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Building shuts down, scholars gear up

L ike the rest of the world, in early 
March the Cato Institute suddenly 
had to respond to the emerging 

COVID-19 pandemic. The Institute’s Mas-
sachusetts Avenue building in Washington, 
DC, is mostly empty for the time being. But 
even in this time of crisis, our important 
work continues unabated. Cato employees 
quickly transitioned to a work-from-home 
posture, and live events were postponed or 
adjusted to occur online only. Most impor-
tantly, Cato scholars are responding quickly 
with important analysis and commentary 
as government responses evolve rapidly. 
Much of this timely commentary can be 
found on our Cato At Liberty blog at 
cato.org/blog. 

Jeffrey A. Singer is a Cato senior fellow 
in the department of health policy studies 
and is principal and founder of a medical 
practice in Arizona where he has worked as 
a general surgeon for more than 35 years. 
In response to the outbreak, Singer has 
been a leading voice pushing for the relax-
ation of government regulatory barriers 
that are impeding our country’s ability to 
respond in the most effective way possible. 
In a March 18 post, Singer explored a long-
advocated libertarian policy that has sud-
denly found new urgency: allowing doctors 
and other medical professionals to practice 
across state lines, regardless of which state 
they are licensed in. States including Mas-
sachusetts, South Carolina, Texas, and 
Maryland have moved quickly to adopt this 
policy as an emergency procedure. The fed-
eral Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services also issued a national emergency 
order to pay doctors for services rendered 
out of state from their usual license. 

As Singer explained, “When this public 
health crisis passes, governors should seek 
legislation making the temporary reciprocity 
permanent. If making it easier for out-of-

state doctors and nurses to provide care to 
their state’s residents is good in time of emer-
gency, it should be good when there is not an 
emergency. It would be foolhardy to wait 
until a similar threat appears in the future 
before recognizing this.” Also from the med-
ical angle, Singer has written about how one 
of the main drivers of the crisis has been reg-
ulatory delay in rolling out mass-produced 
tests for the coronavirus. Here, too, after 
much initial delay and confusion, policy-
makers have responded by unshackling the 
private sector from needless regulations that 
have produced deadly delays. As he explains, 
“The speed with which the private sector is 
responding to the demand for coronavirus 
testing once the regulatory ankle weights 
have been temporarily removed is a spectacle 
that should not go unnoticed by politicians 
and policymakers. It is unfortunate that it 
took a calamitous epidemic to provide this 
lesson in deregulation.” 

Cato’s Chris Edwards has also been cov-
ering rapid regulatory changes, as many 
learn the lesson that, as Edwards puts it, 

“governments should repeal regulations 
that aren’t in place for legitimate safety rea-
sons.” Many regulations that have long 
been the target of libertarian ire have been 
suspended or repealed to respond to the 
emergency, from certificate-of-need rules 
that limit expansion of hospital capacity to 
emergency waivers allowing hard-hit 
restaurants to serve alcohol for off-site con-
sumption and home delivery. 

With the economy in turmoil, rapid re-
action has also been the order of the day for 
the Federal Reserve and Congress. George 
Selgin, director of Cato’s Center for Mone-
tary and Financial Alternatives, urges the 
Fed and Congress to stay in their respective 
lanes. In the March 18 post “Holding the 
Line: Maintaining Fiscal and Monetary 
Policy Boundaries in the Midst of a Crisis,” 
Selgin explains why it’s even more crucial 
in an emergency for Congress not to out-
source fiscal stimulus measures to the Fed 
and why the Fed should remain independ-
ent and focused on monetary policy. 
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Cato scholars lay out their policy visions 

C ato scholars are typically involved 
in the details of current policy de-
bates, trying to nudge the needle 

toward more freedom. Less often do they get 
to step back and articulate the broader vi-
sion animating their work, the principles 
that underscore their view of a better society.  

In their new book Visions of Liberty, edi-
tors Aaron Ross Powell and Paul Matzko 
of Cato’s Libertarianism.org set out to 
remedy that. They invited Cato scholars to 
explain, unbound by current political real-
ities, how they conceive of liberty in their 
respective fields, ranging from education 
to executive power to health care to tech-
nology.  

In one chapter, Cato’s director of immi-
gration studies, Alex Nowrasteh, lays out 
an alternate history of how an America 
with fewer immigration restrictions could 
have thrived and prospered throughout 
the 20th century. Gene Healy, Cato vice 
president whose work has focused on the 
presidency, explains the benefits of a radi-

cally downsized chief executive office 
for the federal government. Other 
contributors include Michael F. Can-
non on health care, Trevor Burrus on 
the war on drugs, Clark Neily on 
criminal justice, and Daniel J. Iken-
son on free trade. In a pair of chap-
ters, George Selgin and Diego 
Zuluaga address money and banking 
and the potential for cryptocurren-
cies, respectively.  

Libertarian principles call for rad-
ical changes but also acknowledge 
our own imperfect ability to predict 
the future. As F. A. Hayek explained, 
the benefits of freedom are often un-
knowable until they are actually 
manifested in individual actions. But 
that doesn’t prevent us from having 
some idea of what to expect. A more 
limited government and a freer soci-
ety would lead to greater prosperity 
and human flourishing in ways that are 
sure to surprise us. n 

 

PURCHASE PRINT OR EBOOK COPIES OF  
VISIONS OF LIBERTY AT CATO.ORG/BOOKS. 

Imagining a Free Society 

There is no aspect of our lives that has not 
been touched by the epidemic, and so the 
broad range of Cato scholars’ expertise has 
come to bear even on unexpected topics. 
David Boaz, executive vice president, urged 
policymakers to keep their eye on the imme-
diate problem in “Keep Emergency Legisla-
tion Narrow and Focused.” Senior Fellow 
Walter Olson has also written about the need 
to protect freedom of speech and civil liber-
ties during an emergency, recommending a 
piece by Greg Lukianoff of the Foundation 
for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) to 
make the point that “free speech helps bol-
ster resilience to threats like the virus.” 

These are just some of the timely re-

sponses from Cato scholars, and for daily 
updates, continue to check Cato.org. In ad-
dition to written work, Cato also continues 
to produce the Cato Daily Podcast, hosted 
by Director of Multimedia Caleb O. Brown. 
Since transitioning to remote recording, 
Brown has interviewed William Yeatman, 
research fellow, about the suspension of 
regulations that were never needed; Clark 
Neily, vice president for criminal justice, 
about how courts are reacting and in many 
cases suspending or delaying cases; Simon 
Lester, associate director of Cato’s Herbert 
A. Stiefel Center for Trade Policy Studies, 
about the urgent need for international 
trade and cooperation; Alex Nowrasteh, di-
rector of immigration studies, about the 

flood of pandemic travel bans and what 
they mean for long-term immigration pol-
icy; and Diego Zuluaga, policy analyst in 
the Center for Monetary and Financial Al-
ternatives, about solvency and liquidity in 
the markets during the pandemic. 

The principles of free markets, limited 
government, civil liberties, and peace are 
needed more than ever in a time of emer-
gency. The Cato Institute remains fully 
committed to providing sound public pol-
icy analysis at a time when Americans need 
it most. We thank you for your support 
that makes this mission possible and look 
forward to making it through this together. 
Until then, Cato wishes everyone good 
health and a fast return to better days. n
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