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Thank you. I’m grateful to be here and to John Taylor for the kind
invitation to speak on this important topic of how to translate the
ideas of liberty into action throughout the world. My remarks are
not going to be on the technical dimension of this topic. Rather,
I’m going to focus on a broader strategic question, with particular
reference to a topic I think needs more attention: That topic, as
you can see, is culture.

I take it that one assumption underlying this panel’s topic is that
the free society is primarily a product of Western societies. By
this, I mean that the roots of the free society are primarily—not
exclusively—but primarily found in the philosophical, religious,
political, legal and economic inheritances bequeathed by
Jerusalem, Athens, Rome, the Jewish and Christian religions, and
the various Enlightenments, not to mention numerous thinkers
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ranging from Aristotle to Aquinas, Smith, Burke, and
Tocqueville. That is, I’d suggest, what the founders of our Mont
Pelerin Society had in mind when they used expressions like,
quote, “the central values of civilization” and, quote, “Western
Man” in their 1947 Statement of Aims.

If that’s true, the question becomes: how does one take ideas
about freedom to societies where the dominant cultural settings
are not well disposed to the free society? How do we spread these
ideas in cultures where there is not, for instance, a strong history
of rule of law, or where liberty has not been a dominant normative
concern, or where political life has been dominated by top-down
mentalities, or where civil society is weak to non-existent?
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I spend some much time studying the relationship between
culture, liberty, and the free economy. So let me offer some
insights and suggestions based upon what I have learned.

My first insight is the sheer difficulty of such endeavors.
Cultures are not easy to change. As we know, recent efforts to
shift societies marked by tribalism and quite different
philosophical and religious heritages to the West in the direction
of more freedom have not turned out so well. Now I happen to
believe that there is such a thing as human nature and a natural
law knowable by all human beings because we all possess reason.
But I also think that culture—by which I mean the dominant
ideas, beliefs, value-commitments, attitudes, expectations, rules,
and institutions that shape life in a given society—is very
powerful.
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My second insight is that the political left have always
understood the importance of “winning the culture” if you want
to shift societies in particular directions. Incidentally, this topic
was discussed at length during the 1972 Mont Pelerin meeting in
Switzerland. Those of you who know me will know that I don’t
often recommend Marxist thinkers, but I do think that the writings
of the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci are very important for us
to read today. While most Marxists of his time stressed the
economic means of production as the primary driver of history,
Gramsci believed that capturing what he called the cultural means
of production was more important. I don’t think that it’s an
exaggeration to say that the left has been spectacularly successful
in realizing that objective. And the consequences for free societies
have been decidedly negative.
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My third insight is that, thanks to particular economists and
historians—I’m thinking specifically of Nobel economists
Douglass North and Edmund Phelps and the economic historian
Eric Jones—we have considerable evidence of how certain values
embodied in particular cultural settings influence economic
development. We know, for instance, that if a given culture
constantly prioritizes equality-as-sameness over liberty and
creativity, it is hard for a society to move towards greater
freedom. That’s one of the key lessons I took from Jones’ 1981
book The European Miracle and Phelp’s 2013 book Mass
Flourishing.

Put another way, institutions, law and economic policy certainly
matter. If policy changes don’t happen, free societies won’t grow.
But if the ideas of a free society are not grafted into a culture, or
accepted by some of those who shape culture, you have good
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reason to worry whether policy changes will last. Chile is a good
example of this. Economic liberalization from the mid-1970s
onwards delivered in terms of economic growth and the
diminishment of poverty. But the riots and social upheaval which
have plagued that country since late 2019 until now surely reflect
in part the fact that large and influential segments of the
population never accepted the normative case for economic
liberty. Perhaps that case was never even put to them in the first
place.

If all I have said is true, what are some practical ways to take the
ideas of liberty into societies where they are not been noticeably
strong? These suggestions are not listed in any order of
importance, but I do think they matter.
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My first suggestion: it is always worth trying to find traditions
of liberty that exist in a given culture, even if it is not a lively
tradition in the present. The reason for this is that, in my
experience, many people in a given cultural setting are more
willing to accept certain arguments if they believe such positions
have been previously expressed in some way by individuals who
were clearly part of that culture.

When, for example, I am speaking to Jewish audiences, especially
religious Jewish audiences, whether in Israel or elsewhere, I’m
careful to link my arguments to impeccably Jewish sources. Or if
I’m in Latin America and addressing, for instance, a group of
Catholic bishops, I make extensive references to scholastic
thinkers, from Aquinas onwards, who made important
contributions to economic thought that most of us take for granted
today.
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My second suggestion: it is important that the bulk of the work
of persuasion is done by people who live in a given society or who
have standing in a particular tradition. It is important that people
come from “the outside” to spark debates about liberty. Milton
Friedman, for instance, spent much time in the 70s and 80s
visiting different countries, meeting politicians and policymakers,
debating local leftists, etc. Sometimes it’s easier for a foreigner to
start the process of challenging collectivist status quos.

In the long-term, however, these ideas need to be expressed and
developed from “within”: by networks of intellectuals, business
leaders, academics, journalists, and policymakers who live in
these countries, or whose voices carry weight in their respective
traditions.
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One important task is thus to undertake the often tedious longterm work of helping these networks establish themselves and
acquire their own momentum. The purpose is to put like-minded
people in touch with each other, to develop focus to often
uncoordinated efforts, and help them attain the resources they
need to pursue their goals under their own volition.

But above it is to give a face, an accent, and an emphasis to our
ideas that can’t be dismissed by our opponents as an imposition
from the outside by assorted Anglophones like myself. A good
example of this is the Islam and Liberty Network, which has done
excellent work in some difficult environments. In more recent
years, some of my colleagues, most notably, Alejandro Chafuen,
have been building up networks of free market, limited
government-inclined Evangelicals and Catholics in Spanishspeaking and Portuguese-speaking Latin America.
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My third suggestion: if you want to shift a given culture towards
greater acceptance of markets and limited government, we need
people who can speak beyond the world of economics. Many
people come to the ideas of the free society through studying free
market economics. I myself spend much time writing about
political economy. But many people are more responsive when
ideas for freedom are presented through a different lens. That’s
especially true at the level of culture. Putting ideas into action thus
means working with individuals who can exercise considerable
cultural influence: historians, novelists, scientists, religious
leaders etc.

On the screen, you see two examples. As we all know, economic
critiques of the New Deal have been around for a long time. These
are important. But my suspicion is that far more people have
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embraced more critical views of the New Deal by reading the
journalist and historian Amity Shlaes’ 2007 book The Forgotten
Man. This integrates history and narratives to explain why the
New Deal was so damaging to freedom. Another example would
be the theologian, the late Michael Novak. His 1982 book The
Spirit of Democratic Capitalism was highly influential in shifting
religious Jews and practicing Christians in countries ranging from
Chile to Poland towards more favorable views of the free
economy. Yet the core of Novak’s argument wasn’t economic: it
was philosophical, theological and historical.

I could go on and say more, but I’ll summarize by saying this. If
we want the ideas of the free society to flourish in environments
not presently inclined in that direction, we must take culture
deadly seriously. That means pursuing a delicate combination of
approaches: of challenging some existing norms, but building on
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others; of challenging some dominant narratives in a given
tradition while developing other narratives grounded on other
aspects of that same tradition. But above all, we must recognize
that there are no shortcuts if you want lasting change. There are
no magic bullets. Policy matters. Politics matter. Embracing the
habits, practices, and institutions of economic liberty are
especially important. If you are successful, however, in grafting
ideas of freedom into the culture of these societies, there is every
reason to expect essential transformation to occur and every
reason to expect such change to last. Winning the economic
argument is indispensable. But if you can win the culture as well,
I think that you stand to win everything.
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