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Editor’s Note 
 
 

Western Civilization is in crisis. It is the highest form of social organization that mankind has ever ac-
complished, yet today it faces a potentially lethal crisis.  

Quo Vadis is an essay magazine devoted to critical examination of the future of Western Civilization. 
The purpose is to answer the question: Will Western Civilization survive its current crisis? 

The magazine rests on four value pillars: 
 
1. Christianity. It was under the realm of Christianity that the modern conditions of freedom emerged. 

It was also the evolution of Christian theology that allowed for historically unprecedented growth 
of prosperity. 

2. Individualism. The discovery of the individual is a milestone on the road from the collectivism of 
the Middle Ages to the prosperity of the modern Western world. The individual, and the moral de-
fense of its superiority over the collective, have been essential ingredients in the success of the 
modern West. 

3. Laissez-Faire. In order to build prosperity, a society needs economic freedom. The core of econom-
ic freedom gradually got its modern shape in France during the 16th and 17th centuries. When prac-
ticed properly, laissez-faire has paved the way for unprecedented levels of prosperity. 

4. The art of limited government. Before the discovery of the individual, there were no substantial 
philosophical limitations on government power. When individualism grew and was coupled with 
laissez-faire, a new role for government emerged. The art of modern government is to confine itself 
to that limited role. 

 
Quo Vadis is published on the last Sunday of every month, except June and July.  
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Laissez-Faire 
 
 
Countries that embrace the heritage of Western Civilization are generally wealthier than countries that 

don’t. The undeniable reason is that Western Civilization comes with economic freedom, the liberation of 
individual citizens to work, pursue a trade or a professional career, to start a business and accumulate 
wealth. Economic freedom also means that we all have the right to pursue gains from trade where the on-
ly involvement from government is in the form of protection of property and contracts. 

Economic freedom is a state of affairs, an institutional structure, so to speak, that defines the functional 
foundation of our economy. Its counterpart is the centrally planned economy that is still practiced in some 
countries around the world. The political competition between the two ideas is driven by policy principles 
on both sides: arguments in favor of central planning are formed under labels such as social democracy 
and economic redistribution, while the proposition for economic freedom is best known as laissez-faire.  

Throughout the 20th century the term laissez-faire has been the focal point of much controversy. Part of 
the consequences of this controversy is that the term has lost some of its meaning, now often being asso-
ciated with the immediate, unmitigated termination of welfare-state programs.  

It is never a good idea to base public policy analysis on popular-culture politics, but one must also rec-
ognize that the latter influences the former by to some degree shaping public opinion. In order to bring 
good public policy ideas to the arena of politics one has to win over the minds of the many; if the many 
have had their views formed by popular-culture politics, the threshold is considerably higher for the pub-
lic policy scholar. One response to this is to take account of what popular-culture politics has to say al-
ready at the beginning of a quest for good public policy. 

This is particularly important in the case of laissez-faire. As the policy principle of economic freedom it 
needs to gain ground in the political arena. For that to happen, those interested in laissez-faire need to be 
well versed in its meaning.  

A good way to highlight the meaning of laissez-faire is to let its critics speak, and there is no one more 
eloquent than the British economist John Maynard Keynes. In his classic essay The End of Laissez-Faire 
from 1926, Keynes examines the modern case against this policy principle. His ultimate conclusion, that 
laissez-faire has no room in modern society, is wrong, but his route to his erroneous conclusion is well 
forth following. He begins by tracing the term’s origin: 

 
At the end of the seventeenth century the divine rights of monarchs gave place to natural liberty and to the 
compact, and the divine right of the church to the principle of toleration, and to the view that a church as 'a 
voluntary society of men', coming together, in a way which is 'absolutely free and spontaneous'. Fifty years 
later the divine and absolute voice of duty gave place to the calculations of utility. In the hands of Locke and 
Hume these doctrines formed Individualism. The compact presumed rights in the individual; the new ethics, 
being no more than a scientific study of the consequences of rational self-love, placed the individual at the 
centre. 'The sole trouble Virtue demands', said Hume, 'is that of just Calculation, and a steady preference of 
the greater Happiness.' These ideas … furnished a satisfactory intellectual foundation to the rights of property 
and to the liberty of the individual in possession to do what he liked with himself and with his own. 

 
Keynes is correct in that the concept of individualism rose to prominence during this period of time. 

However, its origin was not what he stipulates: in the previous issue of Quo Vadis we traced the origin of 
the concept of the individual farther back in time and to another part of Europe. Instead of assuming, as 
Keynes does, that individualism was born with the new ethics of Locke and Hume, it is more reasonable 
to conclude that the birth of the concept in late-Medieval Italian theology was part of the inspiration of the 
aforementioned Enlightenment thinkers. 

Because the individual already existed as a concept, it was easy for the critics of absolute monarchy and 
absolute ecclesiastic rule to formulate individualism as a philosophy, and even a political theory. Once it 
was understood that the individual was sovereign from the collective before God, it was easy to demand 
that the individual should be sovereign from the absolute powers of government.  
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Locke’s theory of property rights, best formulated in his Second Treatise of Government, tied the con-
cept of the individual to practical economic matters. The individual had the right to the proceeds of his 
labor, Locke stated. If a man plows a piece of land previously not cultivated by anyone, then his labor 
creates a property right to that land.  

The generalized version of this property right is that a person always has the right to the full proceeds of 
his work, whether original (in the sense of plowing uncultivated land) or contractual. The latter case is, 
plain and simple, an employment contract where the mutually voluntary agreement defines each party’s 
earnings. Whatever each party takes away from the contracted interaction is his full proceeds.  

In the context of Keynes’s historic reference to laissez-faire as a reaction toward hegemonic monarchy, 
the Lockean property right states that individuals are sovereign not only as citizens in general but also as 
agents in the economy. With all agents being free, all gains from trade belong to them – and only them. 
The monarch was historically considered to be the default owner of all resources under his jurisdiction. 
With the Lockean property right the monarch’s claim is reduced to nothing more than people voluntarily 
give to him. 

Understood in this way, the Lockean property right constituted a logical economic sequel to the discov-
ery of the individual. This is also the correct, original definition of Locke’s property right: an absolute 
right that each and every one of us can acquire simply by participating in economic activity. 

Once Locke had invented the modern property right, it was time for a formulation of a policy principle 
to give it a functional meaning. Here is where laissez-faire enters the stage. In a footnote, Keynes points 
to a conversation between French King XIV and a group of merchants as the earliest recorded use of the 
phrase. The king asks the merchants what he can do to help them in their profession: 

“Laissez-nous faire” is the alleged answer, imploring the king to refrain from intervention into the free 
market.  

Assuming this is a correct statement of the term’s origin, it illustrates the political logic of merging the 
individual with the Lockean property right. Government shall let sovereign individuals pursue gains from 
trade without interference, either in the form of regulations or in the form of taxes. 

Laissez-faire becomes the vehicle that carries economic freedom into the modern era. Set in the context 
of modern politics, it does not mean the termination of all government. Free enterprise and free exchange 
between sovereign individuals can only happen when government protects property rights and enforces 
legally binding contracts.  

What it does mean, though, is that government cannot redistribute income and property between indi-
viduals. Such redistribution necessitates taxation, which is the forceful taking of part of a person’s full 
proceeds from his labor. This is a categorical implication of laissez-faire: under no circumstance can gov-
ernment tax a person for redistributive purposes. Thus, there can be no government-provided health care, 
education or poverty relief. All those activities imply redistribution from person A, who is in good health, 
has no children and plenty of money, to person B who needs medical care, has children in school and very 
little money. 

It does not follow from laissez-faire that it is somehow morally objectionable to help people in need. 
All the policy principle prescribes is that such help should be strictly voluntary; there can be no welfare 
state, not even of the limited kind that many social conservatives propose, with tax-funded poverty relief 
and elementary education. 

The moral ban on the welfare state that comes from laissez-faire is entirely compatible with the defini-
tion of the individual that was presented in the previous issue of Quo Vadis. There, we concluded that the 
individual was discovered when it was realized that the person who exists today, on Earth, as an individu-
al person, continues to exist as that individual person in Heaven. Prior to the discovery of the individual it 
was assumed that we are absorbed by a collective in Heaven – that collective being God’s body. In an 
Earthly context this means that our earnings are forever separated from other people.  
 

Sven R Larson 

 

 

Endnote: Keynes claims that Locke’s property rights theory is utilitarian. This is incorrect. A later issue 

will discuss utilitarianism.   


