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 It is difficult to separate the man from the ideas.  

Irving Kristol’s style, his approach to ideas and their 

propagation, had much to do both with the nature of 

the ideas themselves, and their wide acceptance. His 

gentleness was reflected in his insistence that modern 

capitalism cannot be the red-in-tooth-and-claw 

Darwinism that many of those who profess to be of 

his political persuasion profess.  

He always reminded us that the Schumpeterian 

gale of creative destruction so admired by 

conservatives had costs as well as consequences, 

that the rewards that went to the creative were often 

accompanied by the pain that befell the destroyed, 

and that the latter were as worthy of our attention as 

the former. Frank Sinatra might sing “Here’s to the 

Winners”; Irving always had room for concern for the 
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losers -- without sacrificing the dynamism of a 

capitalism that he pointed out had done more to 

improve material well-being than any other system in 

the history of man. 

 His kindness also increased his ability to triumph 

in the battle of ideas. Not for him leaving the corpses 

of his intellectual opponents strewn across the 

battlefield on which some argument was waged; 

pricked and wounded perhaps, but with their dignity 

intact. His riposte, more often than not encased in that 

sparkling humor for which he was famous, always left 

an adversary room at some later point to recant with 

dignity.  

While some conservatives preferred to bluster 

and make themselves the center of attention, their 

ideas receiving only ancillary notice from permanently 

antagonized opponents, Irving always kept his ideas 

center-stage, and his person a mere background -- 

pleasant, open-minded, with as much good will 

towards people with different points of view as he 

always had for his friends. He reveled in intellectual 
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arguments about the shape and future of capitalism, 

not in proving himself smarter and more aggressive 

than those with whom he disagreed.  

 Thus, his famous disagreements with John 

Maynard Keynes, contained in “Towards a New 

Economics”, include this observation, “That Keynes 

was a giant in the history of economic theory is 

beyond question.” Of course, the rest of us poor 

practitioners of Carlyle’s aptly named “dismal science” 

did not fare so well.  

Ø We are people “who do not know how to think in 

moral terms” (“No Cheers for the Profit Motive”);  

Ø We are “Too likely to be indignant, outraged and 

contemptuously dismissive” of something like 

supply-side economics because, “what is the 

point of his [the economists’] hard-won expertise 

in sophisticated economic theory if economic 

policy an be reduced to such plain terms?” 

(“Ideology and Supply-Side Economics”);  

Ø Because “a mastery of advanced mathematics 

has been so crucial to the enterprise, economists 
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have secured the mantle of a true scientific elite, 

often incomprehensible, always [-- and here one 

can almost hear the gentle, mocking tone] 

indispensable.” (Ibid.) 

Ø  “Contemporary economists are uneducated in 

the world of business, i.e., in the world of real 

economic activity. They are trained instead in the 

world of economic analysis….It is a distant 

relation, which easily warps one’s perspective.” 

(“Ideology and Supply-Side Economics.”) 

Ø Finally, we have this wonderful put-down in 

“American Conservatism: 1945-1995”: traditional 

conservatives went astray because they “had 

many distinguished economists in their ranks, and 

economics is above all the science of limits, a 

great nay-saying enterprise.” Which is why there 

were no economists among the core founders of 

The Public Interest. And here come the pointed 

parentheses, “(They [the economists] came later, 

as we ‘matured’)”. The quotation marks around 

“matured” cut deep. 
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 Never mind. I refuse to be de-moralized, or even 

demoralized. I forgive Irving as he always forgave 

some of my sillier ideas. Forcing a utility to compete 

and shed its excess workforce is a real plus, I argued. 

“And what happens to the laid off workers, most with 

the company for decades and unsuited for other 

employment? How does a few cents off an electric bill 

compare with their suffering?”, he asked. 

 It would be dangerous for the government to 

attempt directly to limit executive compensation, I 

argued, citing to him his own position about the 

importance of allowing inequality of outcomes. But I 

ignored those potent  parentheses, Irving’s way of 

avoiding footnotes. So in “”What Is a 

‘Neoconservative’?” we find that “The equality 

proclaimed by the Declaration of Independence … 

[includes] the right to become unequal (within limits) 

in wealth, or public esteem, or influence.” Note that 

the parenthetical qualifier -- the idea of limits to 

inequality – clearly applies to wealth, but not so 

clearly to public esteem or influence. Surely recent 
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developments, especially in the financial services 

industry, make it clear that there is something out 

there that requires limits of the sort at which Irving 

was hinting, whether it is a flaw in the process of 

setting compensation, or the threat to capitalism 

created by the flaunting of great disparities in wealth 

in times of difficulty for many people, or merely a 

matter of taste and good manners. 

 Taken as whole, the economic essays reflect two 

major themes: an attempt to save capitalism from the 

capitalists and their apologists in the universities and 

the think tanks; and an attempt to leave us with a 

body of commentary on which we would be able to 

draw long after Irving was not around to guide us, 

ever so gently, away from “primal certainty” and 

towards what he called the “skeptical, pragmatic, 

meliorist” tone of The Public Interest. (“American 

Conservatism: 1945-1995”) 

 I think it not unfair to say that Irving was only 

partially successful in that first effort. He tried mightily 

to persuade businessmen he met, and their acolytes, 



 7 

to abandon the chortling Darwinism with which they 

justified their incomes, pointing out to them that “this 

doctrine was self-defeating in a Democratic age, since 

it did not offer much solace or hope to those (perhaps 

the majority) who, not being among the fittest, had the 

worst chances of survival.” Note again the importance 

of a parenthetical remark. (“No Cheers for the Profit 

Motive.”) This divorce of the defense of capitalism 

from the moral components of the Judeo-Christian 

tradition meant that “naked economic ambition” could 

now speak its name. Throw in libertarian, hedonistic 

defenses of consumerist capitalism, what Irving called 

substituting the worship of the Sears Roebuck 

catalogue for the worship of the Golden Calf -- this 

was in 1979, when the Neiman Marcus catalogue 

offering his and her private jets had not become well 

known, if indeed it existed -- and you have a defense 

of capitalism by the business community that did it 

more harm than the attacks of its critics. 

 That defense remains in place -- nothing is to 

interfere with profit maximization, not the 
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uninternalized costs of production and consumption, 

not the inequalities created, not the demeaning nature 

of the process of seeking government protection for 

inefficiency, not the threat to market capitalism posed 

by the excesses of some of its leading practitioners. 

“We do God’s work,” the head of a leading investment 

bank told the press at the height of the financial crisis 

that had the unemployment rate heading towards 

double digits, and the mortgage foreclosure rate at 

disturbing levels. Yes, some people bought homes 

that it turns out they could not afford; better to have 

left them and their children on the mean streets of the 

nation’s inner cities. Yes, if the banks would negotiate 

write-downs of the mortgages more families might 

remain in their homes, but why should the heads of 

the huge banking conglomerates that with the help of 

government-created institutions had replaced the 

neighborhood banker consider the fate of families 

they do not know and whose lives they cannot 

imagine? And why should they include the social 

costs of foreclosure in their profit-and-loss 
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calculation? There is something about the failure of 

the way defenders of capitalism do their arithmetic 

that undermines their cause. “Looking back, one is 

hard put to say who has done more damage to 

capitalism, its apologists or its critics. (“No Cheers for 

the Profit Motive”). 

 Irving knew that he could not rely on the 

defenders of capitalism to mount a proper and 

persuasive defense of the system. When 

businessmen who professed to have read his essays 

(and worse still, probably had) slapped him on the 

back and urged him to go back to the academy and 

carry the flag for capitalism by explaining to 

colleagues and students what a splendid thing the 

profit motive is, he wrote in The Wall Street Journal, 

“Since such occasions do not lend themselves to 

philosophical discussion, I smile weakly, mumble 

something unintelligible, and change the subject as 

quickly as possible.” (“No Cheers for the Profit 

Motive.”) And fight another day.  



 10 

But in my view, to little avail, at least not yet. If 

capitalism is to be saved from the new state-capitalist, 

despotic alternative that is coming to be called the 

“Beijing consensus”, its defenders will have to come 

from outside the business community, most certainly 

from outside of the academy, and from outside of 

many of the think tanks that profess to be on the side 

of business. Perhaps if we could compile a list of 

readers of these essays, we might have the beginning 

of a roster of folks who are capable of explaining that 

Adam Smith was not about profit, but about the 

working of incentives within -- dare I say it -- a moral 

framework that leaves room for the profit motive, but 

does not deify it.  

 Irving might not have succeeded completely in 

persuading many in the business community and the 

institutions they support that the defense of capitalism 

involves not only extolling the virtues of wealth 

creation but also attending to the distributional 

consequences attendant upon that creation, or 

persuading those defenders of capitalism to reserve a 
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place at their table for the victims of change. But he 

persuaded others of us that there is more to God’s 

work, to borrow the investment bankers’ phrase, than 

maximizing profits. 

 He also left us a body of work that can guide us 

through some of today’s storms.  

Start with our hopes for a revolution led by the 

Tea Partiers. Irving always had a soft spot for 

populists, perhaps because he saw them as hard-

working folks making their way in a world without 

tenure. As I prepared this little talk Cita reminded me 

of Irving’s delight every year when the “Rolling 

Thunder” bikers came to town, not an academic gown 

among them, only tattoos and American flags.  

At least a decade before the Tea Party populists 

appeared on the scene, Irving pointed out that such 

movements in America tend to be anti-big business 

but not anti-capitalist, that they arise because the 

structure of our polity and economy “make it possible 

for vox populi  to find expression,” and that populist 

conservatism could turn out to be the last best hope 
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of contemporary conservatism. (“The Right Stuff.”) So 

far so good. But many, especially those in the “right to 

life movement”, have a tendency to be “fanatically 

determined to make the best the enemy of the good”. 

So keep in mind Irving’s conclusion lest you lose 

heart when failing to clear the first hurdle on the path 

to undoing some of the fiscal and regulatory hurdles 

inflicted on our economy in recent years: “There will 

surely be defeats ahead, many of them self-inflicted.” 

Remember, too, his typically realistic and modest goal 

of reducing the relative size [italics his] of the public 

sector” by growing the private sector. (“Towards a 

New Economics?” I am particularly fond of the modest 

question mark.) 

 Move on to current controversies over economic 

policy. Irving opposed deficits for the very pragmatic 

reasons that the spending they finance doesn’t 

produce the promised growth, and that they 

eventually give rise to higher, growth-stifling taxes. So 

far, so Tea Party. But he pointed out that reducing 

government expenditures in a depressed economy 
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“creates too many problems” (“Towards a ‘New’ 

Economics?”), and, once again parenthetically, that “a 

ruthless dismantling of the welfare state is, in any 

case, unthinkable,” views that Tea Partiers will find 

uncongenial. Deficits matter, but not enough to force 

a stifling of growth, or to prevent tax cuts that just 

might stimulate the economic growth that in the end 

will bring deficits down. It’s all a question of 

magnitudes and timing, of moving from economic 

analysis to economic policy.  

 I should add here that Irving’s dismissal of the 

efficacy of deficit spending, of Keynesian demand-

side management, as persuasive as it is, is something 

we might want to reconsider periodically. Lurking in 

that criticism is the admission that there are times 

when deficits are not a bad idea, and when 

eliminating them at a stroke is a bad idea.  

Irving also bowed in Keynes’ direction by relying 

on “economic activists” to drive the economy forward 

with their energy and insatiable desire for, well, more. 

I am sure he would agree that these “economic 
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activists” provide what Keynes called “the animal 

spirits” that drive innovation and economic growth. My 

point is this: do not let the persuasiveness of Irving’s 

essay on Keynes deter you from now and then 

dipping into an essay by this man whom Irving called 

a “giant of economic theory”, and who also met 

Irving’s other qualification -- he was very definitely a 

participant in “the world of real economic activity”. 

Take Irving Kristol on the macroeconomics of the 

supply side, add a bit of john Maynard Keynes on 

macroeconomic demand-side management, some 

Walter Bagehot on monetary policy, and Adam Smith 

on microeconomic policy, and that might well be all ye 

need to know about economics. If I were a scholar of 

the history of idea, which I most definitely am not, I 

might say that if we were to take Keynes’ thesis that 

demand-side management can create full 

employment, and Irving’s anti-thesis that we must 

look to the supply side to keep unemployment low, we 

can come up with a synthesis that assigns a role to 

both, depending on the particular circumstances of 
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the downturn being battled. Combine that with 

Bagehot’s notion that the role of a central bank in a 

financial crisis is to keep credit flowing, and Smith’s 

insistence on competitive markets, and we just might 

have the basis for sensible economic policy.  

 One more point before I close. Irving might have 

made a wish he would, in retrospect, not want to have 

fulfilled. It was based on his quite sensible antipathy 

to economic models, proved prescient when the Wall 

Street quants nearly brought down the financial 

system by relying on models that measured risk with 

mathematical precision, but neglected to recognize 

that all of their classmates had constructed similar 

models that in aggregate would produce a stampede 

for the exits, and markets of sellers only, with no 

buyers. So Irving called for weight to be given to 

“human motivations, intentions, aspirations…” 

(“Ideology and Supply-Side Economics”). His wish is 

being answered by the new breed who would have us 

consider Gross National Happiness instead of Gross 

National Product, and by behavioral economists 
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whose work would benefit mightily from exposure to a 

brief Kristol essay on the limits of polling data and the 

ability of academics to divine the aspirations and 

motives of the rest of us. Alas, it is not to be.  

 I must conclude with a recommendation for those 

of you who do not feel inclined to read all of these 

wonderful essays. If you must, skip the economics, 

and turn to “Vice and Virtue in Las Vegas”. Irving says  

legalized gambling, which he opposes except for the 

poker games in which he participated so regularly -- 

he calls those “gaming” as distinct from gambling --  

would reduce the crime statistics, but presumably not 

crime, so why bother. This is a moral issue, one of 

several that no one is willing to discuss seriously 

because such discussion “goes against the spirit of 

the age, which would have trouble recognizing a 

moral issue if it ran over one on Main Street, in broad 

daylight.” There’s more, little of it to do with 

economics, which is why it is so important. 

 Thank you for your attention.     
 


