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scale invasion of Ukraine illustrates the 
shrewdness of Rachman as an observer of 
the international scene.

Erdoğan became prime minister of Tur-
key in 2003. After a failed coup in 2016, he 
launched a multifaceted campaign against 
civil liberties, canceling the passports of 
50,000 people, sacking 4,000 judges and 
prosecutors, closing more than 100 media 
outlets, and jailing many political oppo-
nents. Turkey has become more like what it 
was in 1903 when Émile Faguet, the French 
Academician and classical liberal, wrote 
that Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s philosophy 
aimed at organizing society so that indi-
viduals “would be more oppressed than in 
Turkey.”

In 2012, Xi took power in China. Five 
years later, the Chinese Communist Party’s 
constitution was amended to reference his 
political ideas, whose study is now man-
dated for party members, students, and 
employees of state corporations. He has 
brought Hong Kong under Beijing’s control 
and arrested many democratic activists. He 
rules with a strong hand and Orwellian 
surveillance. To perpetuate his regime, term 
limits on the presidency were repealed in 
2018. Xi declared that “China must never 
follow the path of Western constitutional-
ism, separation of powers, or judicial inde-
pendence.”

Just before the 2014 election that 
brought Modi to power, Rachman wrote 
in the Financial Times that “India needs a jolt 
and Modi is a risk worth taking.” He now 
recognizes his error but, regarding the insid-
ious ways of tyranny, few people can cast the 
first stone at him. Many thought the same 
about Trump. (See “You Didn’t See It Com-
ing,” Winter 2018–2019.) Although India is 
known as a democratic country—the largest 
democracy in the world—its supporting 
institutions have weakened under Modi’s 
Hindu ethnicism and nationalism.

In 2010, Orbán became prime minister 
of Hungary, a member of the European 
Union. Since then, as Rachman notes, he 
has been “steadily eroding the country’s 
independent institutions as he brought 
the courts, media, civil service, universities 
and cultural institutions under the con-

trol of his party, Fidesz.” He 
forced the European Central 
University, a private institu-
tion financed by his former 
countryman George Soros, 
to move out of Hungary. His 
government is under Euro-
pean Union sanctions for 
undermining democracy. 
He said Putin had “made his 
country great again.” One 
interesting fact about Orbán 
is that he is not ashamed to 
say he embraces “illiberal 
democracy.”

Duterte, who was presi-
dent of Philippines until 
recently, boasted of person-
ally killing people. “While 
Trump once joked that he 
could shoot someone on 
Fifth Avenue without losing 
voters,” notes Rachman, “Duterte actually 
put the theory to the test.”

Bolsonaro was elected president of Bra-
zil in 2018. He may not be as blunt as Dute-
rte, but he defended the use of torture by 
the military. According to “a prominent 
economist” quoted anonymously by Rach-
man, Bolsonaro is “just like Trump, only 
stupider.”

Elected president of Mexico the same 
year, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, dit 
Amlo, is a leftist strongman. Just like Bol-
sonaro and Trump, as well as Benjamin 
Netanyahu in Israel, Amlo tends to see 
election fraud whenever he does not get 
enough votes. Rachman correctly observes 
that the populist right and the populist 
left are linked by “a shared suspicion of free 
trade and liberal economics”—although 
we still have to see what the Financial Times 
columnist means by “liberal economics.”

Trump tried to follow the strongman’s 
playbook, but he could not grab enough 
power to pursue his ambitions, at least so 
far. He and his inner circle envy those who 
have. Steve Bannon, Trump’s campaign 
manager in 2016, hailed Orbán as a “hero.” 
Trump’s ambassador to Hungary is quoted 
as saying that the 45th president “would 
love to have the situation that Viktor Orbán 

has, but he doesn’t.” Trump 
and Modi appeared in each 
other’s political meetings in 
India and the United States. 
After exchanging nuclear ban-
ter with the North Korean des-
pot Kim Jong-un, Trump said 
the two “fell in love.”

Trump praised many for-
eign autocrats. He said he got 
along very well with Putin, 
adding, “The tougher and 
meaner they are, the better 
I get along with them.” He 
downplayed Putin’s killing 
of journalists and political 
opponents by saying, “I think 
our country does plenty of 
killing also.” With fake news, 
dishonest courts, and claims 
of rigged elections, he implied 
that America is not very differ-

ent from tyrannical countries. He expressed 
admiration for Xi, calling him a “great 
leader” and a “very good man.” He “joked” 
that, following the example of the strong-
man in Beijing, it would be great to “have a 
shot” at abolishing presidential term limits 
in the U.S. Constitution.

The Age of the Strongman reviews many 
other strongmen. In Poland, Jaroslaw 
Kaczynski echoes his Hungarian counter-
part. Bin Salman, the Saudi crown prince 
since 2015, had journalist Jamal Khashoggi 
killed and dismembered in a Saudi consul-
ate. Some of Rachman’s strongmen recently 
lost power, notably Trump, Netanyahu, and 
Britain’s Boris Johnson, artisan of Brexit, 
whom Trump called the “Britain Trump.” 

By including Johnson—and Trump—
one could blame Rachman for an expan-
sive conception of the strongman, but it’s 
not unreasonable to include leaders whose 
autocratic ambitions were constrained by 
their political systems. Describing simi-
larities among all the strongmen is one 
strength of The Age of the Strongman.

Democracy and liberalism / Let’s come back 
to the questions related to the interface 
between democracy and strongmen and 
to the underlying political philosophies. 
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What exactly is the regime that strongmen 
are replacing or trying to subvert? “Lib-
eral democracy” or simply “democracy” is 
Rachman’s answer. But is “liberal democ-
racy” a mere pleonasm or does “liberal” 
qualify “democracy” and how? What is lib-
eralism? On these basic questions, The Age 
of the Strongman is weak.

Orbán’s claim that he is defending “illib-
eral democracy” should have led Rachman 
to address directly the meaning of “liberal 
democracy” and differentiate between lib-
eralism and democracy. These two con-
cepts are synonymous only in the Ameri-
can progressive conception of liberalism. 
In the classical conception of liberalism, 
even a perfectly democratic state must 
be submitted to strict constraints to pro-
tect individual liberty from government 
infringements—that is, to make it liberal. 
Otherwise, a democratic state can, just like 
an autocracy, become Leviathan.

One key to understanding The Age of 
the Strongman is that it defends democ-
racy more than, or rather than, liberalism. 
Rachman does mention the word “liberty” 
(or freedom) a few times in his book, but 
it means mainly—if not only—political 
liberty, as he often qualifies the word in 
this very way.

Rachman as a progressive / Labels are not 
arguments, of course, but it is import-
ant to understand that Rachman is an 
American-style liberal (often called “pro-
gressive”), as his examples, his intellec-
tual friends, and his general philosophical 
demeanor suggest. He claims ideological 
kinship with French president Emmanuel 
Macron: “The core voters for Macron’s 
En Marche [in 2017] were people whose 
American and British counterparts had 
voted for Hillary Clinton and Remain,” 
he writes. If Hillary Clinton is a classical 
liberal, then Donald Trump is the pope. 
Had she been elected, she may not have 
tried to be as autocratic as Trump did, 
but she had the potential to come close. 
In my opinion, Rachman does not neces-
sarily improve his case by invoking “Fran-
cis Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ thesis.” 
(See “Fukuyama: Interesting Books, with 

Some Baggage,” p. 48.)
Rachman shows little understanding 

of the classical liberalism of Adam Smith 
and even less of Friedrich Hayek or James 
Buchanan. His liberalism may not go much 
further than the pro-immigration values 
that “were standard in the liberal London” 
where he says he and Boris Johnson moved 
when the latter was mayor of London from 
2008 to 2016. To Rachman’s credit, how-
ever, he does criticize Johnson for his will-
ingness to use any tactic and lie necessary 
to “get to the top.” 

By invoking the mirage of “excessive 
deregulation of finance”—a claim that is a 
virtual membership card in the progressive 
crowd—and the “intoxication with global-

ization,” Rachman sides with the illiberals, 
who have dominated public debates and 
policy for several decades.

Even if labels are not arguments, they 
can help identify useful concepts. Rachman 
probably considers “American liberal” as a 
badge of honor. But he is not an absolute 
villain. He shows some real liberalism—that 
is, classical liberalism—when he defends 
cosmopolitanism against nationalism. 
But he misses the fundamental split of our 
time, which is between individual liberty 
and state authority. The crucial fact is that, 
whether on the left or right, strongmen 
value state authority and collective choices, 
as opposed to individual choices.

Like his fellow progressives, Rachman 
wants very powerful government, but only 
to do good things—which is to say that he 
wants government to deliver what he and 
his political comrades want. He does not 
see that the soft democratic tyranny à la 
Tocqueville that he espouses lies at the heart 
of the discontent to which he attributes the 
rise of strongmen. A state that claims to be 
responsible for everybody’s destiny cannot 

help but sow discontent and confronta-
tion. Ordinary people have too long been 
considered the children of the state. Many 
of them now (wrongly) think that a strong 
parent is better than a weak one, and they 
vote for strongmen.

It is this confused socialist liberalism, 
not liberalism in the classical sense, that 
has been taken over by populist strongmen.

An easy path / Rachman does not appre-
ciate how the strongmen’s path to power 
had already been traced for them. The 
21st century, so far, has continued what 
Mussolini hoped the 20th century would 
be: “the century of the state,” as he wrote 
in the Encyclopedia Italiana of 1932. The 

plan was recently 
aided and abetted 
by the 2008–2009 
recession and by 
the COVID pan-
demic that demon-
strated the extraor-
dinary power that 
has been acquired 

by so-called liberal-democratic states. 
That individual strongmen and would-be 
strongmen tended to deny the dangers 
of COVID-19 tells us more about their 
general ignorance than about their liber-
ating pretensions. At the beginning of the 
pandemic, Trump declared, “The author-
ity of the President of the United States 
having to do with the subject we’re talking 
about is total”—an authority that can’t 
be found in the U.S. Constitution or in 
liberal thinking.

There is not as much difference between 
an individual strongman and strong-arm 
democracy as it is commonly believed. An 
unlimited numerical democracy is a col-
lective strongman regime. If an individual 
strongman wants to stay in power without 
Chavez- or Maduro-like continuous open 
violence, he must satisfy a “democratic” 
majority or plurality. It seems that large parts 
of the respective populations support Putin, 
Orbán, and Xi. An important qualification 
is that an individual strongman can more 
easily obtain this support when his control 
of information is tighter, which explains 

In the classical conception of liberalism, 
even a perfectly democratic state must be 
submitted to strict constraints to protect 
individual liberty from government.
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Sin No More
✒ REVIEW BY ART CARDEN

After reading the philosopher James R. Otteson’s Seven Deadly 
Economic Sins, I find myself agreeing with the subtitle (these 
are “Obstacles to Prosperity and Happiness Every Citizen 

Should Know”) and the back cover blurb from Deirdre McCloskey: 
“most economists should read it, too” so that we can “get back to an 
Adam-Smithian depth of understanding.” 

I’ve reviewed two of Otteson’s books 
before: The End of Socialism (Spring 2016) and 
Honorable Business (Fall 2019). Both are stellar 
and well worth reading. The same is true of 
Seven Deadly Economic Sins, which would be a 
fine addition to an economics or philosophy 
course syllabus or a useful standalone text 
for a reading group or book club. I’ve prac-
tically ruined my copy with marginal notes, 
and I suspect I’m not the only reader to do so.

Seven Deadly Economic Sins is written 
at a level accessible to students, educated 
laypeople, and non-economists/philoso-
phers interested in seeing what Smith’s 
intellectual descendants have to say about 
the world. Otteson, a leading Smith scholar, 
is an ideal guide. 

Seven fallacies / Where 
many economists try to dis-
tance themselves from eth-
ical assumptions and try to 
describe “policy implications” 
neutrally, Otteson (a trained 
philosopher) evaluates the 
“seven deadly economic sins” 
in light of his conviction that 
responsible adults are “equal 
moral agents” who deserve the 
liberty and dignity to make 
their own choices. We don’t 
honor their moral equality 
when we presume to make 
economic choices for them, 
and as Otteson shows, that 
presumption is at the root of 
many “obstacles to prosperity 
and happiness.”

He takes readers through 

seven fallacies: the Wealth Is Zero-Sum Fal-
lacy, the Good Is Good Enough Fallacy, the 
Great Mind Fallacy, the Progress Is Inevitable 
Fallacy, the Economics Is Amoral Fallacy, the 
We Should Be Equal Fallacy, and the Markets 
Are Perfect Fallacy. He finishes with a bonus 
eighth fallacy in his conclusion, which he calls 
the I Am the World Fallacy. These, he argues, 
corrupt our souls and destroy our world.

The first of these, the Wealth Is Zero-
Sum Fallacy, is probably the most import-
ant, the most misunderstood, and the 
most understandable in light of where 
we’ve been as a species. It’s most under-
standable because, for almost all of history, 
wealth was zero-sum. Rulers and nobles 
amassed great fortunes by conquering and 
exploiting people. About two and a half 

centuries ago, however, peo-
ple started getting richer on 
a much larger scale by inno-
vating (coming up with ways 
to do more things with fewer 
resources) and by exchang-
ing (getting dinner from the 
butcher, the baker, and the 
brewer not by demanding it or 
simply taking it, but by giving 
them something they want in 
exchange). Its historical ubiq-
uity means it is likely the most 
common misunderstanding, 
and the importance of com-
bating it comes from the fact 
that over the long run, eco-
nomic growth has been and 
will continue to be the greatest 
anti-poverty force the world 
has ever seen. As Nobel eco-
nomics laureate Robert Lucas 

Seven Deadly Economic 
Sins: Obstacles to Pros-
perity and Happiness 
Every Citizen Should 
Know 
By James R. Otteson

322 pp.; Cambridge 
University Press, 2021

strongmen’s attacks on independent media.
It should not be surprising that the age 

of strong democratic states, supported 
by an unconditional and nearly religious 
belief in the sanctity of democracy, has 
been followed by the age of the strong-
man. In his introduction, Rachman gives 
an example that has a significance that he 
does not seem to grasp. “The technologies 
of the twenty-first century,” he writes, are 
“handing strongmen leaders … the ability 
to monitor the movements and behavior 
of citizens. As these tools are deployed, they 
could strengthen the twenty-first century’s 
authoritarian turn.”

In Western countries, the surveillance 
state was not invented by strongmen but by 
the democratic regimes that preceded them. 
It is true that new technologies dramatically 
decreased the cost of mass surveillance, 
but the political and judicial rules and 
institutions allowing their use by govern-
ments were the product of poorly limited 
democracies. A man only has to take over an 
already strong state to become a strongman: 
the path is straight and easy to follow. Who 
were the figures of the “liberal” establish-
ment that opposed the surveillance state 
and growing state power in general? They 
certainly did not include Barack Obama, 
Emmanuel Macron, Justin Trudeau (a “lib-
eral stalwart”), or George Soros, all person-
alities embraced by Rachman.

We should note that, although Soros 
was on the side of liberty in his conflict 
with Orbán over the Central European Uni-
versity, he should not be mistaken for a 
classical liberal. On the contrary, he may be 
as far on the authoritarian left as Orbán is 
on the authoritarian right.

When we look at democratic states as 
they stood circa 2010, it is as if all politi-
cal parties and elites had agreed to make 
them an efficient and attractive tool for 
future strongmen. The strict constraints 
that classical liberalism or libertarianism 
wants to impose on state power had been 
abandoned. That some establishment intel-
lectuals like Rachman now discover our 
perilous situation, even without a clear view 
of its origins and its alternatives, is a good 
development, albeit a bit late. R
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has explained, it’s a serious mistake to focus 
on income distribution when income cre-
ation over time is what matters.

Otteson complements economists’ 
analysis of the free-market cornucopia by 
asking whether those who might be made 
worse off by any change to the status quo 
should have a right to block that change or 
to demand compensation for it. If you go 
to the locally owned 
Tweek’s coffee shop 
every morning but 
then start patron-
izing the Harbucks 
chain when it opens 
next door, do you 
owe Mr. Tweek 
anything? After all, 
competition from Harbucks is a pretty seri-
ous blow to his future prospects.

Otteson explains that the answer is “no,” 
using a vivid thought experiment. He asks 
readers to imagine that Jack and Jill are in 
love. Jack goes to buy an engagement ring. 
When he gets back, he discovers that Jill has 
fallen in love with and married Joe. It’s a 
devastating blow to Jack, and while it would 
be virtuous for us to give him a shoulder to 
cry on, we don’t have the right to dissolve 
Jill and Joe’s marriage or demand that Jill 
and Joe compensate Jack. 

The recently abandoned Tweek’s coffee 
is like Jack: their friends should help the 
Tweek family during what are sure to be 
hard times, but they should not forcibly pre-
vent other people from going to Harbucks 
or demand that those people compensate 
Mr. Tweek because they have not injured 
him. Otteson puts it this way: 

But disappointment at not receiving 
a benefit is not a cost or injury, since 
the disappointed party did not actually 
possess anything that has now been lost; 
they only hoped to acquire some addi-
tional new thing, and now they will have 
to look elsewhere to acquire it.

Compensation for people “hurt” by a pol-
icy might be politically necessary if those 
people are strong enough politically, but 
it’s not morally required.

What is worthwhile? / The Good Is Good 
Enough Fallacy concerns the belief that 
something is worthwhile if it provides some 
cherished benefit. This fallacy is behind the 
oft-stated belief that saving a life justifies 
any cost. This ignores the fact that paying 
that cost means lives or other valued things 
are lost elsewhere. We must count all the 
costs and benefits to all groups, not just the 

benefits to the people who are easy to see. 
Of course, a piece of special interest legis-
lation benefits a special interest, just like a 
shattered window creates an opportunity 
for a glazier. 

Once again, Otteson helps us understand 
by using a vivid thought experiment: Imag-
ine a Mars rover discovers a new, previously 
unknown compound that, as far as we know, 
only exists on Mars. Suppose further that 
we somehow discover that it can cure a rare 
disease. Getting enough of the compound 
from Mars to Earth to save one life would 
likely cost many, many billions of dollars. 
For comparison, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency’s Value of a Statistical Life 
is about $10 million, which suggests that the 
“one life” we’d save with the Mars medical 
mission would cost a great many other lives.

Otteson next takes on the Great Mind 
Fallacy, which asserts that important human 
problems should be addressed by a central 
group of experts. He explains, in light of 
Smith’s analysis of a person’s knowledge of 
her “local situation” that cannot be known 
by an outside observer, that there is no 
“Great Mind” out there—or Great Collection 
of Minds—that can even articulate a social 
problem in its entirety, much less solve it.

And so on. Otteson goes on to explain 
that progress is not inevitable, that econom-
ics rests on important moral foundations, 
and that people’s enthusiasm for “equality” 
doesn’t survive careful scrutiny because it’s 

not always clear what we mean by “equality.” 
As Friedrich Hayek argued, creating eco-
nomic “equality” requires creating political 
inequality. Otteson explains throughout 
the book that people have created great 
fortunes in commercial societies not by tak-
ing and raiding but by making and trading. 
Finally, markets are not perfect and tend 
not to be the way tight communities (like 
families) organize themselves, but they can 
be relied on to mediate relations between 
strangers when rights are well-specified and 
clearly enforced. 

Beyond ourselves / Otteson leaves us with 
a bonus eighth fallacy, which he calls the I 
Am the World Fallacy. It’s the egoistic belief 
that one’s own value system is superior to 
all others. Otteson’s corrective is a simple 
piece of advice: get over yourself. He quotes 
Smith: “Though every man may, according 
to the proverb, be the whole world to him-
self, to the rest of mankind his is a most 
insignificant part of it.” You are not a god 
burdened with glorious purpose, and no 
matter how wise or virtuous you are, it is 
not your prerogative to override others’ 
moral agency and rule them. You are not 
more equal than others, no matter how 
much you might think otherwise.

Otteson closes with a postscript:

Insofar as we are concerned, then, with 
human betterment, not only our own 
but that of others as well, these basic 
principles of economics are vital. We 
should learn them, incorporate them 
into our worldviews, and teach them to 
our children. Our futures, and theirs, 
may depend on it.

Joseph Schumpeter was surely right 
when he wrote that “the typical citizen 
drops down to a lower level of mental per-
formance as soon as he enters the political 
field.” (If you disagree, spend five minutes 
on any social media platform or look up 
campaign ads on YouTube.) If we’re going to 
mitigate this as much as possible, we would 
do well to follow Otteson’s advice and incor-
porate the basic principles he explains into 
our worldviews.

As Nobel laureate Robert Lucas has 
explained, it’s a serious mistake to focus 
on income distribution when income 
creation over time is what matters.
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