
13 A Hayekian strategy to implement free
market reforms1

In his lifelong battle for liberty in the field of ideas, F. A. Hayek never forgot
the great importance of following an effective and consistent strategy to
implement free market reforms. Now, we also need to continue and improve
Hayek’s insights and leadership in this practical effort if we want to see the
success of libertarian ideals in the future. Is with this goal in mind that the
present article in honour of Dr Gerrit Meijer has been written.

Introduction

The theory of liberty has advanced considerably in the second half of the last
century. Today, it may be said, without any doubt, that, at least within the field
of economic theory, the triumph of free market principles has been complete.
Not only has it become obvious that real socialism is, as had been demon-
strated by Mises, Hayek and other members of the Austrian School of Eco-
nomics, theoretically impossible,2 but, in addition, the most reliable analyses
are likewise showing that the interventionist economic policy followed in
‘mixed’ economies is also doomed to failure. Moreover, works which place in
evidence the crisis of the so-called ‘welfare state’ are continually appearing.
We can, therefore, conclude that, today, at the start of the new century, the
theoretical debate has been won by those who defend the free market economy.

However, with regard to the practical application of libertarian principles,
there is still a long way to go. Even though the historic fall of real socialism in
Eastern Europe has shown the impossibility of communism and certain lib-
eralizing reforms are being made in the rest of the interventionist countries
(incorrectly called ‘market economy’ countries), there are still many difficul-
ties to overcome. In fact, it seems as if, although the final objective pursued
has become clear from a theoretical point of view, it is very difficult to begin
the necessary reforms and put them into practice. Specifically, although free
market reforms have been shown to be advisable from a theoretical and even
moral point of view, the argument that ‘their political impossibility is
obvious’ is often heard. In the present article, therefore, we propose to con-
front the objection relative to the supposed impossibility of going forward in
libertarian ideology. In order to do this, we must analyse the most adequate



strategy and tactics to stimulate and bring about free market reforms and the
relations which should exist between the libertarian economic theorist and
those politicians who wish to advance in the right direction day by day.

We will study below, first, the reasons which are usually alleged to justify
the supposed political impossibility of any advance in putting free market
theory into practice, reviewing a number of recent historical examples which,
to a greater or lesser extent clearly refute the pessimism which exists in this
field. Subsequently, we will present the strategy that we consider most fitting
to surmount the barrier of what is considered ‘politically impossible’ from
three points of view: theoretical, ethical and historical. After proposing an
inventory of activities that can and should be promoted in order to bring
about a change in the right direction in public opinion, we will highlight the
important role of politicians in general and libertarian politicians in parti-
cular. A classification of professional politicians into four different types in
accordance with their commitment to the theory and practice of liberty and
an analysis of the most important circumstances that influence their beha-
viour, together with a list of recommended practices which we consider
important for all libertarians who decide to enter politics, will bring the
present work to an end.

Reasons usually alleged for considering free market reforms
politically impossible

There are various reasons which are usually put forward to argue that many
libertarian reforms are not politically possible and thereby justify the main-
tenance of the status quo. Thus, for example, it is alleged that the theoretical
reasons which support free market policies are, in general, very abstract and
difficult to explain. It is also argued that people are very reluctant to change,
especially when the changes are based on abstract theories and the attain-
ment of medium- and long-term results which, although it is understood that
they will be favourable, are nevertheless felt to require ‘important sacrifices’
at the beginning. All this means that politicians normally tend to err on the
side of timidity and lack of conviction when presenting reforms which lead
in the right direction: it is felt that libertarian arguments leave too many
flanks open to facile criticism, particularly with a socialist opposition which,
in general, has shown itself to be unscrupulous and ready to have recourse to
the most demagogic reasoning.

These and other arguments, which are those most commonly used by the
politicians who consider making free market reforms, appear to have found,
moreover, theoretical support in the contributions of the ‘Public Choice
School’. In fact, several analyses made by the Public Choice School, led by
James M. Buchanan, provide a theoretical explanation of the difficulties in
undertaking and bringing about the appropriate reforms. Thus, among other
aspects, they talk about what they call the ‘effect of the rationality of ignor-
ance’, according to which, given the reduced probability that the single vote
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of an individual voter can influence the final result of the elections, the cur-
rent democratic system encourages citizens, consciously or unconsciously, to
spare themselves the great effort implied by studying in the necessary depth
the multiple complex issues which are discussed and debated at the political
level.3 In contrast to this generalized omission on the part of citizens, lobbies
and ‘pressure groups’ appear. These identify a strong interest in a specific
area and successfully mobilize their forces to exert pressure and influence
over public authorities in order to obtain privileges at the cost of the silent
majority’ that nobody bothers to defend. Likewise, there have been theories
about the effect of the ‘governmental short-sightedness’ which tends to arise
from the fact that the priority of the politicians is to get into power and stay
there at any cost, which explains that they take their decisions thinking only
of the very short-term future (the next elections), making it almost inevitable
that they often end up sacrificing the community’s long-term welfare in the
interests of obtaining short-term ‘political advantages’. Lastly, it has been
shown that bureaucratic bodies have a tendency to constantly over-expand
and seek justification of the need for their existence and growth, as they do
not depend on a profit and loss account and are not forced to ratify their
services every day in the marketplace as any private company must, since
their existence, funded through the State Budget, is guaranteed if they obtain
sufficient political support (generally encouraged by a pressure group).

Leaving aside its evident scientific potential, which we are not going to
discuss here, it is obvious that there is also a grave risk that the Public
Choice School’s theoretical analysis tends to foment nihilism among those
who want to devote their efforts to providing an impetus for short-term
practical reforms in the right direction. In fact, it seems that the Public
Choice theory explains and confirms that, in the political field, there exists a
‘vicious circle’ which is very difficult to break. It shows that the politician, to
a great extent, merely harvests an already existing state of public opinion
which is felt to be very difficult to mobilize in the right direction in the short
term, as a result of the combined effects of the ‘rationality of ignorance’ and
the activities of the privileged pressure groups themselves (to which the
‘effect of governmental short-sightedness’ and the bureaucratic bodies’ ten-
dency to over-expand with hardly any limit should be added). If the numer-
ous frustrating experiences encountered by many politicians when trying to
put free market reforms into practice are added to this vicious circle, for
which there is, apparently, a theoretical explanation, it is understandable that
it is very easy for somebody to become sceptical or discouraged if he reaches
the conclusion that the barrier of the ‘politically impossible’ is very difficult,
or even impossible, to cross.

Historical examples which refute pessimism

However, there are several historical examples which illustrate how it is
possible to promote radical reforms, even when circumstances are very
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adverse. Thus, referring almost exclusively to the best-known cases since
World War II,4 we should mention, in the first place, the liberalizing reform
put into practice by Ludwig Erhard in Federal Germany after the Second
World War, which constituted head-on defiance of the interventionist
‘recommendations’ of the economic advisors (Galbraith etc.) whom the vic-
torious powers in the conflict had sent. Erhard’s liberalizing decrees were
issued at one stroke, by surprise, in 1948 and led to the spectacular Wirt-
schaftswunder, or ‘German economic miracle’.5

Thirty years later, the ‘conservative revolution’ in the United States, pro-
moted by Ronald Reagan in his two presidential mandates (1980–1988) also
had a great impact. During this period, Reagan carried out an important
fiscal reform which reduced the marginal income tax rate to 28 per cent and
dismantled, to a great extent, the governmental regulation of the economy
and the weight that the Federal Administration had acquired in the United
States, resulting in an economic upsurge that materialized in the creation of
more that 12 million jobs.6

Closer to us, we can mention the conservative revolution which Margaret
Thatcher carried out in the United Kingdom, which stimulated, over a
period of almost twelve years, the most ambitious programme for the pri-
vatization of nationalized corporations carried out in the world to date.
Thatcher sold millions of council houses to their tenants, thus converting
extensive social classes into small proprietors. Likewise, she carried out a
profound reform of the tax system, reducing the marginal income tax rate to
40 per cent, and initiated a programme of moral regeneration which pro-
vided a strong impetus to the country’s economy, which had been affected by
the decades of interventionist policies applied since the Second World War,
not only by Labour governments, but also, in particular, by several Con-
servative governments that committed the strategic error of ‘pragmatism’.7

Finally, in view of its great historical importance, we must refer to the fall
of real socialism in the Eastern European countries which, as a result of a
series of, in general, bloodless revolutions, took place from 1989 onwards, to
the astonishment of the Western world and the surprise of its main intellec-
tuals and political leaders. The reforms carried out in Latin America, parti-
cularly in countries such as Chile, Argentina, Mexico, and Peru, led by
‘populist’ politicians who, however, have been able to promote measures in
the right direction, will, in the long run, acquire a similar level of impor-
tance.8

It is clear, therefore, that, as opposed to the abovementioned nihilist
temptation, these and other historical examples illustrate how it is perfectly
possible, even in very adverse historical circumstances, to surmount the bar-
rier of the ‘politically impossible’ which apparently always arises when an
attempt is made to undertake free market reforms and put them successfully
into practice. We will now study the strategies and measures it is necessary to
adopt and execute in order to make what today seems very difficult, or even
politically impossible, viable from a political standpoint.
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The three levels of action required by the reforms: theoretical,
historical and ethical

Elsewhere, I have developed the thesis that there are three different levels of
approach to each political, economic and social situation: a theoretical level,
a historical level and an ethical level.9 According to this conception, the
analysis and interpretation of social phenomena can and should be made
from these three points of view.

Thus, following this model, it is easy to understand how any erroneous
policy always arises as the result of a chain of factors which correspond to
each of these three levels. In fact, behind any policy which is harmful to
society, there are usually, at a strictly theoretical level, serious scientific errors
and fallacies. Effectively, false theories are continually being used to justify
the most harmful interventionist policies. Sometimes, these theories emerge
independently, by chance, and policies are subsequently adopted as a con-
sequence of the theoretical and methodological errors committed. On many
other occasions, however, erroneous theories are constructed ad hoc in order
to justify certain policies which have been decided previously.10

At a historical level – in other words, the level of the practical everyday
situation – one of the most important factors which stimulates mistaken
policies is the intervention of the pressure groups or privileged lobbies which
benefit from them. Thus, the existence of certain persons or social groups
who are to be specially privileged or favoured as a consequence of the harm-
ful political measure taken must be added to the errors in the theoretical
foundations.

Finally, at an ethical level, it should be noted that the harmful policies
that result from theoretical errors and the malicious support of certain pri-
vileged pressure groups are practically inevitable when the moral principles
of the social body – in other words, the basic behavioural rules which guide
it – go into crisis. Put in another way, the only line of defence left for any
society in which theoretical errors and privileged pressure groups arise is for
its leaders and citizens to uphold a series of guided behaviours of a moral
nature. If this last barrier or moral brake disappears, the society will be lost
and will fall victim to the demagogic, interventionist and harmful politicians
who will always find an erroneous theoretical justification and the support of
some privileged lobby.

The above considerations will enable us to undertake, as a contrast, a
parallel analysis of the strategy necessary to ensure that what we today feel
to be impossible to achieve will be politically viable in the future, that is to
say, the elimination of interventionist policies, replacing them with others
more consistent with free market ideals. Thus, we will propose a series of
specific measures and actions which should be undertaken at each of the
three levels (theoretical, historical and ethical) in order to break through what
today seems to be the insurmountable barrier of the politically impossible in
relation to reforms with libertarian content.
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Actions in the theoretical field

The part played by the pure theorist is essential in the battle for freedom.
His role consists basically of a radical search for scientific truth, without any
prior commitments. In order to make it possible to break the vicious circle of
the politically impossible, the pure theorist plays, in the long term, the most
important role. There is no doubt that ideas make the world go round or
that, one way or another, their influence always filters through to the social
body in the end and leaves its mark.

Moreover, it is precisely in the field of libertarian theory where most
advances have been made. Today, we may say that, in this field, there has
been a runaway victory over the theories which have been used to justify
socialism or interventionism to date. It is sufficient to mention, for example,
how the analysis of the Austrian School of Economics (Mises and Hayek) on
the impossibility of socialism has been fully confirmed after several decades
of controversy, not only by the fall of real socialism in Eastern Europe, but
also by the apparently insoluble crisis into which the interventionist or
‘welfare’ state has fallen all over the Western world.11

At the theoretical level, perhaps the most important principle of action
consists of continuing the search for the scientific truth, without making any
concessions aimed at achieving short-term advantages or political influence
in return. As Hayek said,

I don’t think the work of the politician and the true student of society
are compatible. Indeed it seems to me that in order to be successful as a
politician, to become a political leader, it is almost essential that you
have no original ideas on social matters but just express what the
majority feel. … I think [the economist] ought to avoid committing
himself to a party – or even devoting himself predominantly to some one
good cause. That not only warps his judgement – but the influence it
gives him is almost certainly bought at the price of intellectual indepen-
dence. Too much anxiety to get a particular thing done, or to keep one’s
influence over a particular group, is almost certain to be an obstacle to
his saying many unpopular things he ought to say – and leads to his
compromising with ‘dominant views’ which have to be accepted, and
even accepting views which would not stand serious examination.12

In short, Hayek places us on guard against the activity of, for example, some
distinguished libertarian members of the School of Chicago when they pre-
sent what are merely ‘compromise solutions’ as scientific conclusions in their
studies. This has been the case, for example, of many of their prescriptions,
like the monetary growth rule, flexible exchange rates, ‘negative income
tax’, school vouchers, immigration reform and others, which have been
widely debated at a scientific level and even among the population in gen-
eral. The presentation and defence of these positions without making the
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final theoretical objectives explicit or explaining that, to a great extent, they
were only intended to achieve a politically acceptable compromise has been
to the detriment of the prestige of their role as theorists of liberty.13 Thus,
the leading role in the theoretical defence of free market principles, little by
little, has been taken over by the Austrian School, much purer in its theory
of liberty and much less committed to the search for short-term political
‘solutions’.

In order to avoid this and other risks, the most appropriate strategy which
should be planned in the theoretical field is what, following William H. Hutt,
we will call dual strategy and consists basically of the following.14 First, the
essential principles of free market theory and its consequences should be
studied, defining the final goals which it is intended to attain in the long
term and their essential theoretical implications without any kind of prior
commitment. At the same time, in the shorter term, a policy to bring us
closer to these goals can and should be designed, remembering that this
policy must always be consistent with them.

‘Compromise solutions’ which lead in the opposite direction of the pre-
fixed goals or which conceal or confuse the citizens as to the final objectives
and their implications must be avoided. Only this strategy may make it pos-
sible to attain, in the medium and long term, the political ends which today
seem, perhaps, difficult to achieve.

The essential points of the dual strategy to be developed by all libertarian
theorists should be, therefore, the following:

1 To study the theoretical principles and the ultimate consequences derived
from them with tenacity and persistence, making no concessions to short-
term political demands.

2 Never to give up the above activity; to carry out a labour of education
and dissemination of the essential theoretical principles and their impli-
cations among the citizens.

3 Without losing sight of the ultimate goals and their implications or
abandoning the labour of education and dissemination, to work on the
theoretical design of alternative transition processes which, without ever
violating the theoretical principles, always lead in the right direction.

4 If acceptance of a short-term political commitment is unavoidable, it
must always pass the test of not violating the essential principles (i.e. the
commitment must never imply moving further away from them). More-
over, it will be necessary to explain to the citizens that it is a short-term
concession or commitment, due to political circumstances rather than to
a theoretical principle which is the logical and inevitable consequence of
libertarian ideas.

In the theoretical field, only activity which always strictly follows these
principles can avoid the most dangerous risk for any free market strategist,
which is to commit the error of day-to-day political pragmatism, forgetting,
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when faced with the exertion and difficulties which overwhelm the person
who has to take short-term political decisions, the ultimate objectives pur-
sued, in view of the supposed political impossibility of attaining them.
Pragmatism is the most dangerous vice for the libertarian and, in the past,
has had devastating effects on its ideology. It has systematically led to the
agreement and adoption of political decisions aimed at getting into power or
remaining there which, in many cases, were essentially inconsistent with (i.e.
leading in the opposite direction from) those which should have been the
ultimate objectives to be pursued from the libertarian standpoint. Moreover,
the discussion exclusively of what was politically viable in the very short
term and the fact that the scientists themselves relegated the final goals to
second place, or even forgot them completely, has often prevented detailed
study of the theoretical principles and of the necessary process for dis-
seminating them. All this has, in the past, meant a continual loss of the
content of free market ideology which, in many cases, has become totally
blurred and diluted with other programmes, interests and ideologies.

Fortunately, at the present time, circumstances have changed and liber-
tarian theorists are again on the offensive, studying the purest theoretical
principles and disseminating their contents and implications among the
population. This explains the great revival and renewed impetus of the
market economy and libertarianism all over the world.

Actions in the ethical field

The field of ethics has been, up to now, cast into oblivion in the strategies to
defend and promote libertarianism in general and the free market economy
in particular. The reason for this regrettable omission should be sought in
the prevalence of the narrow ‘scientistic’ conception in economics. This
conception has tried to develop our discipline following the methodology
and scientific procedures which belong to physics and other natural sciences.
Thus, the neoclassical models which have prevailed in economics to date are
based on a reductionist concept of human rationality, which presupposes a
closed environment of ends and means or, in other words, of complete
information (either in certain or probabilistic terms), in which human beings
are supposed merely to make ad hoc decisions in terms of constrained max-
imization. According to this approach, it seems that it is not necessary for
human beings to adapt their behaviour to any moral guidelines, as the cor-
rect decision in each case will stem from a mere criterion of optimization of
the known ends it is intended to reach (presented, moreover, with the scien-
tific halo which mathematical formalism enjoys today), using means that are
also supposedly known and within the reach of the person making the deci-
sion. This scientistic conception of economics is the idea developed tirelessly
by most libertarians of the Neoclassical School. However the defence of the
market made by these authors is based exclusively on reasons of narrow
utilitarian efficiency and, therefore, they tend to give theoretical weapons
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and arguments to those who, to the contrary, advocate state intervention and
even socialism. In fact, if it is presupposed that the information is given and
that it is only possible to act following a narrow maximization criterion, it is
almost inevitable to take the small additional theoretical step of assuming
that such information and operational criteria may be used, with even
greater efficiency, by the government or state planning body itself in order
to ‘adequately’ organize society in general or any of its specific areas via
coercive commands.15

As opposed to this reductionist conception of economics, Mises, Hayek
and their followers of the Austrian School have shown that it is impossible
for either the human actor or the scientist or members of any government or
planning board to obtain the information which the neoclassical models
presuppose to be available. The reason for this impossibility stems from the
entrepreneurial creativity of the human being, which is constantly discovering
new ends, means and opportunities for gain. Therefore, the reductionist and
static concept of ‘rationality’ handled by the neoclassical theorists, which nips
the creative capacity of the human being in the bud, cannot be accepted.16

Moreover, the impossibility of narrow maximization criteria providing an
exclusive guide to human action makes it inevitable for the latter to be
developed within a framework of guided juridical and moral behaviours
which evolve as the representation of human nature in the multiple processes
of social interaction that have unfolded in the course of history. These moral
and legal institutions cannot be deliberately created by human beings, as
they incorporate a volume of information so vast and variable that it greatly
exceeds the capacity of foresight, analysis and comprehension of the mind of
each individual. However, these juridical, moral, economic and linguistic
institutions are precisely the most important ones for the evolution of life in
society and, therefore, of civilization. All these teachings, which have been
refined by Mises, Hayek and other Austrian School theorists, mainly in the
course of the debate they have maintained during the past century on the
theoretical impossibility of socialism, show that market and economic free-
dom must be defended, not only for reasons strictly of ‘dynamic efficiency’17

(in other words, because they promote greater creativity and more effective
coordination between human behaviours), but also, above all, because
capitalism is the only moral economic system, from an ethical point of view.18

If ethics entered into crisis during the twentieth century, this was the result
of the deification of reason which is typical of exaggerated scientism and
according to which it is assumed that every human being can and should
decide ad hoc following his or her subjective impulses on the basis of con-
strained maximization criteria, without the need to subject him- or herself to
moral behaviours with pre-established guidelines. This erroneous scientistic
conception of economics so much criticized by Hayek has become one of the
essential foundations of socialism, which can, in fact, be defined as the eco-
nomic system in which it is intended for the government to coordinate civil
society through commands without the need to submit itself to any dogmatic
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moral principles, as it is assumed that it has the necessary information to
take any decision based on a cost–benefit analysis. Therefore, Mises and
Hayek’s theoretical demonstration19 that it is impossible to act in this way,
mainly due to lack of information, has returned the leading role in social
cooperation to the ethical principles of traditional morality on which the
market economy is based and which had been cast into oblivion by politi-
cians, scientists and a large part of the public. Among these principles, we
can highlight the right to ownership and pacifically acquired possession of
the fruits of one’s own entrepreneurial creativity; individual responsibility,
taken as each actor’s assumption of the costs derived from his or her action;
the consideration that forced ‘solidarity’ is immoral, as it loses the ethical
component which should never be given up and which comes only from
voluntarism and freedom; and, in short, the fact that state coercion applied to
achieve specific goals in the social field is immoral, since it contravenes human
nature and the principles of respect for the freedom of individual human
action and equality before the law upon which the true rule of law is based.

The ethical and moral defence of the market economy is indispensable in
order to ensure the political success of libertarian reforms. It should put an
end to the monopoly of the ‘moral’ arguments enjoyed, up to now, by
interventionist politicians (from the left and the right) mainly due to the
absence of ethical criteria, which derives from the narrow utilitarian ration-
alism of the Neoclassical School of economics. One of the most recent and
important contributions to the theory of liberty in this century has been,
precisely, to show that the merely consequentialist cost–benefit analysis
developed to date by economic science in terms of strict utilitarian efficiency
is insufficient to justify, alone, a market economy. Thus, the development of
the ethical foundations of the theory of liberty is indispensable for the fol-
lowing basic reasons: (1) the failure of ‘social engineering’ and, specifically,
the consequentialism derived from the neoclassical-Walrasian paradigm
which has dominated economic science to date; (2) the theoretical analysis of
market processes made by the Austrian School on the basis of the theory of
entrepreneurship and the concept of ‘dynamic efficiency’ is also, alone,
insufficient to justify a market economy, particularly in respect of the privi-
leged pressure groups which always reap short-term benefits from the coer-
cive intervention of the state and whose time preference in favour of the
present subsidies, privileges and advantages they always obtain prevails over
the subjective value they may place on the negative consequences that the
interventionism of which they are now taking advantage may have in the
future;20 and (3), above all, from a strategic point of view, it is basically
moral considerations that drive the reformist behaviour of human beings,
who are often willing to make important sacrifices in pursuit of what they
consider good and just from a moral viewpoint, while it is much more diffi-
cult to ensure such behaviour on the basis of narrow criteria of efficiency,
which consist only of cold calculations of cost–benefit analysis the scientific
potentiality and foundation of which are, moreover, more than doubtful. In
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view of all the foregoing, we should conclude that no free market reform will
be successful in the long run if its promoters do not argue to their fellow
citizens, with full knowledge and vigour, that, not only is the market eco-
nomic more efficient, but also, above all, it is the only economic system
consistent with morality; and, simultaneously, that state interventionism and
the action of the pressure groups which support it are, in essence, immoral.

Actions at a historical level

The third and last level at which action should be taken in order to break the
vicious circle of political impossibility is in practical everyday life, which we
will call the ‘historical level’. It is clear that political decisions depend on the
public opinion at any given moment and on the way in which it influences
the political processes.21 Moreover, public opinion is the result of a series of
ideologies, beliefs and principles which, although they are often false and
contradictory, slowly filter into the social network through a constellation of
ideological intermediaries, which Hayek calls second-hand dealers of ideas.
Among these, what are generally called ‘intellectuals’ may be highlighted:
novelists,22 historians, cinema scriptwriters and those professional disseminators
of other people’s ideas who undertake to communicate and interpret the
most topical news every day (journalists).

The main and most urgent need at this everyday reality level is to modify
public opinion and provide it with an appropriate theory and morality in
accordance with libertarian principles. In order to do this, great effort and
perseverance are necessary, aimed, in the first place, at educating the ‘intel-
lectuals’ and disseminators of other people’s ideas, winning them over to the
scientific and ethical cause of freedom, which has already been formulated at
the theoretical and ethical levels we have already discussed. Thus, the liber-
tarian ideal may ferment in the social body, thanks to the effective labour of
an ‘army’ of disseminators and intellectuals who act applying the established
principles of the pure theory of freedom to the everyday reality.

What kind of specific activities can and should be carried out in this field?
Although it is not an exhaustive list, as examples we can identify the fol-
lowing activities that should be promoted and performed every day in this
field, without respite:

1 Teaching and educational activities: these include organizing educational
seminars in university environments and, in general, promoting meetings,
congresses, conferences and talks at which intellectuals and disseminators
may receive first-hand information on the essential principles and argu-
ments upon which the free market economy is based. These meetings also
serve to interchange experiences and propose new forms of explaining the
practical application of libertarian principles to the citizens.

2 Activities of dissemination and publication of books, works and studies
related to the libertarian ideal: here, we should mention, for example, the
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great editorial effort made by several publishing companies and institu-
tions to publish the most important classics in libertarian theory. There is
also a numerous group of institutes, business organizations, foundations,
etc., which promote, to a greater or lesser extent, studies and research
intended to apply free market ideas to the most pressing social problems.

3 Activities related to the media, such as the promotion of journals and
magazines specialized in the study and application of free market ideas;
having prestigious newspapers adopt an editorial line committed to the
free market economy; seeking good and sustained relations with mass
media professionals, especially those who are most sympathetic to liber-
tarian ideas; and, finally, obtaining influence over the mass media which,
like the radio and television, have the broadest impact on society today.

4 The creation of institutes and think tanks with a libertarian leaning; in
other words, to reproduce the successfully tried and tested method con-
sisting of the creation, promotion and development of free market insti-
tutes and foundations devoted to the analysis of social problems from a
libertarian point of view, together with the award of scholarships and
grants for the study, development and articulation of the specific political
measures for libertarian reform.23

5 Finally, an adequate international coordination of all these activities is
indispensable. Thus, for example, the interchange of experiences among
institutes in different countries and mutual assistance internationally
among the theorists and disseminators of libertarian ideas have been
found to be extremely useful. Here, in the academic field, the Mont
Pèlerin Society, created by Hayek after the Second World War, has played
a leading role. Today, its members include more than 400 libertarian
intellectuals, seven of whom have won the Nobel Prize for Economics.24

The role of the Atlas Research Foundation, founded by Anthony Fisher,
in promoting the creation of institutes in Latin America, Asia and East-
ern Europe has also been of great importance in spreading libertarianism
into areas which, until recently, were a closed shop of Marxism and
international socialism. Finally, the labour of organizing academic semi-
nars and publications, carried out at an international level by Liberty
Fund, the Institute for Humane Studies, the Cato Institute, the Ludwig
von Mises Institute and many others, should be highlighted.

As is logical, all these types of activities must be carried out following the
principle of specialization and division of labour. The same person or insti-
tution cannot and should not dilute his efforts over all of them. On the
contrary, it is necessary for the different activities to be carried out on a
specialized and professional basis, although it is true that an adequate coordina-
tion and organization of functions tends to reinforce the success of each
initiative. Thus, little by little, sustained and combined action in all these
fields finally not only reveals to the citizens the errors of interventionism, its
profound immorality and the egoism of the privileged pressure groups that
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take short-term advantage of the mechanisms of political power, but also
makes possible the irreversible erosion of the establishment of interventionist
ideologies, generating a situation where the presence of public opinion
favourable to the free market and libertarianism slowly grows and is finally
consolidated, becoming inexorable and irresistible from the social and political
point of view.

The role of the politician in libertarian reform

It is usually said that a good politician is one who gets on best with the
voters and, therefore, that, in general, politicians merely reap the harvest of
existing public opinion. According to this approach, politicians are simply a
melting pot of the society from which they emerge and, in fact, there is a
great deal of truth in this idea.25 Thus, for example, Goldwater and Reagan,
in their respective campaigns for the presidency of the United States, set
forth very similar free market ideas. However, one of them, Goldwater, lost
the elections because American society in 1964 was imbued with the mythi-
cal culture of the welfare state, whereas Reagan won two elections by abso-
lute majority from 1980 onwards, basically because the centre of gravity of
public opinion in the United States had shifted massively toward the moral
and theoretical principles of the capitalist system. Therefore, to the extent
that it is true that politicians merely reap the harvest of a certain climate of
public opinion, the need to take action in respect of intellectuals and those
who spread ideas takes on a special relevance in accordance with the
recommendations we make in the preceding section, since they are the
people who, in the final analysis, guarantee the change of public opinion in
the right direction which the politicians tend to follow.

However, the thesis that the politician simply harvests a climate of opinion
does not tell the whole truth. We think that, actually, politicians, in spite of
the evident restrictions imposed on them by the environment and public
opinion, often have significant room for manoeuvre, not only to take action
in order to achieve the appropriate reforms, but even to mobilize public
opinion in favour of them. We therefore find what is now the classic defini-
tion of political activity given by the Spanish politician Cánovas del Castillo
to be very appropriate: ‘politics is the art of bringing about, at each histor-
ical moment, the part of the ideal the circumstances make possible’.26 It
should be noted that this definition talks about trying to bring about the
greatest amount possible of the ideal and, therefore, in accordance with this
concept, a clear sense of libertarian belligerence should be given to all poli-
tical activity. The cases of Thatcher and Reagan driving the libertarian-
conservative revolution of the 1980s in the United Kingdom and United
States and the case of the Argentinian president Menem, who, in spite of
winning his elections with a populist message, has carried out a free market
transformation in the political, social and economic structures of his country,
are paradigmatic and demonstrate how much can be done by charismatic
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politicians who, due to conviction or circumstances, decide to promote free
market reforms in their countries.

It is therefore very important to place the greatest number possible of
‘professional politicians’ with a libertarian education and commitment
among our public servants. They should know the principles upon which the
free market reforms are based and the main consequences, implications and
arguments that favour them, so that they become capable of explaining lib-
ertarian ideology in a way that can be understood and is attractive to the
majority of citizens. The capacity of a professional politician to explain these
principles to the people, making the libertarian project convincing and
exciting for the masses, has an incalculable value. From this point of view, it
is very useful to classify professional politicians into four large groups, which
could be as follows:

1 Professional politicians who are clearly and exclusively pragmatic: these
are those who do not know the free market principles or their implica-
tions. They neither know nor want to know anything about libertarian
ideology, as their sole interest is to achieve and maintain political power,
and their personal abilities are sufficient to do this. Unfortunately, this
group of ignorant and pragmatic politicians has been, to date, the most
numerous of the groups that comprise the professional politicians, mainly
composed of lawyers, teachers, intellectuals or journalists, whose main
political experience or skill is their ability to spread unfounded ideas.27

2 Pragmatic politicians who, however, have learnt something about the
essential principles and implications of free market theory: these politi-
cians have an intuition and some knowledge of the correct functioning of
the processes of social interaction that they have acquired either by edu-
cation or through the experience of spending a number of years in power.
Thanks to this greater knowledge, they are, therefore, at least aware of the
great damage they do when they sponsor interventionist measures in their
societies, although, in view of their lack of conviction and highly prag-
matic nature, it would be illusory to think that they might acquire some
kind of guilt complex as a result of their responsibility for the harmful
effects generated by the interventionist measures they sponsor at a political
level.

3 Politicians who are well educated in free market ideals and who try, at
least diffidently, to point their political action in the right direction: this
group of professional politicians are imbued with libertarian ideology and
do their best to reduce the damage that their activity naturally generates
to a minimum, although it is true that, on most occasions, they become
disconcerted by the serious difficulties and restrictions of everyday pro-
blems and can take little effective action to promote libertarian reforms in
practice.28

4 Politicians who are familiar with libertarian theory and are able to con-
trol the progress of political events towards the final goals: their main
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characteristics are: their capacity to formulate libertarian ideology opti-
mistically, in a way that is attractive to the voters en masse; their capacity
to convince the citizens of the need for the reforms; and their capacity to
excite the majority of the electorate with their project. This fourth and
last group is formed by a handful of exceptional politicians. The nations
in which, at some time in history, a ‘thoroughbred’ politician with all
these characteristics emerges should consider themselves to be very lucky.
This is the case, although not throughout their whole political activity, of
Erhard in Germany, Reagan in the United States, Thatcher in England
and Vaclav Klaus in Czechoslovakia, among those who have been suc-
cessful in promoting, developing and culminating important free market
reforms, and of Vargas Llosa in Peru and Antonio Martino in Italy,
among those who tried and, for one reason or another, were unable to
succeed. All of them are a noble example, which any professional politi-
cian who wishes to triumph when putting his free market beliefs into
practice should follow.29

It is obvious that the activities described in the preceding section should give
priority to educating and influencing the largest and best qualified group of
current or future politicians possible, so as to enable them to be classified in
the third and fourth of the groups described above. In order to attain this
ambitious goal, the most varied combination possible of ideas and activities
should be used, among which the libertarian institutions should play a
leading role, above all in connecting the principles of libertarian ethics and
theory with their practical application as real political measures that lead in
the right direction towards the final goals and are well articulated in political
terms and attractive to wide areas of society. The reforms, moreover, should
be conceived in such a way that they contain elements which make them
irreversible de facto, since they favour important and very numerous groups
of citizens who, having benefited from them, are definitively won over to the
free market cause.30 It is, therefore, indispensable to creatively introduce all
possible elements that will make the libertarian reforms irreversible.

How much should politicians lie?

In spite of the above considerations, we should not deceive ourselves: there
are many constraints on politicians and they often have very little room for
manoeuvre. What is more, there are so many difficulties that arise in daily
political work that it has become generally accepted that one of the typical
characteristics of a politician is his ability to deceive and lie to the electorate.
Is this inevitable? Where are the limits which, from our point of view, a
politician should never exceed?

The recognition of the limits and restrictions to which the libertarian
politician is subject should never allow him to forget the unavoidable neces-
sity to follow the dual strategy that we explained earlier. The libertarian
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politician, therefore, should never lose his point of reference (the final goals
and their essential theoretical and ethical implications) and, at most, it is
acceptable that he should adapt his behaviour to the difficulties and pitfalls
that arise at any given moment. Thus, he may be excused if, on certain
occasions, he keeps quiet above some of the reforms he intends to carry out
when circumstances so permit, or even that he should not mention some of
the consequences and implications of his political decisions. Some calculat-
edly ambiguous lines of action may be accepted, above all in election periods,
in order to avoid arguments on issues that, in view of their complexity, may
be very tricky to explain to the public or leave flanks unnecessarily exposed
to the facile demagoguery of the opposition. Finally, it is acceptable that the
libertarian politician ‘knows how to tell the truth’ when convenient and should
even use a healthy demagoguery when, for example, measures which are both
popular and have a great libertarian content are defended, like those relative
to indiscriminate tax reductions or the abolishment of conscription.31

However, the following conduct may in no case be admitted from a liber-
tarian standpoint: (1) lying deliberately in relation to any specific aspect of
political activity by telling the public the exact opposite of what it is intended
to do; (2) accepting modifications to the programme that distort the whole
free market ideology; and (3), the most serious one, taking measures that
lead in the opposite direction to the long-term goals that should be pursued,
betraying the essential ethical or theoretical principles of libertarian ideology.

Never exceeding the above limits, we could even accept a ‘Leninist-type’
strategy,32 aimed at obtaining as much support as necessary in order to carry
out the libertarian reforms which, depending on the specific scope and cir-
cumstances, will require allies to be sought among other social groups or
institutions. Moreover, as we have already seen, it is necessary for free
market reforms to be consolidated and carried out in such a way that they
finally become irreversible. In short, our libertarian strategy should always
be directed towards winning support and weakening and inhibiting the
interventionist opposition. In addition, with regard to the design and
impetus of libertarian reforms, it is better to do too much than too little.
There is nothing more regrettable than the frequent case of the politician
who gets into power with a free market programme supported by the public
who, when the crunch comes, due to his lack of tenacity or belief in his own
ideas, or to diffidence when putting them into practice, does not come any-
where near the expectations created, losing all his own prestige and, what is
worse, the prestige of the libertarian ideals he claims to defend.33

However, the actual political result depends on the specific circumstances
at any given historical moment, upon which it is not possible to theorize.
Notwithstanding, a series of rules of thumb may be drawn up in order to
facilitate the politician’s line of action when understanding and trying to
handle the relationship between the world of public opinion and the specific
field of political action in which he moves. Thus, it may be said that, all
other things being equal, the more educated public opinion is, the more
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radical the libertarian politician’s message may be. And vice versa, the more
unschooled public opinion is, the more difficult it is for the libertarian con-
tent of the political message to be understood and shared by the citizens.
Another rule is that the more traumatic the social starting situation, the
more radical the message may be. In fact, it is in situations of real social
crisis that the citizens are more willing to accept sacrifices and shock poli-
cies.34 Furthermore, ceteris paribus, the more professional politicians there
are belonging to the third and fourth groups (made up, we should remember,
of the politicians who are best educated in libertarian ideology, with the
greatest capacity to get their message across and make it attractive), the
more radical the libertarian policy they recommend may be. And vice versa,
less educated professional politicians – in other words, those belonging to
groups 1 and 2 – will find that their own limitations and lack of theoretical
and ethical knowledge make it impossible for them to correctly express and
defend a libertarian message the contents of which they neither know nor
share. Finally, in election periods, the more certain somebody may be of
winning for ancillary reasons, the less need they have to employ a radical
libertarian message. And, vice versa, under circumstances where an electoral
triumph is more distant, a more radical message against the interventionist
status quo may be launched.

Conclusion

Finally, we will conclude by making some recommendations for any liber-
tarian politician for whom the final goal of preparing, promoting and cul-
minating a generalized reform to liberalize the economy and society prevails
over his wishes to get into power and remain there.

First, we should reiterate the fact that, in any case, it is always better to do
too much than too little. In other words, the message should be radicalized
to the point where it puts both the members of his or her own party and the
rest of the citizens to the test. Only in this way is it possible to find out
whether, in fact, a politician meets the requirements to belong to group 4,
that is to say, whether s/he is able to excite and stimulate the electorate in
favour of a correctly expressed libertarian reform policy. The worst that
can happen is that, as a consequence of taking up a relatively more radical
position, s/he does not succeed in his or her own party and is left on the
sideline by his more ‘pragmatic’ colleagues. Nevertheless, precisely the
acceptance or otherwise of his or her person and his or her message is
the irrefutable and final proof of whether or not s/he should continue to
devote his efforts to political activity. If s/he is not accepted, it could be
better for him or her to allow other professional politicians with less com-
mitment (belonging to groups 3 and 2) to temporarily take the lead, in order
not to burn himself and squander his efforts, which will possibly be much
more fruitful in the long term in other (non-political) activities related to the
study and dissemination of libertarianism.
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In this way, he will not waste time or exhaust himself with activities that,
in view of restrictions imposed by the environment, make it very difficult to
pursue his ideal and which, in any case, may be carried out by other, less
committed, politicians. However, it is always advisable that the necessary
number of libertarian politicians should be kept ‘in reserve’ in case circum-
stances change in the future and, in the light of more pressing needs, s/he is
called upon to occupy greater political responsibilities in an environment
where s/he can develop his or her libertarian programme without being
unnecessarily shackled by his own party.35

There is, therefore, an obvious relationship between what the political
environment allows one to do and the advisability of the personal involve-
ment of a politician with strong libertarian convictions. The greater the
restrictions, the more difficult s/he will find it to act in that environment and
the more possible it is that other colleagues, with fewer ideological convic-
tions (belonging to groups 2 and 3), will be able to carry out their work
adequately. On the contrary, in circumstances where it is possible to drive
forward a more radical programme, his or her personal participation and
involvement will be more difficult to substitute, since other colleagues with
less education and ideological commitment cannot be expected to recognize
and take advantage of the historical opportunity which emerges to imple-
ment profoundly libertarian reforms. As is logical, the evaluation of whether
the existing circumstances are of one type or the other depends on the dis-
cernment and intelligence of each free market politician.

In any case, the main risk of the recommended strategy is that the group 4
politician may finally be accepted by his or her party and, after presenting
his or her programme and steadfastly defending it, fail to win the elections
or fall from power. Nevertheless, even in such adverse circumstances, which
have repeatedly occurred throughout history,36 the negative result should not
be considered a failure in the strict sense of the term. From the libertarian
point of view, it would only be a real failure either to betray the principles or
to have fallen short by encouraging only diffident liberalizing policies when
the circumstances would have allowed things to go much further. Outside
these two cases, failure to win elections in certain historical circumstances
should merely be considered a tactical defeat in the long and difficult struggle
to win over the future for liberty.
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