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Free Market Requires Legal, Moral, and Religious Foundations

R&L: You have spent a large portion
of your professional life in the business
world. How has your faith informed
how you approach your vocation?

Byker: My faith, which had much of its
formation whilel wasastudent at Calvin
College, has informed my professional
life in two ways. One has been by for-
mulating my worldview, a perspective
that declares, first, that this is God's
world, that everything was created good
by God, and that human beings, espe-
cialy, werecreated in God'simage. Sec-
ond, thisworldview affirmsthat creation
isfallen and deeply tarnished by sin. Fi-
nally, this worldview believes in the
Good News of redemption and our role
as agents of renewal. As a child, |
learned this structure from the Heidel-
berg Catechism as sin, salvation, and

Interview: Gaylen Byker

Gaylen Byker, J.D., Ph.D., is president of Calvin Col-
lege, a Christian liberal arts college located in Grand
Rapids, Mich. His doctorate from the University of Penn-
sylvania is in international relations/international finance.
Also, Dr. Byker has been an investment banker with
Chase Manhattan and Banque Paribas and a principal
in an entrepreneurial natural gas firm in Houston, Tex.

service. This sort of worldview carries
over into business when we see our role
in God's plan and God's world, where
thereis good and bad in everything and
where we are called to struggle against
the bad and to build on the good.

The other way my faith has affected
my professional lifeisthrough the idea
of “caling.” Religious faith and tradi-
tion have always brought with them a
strong sense of calling, implicit in what
| have said about living out a Christian
worldview. Thisisaview that all of life
and work are deeply embedded in a
spiritual, ethical framework. When you
seeyour lifeasacalling, you understand
that you do everything before the face
of God, regardless of what you do.

R&L: How does this emphasis on call-
ing play itself out?

Byker: When looking at your vocational
choices, you ask, “In which of these
lines of work are my skills most needed
for transforming something that needs
changing?’ So, in my case, | appreci-
ated the opportunity ininvestment bank-
ing to develop new approaches to
Third-World debt restructuring, because
| think there is a serious problem both
inthose countries and in those debt situ-
ations. | might have chosen to do mort-
gage-backed securities. Thereisnothing
wrong with doing mortgage-backed se-
curities, but | choselong-term commaod-
ity derivatives because | considered it
to be an area where | was needed and
where there was a need for change.

R&L: What is the single greatest chal-
lenge today for those in the marketplace
who are striving to bring their faith to
bear on their professional lives?

Byker: Balance istheword | would use
to describeit. If you hear acall and see
the need for service in God's kingdom
as important, then you are not only go-
ing to be concerned that you have prayer
and devotions and that you are an hon-
est person. You are also going to be con-
cerned with questions like, “What kind
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of businessam | in?" and “How am |
conducting this business?’ and “What
impact does this business have?’ and
with balancing those factors against
what the world says, which is, “Look,
you should be out there maximizing
your profits.” Then, you seethe dangers.
You see aspects of businessthat are not
conducted properly, and you say, “1 can't
do that.” Rather, your balance of goals
and methods of operation come from
your bedrock understanding that there
aremoral, ethical, and religious compo-
nentsin all aspects of life.

R&L: Similarly, how has your business
experience affected your approach to
your faith?

Byker: My experiencein business—and
| wasin some high-stress, high-demand
types of businesses—has impressed
upon me the complexity of these chal-
lengesand the need for personal renewal
to keep yourself on track and aware that
you are always dealing with the kinds
of trade-offswe have been talking about.
Thereispower for good in the free mar-
ket; there are dangers and evil conse-
guences that can come from the free
market. If you are not well-grounded and
constantly renewed in your faith, you
can lose track of the dangers. If you are
not thinking about your faith on adaily
basis, it will not affect your decisions
the way it should.

R&L: You mention the complexity of
business. Is it sometimes the case that
those who criticize the world of busi-
ness do not have the sort of practical
business experience necessary to un-
derstand its complexity and, conse-
quently, offer an overly simplistic
account of it?

Byker: That is an interesting point. |
happen to think that real-life experience
is avery important factor in analyzing
almost anything in social, political, and
economic terms. For example, people
will talk very passionately about the
problems of Third-World debt. In re-
sponse, | say, “Let’'s talk about at least
four different countries and four differ-
ent types of debt. Let’stalk about Ven-
ezuela, Chile, Chad, and the Philippines
and look at what goesonin each of those
situations.” Third-World debt is not the
same in each of these contexts, and un-
lessyou are willing to do the hard work
of looking at the individual situations,
you really are not in a position to make
value judgments.

R&L: Many ministers like to make
these kinds of pronouncements. Does
this principle apply to them, too?

Byker: Absolutely. Now, the other side
is true as well. Defenders of free-
market systems who are unwilling to
study the really egregious violations of

ethical andlegal standardsby businesses
in Third-World countries are equally
blind. You have to be willing to take a
hard look at the data and the history of
the specific situation before you criti-
cize or commend it.

R&L: As you mentioned earlier, much
of your professional life has been as
an investment banker, where you did
work with Third-World development
projects. What were some of the ob-
stacles you faced in this line of work?

Byker: In dealing with Third-World
transactions and debt situations, some
of the most difficult problems had to do
with corruption and with lack of con-
sistent and fair application of laws. Such
situations make one focus on the legiti-
mate role of government in establishing
the structural underpinnings of an
economy. If those are missing—if
people can freely bribe officials and
cheat, if there are no lawsfor how prop-
erty ought to be handled—then you re-
ally have a problem. If you do not have
the legal, moral, and ethical foundation
for afree-market economy, you are not
likely to have a well-functioning capi-
talist system.

R&L: How does the presence or ab-
sence of the right kinds of private prop-
erty laws affect how these Third-World
markets are working?
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Byker: Take the example of countries
where afew dozen families own all the
property and provide communal lands
for tribal peoples. Since these are com-
munal lands of which no one can have
title, no one puts forth the effort to ac-
quireand devel op property for long-term
return. So, there is a distorted motiva-

tional structure and, therefore, a dis-
torted capitalist structure in such coun-
tries. Inthiscountry, by contrast, the vast
majority of new businesses are based on
the amount of money people borrow
against property they own, whether itis
their home or other real estate they are
going to usein abusiness. They can bor-

row against it because they have clear
titletoit. If the only peoplein the coun-
try who have aclear titleto property are
these peoplefrom thesefew dozen fami-
lies, then you can see how it would be
difficult to develop that economy.

R&L: You mention corruption as an
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Jean-Baptiste-Henri Dominique Lacordaire (1802-1861)
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“Therefore the Gospel, which is the very naturalization of charity, was not a
declaration of the rights of man, but a declaration of his duties.”

Lacordaire was born on May 12, 1802, near the French town of
Dijon. In spite of his parents’ fervent religious devotion, young
Lacordaire remained atheistic until a profound religious experience
forced him from acareer inlaw into divinity. After completing semi-
nary, he accepted a teaching position and was appalled at his stu-
dents' relative disregard for religion. In an effort to revive public
affection for the Roman Catholic Church, he argued for its freedom
from state assistance and protection in L’Avenir, a newspaper with
which he collaborated. He later accepted the pulpit at the famed
Cathedral of Notre Dame, where the strength of his oratory drew
thousands of laymen to worship. His other momentous achievement
was the restoration of the Dominican order in France, an institution that the French Revolution had
largely subverted. He died on November 21, 1861.

At the heart of all of Lacordaire’'s endeavors was a concerted effort to correct the flawed assump-
tions concerning the Catholic Church held by revolutionaries. Radical individualism had so possessed
the masses that they deemed threatening any body of authority, including the church. “ So long as this
spirit exists,” Lacordaire argued the year of his death, “liberalism will be vanquished by an oppressive
democracy or by unbridled autocracy, and this is why the union of liberty and Christianity is the sole
possible salvation of the future. Christianity alone can give liberty itsreal nature, and liberty alone can
give Christianity the means of influence necessary to it.” Thus, the state must also cease its control of
education, the press, and labor in order to allow Christianity to effectively flourish in those arenas.

Lacordaire insisted that liberty without obedience was nothing more than autonomy. An autono-
mous collective could not engender moral creatures, and devotion to moral imperatives supported by “a
common and sacred law” was vital to the establishment of justice. Morality demands that one be dutiful
to ahigher order, not self-absorbed in the rhetoric of rights. The perpetrators of the French Revolution
had mistakenly equated the existence of human rightswith liberty. The emotiverallying cry—" Liberty,
Equality, Fraternity!”—paid no heed to the duties required by God, the founder and preserver of soci-
ety. According to Lacordaire, this anarchic sensibility could not support asocial order: “Whoever does
not love God has by that alone a permanent cause of aversion toward the socia state, which could not
do without God.” A
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Sources: God: Conference Delivered at Notre Dame in Paris by Henri Dominique Lacordaire (Scribner,
1870), and Lacordaire: A Biographical Essay by Lancelot Sheppard (Macmillan, 1964).
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obstacle as well. How does that affect
the development of an economy?

Byker: Thebribery of government offi-
cials or of private business officias, if
pandemic, isvery detrimental to the de-
velopment of an economy. Such an
economy is unlikely to be efficient and
to develop in waysthat benefit the soci-
ety as awhole. It will benefit the indi-
viduals who use the system, but that,

of itself a problem; it only means that
someone lent money to a country or its
citizens. Third-World debt only becomes
a problem when there is unwillingness
or inability to repay. Governments can-
not really go bankrupt, but they some-
times cannot pay their debts. Their cash
flow isinsufficient to meet their needs,
so they become insolvent. The question
for such countriesthen becomes, “ What
takes precedence? Paying our debt or

My experience in business has impressed upon me the
complexity of these challenges and the need for personal
renewal to keep yourself on track.

almost by definition, means that other
people do not have access to it nor the
motivation to work, save, and invest.

R&L: In light of your experience, what
role do you see for Christian faith in
promoting an environment in which
market institutions can flourish?

Byker: The Christian faith can provide
the basis for a moral, civil, and ethical
foundation on which an economic struc-
ture can function effectively. Fairness,
equal opportunity, and equal access are
things that laws have arole to play in,
but if you do not have an underlying civil
society based on a set of norms that
come primarily from religious sources,
you are not going to have a well-
functioning economy. Andinsofar aswe
have lost some of those things in this
country, | think we are seeing that carry
over into the difficulties we have in our
economic system.

R&L: Earlier you mentioned the prob-
lem of Third-World debt; there has
been a lot of talk recently, from both
evangelicals and Roman Catholics,
about this problem.

Byker: Third-World debt is not in and
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trying to keep our economy going and
keeping people employed and fed?”
That is looking at the end of the pro-
cess, so one has to go back and look at
how the debt was accumulated. Some
Third-World debt was accumulated le-
gitimately; countries borrowed money
for building roads and bridges, devel-
oping mines, and so on. Other debt was
used to fund scam projects where the
money ended up in some government
official’s pockets. Consequently, one
ends up with some complex cases.

R&L: How should such Third-World
debt problems be addressed?

Byker: Again, one has to look closely
at thedetailsof each situation beforetry-
ing to come up with a solution. What
normally happens in Third-World debt
restructuring isthat al the debt a coun-
try has gets lumped into one pot. Even
if one bank lent money to a successful
mine and another lent to ascam project,
both get thrown into the same pot, usu-
ally along with government debt; that
is, money that a government borrowed
from the World Bank or from other gov-
ernments that lent money or provided
capital.

Thedifficulty isthat if acountry be-

comesinsolvent and defaultsonits pay-
ments, forgiving that debt may take care
of the past, but it puts the country in a
weak position for the future. It will be
unableto borrow money and unlikely to
get peopletoinvest equity capital for the
same reason that people who declare
bankruptcy have no credit. Again, itisa
difficult decision, and one hasto look at
the specific situation—both in the past
and in the future—to decide how to
come up with a solution that does not
cause terrible hardship in that country
but supports the principle that loans
ought to be repaid.

R&L: Do you have any thoughts on the
efficacy of government-sponsored
loans versus private loans?

Byker: | have some strong feelings on
that subject. In general, governments
lend money only to governments, and,
typically, that means|ocal governments,
which areintrouble already dueto mis-
management or corruption—Indonesia
is such a case. Such a country is not
likely to usethe money in away that, in
thelong run, addsto the viability of that
country’s economy. In contrast, private
loans are given to specific projects that
have to demonstrate their economic vi-
ability. If that isdoneon aregular basis,
then, generally, the most efficient busi-
nesses in those countries are going to
get foreign capital and are going to pro-
vide jobs and economic growth.

R&L: So private loans create better in-
centives for growth than government
loans?

Byker: They provideanincentive struc-
ture for growth, and they are used in
ways that make economic as well as
political sense, whereasloansto govern-
mentsfrequently are used ssmply for po-
litical purposes. A palitical official could
build a bridge or road not because it is
particularly needed but because the po-
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litical group in that area has sufficient
clout. I think World Bank projects often
have ended up this way; the loans went
to wrong-headed mega-projects.

R&L: You have been president of
Calvin College since 1995. In your
opinion, what is the role of a Christian
liberal arts institution, such as Calvin
College, in preserving a free society?

Byker: The ideal of the Christian lib-
eral arts college is at the heart of these
kinds of issues, not only by promoting
scholarship about them but, more im-
portant, by training young people to be
sensitiveto and involved with them—to
impress upon them the obligationtolead
the kind of reflective life that translates
into taking one's socia responsibility
serioudly. Virtueslikeawork ethic, self-
discipline, compassion, honesty, and
being sensitive to issues of justice and
stewardship—these are key elementsin
the continuation of afree society. If we
are at the cutting edge of training young
people to do these things and embody
these virtues, then we have a very im-
portant role to play in sustaining afree
society.

R&L: The Acton Institute conducts
programs to supplement seminarians’
education with regard to economic
principles. In light of your experience
in both the business and educational
worlds, what do you see as the benefit
of providing such an education for fu-
ture ministers?

Byker: Itisavery good idea, becauseit
provides seminarians training they do
not alwaysget, and it highlightsthe com-
plexity of real situationsinstead of |0ok-
ing at politicized, one-sided views or
programs. | havethe opportunity to serve
on the board of Fuller Theological Semi-
nary, and | think that having seminar-
ians learn about the interrelationship of
business, society, and government and
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getting themto ook at the actual results
rather than some political agendaisvery
important—to inquire into what the ac-
tual impact of specific organizationsis,
into the pros and cons of using a busi-
ness sol ution versus a nonbusiness one,
into how free enterprise has been more
successful at generating jobs and pros-
perity than any other system, and then
to look at the things about free enter-
prisethat are not going well and setting
ourselves to fixing them, rather than
advocating the abolition of the system.

R&L: What particular economic or
business principles is it important for
ministers to know?

Byker: Ministers give guidance to
peopl€e’sspiritual outlook and decisions,
S0 ministers are going to influence
people to do certain things, to take up
certain kinds of jobs and not others. It
is, therefore, important for themto have
abalanced view of thingsin businessand
economics so they can give balanced and
knowledgeable guidance. | have seen
pastors who are more critical of busi-
ness and the making of money than they
are of other professions, but it seemsto
me that—as | said earlier—just as all

Byker: That’sright. And to balance that
counsel with the samekind of adviceto
all who face temptation in general.

R&L: Many have criticized the free
market for promoting consumerism,
that is, a way of life concerned solely
with accumulating things rather than
concerned with how we live. How do
you approach the problem of consum-
erism?

Byker: Consumerism is a magjor prob-
lemin society today; furthermore, it has
alwaysbeen amajor problem—just read
the Old Testament prophets or Jesus
parables. Having things define who one
isand what isimportant in one'slife has
always been a problem. The idea that
thefree-market system hasmadeit more
pervasive might be true, but modern
media and advertising has certainly
made it more obvious.

The spiritual and moral problems of
humankind, however, have not changed
sincethe Fall. Everybody needsto have
certain things, but everybody also needs
to focus on what kind of person he is
and how he interacts with others. That
balance comes from one’s religious
commitments. And there is the need to

The Christian faith can be the basis for a moral, civil, and
ethical foundation on which an economic structure can
function effectively.

professionsare part of creation, they are
al falen. So, itisunlikely that business
is any more fallen than the practice of
law or politics or academics. These are
al in need of careful thought and trans-
formation.

R&L: So, one of the most important
reasons for clergy to be informed about
the business world is so they can give
wise and godly counsel to businessmen
in fulfilling their vocations?

constantly renew those commitments
and remind ourselves that of those to
whom much isgiven, muchis required.
This brings us right back to where we
started—sin, salvation, and service.
Christians are called to be different.
Oneresiststemptation; onetriesto trans-
form culture and one’s self. Consumer-
ism hasawaysbeenwith us, itisaways
going to be with us, and it is one of the
thingsthat one’sreligious perspectiveis
important in counteracting. A
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Who Puts the Self in Self-Interest?

f-interest is at the heart of eco-

omic analysis. The primary as-
sumption of economists is that people
pursuetheir self-interest, or in the tech-
nical expression, that people seek to
maximize utility defined by the utility
function. The economist typically does
not analyze the content of the prefer-
ences, rather, the preferences are taken
as datum or as parameters to the
economist’s problem. The business of
economicsisto understand how people
with given preferences make choices
under constraints.

But the question of how preferences
areformed isimportant. Indeed, in many
areas of our lives, theformation of pref-
erences is of paramount importance.
When we rear children, teach students,
and participate in the political process,
alarge part of what we are doing is seek-
ing to change people's preferences, not
to take them as given.

Moreover, preferences are the most
basic parameters underlying the whole
of a consumer-sovereignty economy.
The demand side of every output mar-
ket depends fundamentally on the con-
tent of consumer preferences; the supply
side of every input market depends on
the preferences of resource owners.
Surely the formation of preferences has
far-reaching ramifications.

Thequestionis, can economic analy-
sis be used to say anything sensible
about thisprocess? | maintainthat it can.
In particular, wemay ask, “Doesit make
any differencewhoisresponsiblefor the
content of the self?” When we assume
that preferencesare given, weare assum-
ing that the self is already formed in
advance of our analysis, but we know
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from property rights theory and the
theory of organizations that the assign-
ment of responsibility and reward for
various tasks may make an enormous
differenceto the outcome of the process.

The Problem of Collective
Responsibility

One assignment of responsibility that
can berejected out of hand is collective
responsibility. The collapse of the So-
viet Union has shown that collective
ownership and centralized control can-
not work. Few economists needed that
collapse as a demonstration; they have
known for a long time that collective
ownership tends to diffuse responsibil-
ity. People under-invest in maintaining
a collectively owned resource because
they correctly perceive that they will
reap only afraction of the rewards for
their efforts. The resource thus will be
over-utilized and under-maintained.

What is perhaps less obvious is that
there existsamoral counterpart to purely
economic collectivism. It could be ar-
gued that responsibility for the content
of the self is somehow collective—that
is, preferences are formed in some col-
lective way, and some collection of
people are responsible for the conse-
guences of choices made based upon
those preferences.

Thisclaimis, in fact, made. We fre-
guently hear the idea, advanced in vari-
ousforms, that “ society isto blame” for
the anti-social behavior of some of its
members, that society does form the
person’s preferences, character, or be-
lief system. This claim does have a
strong element of plausibility about it.
Indeed, this element of plausibility is

probably the reason that this argument
has gone as far asit has. Surely the en-
vironment in which people find them-
selves is outside of their control,
especially during their formative years.
Themoral universe occupied by Beavis
and Butthead will influence young
peoplefar differently from theinfluence
they would experience in a society
where people stop their chores at noon
and at six to say their daily prayers.

Nonetheless, the claim that society
forms peopl€ spreferencesisaproblem-
atic one for several reasons. First, ob-
serving the influence of the general
ambiance in which one livesis along
way from aproof that these are the most
important influences on an individual.
Second, the moral atmosphere of atime
and place are themselves the result of
choices made by someone, somewhere.
Claiming that responsibility for the
formation of the self resides with soci-
ety generally simply movesthe analyti-
cal problem back a step.

M ost important, the observation that
the social milieu matters does not prove
that we ought to assign the major respon-
sibility for the creation of preferences
to “society.” The standard problems of
collective responsibility for creation of
agood apply to the formation of prefer-
ences. The diffuse benefits from invest-
ing in the creation of preferences means
that few peoplewill doit. Inthe absence
of privateincentives, theregeneraly will
be under-investment in the production
and maintenance of good morals, good
character, or good preferences.

At the same time, public choice
theory teaches us that government pro-
vision of collective goods is problem-
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atic. The political choice to invest in
collective goods becomes dominated by
the particular interest groups that are
likely to reap private benefits from it.
We might observethat professional edu-
cators, correctionsofficials, social work-
ers, and other similar professionalshave
a private interest in the maintenance of
collective provision of preference for-
mation.

As Public Choice scholars are fond
of pointing out, the interests of those
professionals may not be the true inter-
ests of society. They may, infact, prefer
moral confusionto moral clarity if moral
chaos increases the demand for their
services. Evenintheabsence of perverse
motives or incentives, surely it is far
from obvious that the choices made by
such professionals will be led by some
automatic process to some definition of
optimality.

Moreover, the collective choice prob-
lem can readily rear itshead in thiscon-
text, asit doesin so many others. If the
polity isresponsiblefor forming prefer-
ences, then society must somehow make
some collective decisions. How much to
invest, which preferences shall be en-
couraged, how much and by what
means, which individuals shall be em-
ployed by the collectiveto undertakeits
work—all of these questions must be
decided, and if they are decided by some
form of majority rule, all the problems
of vote cycling and indeterminate out-
comes emerge.

Briefly, these problems occur when
there is no one outcome that can beat
every other outcome in pairwise com-
petition. So, a majority might vote for
one set of preferences, but the losersin
that initial vote can, by a judicious
choiceof aternative preferences, siphon
off some of the original winning coali-
tion to create anew majority favoring a
somewhat different set of preferences.
This process of cycling through rotat-
ing majorities often has no obvious end
and produces instability as well as in-
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coherence. Thismay be onereason why
the modern public school system does
not really have a well-defined mission
and why it has such difficulty achieving
even the most minimal objectives. The
school system is like a patchwork quilt
of programs, each supported by some-
what different political constituencies,
some of which are mutually inconsis-
tent.

Callectivizing theformation of char-
acter and valuesis arecipe for disaster.
A more promising argument, then, is
that theindividual isresponsiblefor the
content of his preferences and the be-
havior that flows from them. Certainly,
an economist would find nothing excep-
tiona in the argument that the person
ought to bear the costs and reap the
benefits of the behavior based on his
preferences. But much more remainsto
be said. One must confront directly the
vexing question of how one creates his
preferences.

Forming Preferences and the
Problem of Self-Deception

The problem, simply stated, is this:
Even if a person bears the costs of his
actions, how can he change his prefer-
ences? Suppose his preferences are al-

theory isthat it isimpossible to write a
contract that fully specifies every con-
tingency. In other words, we cannot fully
anticipate every interpretation of the
rulesthat people might invent to further
their own benefit or evade the plain in-
tention of the rules or of the social or-
der. If peopleare actually calculating the
costs and benefitsto themsel ves of keep-
ing their promises and contracts,
whether they be civil contracts or im-
plicit social contracts, they eventually
will calculate that it isin their interest
to renege. Such people will, sooner or
|ater, conclude that it isin their interest
to behave in an anti-social fashion.

The key fact about such a person’s
preferencesisthat he has decided to do
such calculations in situations where
most normally socialized people would
not even consider engaging in such be-
havior. If we really want such a person
to change his behavior in the deepest
sense, we must change his preferences
so that he stops his opportunistic behav-
ior altogether. It can never be enough to
so increase the penalties that the costs
always outweigh the benefits.

So, we return to the original prob-
lem. How can theindividual change his
own preferences? Thereisakind of cir-

How can the individual form himself without kidding
himself? How can the person form the self and avoid
deceiving the self?

ready formed in a way that he chooses
anti-socia behavior, that he is the sort
of person who calculates the costs and
benefits of his actions and decides that
breaking the law, breaking promises, or
otherwise engaging in anti-social behav-
ior is optimal for him. What are we to
do with him?

One approach would be to increase
the cost of choosing anti-social behav-
ior, but this turns out not to be a solu-
tion. One thing we know from contract

cularity here, especially if weinsist that
the personissimply formed by respond-
ing to relative costs and benefits. The
deeper and more crucial question is,
what is considered a cost and a benefit?
Is monetary reward the sole measure of
benefit? |sthe approbation of otherssig-
nificant? And if so, which others? What
is the standard to which we hold our-
selves and for which we reward our-
selves? Such are the really important
guestions, and the development of the
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self and of its preferencesisintegral to
the answers that an individual gives
them.

If we took the most radical utilitar-
ian position, we might argue that the
only stimuli that matter are physical
stimuli of pleasure and pain. If we want
amore sophisticated view of preferences
and of the choosing process, we will
have to do better than this. We all know
from experiencethat thereismoreto the

cause his time was so valuable, he
should not have to observe speed lim-
its, stop signs, and thelike. He had con-
vinced himself that because he got his
work published in major research jour-
nals, he was entitled to drive down the
sidewalk. And heaven forbid if some
low-1.Q. traffic cop should stop him; his
response wasto tear up thetraffic ticket.

| do not know if this particular pro-
fessor isdtill driving down the sidewalks

The question of how preferences
are formed is important. Indeed,
in many areas of our lives, the

formation of preferences is of
paramount importance.

— Jennifer Roback Morse

process than the simple response to
physical, animal sensation; thereis re-
flection, thought, and genuine choice.
The person has the capacity to make
genuine choices that are not simply re-
sponses to external stimuli; rather,
choices are madein responseto aninte-
rior process of discernment and judg-
ment.

Among the many problems that
might be confronted in this area, | will
focus on only one: the problem of self-
deception. For if the individual creates
himself in some meaningful sense, how
does he take in information that would
allow him to change for the better? Is
there not the problem that the individual
can createfor himself aclosed loop that
continually reinforces his previous pref-
erences and views?

Here is an example that illustrates
this problem: When | was pursuing post-
doctoral studies at the University of
Chicago, | heard of aprofessor who took
the position that traffic laws did not ap-
ply to him. His argument was that be-
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of Chicago, but the point is that an ob-
vioudly intelligent person can convince
himself that the most basic rules estab-
lished for the obvious safety of al do
not apply to him. Further, the problem
of self-deceptionisanimportant onefor
the social order, for if we can deceive
ourselves privately, we can institution-
alize our self-deception in the public
sphere, in the law, and in the culture
generally. We might cite the popular
belief that divorceisnot harmful to chil-
dren as an example of this process of
institutionalized self-deception.

So the problem before us is this: If
theindividual isresponsiblefor the con-
tent of hispreferences, how can heavoid
deceiving himself about which are good
and which are not? The social mecha-
nisms assigning rewards and penalties
will be, at least some of the time, im-
perfect, especially considering that these
mechanisms are driven by other self-
interested, partially self-deceiving
people. How can the individual form
himself without kidding himself? How

can the person form the self and avoid
deceiving the self?

The Aristotelian and Christian
Contributions

One very ancient answer comes to
us from Aristotle: The way to become
virtuousisto practicevirtuous acts. How
does one know what a virtuous act is?
By observing the behavior of virtuous
people. Even better isto apprentice one-
self to such a person and to do what he
instructs you to do. In thisway, one can
become practiced at virtue. What had
been difficult or puzzling becomes easy
and natural through practice.

In spite of its commonsensical ap-
proach, there is a circularity about
Aristotle’sanswer. How does one know
who is virtuous? How does one choose
a teacher? Does one hold him respon-
sible for the content of one's character?

Aristotl€' sresponseissimply that the
student of virtue must trust the teacher,
for if he does not, then he cannot learn
from him. This is true no matter who
we believeto be our teacher. If we think
we are the ultimate arbiters of thetruth,
then we have to trust ourselves. If we
areresponsible for the right choice of a
teacher, we have to trust ourselves in
making that choice. And once we have
delegated that responsibility to someone,
we must trust that person.

So this position amounts to the fol-
lowing: Theindividual isresponsiblefor
the content of his preferences or for the
development of his virtue. He has the
responsibility both to create hisown vir-
tue and to bear the costs of his choices.
The suggestion of apprenticing oneself
to onewho isvirtuous amountsto apar-
tial opening of thiscircular loop, for al-
though oneisresponsiblefor the choice
of teacher, the presence of the teacher
means that additional information and
input will bereceived by theindividual.
The person, although responsible for
himself, will not be entirely alone.

We turn now to the uniquely Chris-
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tian contribution to this problem of self-
deception. In Christian theology, it is
surely truethat the individual isrespon-
sible for the content of the self in both
senses: The individual must create his
own character, and the individual bears
the costs and benefits of theresult. Like
Aristotle, the Christian tradition recog-
nizes that the responsible individual
need not be, and in fact cannot be, com-
pletely self-contained. The person needs
continual input from others, both to
avoid self-deception and to obtain infor-
mation about the good.

At the core of Christian thought is
the concept of grace. The old Baltimore
Catechism defines grace as a supernatu-
ral gift from God. |n other words, grace
flows to the individual freely from a
source outside of himself. We areto re-
spond to the gift and allow ourselvesto
be changed for the better.

Although there are occasionaly re-
ports of someone being knocked off his
horse by divineinfluence, the most typi-
cal way inwhich we receive such grace
is through other people. People tell us
things, correct us gently, and lead us by
example. When we allow ourselves to
respond to these invitations and allow
ourselves to change for the better, we
sometimes can see in retrospect that
there was something almost miraculous
about the experience. Why did this par-
ticular person appear in my life at this
particular time with this particular mes-
sage for me? It is fair to say that much
of the Christian ethos involves a culti-
vation of openness to this divine influ-
ence through others. The individual,
while responsible for himself, is not
alone, and thisimportant fact of his“ not-
aloneness’ and, indeed, hisneed for oth-
ersis continually reminded to him.

Christianity hasalso ingtitutionalized
the process of self-examination. The
daily examination of conscience is a
habit deeply impressed upon millions of
Christian people. For Roman Catholics,
for example, the sacrament of reconcili-
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ation, to usethe post-Vatican |1 term, or
confession, to use the old-fashioned
term, creates an environment for rou-
tinely facing the reality of one’s own
self-deception and error. The person
voluntarily entersthe confessional, vol-
unteers information about his own sin-
fulness, listens to the counsel of the
priest, and thenfollowshisinstructions.
No oneiscoerced into the confessional;
the priest does not go down a checklist
of possible sins. The process is begun
on the initiative of the individual but
involves another person, and so opens
the loop and allows the person to go
beyond himself.

In addition to this ancient Christian
practice, there is another form of con-
fession that has recently comeinto com-
mon useinthewider culture. Alcoholics
Anonymous usesaprocess known asthe
Twelve Steps, and self-examination and
confession are integral parts. Step Four
invitesusto make* asearching and fear-
lessmoral inventory of ourselves,” and
Step Five says we “admitted to God, to
ourselves, and to another human being
the exact nature of our wrongs.”

| cannot leave this section without
guoting Thomas Merton, one of the most
elogquent religiousfigures of the twenti-
eth century, on the dangers of self-
deception by the person in isolation.
Merton was a Trappist monk. This par-
ticular religious community lives apart
from theworld and also observesarule
of silence. Merton had thisto say: “The
most dangerous man in the world isthe
contemplativewho isguided by nobody.
He trusts his own visions. He obeysthe
attractions of an interior voice but will
not listen to other men. Heidentifiesthe
will of God with anything that makes
him feel, within his own heart, a big,
warm, sweet interior glow. The sweeter
and the warmer the feeling is, the more
he is convinced of his own infalibility.
And if the sheer force of his own self-
confidence communicatesitself to other
people and gives them the impression

that heisredly asaint, such aman can
wreck awhole city or areligious order
or even a nation. The world is covered
with scarsthat have been left initsflesh
by visionarieslikethese.” Plainly, then,
the self-responsibleindividual cannot be
self-contained. Being responsible for
oneself entails a responsibility to seek
guidance and input from others.

Who Puts the Self into
Self-Interest?

Economics normally takes prefer-
encesasgiven and theformation of pref-
erences as something outsideits area of
professional expertise. What economists
have done for analytical convenience
and theinter-disciplinary division of la-
bor, others are beginning to treat as ac-
complished facts. Throughout our
society, people are unwilling to inquire
into the content of preferences or into
the methods of incul cating preferences.
Indeed, eventhosewho are charged with
therearing of children are often fleeing
thefieldin fear.

Perhapsit istime for economists, as
economists, to reopen the question of
preferences. They have an analytical
training that many disciplineslack. They
have a willingness to look at the evi-
dence of the senses, to remain grounded
in reality, and to be sober-minded. Per-
haps they can contribute something
helpful by applying the three questions
that Paul Samuelson usedto organize his
famoustextbook: What shall be the con-
tent of the preferences? How are prefer-
ences formed? Finally, who has the
responsibility for forming preferences?
This essay has attempted to deal with
thislast question, in other words, “Who
puts the self into self-interest?’ A

Jennifer Roback Morse, Ph.D., is a re-
search fellow at the Hoover Institution.
This essay is adapted from the second
annual Robert Staaf Memorial Lecture
in Economics and Law delivered at
Clemson University in October 1994,
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Thinking About Politics

hristians face many temptations.

Sensual pleasure and wealth pose
obvious dangers. So does power. The
latter is particularly insidious because
so many people, including Christians,
claim to desire it for selfless reasons.

The proper role of government, the
central concern of political theory, has
long been a controversial issue within
Christendom. For two millennia, Chris-
tian political activitieshave varied from
tyrannical to anarchical. Today some
activists publish official scorecards
(“Biblical” and “Just Life” on the right
and | eft, respectively), turning issueslike
aspace-based missile defenseinto theo-
logical litmus tests. Others simply de-
clare opposition to their preferred
policies, like government welfare, to be
un-Christian.

But holy Scripture and church tradi-
tion give usonly general principles, not
a detailed blueprint, for godly govern-
ment. We are left with the Apostle
James' unsatisfyinginjunctionto ask for
wisdom, which God “gives generously
to all.” (James 1:5) In making the pru-
dential judgments necessary in contem-
porary political life, however, Christians
can learn much from secular philoso-
phies. None are Christian per se. Nev-
ertheless, believers should search for a
political framework that is consistent
with Christian doctrine and accurately
describes the way the world works.

Libertarianism—which some who
should know better seem to confusewith
libertinism—is such a philosophy. It
makes an eminently practical claim: The
business of government is not to sup-
plant God in attempting to eradicate sin
but to respect God in attempting to pro-
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tect individuals from the sinful depre-
dations of others.

Neutral Arbiter and Protector

The dominant message of Scripture
is man’'s relationship to God and his
neighbors. The Bible gives much more
guidance on how we should treat people
than when we should coerce them,
which is the defining characteristic of
government. Scripture does set bound-
ariesfor the proper political debate. The
state’'s most fundamental roleisto pro-
tect citizens from the sinful conduct of
their neighbors. Government is“to bring
punishment on the wrongdoer,” wrote
Paul (Rom. 13:4).

Justice and righteousness are also
recurring biblical themes. Believersand
civil rulers alike must exercise justice
and righteousness asindividuals. How-
ever, personal responsibility differsfrom
corporate duty. I ndividuals must respond
virtuously to the needs of their neigh-
bors; government must regulate, coer-
cively yet fairly, relations between both
righteous and unrighteous men. The
contrast ispersonal virtue versus public
impartiality, concern over resultsversus
over processes. The state is to be neu-
tral arbiter and protector, not social en-
gineer. Biblical justice protectsall men,
irrespective of their identity, intheir en-
joyment of God’s blessings.

Protection of the needy is of special
concern to God: They are, after all, the
least able to vindicate their own inter-
ests. However, extra sensitivity to their
rights, especially in the face of govern-
ments that are easily suborned by the
powerful, does not warrant prejudicein
their favor. God commanded: “Do not

pervert justice; do not show partiality to
the poor or favoritismtothegreat.” (Lev.
19:15) In this way, godly justice and
righteousness are very different fromthe
modern nation of “social justice,” which
demands equality of economic and cul-
tural outcomes.

Itis, of course, often argued that bib-
lical strictures against “ oppression” ap-
ply to seemingly neutral processes, such
as the free marketplace, that lead to al-
legedly “unfair” results, such as wealth
imbalances, yet the Bibleroutinely links
oppression to perversion of the system
of justice. For instance, the prophet
Micah complained of evil men who
“covet fields and seize them, and houses,
and take them” (Mic. 2:2). James
pointed to the exploitative rich who had
“failed to pay the workmen” and “mur-
dered innocent men” (James 5:4,6).

Thisisnot to say that results are un-
important. To the contrary, Chrigtiansare
to be generous and “do good to all
people” (Gal. 6:10), but one should not
conflate society and state. It has, for in-
stance, been suggested that the scriptural
call upon the “shepherds of Israel” to
strengthen the weak, heal the sick, and
bind up the injured (Ezek. 34:4) is a
mandate for government welfare. Bib-
lical kingship, however, means some-
thing different from today’s secular
government. Moreover, such a broad
injunction tells us nothing about public
policy. Should the president and con-
gressmen be doctors so that they can
directly heal the sick? Should the state
provide doctors for everyone? Should
government fund health insurance for
the poor? Or should people, through
their families, churches, and other com-
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munity institutions, create a private
safety net for the needy? A good soci-
ety caresfor the disadvantaged, but noth-
ing in Scripture requires one or another
public program.

Scripture also restricts how the state
can act. The most important limitation
flows from the First Commandment.
This century has been marked by secu-
lar rulers and systems making preten-
tious claims of near-divinity. Even the
modern welfare state increasingly has
transformed into what author Herbert
Schlossherg calls“theidol state.” Today,
the government purports to set moral
standards, meet personal needs, and
even give life meaning.

The Bible suggeststhat an expansive
state is aso bad because it will reflect
the sinfulness of its participants and
therefore routinely mistreat its citizens.
Consider God's dire warning to the Is-
raelites when they requested a king (1
Sam. 8:11-17). Manisafallen creature
all too willing to do wrong. This sinful
tendency is exacerbated by the accumu-
lation of power that, warned Lord Acton,
“tendsto corrupt.”

In fact, the pandemic use of govern-
ment by influential interest groups to
enrich themselves by restricting compe-
tition and extorting subsidieswould ap-
pear to fall within the biblical meaning
of oppression. In such cases, some in-
volving the best-intended initiatives,
such as the minimum wage and trade
restrictions, powerful interests use gov-
ernment to unjustly enrich themselves.
The prophet | saiah was addressing such
lobbies when he proclaimed: “Woe to
those who make unjust laws, to those
who issue oppressive decrees, to deprive
the poor of their rights and rob my op-
pressed people of justice” (Isa. 10:1-2).

While Scripture is ultimately more
concerned about spiritual freedom—
particularly liberation from sin—than
political and economic freedom, the
lives and dignity of human beings cre-
ated in theimage of God require respect
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by other people, including governors.
The least important person for whom
Christ died is of greater value than the
grandest empire.

Moreover, people must befreetore-
spond to God'sgrace, worship him, and
integrate obedience to him into their
daily lives, liberties that inevitably suf-
fer asthe state expands. Finally, Christ’s
injunction that believersbe salt and light
requires an abundant communal lifefree
from political control.

Of course, most issues fall between
the extremes. About controversies like
comparable worth, insider trading, and
the Export-lmport Bank the Bible offers
little specific guidance. Rather, theseare
issues more of prudence than principle.
God has chosen to leave them up to us
rather than to state his own preference.

Where God is silent, what role
should we assign to the state? Many re-
ligious activists lobby for social causes
as if the outcomes were natural out-
growthsof Christian theology. Yet there
is no automatic link between, say, con-

The business of government is
not to supplant God but to
respect God in attempting to
protect individuals from the sinful
depredations of others.

— Doug Bandow

cern for the poor and a particular fed-
eral job training program.

Government Not A Particularly
Good Teacher of Virtue

Although there is no formal Chris-
tian political philosophy, believershave
good reason to be skeptical about the use
of government to solve economic and
socia problems. Thetemptationto seize
power in an attempt to do good isstrong;

the prospect of making peoplemoral and
righteous is alluring. But can there be
greater hubris than the belief that one
should forcibly remake individuals and
transform entire societies? Thousands of
yearsof human history suggest that such
aproject is fraught with peril.

One concern is simply the primacy
of God. Political and economic freedom,
particularly independence from the pa-
ternal welfare state, have a spiritual di-
mension, since liberty forces people to
rely on God. The more decisions left to
individuals, the more often they must
exercise moral judgment and act on bib-
lical principles.

Nor should believers forget that the
basis of the stateis coercion. In general,
seizing someone’swealth and throwing
theminjail is not an act of love. Thus,
Christians should resort to coercion only
reluctantly and for the most serious pur-
pose, not as amatter of personal prefer-
ence.

Moreover, placing untrammeled
power in the hands of coercive institu-

tions controlled by sinful men has
proved to be disastrous throughout the
ages, and especially thiscentury. Ashis-
torian Paul Johnson observed, “ The state
had proved itself an insatiable spender,
an unrivaled waster. Indeed, in thetwen-
tieth century it had also proved itself the
great killer of all time.” Even thosewho
would like to play social engineer need
to realize that mixing sinful human na-
ture and concentrated political authority
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often yields destructive results.

What of narrowly defined attempts
to use government for good ends—to,
say, promote biblical morality? Obvi-
ously, Christians should care about not
only the opportunity to make choices but
what choices are made. However, who
should make such decisions? Scripture
placesresponsibility onindividualswho
areresponsibleto God for their actions,
not on the state.

Understandably so. Churches and
governments alike have unsuccessfully
tried to eliminate sin for centuries. While
America’'s moral standards certainly
appear to be onthe decline, blaming this
phenomenon on legal freedom mistakes
correlation for causation. In fact, the
nation’s onetime cultural consensus on
moral issues eroded even during an era
of strict laws against homosexuality,
pornography, and fornication. Only
cracksin this consensus led to changes
inthelaw. In short, the moral underpin-
ningsof thelaws collapsed, followed by
the laws.

Moreover, government is not a par-
ticularly good teacher of virtue. The
statetendsto be effectiveat simple, blunt
tasks, like killing and jailing people. It
has been far less successful at shaping
individual consciences. New lawswould
not make America a more virtuous na-
tion. True, there might be fewer overt
acts of immorality, but there would be
no change in people's hearts.

Indeed, attempting to force peopleto
be virtuous tends to make society itself
less virtuous in three important ways.
First, individuals lose opportunities to
exercisevirtue, which cannot exist with-
out freedom and theright to make moral
choices. In this we see the paradox of
Christianity: A God of love creates man
and provides a means for his redemp-
tion but allows him to chooseto do evil.

There aretimes, of course, when co-
ercion is absolutely necessary—most
important, to protect people by enforc-
ing an inter-personal moral code gov-
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erning the relations of one to another,
including cases like murder, theft, and
abortion. Very different isthe use of co-
ercion to promote virtue; that is, to im-
pose a standard of intra-personal
morality, in essenceto mold souls. If this
were not the case, government should
enforce the two greatest command-
ments: loving God and loving one's
neighbors.

Moral-based issues like drug use,
pornography, and homosexuality all
have important social impacts that, one
can argue, justify some state interven-
tion. However, there is abundant evi-
dence that government action often
exacerbates the underlying problems
and creates new ones. As such, these
matters are fundamentally prudential,
not moral, issues in the political realm.

Second, to vest government with pri-
mary responsibility for promoting vir-
tue shortchanges other institutions, like
the family and church. Private social
organizationsfind it easier tolean onthe
power of coercion than to lead by ex-
ample, persuade, and solve problems.
Moral problems, driven underground by
the law, seem less acute, causing people
to work less vigorously to promote
godly values.

Third, making government a moral
enforcer encourages abuse by whoever
gains power. The effect of sinismagni-
fied by the exercise of coercive power.
Its possessors can, of course, do good,
but history suggests that they are far
more likely to do harm. Even in our
democratic system, rulers are as ready
to enact their personal predilections—
teaching children “Heather Has Two
Mommies,” for instance—as to uphold
biblical morality.

Politics Primarily Prudential
Although “moral” issues dominate
Christian political activism, most politi-
cal controversies are primarily pruden-
tial—can stateintervention improvethe
operation of the labor market, for ex-

ample? In such cases, the lessons of
practical experience are particularly
powerful. Private market outcomes are
often imperfect, but the results of po-
litical intervention are ailmost always
worse. Given the problems inherent to
the political process, such as imperfect
knowledge, interest group pressure, per-
verse bureaucratic incentives, and lack
of effective accountability, state action
should be viewed as a last resort.

For this reason, prudence suggests
due humility by would-be social engi-
neers. In general, government should
providethelegal scaffolding that allows
people to try to collectively but volun-
tarily solve their problems. Only in ex-
traordinary circumstances, where there
isno other choice, should the state sup-
plant private decision-making. Ulti-
mately, a political system based on
liberty will enhance man’sability to pro-
vide for hisfamily, work with othersto
improve his community, exercise do-
minion in transforming God'’s creation,
and enjoy the many gifts of God. Pri-
vate cooperation, rather than public co-
ercion, is by far the best method of
governancein our complex and diverse
society.

In the end, politics is not our most
important Christian obligation. It re-
mains significant, however, and requires
us to use the wisdom with which God
has so graciously offered to endow us.
And wisdom, especially derived from
the ghastly experience of this century,
would suggest that we constrain politics
to the smallest role possible. In the end,
our society will be a better place if we
choose to live with occasiona human
imperfection, rather than to attempt to
suppressit through government. A

Doug Bandow, J.D., is a senior fellow
at the Cato Institute and the author of
several books, including Beyond Good
Intentions: A Biblical View of Politics
(Crossway) and The Politics of Envy:
Statism As Theology (Transaction).
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Jacques Maritain
The Philosopher in Society

by James V. Schall, S.J.
Rowman and Littlefield, 1998. 224 pp. Paperback: $19.95

Review by Glenn Ellmers

his book brings the considerable

talents of the Reverend James V.
Schall, S.J., to bear on the writings of
animportant and influentia figurein Ro-
man Catholic palitical philosophy. It has
al the indications of a promising and
useful work, but impressed as| am with
Maritain’s prodigious output and the
high regard in which he is held by seri-
ous Catholic thinkers, | must confess |
did not like the Maritain | found here.

Not having read Maritain since col-
lege, | now find him, in Schall’s treat-
ment, overly abstract—too concerned
with categories and definitions at the
expense of actual political regimes,
events, and statesman. Categories and
definitions are, to be sure, fundamental,
but they should clarify rather than ob-
scure. Schall, for example, explains how
“Maritain’s use of the word ‘value,’ a
word oftenrelated to ‘rights,” servesfur-
ther to illustrate this problem [of how
properly to understand rights]. By rede-
fining the word ‘value,’ it can be made
to have alegitimate meaning. Maritain
soredefinesit.... Thus, reading Maritain
on rights and val ues requires a constant
internal correction....” Conservatives
today have enough trouble defending
rights, equality, and liberty without try-
ing to expropriate almost useless words
like“values.”

Thisisnot say the book is not worth
reading, for it surely is. Maritainisarich
minefor interesting and unexpected per-
spectives, and Father Schall isan enthu-
siastic excavator. The chapter “Justice,
Brains, and Strength,” for instance, re-
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mindsusthat the Clinton administration
isnotable not merely for the current sex
scandal but for its political and intellec-
tual hubris (viz., the determination “to
change what it means to be a human
being in the twenty-first century,” ac-
cording Hillary Clinton, and to “re-
definein practical terms the immutable
ideals that have guided us,” according
to her husband). Maritain illuminates
such hubris under awithering light.
Attributing this to a sort of Machia-
vellianism in modern politics, Schall
writes: “Maritain does not mean only
that this system resultsin moral corrup-
tionfor all who participateinit. Healso
understands that the Marchiavellian’'s
chosen means arejustified by apurpose,
anew ‘good, as it were, that replaces
the hierarchy of political endsfound in
the classical writers and based on hu-
man happiness and nature. This new
‘good’ issuccessinremainingin power.”
Such keen observations, however, are
marred by serious drawbacks. The same
chapter discusses Maritain’sdistinction
between “absolute” and “moderate”
Machiavellianism, and the problem of
making political choicesthat arenot “in
themselves, evil.” But thereis little or
no clarity about what this actually
means, because there is no discussion
by Maritain of actual statesmanship. Ab-
sent any such treatment, one wonders
what isthe point of inventing these“ ab-
solute” and “moderate” categories.
The most problematic and least sat-
isfying chapter is “The Natural Law—
Natural Right Dilemma.” To beginwith,

the chapter is mistitled; it is not about
the tension between natural law (aterm
originating with Cicero and prevalentin
medieval philosophy) and natural right
(a Platonic and Aristotelian term). The
discussion is, rather, about natural law
and themodern view of rights. Thisdis-
cussion of modern rights philosophy,
moreover, islimited aimost exclusively
to Thomas Hobbes and other radical
moderns for whom, Schall properly
notes, rights are mere whim and unlim-
ited will.

That view is powerfully influential
today, and Schall iscorrect in noting that
thisview of rights, in denying “any bind-
ing reason to natural law, [repudiates)
the very validity of reason itself.” As
presented by Schall, however, Maritain
seems oddly unaware of the more clas-
sical and sensible understanding of
rights articulated by the American
Founders. That understanding, so far
from standing in opposition to natural
law, derived rights explicitly from the
“laws of nature and nature’s God.” The
Declaration of Independence itself, ac-
cording to Jefferson, expressed the el-
ementary principles of “public right
[foundin] Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, and
Sidney.” Further, nearly every sermon,
speech, and essay by the Founders on
this subject stressed the connection be-
tween morality and self-government,
between the commandments of revela-
tion and the precepts of natural reason.

aritain nevertheless disavowsthe

very possibility that there can be
a civil order grounded on natural law
principles as discerned by reason.
“Nothing is more vain than to seek to
unite men by a philosophic minimum.”
Because there will always be philo-
sophic disagreement about the most pro-
found metaphysical questions, Maritain
seems to say, there can be no strictly
philosophic or rational agreement about
political justice. Maritain instead “ pro-
poses a list of rights or principles
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according to which men could agree to
live together poalitically in peace but
without insisting on agreement about the
principles that establish these norms or
standards of living.” This “proposal”
seems to me as weak and insubstantial
as Richard Rorty’s defense of tolerance
as his*“personal preference.”

There is perhaps today no more ur-
gent task than to clarify and defend the
principles of natural law. Maritain's
view of natural law, however, seems as
confused asitisrespectful. Schall quotes
Maritain's assertion that “natural law is
a historic, ongoing philosophic discus-
sion;” that over the course of time we
develop an “increasing knowledge of
what isimplied by it,” which takes “the
same sort of time and effort as it has
taken human beingsto know about other
forms of knowledge—how to build
bridges, for instance.” If not explicitly
historicist, thiscertainly intimatesapro-
gressive view of moral understanding.
If progress allows us to make better
bridges than Archimedes—as it surely
has—are we by the same process mor-
ally wiser thantheAngelic Doctor? This
discomfiting suggestion is not lessened
by Schall’s bold assertion that Maritain
presents“ perhapsfor thefirst timein po-
litical philosophy, an account of thetem-
poral order that is adequate to its own
natural purpose.”

Father Schall could not, of course,
treat every nuancein Maritain’sthought
in this single volume, and some of the
criticism made here might be qualified
by afuller treatment. | do wish, though,
Schall had gone further in explicating
his few and gently offered disagree-
ments with Maritain. One can say this:
The book goes far to illuminating,
though not resolving, the tension be-
tween Thomism and neo-Thomism—
still the central question of modern
Catholic philosophy. A

Glenn Ellmers is director of research
with the Claremont Institute.
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C.S. Lewis

Memories and Reflections
John Lawlor

Spence Publishing Co., 1998
160 pp. Hardcover: $22.95

This book need not have been written.
Though Lawlor writesinarareand fine
prose style that is a delight to read, and
though his memories of Lewis paint a
charming portrait, no new ground isbro-
ken; there does not seem to be anything
here that does not appear in fuller and
better treatments of Lewis's life and
thought. Lawlor is to be praised, how-
ever, for reaffirming the overlooked
unity of Lewis's vision as an imagina-
tive writer and aliterary critic.

TheC. S LewisReaders
Encyclopedia

Jeffrey D. Schultz and John G. West, eds.
Zondervan Publishing House, 1998
464 pp. Hardcover: $22.99

The stated purpose of thisvolumeisto
“help thereader get more out of hisread-
ing of Lewis’ by illuminating the“larger
world of people and ideas that fill the
pages of hisbooks, essays, and letters.”
This purposeis fulfilled admirably.

In addition to afine introductory bi-
ography, alist of additional Lewis re-
sources, and a helpful timeline of his
life, the heart of the book isits compre-
hensive encyclopediaentries. Theseen-
tries are penned by a wide variety of
contributors (including some of thevery
best Lewis commentators), and though
thisinevitably resultsin an unevenness
in style and depth, it also offersapleas-
ing diversity of opinionson Lewis'slife
and legacy. These entries are of three
types: Thefirst arethe generally insight-

ful topical entriesthat illuminateLewis's
view of palitics, theology, ethics, and the
like. The second are the analyses of ev-
ery book, essay, address, poem, and pub-
lished letter in the Lewis corpus. The
third are the helpful notes on different
aspects of hislife. Though some entries
border on the seemingly trivial, the
reader will find that almost any possible
guestion about Lewis's life (Where is
Addison’s Walk? What was his opinion
of T. S. Eliot?) hasitsanswer somewhere
in these pages. This book will rightly
take its place as the definitive reference
work on Lewis.

ThePilgrim’s Guide:

C. S. Lewisand theArt of Witness
David Mills, ed.

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1998
208 pp. Hardcover: $20.00

Of the number of studies published this
year to commemorate the centenary of
the birth of C. S. Lewis, The Pilgrim's
Guide is one of the few that truly ad-
vances our understanding of Lewis
rather than rehashes the overly familiar
themes and topics. This collection of
essaysisunified by thethemeof Lewis's
“art of witness,” an art that wasfor Lewis
“both a moral act, in the formation of
his character, and an intellectual act, in
knowing how to speak the word so that
itwould beheard.” Especially useful are
the first three essays (comprising the
first part, “ The Character of aWitness”),
which find the root of Lewis's unique-
ness and value in his profound grasp of
the human person’seternal character, his
deep commitment to advancing Truth,
and his unique vocation of conducting
his scholarship in the public square.
—Gregory Dunn
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Rev. Robert A. Sirico

On Declaring Capitalism a Failure

he meltdown of Asian markets, combined with ahigh-
profile hedge fund failure at home, has revived the
familiar charge that capitalist greed and pervasive market
failure are the sources of economic crisis. What happened
toAsian economies and one hedge fund has become ameta-
phor for the systemic moral failings of capitalism itself.
“Itis beginning to be accepted that global capitalismis
in serioustrouble,” writes John Gray in The Nation, echo-
ing sentimentswidely shared on the palitical 1eft. In apoca-
lyptic tones, he predicts the

hold in thefuture, contrary to the assumptions of the model.
Inthe dark days of August and September, when the prices
and yields took awholly new turn, therisk that earned the
firm such spectacular profits came back to devour it.
What we see in this case is not institutional failure but
human failure. Successful investors sometimes forget that
the future cannot be known with certainty by anyone. Itis
apeculiar trait of human naturethat we are, timeand again,
inclined to believe that our ignorance can be overcome.
There is nothing wrong with

coming “breakdown of global
laissez-faire.” Even morebluntly,
the editor of the National Catho-
lic Reporter wrote recently that
given this year's events and the

It is not capitalism that is in crisis
but the remnants of state
planning.

speculation, and, indeed, if mak-
ing good judgments about an un-
known future helps coordinate
economic maladjustments, that is
all to the good. The problem

plight of the poor everywhere,
“one thing seems clear to me: Capitalism doesn’t work.”

Both editorial s are symptomatic of aresurgence of old-
fashioned anticapitalist moralizing, consisting primarily of
flawed economic analysis and a generous dollop of
redistributionist ethics. Their solutions are predictable:
They desire more regulatory control and redistribution of
the world'sresources by means of government policy. Itis
an old story but with a postsocialist twist. Clearly, the left
(secular and religious) is hoping that recent financial
troubles will serve as arejoinder to everyone who crowed
about the failure of central planning after 1989.

The problem is that it requires ideological blinders to
regard the Asian meltdown and the failure of ahedge fund
as acrisis of capitalism. These events have explanations
having to do with mundane issues of money and finance.
For example, the investment strategy of the hedge fund
Long-Term Capital Management was based on a math-
ematical model formulated to notice small yield and price
discrepancies in bonds and currencies, with programmed
buying and selling based on certain assumptions about the
future. The model was constructed based on historical pat-
terns that held well for two years, generating returns in
upwards of 40%.

It so happens that not all price patterns from the past

arises when arrogance tempts us
to believein our own infallibility. It isthisvery hubristhat
leads someintellectualsto embracethefolly of central plan-
ning.

What does any of this have to do with corporate greed
or the failures of the capitalist system? Nothing. Critics
who say it does have confused human error with a social
structure of sinitself. What is needed isto focus the penal -
ties for getting carried away more particularly on those
firms that are responsible. Thisisthe system called profit
and loss, one that has been compromised in an age of bail-
outs and loan guarantees and investment houses that are
declared too big to fail.

No economic system can rid the world of human falli-
bility, and none should try. But major elements of the Left
have not yet accepted the redlity that the market economy,
whatever its flaws, is no longer merely an option. It is not
capitalism that is in crisis but the remnants of state plan-
ning, which those on the left still defend with such mis-
guided moral passion. A

Fr. Sirico is the co-founder and President of the Acton In-
stitute and a Roman Catholic priest. A longer version of
this article appeared in The Wall Street Journal, Novem-
ber 18, 1998.
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“...no sin, simply as such, should be made a
crime.... Of course, many acts which are sins
against God are also injuries to our fellow-citizens,
and must on that account, but only on that account,
be made crimes.... We hear too much about the
State. Government is at its best a necessary evil.

Let’s keep it in its place.”

—C. S. Lewis—
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