
 
 
Herman Bergson .: We live in a time where almost everything is for sale or can be sold.  
In the past three decades, markets - and market values - began to dominate our lives like never 
before. 
It was not a conscious choice to end up in this situation. It seems like it just has happened to us. After 
the end of the Cold War the free market and the market-theory gained an unprecedented prestige. 
 
No other method of the organization of production and distribution of goods was so successful in 
generating wealth and prosperity.  
More and more countries around the world accepted the mechanism of the market, but there 
happened also something else.  
Market values got an increasingly important role in society. Economics was and still is dominating 
everything. Human beings became just numbers in mathematical equations. 
The logic of buying and selling did no longer apply only to material goods, but also began to control 
other areas of life. It is about time we ask ourselves if we want to live this way. 
 
The years leading  to the financial crisis of 2008 were a turbulent era. Belief in the free market and 
deregulation ruled the waves: it was the time of the triumph of the market.  
That era began in the early 1980’s, when Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher proclaimed that the 
free market, and not the government, was the key to prosperity and freedom.  
That trend continued with a market-friendly liberalism of Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, who despite 
minor adjustments confirmed the belief that the free market was the most important  means to 
improve general welfare. 
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Today we have serious doubts about this belief. The financial crisis has not only shown that it is not 
as efficient in spreading risks as it claims to be. 
But we also have gotten a strong feeling that what we call "the financial markets" and the banks 
have drifted away from ethics and that we have to do something about that. 
Some say that it is general greed, which is the weak spot of the financial world. Just keep the greedy 
bankers and speculators in check and our problems will be solved. 
This is however only a part of the diagnosis. Sure, greed plays an important role in this crisis, but 
there is more. The increase of greed in the past 30 years is not the worst thing, that has happened. 
 
The most fatal change that has taken place is, that the market and market-values have extended into 
areas of our life, where they don't belong. 
Thence we have to do more than re-educate bankers and teach them not to be too greedy and teach 
them responsibility towards society. 
We need a serious discussion about the ethical boundaries of the free market. The free market has 
got in its grip areas of our life which were formerly dominated by not-commercial values. 
These areas are education, health care, hospitals, social housing, that is, houses to rent by those who 
cannot afford to buy a house, public security, even our body and matters of life and death.  
 
Suppose there is that pharmaceutical company, which has developed a lifesaving medication for a 
certain disease. The primary goal of the company is, of course, to serve its shareholders, which 
means priority one is profit maximization. 
The demand for the medicine is high, which means that the company keeps the production low, so 
that it can ask any price, say 30.000 dollar per lifesaving treatment. 
The product is protected by a patent, so no other company on this earth is allowed to  develop the 
same medicine. And your child has the lethal disease, which could be cured if you had 30.000 dollars, 
but you haven’t. 
Your child happened to be infected by the child of your neighbor, who happens to be rich. He buys 
the medication for his child and his child survives. You don’t even have the money for a decent 
funeral for your child. 
 
Maybe a reason to question the fact, that everything can or has to be bought? I can mention two 
reasons. One is inequality and the second is corruption. 

- Inequality is easily understood. If everything can or has to be bought, it means, that enjoying 
participation in all benefits of a society is mainly achieved by having money. No money? Bad 
luck for you…sorry! Or should we think differently here? 

- The second reason is maybe harder to understand, but it means that the belief in the benefits 
of the free market slowly corrupts human values, which are above selling and buying. 

 
Just one example. How about selling your organs? For instance a kidney? You've got two, haven't 
you? You only need one to live…so how about it? 20.000 dollars? ..is that a good price? Just think 
about it. 
 
In 2009, Paul Ryan, running mate of Mitt Romney, said "What's unique about what's happening 
today in government, in the world, in America, is that it's as if we're living in an Ayn Rand novel right 
now. 
I think Ayn Rand did the best job of anybody to build a moral case of capitalism, and that morality of 
capitalism is under assault."  
So let's investigate whether this assault on the morality of capitalism is justified. 
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Economic inequality is steeper in the United States than in other democracies. Some people think 
that such inequality is unjust and favor taxing the rich to help the poor.  
Others disagree. They say there is nothing unfair about economic inequality, provided it arises 
without force or fraud to the choices people make in a market economy. 
The toughest defenders of the later point of view are the Libertarians, like Paul Ryan. You find these 
ideas among conservative Republicans and members of the Tea-Party movement. Even in the 
Netherlands we seem to have a libertarian party. 
 
Libertarians and a lot of economists celebrate the market as a device for regulating human 
interaction without acknowledging that their enthusiasm depends on a set of Ayn Randian half-
truths:  
such as, that individuals are autonomous, self-interested, and rational calculators with unlimited 
wants. 
They reason that taxing the rich to help the poor violates a fundamental right. Taking money from 
the rich is coercive. It violates their liberty to do with their money whatever they please.  
 
Our liberty is based on what Robert Nozick (1938 - 2002) claims in his book : "Anarchy, State, and 
Utopia" (1974): "individuals have rights which may not be violated by other individuals”. 
According to him, we have natural rights, especially our liberty and self-ownership. We own 
ourselves. This leads to his idea that we must see humans as ends in themselves and redistribution of 
goods is only justified on condition of consent. 
This means that everything can be regulated by the free market. If this leads to winners and losers, 
there is nothing wrong with economic inequality as such.  
 

 
 
You can conclude nothing about the justice or injustice of this situation. What matters is how the 
distribution came about. 
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All kinds of government rules and regulations to redistribute wealth, enforce health care, provide for 
social security for the poor and unemployed, are one by one serious infringements of the individual's 
right to liberty. 
This is, because all is financed by imposing taxes, which even can be regarded as theft.  Check this:  
There is the natural right of self-ownership. If I own myself, I own my labour. If I own my labour I 
must be entitled to the fruits of my labour.  
If someone else was entitled to the fruits of my labour, he would own my labour, so in fact own me. 
This is almost close to slavery. 
If the state takes a part of my money, the fruit of my labour, it in fact takes my labour, which means 
that, for instance, I am forced to work for 30% for the state, which is an infringement of my liberty. 
We could object….hold on….you are a democratic citizen and thus subjected to laws which passed 
by majority vote. The Libertarian reply would be: But what becomes of my individual rights? 
May the majority deprive me of the freedom of speech and religion, as it deprives me of part of my 
income by taxation, claiming that as a democratic citizen I already have given my consent to 
whatever it decides by majority? 
 
Does this argument hold? Are we indeed morally free in our self-ownership? Let me give you an 
example;  
Kidney donation is meant to save lives. You can donate a kidney to your child because you can live 
with one.  
But if you OWN your body, these considerations do not matter. You are free to do with your 
property, in this case your kidney, as you please. 
Suppose some art dealer offers you US$20.000 for a kidney. He makes coffee table ornaments of 
human kidneys. What prohibits you to take the money? Who cares about one kidney less? 
 
At the third Tuesday of September we have the annual opening of the parliamentary year in the 
Netherlands.  
Then the Dutch king delivers a speech, of course written by those who are politically responsible. He 
is just a talking historical remnant. 
But they made him say something that concerns us seriously here.  And I quote: "The growth of the 
global economy remains below expectations." 
Just think this over:  

- One: Why has there to be growth, while already a number of economists have said, that we 
live on a planet with limited resources and that striving for unlimited growth is irresponsible 
and in fact insane. 

- Two: 'below expectations' Whose expectations ? Ours? Who formulates these expectations 
and why and what are the standards?  

Here again you see how the free market economy is taken as an obvious fact without any criticism. 
Production, consumption and a permanent growth of these two is almost a religious belief in the 
capitalist society. 
 
Is the market economy THE ultimate system, that is consistent with what we experience as human 
values?  
Values we cherish, because they are at the root of our welfare and happiness and make use human 
instead of consumers. 
Let me be straightforward. No, the market economy is not the best or only system to do justice to all 
men. Even more emphatically, it can be argued that in some cases this system even corrupts our 
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moral values and that we therefore seriously have to reconsider our human condition with respect to 
the belief in the free market. 
The basic question is: Can money buy everything, like in the Atlantis of Ayn Rand love relations in fact 
were contracts, regulating the exchange of services in a relation like love, sex, affection and mutual 
support? 
Let's begin with a simple example: jumping the queue.  
When I flew with Ryan Air some time ago, I paid some extra. This allowed me to board the plane as 
one of the first while others had to wait in a long queue. 
Unfair? I paid extra for it. Well…. I saw those looks of people in the other queue…. Here we already 
can make two observations. 

- One: we are confronted with inequality based on the fact that I have the money to pay for 
the extra and others haven't. 

- Two: there is also a corrupting effect on certain values. Waiting in a queue is accepted by 
poor and rich. It has an egalitarian, democratic meaning.  

We all have to wait for our turn. We experience that as a social value, not as a good that should be 
bought and sold on the market.  
Of course, this example of my flight looks trivial, but this market effect goes much further.  
 
Lobbyists need access to politicians. In the US they do so by attending all kinds of meetings of 
committees of Congress . 
But a lot of people want to attend these meetings, so you have to be early and stand in line for hours 
before the meeting begins. 
The lobbyists, however, pay people to stand in line for them and exchange places just before the 
meeting begins.  
This means that a democratic  and equal right to attend such meetings has become a commodity on 
the market. 
 
Physicians, who "sell" there mobile phone number for US$15.000 a year, which means that the 
patient can call him directly and get an appointment the same day. So, no equal accessibility of medic 
care. 
 
Standing in line - and you can think of any situation where it applies - represents a social value of 
respecting equal chances for everyone in certain situations, whether you are poor and rich. 
This is just in a nutshell a first example, which draws our attention to the fact that the increasing 
influence of money and the free market is penetrating areas, which once were dominated by non-
commercial values. 
Take for instance that nursery. The employees were pretty annoyed because a lot of parents came 
always in too late to pick up their children. 
Let them pay a fine!, was the brilliant idea. That would stop parents from coming late. The effect was 
astonishing: the number of late parents almost double. 
After twelve weeks they canceled the penalty system.  People had  regarded the fine just as an extra 
payment.  
But things got even worse. The number of parents that came too late to pick up their children stayed 
on the higher level after dropping the fine. 
Here you see how a financial incentive corrupted a moral obligation to be in time and the social value 
of responsibility for each other. 
 



In 1993 there was a referendum in a small Swiss village for or against the storage of nuclear waste. 
The inhabitants didn't like the idea but just 51% said OK. 
Then the economists came up with an idea: give these people a financial incentive to agree to the 
nuclear waste storage near their village. 
The result was, that the acceptance of the waste project dropped to 25% ! Economists believe that 
offering money  makes something uncomfortable more bearable and acceptable. 
However, the dedication to the public interest of the villagers did them regard the money offered as 
a disrespectful form of bribery. 
 
Another experiment: two groups of children are asked to collect money for charity. One group 
listens to a motivational story, the other group is informed that they'll be paid for their efforts. This 
payment does not come from the charity money. 
The result of the experiment was that the group that got paid for their work collected less money 
than the volunteers. 
 
These examples illustrate how the introduction of money in a non-commercial situation can change 
people's attitudes and can supplant their moral and social responsibility. 
Moral and social standards are displaced by market forces. It makes the deployment of market 
mechanisms and free market theory in many areas of the social life doubtful.  
 
What should we think for example of financial incentives to encourage teachers to perform better in 
education, nurses in health care and other workplaces, or to volunteers in social life, in family life and 
other places where it is important that people are intrinsically or morally motivated?  
The" displacement effect " is perhaps one of the most important anomalies within the economy 
according to economists, because it seems to be at odds the most fundamental economic 
"law", namely that increasing financial stimulation increases supply .  
If the displacement effect exists, financial incentives can even decrease the supply, for instance the 
willingness to help others, instead of  increasing the supply. 
What economists slowly begin to understand is that there is a difference between intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. 
Oh sure, they know what it means: altruism is an inner (intrinsic) motivation to help your neighbor. 
The extrinsic motivation would be, when your neighbor asks you for help and offers you money. 
The later, that is economics, goods and services changing hand. Altruism is even a threat to the 
growth in economy. For Ayn Rand altruism was almost a sign of mental disorder, a sign of weakness. 
 
Economics does have its own ethics, a very strong one even. Economy is conversely normative, that 
means that we don’t bring in our own values, but the economy imposes its values upon us. 
And these values look amazingly similar to the Randian misconception of human nature. The 
prevailing economic science does not wonder whether people are selfish or not, but simply assumes 
that it as a matter of fact.  
Nowadays almost all textbooks state that people are rational beings who are trying to maximize 
utility by rational choices focused on personal interest only. 
The assumption that people are egoists is one of the cornerstones of economic ethics. 
 
Another strong philosophical belief within the mainstream economic science is that the world can be 
approximated with mathematical models and that this is also true for people and the interaction 
between human beings.  



We are told that we only must respect values that have economic utility, which can earn you profit or 
which you can bring to the market.  
The message is that beyond the economy, beyond the intention of a rational calculation, nothing 
makes sense. Non-economic motives are unreliable. 
The last decade has demonstrated that there are some flaws in economic theory and its 
mathematical models, to put it mildly. 
But apart from some dissident voices, it seems that it is business as usual in the financial world. A 
precarious situation, if you ask me. 
Thank you for your attention    ^_^ 
 

 
 
CB Axel: Interesting insights, herman. 
Stephen Xootfly: Thank you, Herman. 
herman Bergson: Thank you CB :-) 
science24: Thank you Herman :) 
CB Axel: Does economic growth have to be in money? Why can't the growth be in the safety, 
comfort and contentment of the people? 
Ʈǔłpą (jes.cobalt): applauds H 
Violet (ataraxia.azemus): Great talk, Herman, thank you....and I agree, from down here in 
Libertariania 
Chantal (nymf.hathaway): Thank you, Herman 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): Thank you Herman 
herman Bergson: Simple answer CB... 

Chantal (nymf.hathaway): I am GLAD we have this in text ㋡ 
herman Bergson: Because you can’t measure those things and thus convert them into economical 
values 
Ʈǔłpą (jes.cobalt): :) agreed 
Stephen Xootfly: Q: In theories of individual property rights, do you  or economists in general 
consider "opportunity  for wealth" to be one of those rights? 



herman Bergson: I don’t think it is a matter of opportunity for wealth 
Stephen Xootfly: Either Tibet or Nepal measures wealth also in Happiness. They have that as a 
national  index. Was a show on 60 minutes long ago. 
herman Bergson: It is all about a just redistribution of resources on this planet.... 
Violet (ataraxia.azemus): Bhutan sort of tries to go a different way: Gross National Happiness  
herman Bergson: and an answer to the question...by what standards 
Stephen Xootfly: or Bhutan...... 
herman Bergson: Yes the Bhutan story..... 
herman Bergson: an example 
Violet (ataraxia.azemus): (Which is not without its own problems...GNH is just vague enough to 
mean anything; but we can probably use different metrics for social welfare, instead of just GDP) 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): Is not a substantial part of 'economic growth' based on 
implementation of new ideas and new, more efficient technologies?   These are not necessarily based 
on 
herman Bergson: Of course it isn’t perfect.... 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): zero sum total use of resources 
herman Bergson: but it has dropped the idiotic belief in unlimited growth to begin with 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): but creates new jobs as we have seen in the IT revolution that 
began in 1951 
CB Axel: It seems to me that one problem with business is that investors think a profit is guaranteed. 
The stock market is supposed to be somewhat risky. Shouldn't a business's business be to produce 
whatever they're supposed to be making? 
Stephen Xootfly: I just feel in today's US economy, the rich talk a good game of capitalism, which I 
am not against in general, but in the specifics it's now gamed to reduce almost all opportunities to 
grow into wealth, well, or at least a decent middle class. 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): the average person today can have far greater access to 
knowledge, information, entertainment than Queen Victoria ever hoped for 
CB Axel: The share holders’ job, as I see it, is to invest in that product and hope that it's a good 
enough product to make a profit. If the business doesn't do well, then didn't the investor just make a 
poor choice of where to put his money and doesn't deserve to profit? 
herman Bergson: Let me add this... 
CB Axel: Or do I not understand the stock market? 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): The Limits to Growth book published by the Club or Rome seems to have been 
forgotten 
herman Bergson: Not only in Islam but also Thomas Aquinas state that it is WRONG to make money 
with money.... 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): growth can occur without greater demand on natural resources 
Violet (ataraxia.azemus): Having good social safety nets helps with taking risks....it's easier to do 
something different if failure doesn't mean death 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): maybe stability is more important than growth 
herman Bergson: Money is not a commodity.... 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): were the Medieval villages stable enough? 
herman Bergson: not a product you can sell or buy 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): economic stability 
Stephen Xootfly: Yes, I think the recent AIG debacle supports Ataraxia's point but with a twist. The 
business folk took undue risks because there was a safety net. There is also good evidence that 
without unemployment security long term employment suffers. 
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Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): economic growth in the future will be increasing reflective of 
greater understanding by humankind of physical and social processes rather than everyone simply 
consuming more gasoline... 
herman Bergson: I wish it were true Tagline 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): It's a fact that there will be more people in the world so something must grow 
somewhere if we are to support that? 
Chantal (nymf.hathaway): so far the money sticks at bankers Tagline 
Stephen Xootfly: I have to get to grading. Good talk, Herman. 
herman Bergson: thnx Stephen :-) 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): but there is more to wealth than money - it is not unusual for 
indigent people to have televisions, ample calories, cell phones 
science24: bye Steph 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): amply delving into consumerism and if they have the motivation 
and intelligence, they can internalize free information and excel 
Martin X (dinomartini): The Swedish Central bank has set rate below zero, -0.25 to make more work 
in Sweden, but instead people buy Made in China. In that way Sweden subside economy of China 
instead 
CB Axel: Not that amply. They may have a TV, but their kids are sleeping on dirty, bare mattresses 
and eating cheap junk food. 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): following their bliss (in the Joseph Campbell sense) - for bankers, 
money is more important than intellectual attainment 
Violet (ataraxia.azemus): Technology in the developing world also tends to be older, on not very 
developed infrastructure....so it's not necessarily true that people can participate as equals 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): whispers: whatever system is at play, there will be those who are 
disadvantaged and seen as the losers rather than the winners. In the developing world, women for 
instance are not treated as equals but that is because of religious and / or cultural 'defects' in society 
Martin X (dinomartini): Production will happen where it´s cheapest - that should make the countries 
with the lowest cost richer and the "old industrial nations" poorer over time 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): as has happened with China? 
herman Bergson: that is just temporary..... 
Martin X (dinomartini): Exactly but China cost raises and other countries take their place rapidly 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): so next Vietnam 
Martin X (dinomartini): or African countries 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): that is where shifts in economic systems have to occur - making 
steel in America is not the way to the future for instance 
herman Bergson: but that process will come to a stop.....short term politics it is 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): global population control must be considered in all this as well 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): for some reason Africa does not seem to get on the bandwagon 
Chantal (nymf.hathaway): Good point Nat.... has been a thought on my mind for years 
herman Bergson: interesting observation Nat...and true, I would say 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): it is difficult to provide social progress and economic opportunity if 
corruption and civil war prevail incessantly 
Martin X (dinomartini): Swedish paper has been a strong leg for us, but fewer reads paper-
newspaper anymore It affects not only papermills but also transports 
Violet (ataraxia.azemus): I need to head out.... Good talk, Herman, everyone... Take care, all! :) 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): and it depletes natural resources whereas digital dissemination of 
information is much less destructive to natural environmental balances 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): Thank you Hermann, it was an interesting presentation 
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herman Bergson: thank you Tagline 
Chantal (nymf.hathaway): Very much so... you summed it up nicely Herman. I am glad we have this in 
text. 
 

 
 

herman Bergson: Plz check out the authors next to me...! 
Michael Sandel – Tomáš Sedláček – Stephen Marglin 

 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): It was an interesting way to take it in, being able to read along 
herman Bergson: They are the smart guys :-)) 
Chantal (nymf.hathaway): In the pdf we can add links to the thinkers 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): perhaps better in some ways than listening, :) 

Chantal (nymf.hathaway): Sometimes is, Tagline ㋡ 
Ʈǔłpą (jes.cobalt): :) 
herman Bergson: Yes Tagline... 
Martin X (dinomartini): Thanks very interesting :D 

Chantal (nymf.hathaway): Thank you Herman, great work ㋡ 
Nat Ure (nat.spirt): I have the closing tune 
Martin X (dinomartini): I will go and read them now :D 
CB Axel: I should run, too. Thank you, Herman. Once again, you've given me a lot to think about. 
herman Bergson: Let me thank you all for your attention and participation....:-) 
Tagline - Je Suis Charlie (tagline): Pink Floyd rules 
herman Bergson: As I use to end my lectures in general.... Class dismissed ^_^ 
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