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Jim Doti: Friedman on freedom 
By JAMES L. DaTI 

President Chapman University 

I'll never forget my first class with Milton Friedman. The professor strode in at a sprightly pace and went to the 
blackboard. He grasped a piece of chalk (for those younger than 50, chalk is a white substance that leaves an 
impression on black or green slate boards) and started writing at a furious pace, I, along with my fellow students, 
read what appeared to be a list of seemingly straightforward and hardly controversial truisms - such as "If a 
person has the choice of buying two identical products, that person will buy the cheaper one." 

Professor Friedman asked if we had any questions about the statements on the board. Since they all seemed 
intuitively obvious, no one raised a hand. He then said, 'Thank you. I'll see you in class next time." 

• 
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We were all amazed. Professor Friedman had a reputation for 
never letting his classes out early. But he had a point to make. 
It turned out that, in response to students' questions in future 
class sessions, he would invariably return to that set of 
principles. All of his economic models logically flowed from the 
innocuous "truisms" he wrote out on the blackboard on the first 
day of class. With a sly grin, he'd say, "You didn't question me 
back then. Why now?" 

That's what made Milton Friedman special. His search for truth 
was based not only on rigorous empirical evidence and testing 
but also on a clear understanding of why things are the way 

they are. He had an uncanny ability to understand what made sense and what didn't. Like that other great 
champion of freedom, Adam Smith, his astute intuition led him to believe passionately in the remarkable efficacy 
of free markets. 

Given that understanding, Friedman would surely look with dismay at the extent to which government spending 
has replaced private spending. That shift in spending is reflected by the fact that total government spending 
(federal, state and local) as a share of U,S. gross domestic product has grown from 35 percent to 45 percent over 
the past three years. 

One of Friedman's favorite measures for bureaucratic growth was the number of pages published each year in the 
Federal Register, the official journal of Washington rules, regulations and notices. Friedman was delighted when 
that number dropped steadily from almost 90,000 pages in 1980 to 50,000 pages in 1988 - the eight years of 
Ronald Reagan's. presidency. He'd be vexed, though, that it has since grown steadily and now is back to 80,000 
pages. 

Perhaps something that would be even more alarming to Friedman is the Heritage Foundation's 2010 Index of 
Economic Freedom, which showed the US. experienced the largest decline in that index when compared to the 
20 largest global economies. 

Friedman would also be concerned about American attitudes toward free markets. In the most recent 201 0 PEW 
Survey where people around the world were asked, "Are people better off in a free-market economy?" the US. 
ranks ninth with 68 percent of Americans responding "Agree." This represents a sharp drop from the 2009 survey, 
where the U.S. ranked sixth, with 76 percent. The 2010 survey also revealed that the top three nations in terms of 
positive attitudes toward free markets are China (84 percent), Nigeria (82 percent) and India (79 percent). Also 
ahead of the U.S. in agreeing that people are better off in a free-market economy are Brazil, Kenya and Poland. 

While Friedman would look askance at our relatively low ranking, I doubt that he would be surprised. His 
remarkable insight into human nature allowed him to see that people who live for long periods of time in nations 
that have little economic freedom have a greater appreciation for how free markets lead to a higher standard of 
living. At the same time, nations that have prospered for long periods as a result of free markets often take their 



prosperity and personal freedoms for granted. As Milton and wife Rose Friedman wrote in their 1980 book, "Free 
to Choose": 

"Ironically, the very success of economic and political freedom reduced its appeal to later thinkers .. people took 
the favorable developments for granted. They forgot the danger to freedom from strong government." 

Milton Friedman, who died in 2006 at age 94, followed by Rose in 2009 at age 98, placed high value on the 
material goods and higher standard of living associated with free-market economies. But I believe he placed even 
higher value on how free markets lead to greater personal freedom. In fact, I have pretty compelling evidence for 
that belief. 

When I asked Friedman what quotation he would like inscribed on the pedestal bearing his bust, displayed on the 
Chapman campus, he responded with a passage from "Free to Choose": 

"A society that puts equality ... ahead of freedom will end up with neither equality nor freedom ... [AJ society that 
puts freedom first will, as a happy by-product, end up with both greater freedom and greater equality." 

What was the basis for Friedman's deep regard for freedom? Maybe it was the discrimination he and his 
immigrant parents faced because of their Jewish heritage, or perhaps, as an agnostic, it was the religious 
freedom he valued in America. More likely, I think it was Friedman's belief that individual freedom, even more than 
material goods, is absolutely essential to happiness. 

At an event celebrating the publication of the Friedmans' memoir, "Two Lucky People," William Simon touched 
upon this when he asked: 

"What is the central idea that Rose and Milton have stood for all these years? Well, for me the answer is clear. 
Milton and Rose, from the beginning of their careers, have been apostles of freedom - the basic freedom of 
individuals to order their lives and make choices without interference of government" 

The Friedmans observed that people come into this world, look around, gather knowledge, cast off stale beliefs, 
form values and ultimately strive to seek their destiny in life. Fulfilling that destiny requires individual freedom 
which, in turn, requires free markets. In commenting on their world travels in "Free to Choose," they wrote: 

'Wherever we found any large element of individual freedom, some beauty in the ordinary life of man, some 
measure of real progress in material comforts at his disposal, and a life with hope of further progress in the future 
- there we found that the private market was the main device being used to organize economic activity." 

On the Chapman campus, just across the promenade from the bust of Milton Friedman, is a bust of Friedman's 
longtime colleague and friend, George P. Shultz. On the pedestal to that bust is a quote of Secretary Shultz: 

"The price of freedom is eternal vigilance and a willingness to act in its defense." 

If we are to give future generations the freedom to realize their hopes and dreams, we must, as Milton Friedman 
taught us and George Shultz reminded us, be ever vigilant in containing the growth of government and willing to 
place greater reliance on free markets. 


