hard against communist infiltration into Black organizations. The Courier’s “Double V” campaign stood for “victory against fascism abroad and Jim Crow at home.” In support of the Double V campaign, Lane claimed that she had finally found “the place where I belong…. Here are Americans who know the meaning of equality and freedom.” Like Adam Smith before her, Lane praised the wonder of the market but kept a cold and suspicious eye on “the big boys”—capitalists who gain from their political connections, which we refer to as cronies in this book. Ironically, given what we now know about its effects on racial disparities in housing, Lane was fired from the Courier for a too-hotly worded column on the evils of zoning. She went on to inspire and help organize many of the mainstays of classical liberal thought still in existence today, such as the Institute for Humane Studies and the Foundation for Economic Education.38

We don’t have time here to discuss so many others, such as T. R. M. Howard and his influence in the civil rights movement or civil libertarian Nat Hentoff’s writing and activism on behalf of Black Americans and other voiceless groups. It’s true that in the ’70s and ’80s anti-communism (a value classical liberals shared with the vast majority of Black Americans) seemed to take center stage. However, libertarians were among the earliest to push back against the drug war, as well as investing heavily in the fight against the rise of mass incarceration, both issues that affect all Americans, but Blacks disproportionately. There was also a split in sensibilities among civil rights activists themselves: those who felt that economic government programs constituted the natural next step for Black Americans to take in the fight for civil rights (MLK was moving in this direction), and those who emphasized the older model of Black economic empowerment and strong civil society institutions such as religious involvement and family (the view of Malcolm X, for instance). The emphasis that we will place on solutions such as the neighborhood-stabilization movement follows the latter approach, appealing to civil rights activists like John M. Perkins and Robert Woodson, who became heroes of holistic neighborhood development and community anti-violence efforts.

Perhaps the idea of classical liberalism and Black liberation seems like an awkward mash-up of two disparate traditions, but we believe we can demonstrate in the following chapters two central claims: that classical liberalism is a prominent player in America’s history of Black liberation, and that it also guides us toward the best solutions for today and tomorrow too.



Lessons in Classical Liberalism #1: Emergent Order and the Information Problem

Hayek takes it for granted that, in a free society, there are as many personal aims being pursued as there are people. Everybody has their own personal goals, but they’re also coordinating with one another in order to achieve them. This sounds like total chaos, and in fact, some classic critiques of the free society, such as that of Karl Marx, do claim that it’s too messy and disorganized. But Hayek (following his teacher Ludwig von Mises, as well as Scottish Enlightenment figures like Adam Ferguson39) counters that the pursuit of disparate aims can lead to a highly complex web of orderly interactions, as long as a few basic, abstract rules are in place. Everybody needs to follow certain basic social rules that are general in nature, like honoring one’s contracts and respecting others’ property rights. Abstract rules aren’t there to achieve any concrete goals of particular people or groups of people. Rather, they form a kind of infrastructure within which every person or group can pursue their own aspirations.

When Hayek talks about individual aims, he’s not necessarily referring to the big disagreements we have with one another over religion or the good life or politics. He means mundane things, like how different individuals want to be teachers or start a bakery or form a club or join a church. Hayek means that the most basic, everyday features of our lives require some set of general rules by which we all operate together in society so that we can go about our business. While it may be true that we can’t agree on our conception of the good human life, what’s more to the point is that we can’t agree on how many teachers, bakeries, clubs, or churches there should be, where they should be located, and what they should busy themselves doing. Rather than trying to get us all to agree on such a huge variety of things, a free society simply allows us to pursue these things ourselves, as long as we’re peaceful in doing so.

What’s so special about this idea? In the earlier part of the twentieth century, it was taken for granted within the progressive movement that the increasing complexity of modern life required more and more central planning by experts.40 Hayek’s insight leads to the opposite view: the more complex a system becomes, the more general and abstract the rules must be. This is what frees up individuals and groups to innovate, adapt, and evolve in order to navigate their ever-changing world. Hayek used the term “spontaneous order” for the beautiful and complex web of peaceful human interaction that arises from the right set of underlying rules. The order that ordinary people bring about is not spontaneous in the sense that it comes out of nowhere; we make plans and thoughtfully carry them out. It’s spontaneous in that it arises from the bottom up rather than from the top down. In order to avoid confusion over this point, many social scientists have shifted to the term “emergent order,” which better captures how a set of abstract rules allows the order to emerge: people can evolve and adapt to changes in the most agile way, without the necessity of any one central organizer to make it happen.

In contrast to this emergent order, Hayek cites the communist and socialist experiments in command and control economies that were then being tried in the USSR and China, and in more limited ways elsewhere as well. In these experiments, the assumed chaos, waste, and inequality that arises in a system of free association were supposed to be overcome by the scientific planning of benevolent comrades.

We’re all familiar with the moral arguments against these systems: in order to plan an economy, you’ve got to plan people’s lives—what they learn, where they work, where they live, and so on: a great offense against human dignity. But Hayek’s genius was to show that there’s a purely practical argument against these systems as well. That is, centrally planned economies, whether they’d end up being bad or good for people in theory, just aren’t possible. In fact, it’s not possible to plan an economy to achieve some conception of a good or scientific or perfectly egalitarian society, because the central planner doesn’t have the information to do so. This is Hayek’s “information problem.”



Lessons in Classical Liberalism #2: The Information Problem

The easiest way to understand the information problem is to ask yourself how you make decisions. If someone owned a bakery, for instance, how would she decide how much to make, which types of pastries, whether to increase or decrease advertising, or whether to continue in business? Those can be tough questions for any baker! But whatever she’s considering, we know she has to start with two fundamental questions: How much will it cost, and will it pay off? So, it turns out that when doing any kind of economic planning, we always start with prices. That baker will be asking herself about her customer base, their favorite things, how the business is doing so far, and ultimately, whether she’s covering all her costs. If she’s spending more than she’s bringing in, and she already tried new pastries or different advertisements or a different location but it hasn’t worked, she should probably just close up shop and try something else. Without these numbers on hand, though, she actually can’t tell what she should do. These numbers, these incredible little conveyors of important information, these data for our economic calculations we call “prices.” And if the baker cannot plan her bakery without prices, how can the central planner plan an entire economy without them?

One more thing. We all learned in our eighth-grade economics courses that prices are generated by supply and demand. But think just a little more deeply about what that means. In order to find out what the relevant price is for their planning purposes, people’s exchanges have to create prices in the first place. They must be able to freely trade items with one another at rates to which they voluntarily agree. And in order to have that ability, they have to be able to own the things they are exchanging, so that the exchanges are genuinely up to them. This gets us to something more profound than we might have expected from a discussion of a baker using prices to figure out her bottom line. What we’ve discovered is that the institution of private property, as well as all the freedoms involved in making exchanges of our property with other people, is totally fundamental to the generation of prices. Prices, in turn, are the information hidden in our complex web of economic exchanges, the very information, in fact, that the central planner does not, and cannot, have. Without private property and free exchange then, there is no such thing as a free or prosperous society.

This point will come up over and over again in our discussion of the history of Black Americans as well as their hopes for the future. While political rights such as voting are certainly important, economic freedom weaves more immediately into all our day-to-day business. It’s economic freedom—the freedom to own things, trade them or keep them as you wish, and labor where you will—that defines much of the story of Black oppression through exclusion from economic freedoms, as well as Black liberation through economic freedom and empowerment.



Lessons in Classical Liberalism #3: The Great Enrichment

It’s hard for modern people in developed economies to imagine the life of an average human prior to a few hundred years ago. Life expectancy was low, mothers died in childbirth, children died in infancy, plagues and famine decimated whole populations, and the combination of all these factors with intense violence between neighboring societies kept the earth’s population at a minimum. It is no exaggeration at all to say that the last 200 to 250 years constitute something miraculous. The septupling of human population (from around one billion to now far over seven billion people) has coincided with the near-elimination of abject poverty (from basically 100 percent of the population to now around 8 percent). We’ve seen plummeting child and maternal death rates, skyrocketing life expectancy, and the emergence of the global middle class. That’s right: global inequality has never been lower, as 50 percent of the world’s population falls into the category of the middle class within their own economies. To say that this is historically unheard of is a gross understatement; better to say that it exceeds our ancestor’s wildest imaginations.

Surely there is no better explanation for all this than the rise of global markets. Free trade across borders has launched the world into a new era of the division of labor and specialization. This increased economic efficiency has, quite frankly, made the entire world quite rich. In many Asian countries, for instance, the last forty years represent a paradigm shift, as families have moved in just two generations from subsistence farming to a modern economy with schools, hospitals, technology, and creature comforts. Even those areas, such as sub-Saharan Africa, that had long struggled to participate in the global economy are now seeing wages and life expectancy rise at an astonishing rate.

We do not deny that humans have, wrongly, oppressed and exploited one another. What we do claim, however, is that the common association of these activities with free markets is entirely wrongheaded. That’s why the world’s long history of colonialism and imperialism never pulled anybody out of the grinding poverty of the human experience; great rulers died of diseases that you or I would treat with antibiotics. Louis the XIV of France, who famously said, “I am the State!” couldn’t keep his wine from freezing in his wine glass at dinner—there was no such thing as a central heating system. The areas that struggle the most economically are those that lack Hayek’s underlying institutions. Economic development experts tell us that unstable institutions and political corruption undermine social trust and block the efforts of entrepreneurs, causing the persistence of poverty in these places.

We argue that the peaceful exchange of the market is a high-water mark of civilization and that the creativity unleashed in commercial societies puts to bed many of humanity’s most vicious tendencies toward violent domination, theft, and deceit.



In light of these three lessons, our great complaint against progressives, many (though not all) purveyors of social justice, and socialists is that they have not honestly grappled with the concept of an emergent order, the impossibility of central planning because of the information problem, the problem of unintended consequences of well-intentioned policy, or the incompatibility of their plans with the freedoms that arise from the legal and institutional mechanisms that lead to prosperity. This is not a mere quibble. We maintain, both as a matter of theory and with regard to the empirical evidence we offer in this book, that the very institutions that some of these theorists abhor are the keys to human flourishing in the Black American community, and that their plans to compromise and undermine those institutions have been, and continue to be, one of the causes of Black oppression and suffering. That is, we are not merely saying that massive redistribution would be nice but that it won’t work; we are saying that the empowerment of historically marginalized communities through the removal of government oppression in the criminal justice and education systems, through property ownership, asset accumulation, and freedom of contract, and through cultural repair of their social institutions—the great values of a classical liberal social order—constitute a substantive plan for genuine liberation.

America and Black America overlap in such a way that they can never really be conceptualized apart from one another. The greatness of Black America is the greatness of America itself. We call on every American, of every race, color, or creed, to advocate for and get personally involved in the recommendations we make below. Rather than get into the weeds of particular policies and programs, we outline broad areas of reform and point the reader to helpful resources should they wish to go deeper, peppering these hopeful plans for moving forward in those chapters where they seemed to be most relevant. We discuss:


	leaving failed solutions behind,

	doing justice to our past,

	creating a more inclusive economy,

	reforming our criminal justice system,

	setting our education system free, and

	stabilizing struggling neighborhoods.



We have demonstrated in this work that the Black community has already developed within itself deep and abiding resources for cultural, economic, and spiritual advancement. We don’t need to invent any wheels here. We need to free and empower what already exists.





Chapter 2

_____________________

Liberation Through Abolition: The Black American Pro-Constitutional Tradition

Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,

Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,

Whence flow these wishes for the common good,

By feeling hearts alone best understood,

I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate

Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:

What pangs excruciating must molest,

What sorrows labour in my parent’s breast?

Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d

That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:

Such, such my case. And can I then but pray

Others may never feel tyrannic sway?

—Phillis Wheatley, 1772

The spirit of our age is reactionary. Contenders ping-pong ever more absolutist accounts of history and sociology to shore up their deepest commitments, creating a snowball effect of overstatement, dismissiveness, and rage. Nuance and complexity are not on the menu.

Let us compare two efforts at educating young people about America’s history: the textbook Virginia: History, Government, Geography (1956) was in use in the public school system as late as the 1970s. Slave life is described as a “happy and prosperous” improvement on life in Africa, with loving, familial relationships between master and slave (p. 373). The accompanying picture depicts a Black man in a suit with a beautifully dressed family surrounding him, shaking the hand of a white master in a top hat in front of the fine-looking boat from which he presumably just disembarked.41

In fact, the Middle Passage was a harrowing death trap, and America’s slave system depended on the ever-present threat of violence to control the slave population—hardly a picture of beloved rescuers and their grateful servants. Even a “benevolent” master, who saw his role as one of caretaker, could rarely avoid the financial temptation to separate enslaved families, a central trauma of the slave experience. Not only does the claim to ownership of persons violate human dignity in and of itself, but the American system left enslaved Blacks without the protection of the law in any way, vulnerable to the constant threat of rape, beatings, family separation, and the maws of the hounds that chased runaways. Viable plans for rebellions against this oppression, and several large-scale attempts, though ultimately unsuccessful, caused waves of terror among the slaveholding class, who contorted their legal and economic systems to maintain their power.

The 1619 Project, a series of essays in the New York Times that serves as the basis for some public school curriculum today, attempts to correct the kind of academic fraud described above by centering the Black experience in American history. Unfortunately, it, too, makes historically inaccurate claims in order to weave a narrative that makes maintaining slavery the central concern of America’s Founders as well as its economic system.

We hope in this volume to counter the reactionary tendency to pick one’s favorite facts (or worse, distort the facts) in order to weave an oversimplified story. Instead, we try to squarely face what is true and false in each extreme in order to tell the truth, however messy. But perhaps more to the point, telling the messy story describes the approach of the greatest heroes of Black America and of the movements to which they subscribed in the hope of Black liberation. Albert Murray claimed that Black Americans have produced “the most complicated culture, and therefore the most complicated sensibility in the western world.”42 When it came to the question of America’s unique legacy of freedom versus America’s unjust and cruel treatment of Blacks, these icons of Black liberation chose a both/and rather than an either/or approach, in keeping with the complexity of the Black American experience. Men like Frederick Douglass, Ralph Ellison, and Martin Luther King Jr., and women like Phillis Wheatley and Zora Neale Hurston asserted that the explicit principles of the American founding experiment were eminently praiseworthy, while at the same time existing in painful contradiction to the legal and practical realities of slavery and Jim Crow. As Douglass put it, the problem has not been the Constitution, but rather “whether the American people have honesty enough, loyalty enough, honor enough, patriotism enough, to live up to their own Constitution.”

In an understandable desire to give a just account of the victims of oppression in American history, many progressive narratives attempt to entirely re-center the story on oppression. But in doing so, they lose the very tension that made the treatment of Black Americans stand out as morally unacceptable. They lose the moral leverage upon which both the abolitionists and the civil rights movement appealed to the broader population. An important question in any historical analysis is, “Compared to what?” Most human societies have enslaved other humans, for instance, and many continued to do so both during the period in which slavery was legal in America and right up to the current day. By insisting on such high ideals of liberty and equality, the Founders forced themselves, Americans, and outside observers of America to compare its tangled reality with its unique and exemplary political claims. Only by reference to these standards could the hypocrisy of the American system draw the moral ire it did.

A separate but related arena for contention involves America’s deeply commercial economy and culture. What if oppression is profitable? The plain truth is that it often is, and oppression of Black people, particularly under slavery and the neo-slavery of convict leasing, made some people very rich. As owners of legal capital in other persons, these people can in some sense be accurately referred to as “capitalists,” creating an association between the worst sorts of injustice and an entire economic system. Today, the term “capitalism” is often contrasted with socialism, but we won’t be able to make sense of our current debates without introducing an older dichotomy: free trade versus protectionism.43



Lessons in Classical Liberalism #4: Adam Smith, Economic Protectionism, and Slavery

Adam Smith wasn’t contemplating socialism in 1776 when he published An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Rather, he simply tried to account for the stunning gains in wealth that regular, everyday people were just then beginning to experience. Normal people—workers, peasants, nobodies—had always been so desperately poor, scratching their living out of the earth from sunup to sundown. How was it that their wages were improving, that they were eating better, that they had better shelter and better clothes? What could possibly explain this shift in their fortunes? In addressing this question, Smith conveyed some of the most fundamental principles of economics: the division of labor, price theory, and free trade.

In Smith’s day, the most prominent economic theory was “mercantilism,” or to use a more familiar term, protectionism. In this view, a government raises all sorts of barriers or “protections,” such as tariffs, to ensure that the country exports more than it imports and piles up the money gained in the form of gold and silver. Protectionists believed that these barriers kept a state strong by protecting its domestic industries from competition. Smith countered that protectionist policies such as tariffs block the efficiency created by the division of labor by making it harder for people to trade across borders. This, in turn, limits their ability to adjust in an agile way to changing circumstances of supply and demand. Instead of making the nation strong and rich, these policies make the nation poorer.

As mentioned previously, Adam Smith was an abolitionist, because he considered the most basic form of property to be that which we hold in our own selves. Furthermore, like all forms of economic protectionism and theft, slavery enriches a few while impoverishing the economy more broadly. The term “capitalism” has only confused our national conversation, as to some it connotes support of whatever is good for owners, while to others it refers to Smith’s notion of free trade. In fact, free trade often presents a threat to owners as entrepreneurs are allowed to enter the market to compete with them and political protections in their favor are denied. In this volume, we use the terms free trade or free markets to refer to a system of rights to one’s bodily integrity, one’s property, and freedom of contract, as well as to a cultural appreciation for the role of the entrepreneur and the vocation of business. Special legal protections for owners may benefit particular people at everyone else’s expense, but there’s a better term for that than “capitalism.” That’s called “cronyism.” It’s a kind of political entrepreneurship, a way of seeking privilege through political connection. These are not just quibbles over terminology; rather, these distinctions get at the very heart of economic wisdom.



THE NEW HISTORY OF CAPITALISM

In one of the most historically contentious pieces in the 1619 Project’s collection, Matthew Desmond appeals to the work of a school of historians variously referred to as the Slavery and Capitalism school, or the New History of Capitalism school. In his article “In order to understand the brutality of American capitalism, you have to start on the plantation,” Desmond relates modern corporate oversight of employees to the claim that the 400 percent improvement in cotton yields between 1800 and 1860 were the result of improved torture techniques—a direct reference to the work of Ed Baptist in The Half Has Never Been Told. Desmond does not mention that Baptist was deeply and consistently criticized for serious economic mistakes throughout this work, including by the very authors from whom he got his 400 percent statistic: Alan Olmstead and Paul Rhode. They countered that these gains were accomplished through improved agricultural techniques, including the breeding of seeds that created much larger cotton bolls. In their withering review, these experts on the economics of slavery declared Baptist’s whole book “flawed beyond repair” and other economics of slavery experts agreed.44 The most egregious claim they criticize involves miscalculating the proportion of the cotton industry to the American economy. Baptist claims that cotton was a full 50 percent of the entire American economy in this period. The reality is closer to 5 percent, meaning that Baptist was off by tenfold.45 Others in the same literature habitually overstate the significance of slave labor to the overall economy, while refusing to engage with the economists pressing them on their claims.46 As a matter of fact, the entire New History of Capitalism school, whose main thesis is the inextricable association of capitalism with slavery, has been roundly criticized by experts as being woefully unfamiliar with the economic literature on slavery.47 Their unwillingness to correct these figures in light of serious scholarly challenges is no longer just a matter of esoteric academic debate. Ta-Nehisi Coates, for instance, famously quoted the 50 percent line in a congressional hearing on reparations in 2019, referencing Baptist by name.

Some have accused commentators on the 1619 Project of nitpicking when it comes to these historical mistakes. They argue that scholars want to use these issues to discredit the entire project because they don’t like the shift in narrative that the project suggests. Instead, we want to ask why just some of the claims made in the project seem so liable to historical blunders, while others fare quite well under scrutiny. One cannot properly understand American history without understanding slavery! This is transparently correct. So why exaggerate the role of slavery beyond the prominent place it ought already to hold? One possibility is that the authors of the controversial articles are leveraging the American Black experience for a separate ideological agenda. In this case, Desmond and the New History of Capitalism scholars pursue an anti–free market agenda, blaming slavery for the parts of contemporary American economic policy that are less politically progressive than Europe’s. In their efforts to malign the free market by associating it with slavery, they have failed to engage with the economic literature, thus making serious mistakes that undermine the narrative they’re advancing. We propose to reject and replace a narrative that slavery is essential for understanding the American economic system. We argue that this narrative belies a profound misunderstanding of the principles of free market economics, which must regard slavery as a particularly tragic form of the protectionism that free marketers condemn. Instead, nations that pursue economic freedom for every person consistently create more wealth and better outcomes for the well-being of their members.

SLAVERY WAS PROFITABLE BUT FOR WHOM?

To be fair to the critics, it’s true that many classical liberal economists thought slavery is, in and of itself, unprofitable, but this is not always the case. In their logic, enslaved people have no incentive to work hard except the lash; they receive none of the gains from harder or smarter work. Free laborers, on the other hand, will be more inventive and better motivated by the opportunity for greater reward. Furthermore, free laborers are far more likely to be well-matched to their work, since they can move around in order to find the best employment for their talents. In search of higher wages, they will increase their human capital by educating themselves and learning to operate productive machinery. To Smith and his fellow travelers, it looked like an open and shut case: free labor is not only the moral option, it’s also more efficient and more productive.

They weren’t exactly wrong either. It just depends on who gets to enjoy the profits. The distinction between slaveholder’s profits on the one hand and productivity for the whole economy on the other has been a source of major confusion in the literature on this topic. When Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman published Time on the Cross, demonstrating without any real doubt that plantation owners did quite well for themselves and that the plantation system was incredibly productive, it inspired real dismay, sending shock waves through academia and even in the popular news. We knew slavery was immoral, but we thought it was inefficient too—that it was just a bad way of arranging one’s economic system. Over time, the main thrust of the analysis from Time on the Cross, that slavery was fairly productive, has been upheld, while other claims from the book are more doubtful.48 What does that mean for an economic argument against slavery?

It turns out that it doesn’t mean much. In retrospect, we might not have been so surprised that slavery could produce a lot of cotton and make plantation owners rich.49 After all, planters could force enslaved people to work far longer hours than a free laborer would be willing to do, or if he was willing, he would require significant overtime pay. Slaves also worked at far younger ages and kept the elderly busy with any work they were able to do. Furthermore, all women worked, even just before and just after childbirth. Indeed, “[t]wo thirds of slaves participated in the labor force, compared with only one-third for free populations, North and South.”50 Planters could get away with very low costs by giving enslaved people in-kind goods like food and extremely basic clothes and housing. The costs of this upkeep fell far below the wages they would have had to pay a free laborer.51 Some have objected that this fails to account for the upfront expense of paying the slave trader for the value of the slave. That’s true, but it’s also true that planters treated their slave property as a form of speculation: the economic value of the slave was a huge part of the way they built the investment portfolio that they hoped to hand down to their heirs. In other words, they treated slave property in much the same way that many people today treat home ownership: not as a liability but as an investment asset.52

Since picking cotton doesn’t require much education or differentiation of skills, the fact that the slaves weren’t allowed to learn and couldn’t shift jobs according to their talents had little effect on the planters. Cotton picking also required large gangs of laborers that could be immediately available at particular times of the year, making slavery an exploitative but economically viable option for running a cotton business.

But economists aren’t actually all that interested in how to make particular businesses run well. As a matter of fact, they don’t even care if any particular business continues to exist. They’re interested in how to make an entire economy run well. That includes thinking about which institutions we need in order to encourage efficiency and innovation so that people who are not especially wealthy or powerful can have good lives. As Adam Smith would say, “Little else is requisite to carry a state to the highest degree of opulence from the lowest barbarism but peace, easy taxes, and a tolerable administration of justice: all the rest being brought about by the natural course of things.”53 And as Nathan Nunn, an expert in the economics of slavery, succinctly concluded after tracking slave use and the economy of the following decades Southern county by Southern county, “[t]he data shows that slave use is negatively correlated with subsequent economic development.”54



Lessons in Classical Liberalism #5: The Broken Window Fallacy
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