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Preface: The Mirage of Social Justice
Claims for social justice stand In opposition to every civilized principle.

How dire is the problem that confronts us? Defining the problem as the very survival of 
the Western Civilization that has sustained us for hundreds of years, F.A. Hayek tells us 
that our prospects are dire.

Writing in the 1970’s and looking back on two savagely destructive Word Wars that human 
beings fought with each other, he wondered how human beings had ever found a way to 
live together in peace.

He found the answer in “rules of conduct” by which we could live together to our mutual 
advantage “without having to agree on common concrete aims”. This is the capitalist sys-
tem – “the greatest discovery mankind ever made”. (Law, Legislation and Liberty, Volume 2, 
Chapter 11.)

The opposite system is totalitarianism – where common concrete aims are forced on citi-
zens from above by a coercive regime.

Crucially, he identified “social justice” as the trojan horse via which totalitarianism enters 
the system of Western Civilization to destroy it from within. 
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The social justice warriors, as we call them today, actively make the destructive choices 
about which Hayek warned:

Social Justice versus Reality.

There is no such thing as social justice. It misunderstands the definition of justice, which 
concerns how individuals behave towards one another in free economic exchange. Justice 
is breached by individual violence towards another individual, or by failing to keep the 
promise made in a contract, or by violating another’s private property. Social justice can 
never be about one group within society, because of a feeling of envy, demanding that 
another group compensate them for an outcome they don’t like. Social justice, says Hayek, 
is merely an unjustified claim by one social group on another. It is destructive and divisive.

Social Justice versus Truth.

The left prioritizes social justice over free speech, respect for facts and the marketplace of 
ideas. Cries of “racism”, name calling, unverified accusations, “politically correct” speech 
codes, safe spaces, bans on “microaggressions”, and censorship are all evidence of this re-
jection of truth. Uncorroborated accusations of personal misconduct are merely a political 
weapon for the social justice warrior crowds.

Social Justice versus Individual Identity.

The left sees people not as individuals, with all the ideas, effort and industry that individ-
uals can collaboratively bring to bear, but as members of groups defined by race, class, 
income, gender and sexual orientation. The contribution of individuals is de-emphasized 
(or denied, as in “You didn’t build that”). The left insists that unequal outcomes must be 
evidence of inherent bias that requires state remediation. Someone must be to blame, 
and someone must be punished.

Social Justice versus Economic Growth For All.

Social justice warriors prefer redistribution of private property to a growing economy that 
can lift all boats. In their envious emotional state, they’d rather see others lose than every-
one gain. They oppose policies that would unleash the individual effort that will generate 
greater economic growth. They are against the entrepreneurship, innovation and dyna-
mism that produces the truly just society that only individual economic creativity can 
bring about.
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Social Justice versus Individual Morality.

The modern left is increasingly secular and hostile to concepts of individual morality, 
whether based on faith or reason. Morality, to Hayek, is a set of unspoken (he called them 
“abstract”) rules of conduct which have emerged over ages of individual interactions 
through which humans came to identify and understand the behaviors that enable us to 
live together in peace, to our mutual advantage, without having to agree on common con-
crete aims. This emergent system of morality builds social consensus over the very long 
term. Justice warriors aim to end it violently in the short term.

Social Victimhood versus Personal Responsibility and 
Self-Reliance.

In their envious refusal to accept the outcomes of the system of individual economics, 
the warriors insist that someone must be to blame, and that someone (them) must be 
victims of the guilty parties’ criminal behavior. As victims, they feel that they can justify 
violent and predatory behavior. They ignore – in fact oppose – the notions of hard work, 
persistence, and present sacrifice for future return that characterize entrepreneurial cap-
italism. They promote immediate gratification over deferred gratification, in total contra-
diction of the first principles of morality, responsibility and self-reliance.

Hayek’s Vision.

Hayek hoped we would reject calls for tribal loyalty – what the politicians and talking 
heads on TV News broadcasts have attempted to frame as “unity” – and, instead, pursue 
our individual ends, defined by our unique needs and life circumstances. He conceived 
of a system that relies on general rules of conduct, rather than special rules serving the 
needs of special groups. That system was based on personal morality. But many fail to 
comprehend how such a system works for everyone.

At Center For Individualism, we strive to promote comprehension through education, by 
producing works like this: summaries of the thinking of our greatest philosophers of ev-
eryday life, and of American values, and how to preserve both. We call it “classic content 
made simple”, and hope you will find it illuminating, and that it will arm you for the kind 
of informed discussion that can change minds.
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Part 1: Social Justice Warriors Claim Fine 
Sentiments, But They Are Entirely 
Dishonest.
The term “social Justice” is a dishonest insinuation that one ought to agree to a demand of some special 
interest which can give no real reason for it.  It’s the mark of demagogy or cheap journalism which 
responsible thinkers ought to be ashamed to use.

Empty. Meaningless. Thoughtless. Vacuous. Naïve. Hollow. Shameful. Fraudulent. Primitive 
thinking. Demagogy. Cheap journalism. Irresponsible. A grave threat. Destructive of the 
values of civilization.

These are some of the words and phrases F. A. Hayek use to describe the term – and the 
idea of – “social justice” and the people who employ it. These are not the words of a de-
tached academic, but of someone who feels deeply and emotionally about the collapse of 
a great civilization threatened by those determined to destroy it, who will twist and invert 
both language and principle to achieve their goal. 
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Hayek is driven by the spirit of resistance to these forces.

“I believe indeed that the greatest service I can still render to my fellow men would 
be if it were in my power to make them ashamed of ever again using that hollow 
incantation. I felt it my duty to at least try and free them of that incubus which today 
makes fine sentiments the instruments for the destruction of all values of a free civili-
zation.”

Even Social Justice Warriors Can’t Define “Social Justice”.

The Mirage Of Social Justice is the title F.A. Hayek gave to Volume 2 of Law, Legislation and 
Liberty. It’ a book about the beneficence of the spontaneous order of the free enterprise 
society, and includes a withering take down of the claims of “social justice”. It was written 
over 40 years ago, well before the internet, and yet resonates perfectly in today’s world of 
political correctness and what Jordan Peterson calls “the elevation of moral posturing … 
over truth”.

Hayek starts by setting out his position: the term “social justice” is entirely empty and peo-
ple who habitually employ the phrase can’t themselves define what they mean by it. They 
just use it as an assertion that a claim is justified without giving a reason for it.

“Social Justice” Is Moral Posturing.

Social justice, Hayek tells us, is

“...a dishonest insinuation that one ought to agree to a demand of some special inter-
est which can give no real reason for it.  (The term is) the mark of demagogy or cheap 
journalism which responsible thinkers ought to be ashamed to use. ‘Social justice’ is 
little more than a pretext for making the interest of particular groups prevail over the 
general interest of all.”

This is moral posturing of social justice that goes beyond politically correct speech codes 
to the economic demands of the self-identified oppressed sections of society upon the 
rest of us.

Politicians Jump On The Social Justice Bandwagon For 
Their Own Purposes.

The first problem with the concept is that it is indefinable. Consequently, it can be given 
almost any content by the social justice warriors. When that content is seen as marketable 
by the ruling political groups, they will favor it and claim to be supporting the “general 
welfare”.
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But the collective that is pressing for their “just desserts” is never the whole of society, but 
is always a special interest. As soon as government is expected to satisfy some particular 
collective, some of whose interests may be contrary to the general interests of society, 
then a friends-enemies political framework is established and a divisive fight ensues.

Democracy Worsens The Problem.

Worse, in a democracy, there is a tendency to define as a general interest anything that a 
majority will vote for or will lobby for, and it is a perversion of our ideals to define the gen-
eral interest as whatever the majority desires. For example, union members, in a majority 
in many industrial settings, can vote for a strike or a restriction of production that is a col-
lective good for all members but certainly not in the general interest. Climate activists can 
claim they are supporting not only the general welfare but the survival of the planet.

Coalitions of special interests organize to make their case, and politicians and civil ser-
vants can aim at securing the support of these interests by promising to implement their 
demands. In this, Hayek finds the key to the divisiveness of politics:

“For the elected representative, a specific gift in his hands is much more interesting 
and a more effective key to power than any benefits he can procure indiscriminately 
for all.”

The Alternative Is The Free Enterprise Society, Defined By 
General Rules Applicable To All.

What’s the alternative to “social justice”? In a free society, the general good consists prin-
cipally in the freedom of the individual to pursue his or her own ends. The spontaneous 
order that emerges will result in individuals providing for each other’s needs in a way that 
authority could never devise or manage. It is both futile and counter-productive to aim 
for specific results for special groups. Justice consists in every individual having an equal 
chance, not in whether or not their group benefits from the outcome.

Hayek’s ideal to bring this about is to define general rules – he calls them abstract rules – 
of individual conduct which are required for the formation of spontaneous order. In the 
Hayekian world, this is a state in which individuals are allowed to use their own knowl-
edge and their own private property for their own purposes, deciding on their actions on 
the basis of whatever knowledge they possess. The starting point is the information that’s 
available, including the market price of whatever service the individual feels qualified to 
offer to others. The market provides the opportunity to utilize dispersed, unique knowl-
edge. The idea that government can determine the opportunities for individuals is in con-
flict with the whole rationale of a free society.

There are accidents and externalities we can’t control. The parents we are born to and the
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country and culture we are born in are accidental. No point in complaining. Government 
can not control the external circumstances from which these accidents of the market 
emerge.

Even traditions and national character are emergent features of the actions and prefer-
ences of the people. Even in concrete symbols like flags and monuments, they stand for 
abstract rules of behavior – what is acceptable to be done and what’s not acceptable in 
that society.

Serve Unknown Individuals, Not Collective Special Inter-
ests.

Whom do these general, abstract rules serve? Unknown individuals not specific groups. 
The best we can do for general welfare is to increase the opportunities for any unknown 
person picked at random. We do not know what outcome these opportunities will pro-
duce. They become merely the basis for the planning of individuals.

Long Term Thinking Is Morally Superior To Short Term 
Thinking.

Another consequence of these general rules, therefore, is that they always aim at the long 
run. Yet, politicians always aim for the short run in trying to bring about specific results for 
their constituents and supporters. Politicians aiming for specific results in the short run 
kill freedom in the long run. (See Chapter 7 of The Foundations Of Morality by Henry Ha-
zlitt for a full exposition of this principle.)

Freedom means that, in some measure, we entrust our fate to forces which we do not con-
trol. As a result, changes can occur which are unpredictable and may be viewed as dam-
aging to some interests – for example, when industries decline as a result of new knowl-
edge that is not available to all, or not actionable by one group. This recognition that man 
can not control his own fate is intolerable to positivists and constructivists, who believe in 
the infinite power of their own reason. Only they, in their own minds, have the reasoning 
power to determine the outcome for the rest of us, and that’s what they call “social jus-
tice”.country and culture we are born in are accidental.
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Part 2: What Is Justice Anyway? It’s Not 
What SJW’s Want You To Think It Is.
We must be able to define justice before we can determine how to pursue it.

So what is justice? It’s not what we are led to believe it is by social justice warriors.

We must be able to define justice before we can determine how to pursue it. F.A. Hayek 
defined the emptiness of the concept of “social Justice” in Part 1 of The Mirage Of Social 
Justice. In Part 2, he proceeds to provide the meaning that is lacking in the typical use of 
the term.

What Justice Is Not.

First, he tells us what justice is not. Justice can not refer to outcomes. We can not refer to 
a state of affairs or a circumstance such as the distribution of income between people in a 
country, as either just or unjust. It is neither. It is a circumstance, a condition. It is an emer-
gent property of the system by which we all live, one that has evolved over time based on 
individual human behavior.
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When we apply the terms just or unjust to a state of affairs, we immediately start to look 
for someone to blame for bringing it about or allowing it to happen. That, says Hayek, is a 
very dangerous categorical mistake. It divides society. It makes us all enemies.

A bare fact, or a state of affairs which nobody can change, may be good or bad, but 
not just or unjust.

Justice Can Not Refer To Outcomes, Only To Human 
Behavior.

Justice is an attribute of human behavior. The term “just” can refer only to human actions 
and not to results. In spontaneous order, there are no rules that determine what anyone’s 
position will be. The particulars of the spontaneous order – the positions individuals actu-
ally occupy – cannot be called just or unjust

Justice lies not in the outcome of the system but in its norms of interpersonal behavior, 
what Hayek calls “rules of just conduct”. These are different from laws, which are enacted 
by legislatures and are manufactured rather than evolved collaboratively over time. The 
politicized decisions of the legislature do not determine what is just. Only human conduct 
– how each individual deals with each other individual – can be called just or unjust. Rules 
of just conduct refer to the actions of individuals that affect others.

The Rules Of Justice Tell Us What Not To Do.

Rules of just conduct are generally negative rules. They prohibit unjust conduct. Eight of 
the ten commandments are negative (thou shalt not). Nine of the first ten amendments 
to the US Constitution in the Bill Of Rights are negative (Congress shall make no law…..and 
so on). Rules of just conduct enjoin particular kinds of actions in order to help individuals 
be free to act as they choose. The test of the validity of these rules is universality – do they 
apply to everyone equally, as opposed to favoring one group over another.

These rules impose no positive duties on anyone, unless they themselves choose to incur 
such duties. They do not confer rights on any individual. They do not eliminate uncertainty. 
They do not assure success. They do not aim at a result. They are not the product of some-
one’s will; they emerge from acceptable human behaviors over time.

Professing To Use Concepts Of Justice To Determine Out-
comes Is Socialist And Totalitarian.

Essentially, there are no positive criteria of justice. There is a strain of thinking among the 
intelligentsia that goes by the name of legal positivism. This means that laws can be writ-
ten by the legislature and applied by the state bureaucracy to achieve particular results. 
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This, to Hayek, is what is fundamentally unjust. Worse, this concept of law holds that it is 
legitimate for the state to use coercion in the service of pursuing these particular results, 
thus totally abandoning the rules of just conduct.

This is simply the ideology of socialism: to achieve total control over the social order be-
cause the governing elites believe it is in their power to design and determine future out-
comes.

Social justice warriors have seized upon this apparent approval of unjust means to pursue 
their ends by adopting violent and intimidating methods, from strikes to marches to wild 
accusations, and even the use of weapons. In the struggle between individual sovereignty 
and the sovereignty of the omnipotent state, the social justice warriors take the side of the 
state, in order to intervene to compel individuals into approved behaviors.

Property, Contract And Tort.

We know there is a better alternative to this never-ending struggle. The lesson of history 
is that a system based on private property and contract tends to bring about the spon-
taneous order which favors individual human freedom with the appropriate rules of just 
conduct. Hayek notes that David Hume referred to:

“...the three fundamental laws of nature, that of stability of possession, of its transfer-
ence by consent, and of the performance of promises, or, as a modern author sums 
up the essential content of all contemporary systems of private law, ‘freedom of con-
tract, the inviolability of property, and the duty to compensate another for damage 
due to his fault’...”

Private property and the freedom to transfer it within the rule of law are fundamental for 
a free and open society. Social justice warriors want private property to be eliminated or 
transferred without consent. Whatever that is, it is not justice.
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Part 3: Primitive Thinking By Immature 
Minds: “Social Justice” Is Based On Envy, 
The Most Anti-Social Of All Passions.
“Someone” must be to blame for unequal distribution of incomes. Therefore, they must be punished. Their 
property must be involuntarily transferred to others.

“Social” justice will not permit individual freedom. Social justice warriors observe that the 
results of the spontaneous order of the market are not distributed equally. “Someone” 
must be to blame. Therefore, they must be punished. Their property must be involuntarily 
transferred to others.

To Hayek, this is primitive thinking by immature minds. Why? Because they can not com-
prehend the impersonal process of the market – one which brings about a greater satis-
faction of human desires than any deliberate human organization could achieve. Instead, 
they “anthropomorphize” or “personalize” the market – they think of it as the deliberate 
acts of some individuals who are “in charge”, and must be brought to heel.

Social Justice Will Lead Straight To Socialism.

This conception of “social justice” says Hayek, leads straight to full-fledged socialism.
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It requires a social organization to assign particular shares of the product of the econom-
ic system to particular individuals or groups. It assumes the moral duty to create a power 
that can achieve an approved pattern of distribution.

Social justice is the most widely used and most effective argument in politics. Every claim 
for government action on behalf of particular groups is advanced in its name. Opposition 
is weakened when social justice is invoked. This is so much the case that socialists have 
abandoned the government ownership of the means of production as their preferred re-
distribution vehicle, and substituted heavy taxation based on the promise of social justice.

This represents a complete revolution in social order: from a society based on principles of 
just individual conduct to a society based on government satisfying the demand for social 
justice, and placing the duty on authorities with the power to command people what to 
do. Worse, government authority is supplemented and reinforced by other social groups 
such as the church. Social justice has become a quasi-religious superstition. But, like the 
superstitious belief in witches and ghosts in earlier historical times, near universal accep-
tance does not prove validity.

Social Justice Overturns American Values.

Society will become fundamentally different if we succumb to the superstitions of the 
social justice warriors. We will be forced to abandon individual responsibility, self-reliance, 
and traditional moral values, and replace these principles with dependence, collectivism 
and the high time preference of instant gratification.

We will not be able to preserve the benefits of free markets if we impose the require-
ments of social justice. There will be self-accelerating decline. A dependent group insists 
on more government action to achieve distributive justice; the government discovers that 
to achieve the desired outcome, groups must be subject to more and more government 
control, and the system progressively approaches totalitarianism.

Social Justice Requires Central Control.

If we maintain a system in which everyone is free to choose their occupation, there can be 
no control over whether or not the results will correspond to the wishes of the social jus-
tice warriors. Social justice can only be realized in a centrally controlled system that limits 
free choices and free action of individuals. Justice can only refer to the way free competi-
tion is carried on, not to its results. And we could never decide on the remuneration “de-
served” by different activities. When we ask what ought to be the relative remunerations 
of a nurse or a butcher or a coal miner or a judge, or a deep sea diver or a cleaner of sew-
ers, or the creator of a new industry or computer programmer or a jockey or the jet pilot or 
the professor, the appeal to social justice does not give us the slightest help in deciding. It 
must be left to the market.
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The word “social” implies that “society” ought to hold itself responsible for the particular 
material position of all its members and for assuring that each receives what is “due” to 
them. This implies that “society” has a conscious mind that can be guided by these prin-
ciples. Ultimately, social justice implies some kind of equality in earnings, and the use of 
government power to move in the direction of material equality. This is fatal because, to 
achieve equal outcomes, government can not treat everyone equally. It must tell people 
what to do, and must take on the arbitrary power to do so. A claim for equality of material 
position can be granted only by a government with totalitarian powers.

Anyone who is assured remuneration according to some principle that is accepted as con-
stituting “social justice” can not be allowed to decide what he or she is to do. They can’t be 
allowed to find another occupation or profession; they must stick to the occupation they 
are assigned for the remuneration assured to them. This is not a system of individual free-
dom. The rules of social justice are those of the conduct of superiors to their subordinates. 
The citizens must be subordinate to authority.

We Have No Moral Entitlement To Stable Results From The 
Market.

Another belief of the social justice warriors is the supposed “social injustice” of losing an 
economic position that they have been accustomed to. Coal mines and steel mills close, 
employers downsize or go out of business or move production to another place. There is a 
“strong and almost universal belief that it is unjust to disappoint legitimate expectations 
of wealth.” We all prefer that no very great changes will be made to our condition. These 
changes may look like undeserved strokes of misfortune but they are an indispensable 
part of the steering mechanism of the market. Negative feedback is the most important 
data keeping the market dynamic. Constant adaptation to changing circumstances is crit-
ical in directing effort to the highest and best use. We have no moral entitlement to sta-
ble results from the market. If we were to protect individuals from these market changes, 
then there would be stasis, and no-one could ever be upwardly mobile or successful.

In the end, the gospel of “social justice” preaches the sordid sentiment of dislike of people 
who are better off than oneself, or simply envy, the “most anti-social of all passions”. It has 
nothing to do with justice.
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Part 4: Social Justice Warriors Are Total 
Strangers To The Basic Ideals Of A Free So-
ciety.
Out of nowhere, the children of the welfare state have developed the feeling that “society” owes them par-
ticular things, and that “society” must act to provide them with those things, whether it’s a free education or 
free healthcare or a job.

Hayek has spent 3 chapters of The Mirage Of Social Justice explaining that true justice 
resides in rules of just conduct which govern individual behavior and the way we inter-
act with other individuals. The rules are negative – they tell us what we must not do. They 
leave us freedom to be creative and entrepreneurial so long as we abide by the rules of 
just conduct. None of us can guarantee the results we will achieve as a consequence of 
exercising our individual freedoms. We simply try our best.

Yet, out of nowhere, the children of the welfare state have developed the feeling that “so-
ciety” owes them particular things, and that “society” must act to provide them with those 
things, whether it’s a free education or free healthcare or a job. Hayek insists that the 
claim that these rights are due to them has nothing to do with justice, and that there is no 
way such a claim can be satisfied in a free society.
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Misunderstanding Of The Term “Rights”.

Firstly, there is a complete misunderstanding about the term “right”. Claims of rights 
make sense only when they can be directed to an individual or an organization that can 
act within the rules of just conduct to deliver them. In contract law, a contract declares 
one party to have rights and one party to have a duty to make good on those rights. This is 
not an abstract but a specific concept. No-one has the right to a particular state of affairs 
unless someone else has the duty to secure it. We have no right that our houses don’t burn 
down, or that our products and services can find a buyer, or that any particular goods and 
services be provided to us. It is meaningless to speak of a right in the sense of a claim on 
society.

What about the so-called Bill Of Rights? These articles do not constitute a claim on gov-
ernment. They are a demand that, so far as the power of government extends, it ought to 
be used justly, i.e. applied the same to everyone. The Articles in the Bill Of Rights could 
easily be replaced by a single formula requiring government to use no coercion, and to fol-
low rules that apply to everyone equally. The organization for coercion that we call govern-
ment can not and should not be used to determine the particular material possessions of 
individuals or groups.

Social And Economic Rights Will Destroy The Old Civil 
Rights.

Social justice warriors have built on the negative civil right to be free from government 
coercion a new set of positive “social and economic” human rights, for which an equal or 
higher dignity is claimed. These are claims to particular benefits to which every human 
being is presumed to be entitled without any understanding of who is under the obliga-
tion to provide them, or how they might be provided. It’s meaningless to describe them 
as claims on “society” because “society can not act or value or treat anyone in a particular 
way. The only way this could be accomplished is to replace a free society with a totalitari-
an organization that can tell everyone in it what to do. The old civil rights and the new so-
cial and economic rights are in direct and complete incompatibility with each other. The 
new social rights can only be achieved by destroying the old civil rights.

A Lot Of It Started With FDR.

One major impetus for all this crazy thinking was the proclamation by the uber-socialist 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt of the “four freedoms”, which included “freedom from want”, 
and “freedom from fear”, together with the old “freedom of worship” and “freedom of 
speech”. No individual, no government, no organization can be given the duty of delivering 
freedom from want or freedom from fear. One is economically open ended and the other 
is emotionally open ended. Like social justice, these terms can not be defined, and can not
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be turned into action, and so they are empty and meaningless rhetoric. Roosevelt set an 
awful precedent, and worse was to come.

And Then The United Nations Took Crazy Thinking To A New 
Level.

The Universal Declaration Of Human Rights adopted by the General Assembly of The Unit-
ed Nations in 1948 adds seven further guarantees intended to express the new “social and 
economic” rights.

Everyone, “as a member of society”, is assured the satisfaction of positive claims to 
particular benefits, without anyone having the duty or burden of providing them, and 
without an attempt to define the legal meaning of the words in the Declaration.

What, for example, can be the legal meaning that “everyone is entitled to the realiza-
tion….of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable to his dignity and free 
development of his personality” (Article 22)?

Against whom is “everyone” to have a claim to “just and favorable conditions of work” 
(Article 23-1)? And to “just and favorable employment” (Article 23-3)?

What are the consequences of the requirement that everyone have the right “freely to 
participate in the cultural life of the community and to share in the scientific advanc-
es and its benefits” (Article 27)?

“Everyone” is even said to be “entitled to a social and international order in which the 
rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration are fully realized” (Article 28) – imply-
ing that not only is this possible but that there exists now a known method by which 
these claims can be satisfied for all.

It is clear that all these “rights” assume a “society” that is an organization, run by the UN, 
in which “everyone” is “employed”. Sounds like a world government. Hayek calls it “totali-
tarian in the fullest sense of the word”. The UN and their sympathizers have become “total 
strangers to the basic ideals of a free society”. Hayek terms this “tragic”.

If we wish everyone to be well off, we shall get closest to our goal, not by commanding by 
law that this should be achieved, or by giving everybody a legal claim to what we think 
they ought to have, but by providing inducements for all to do as much as they can that 
will benefit others. What the UN declares as rights are simply aspirations that only a vol-
untary system can fulfill.



-19-centerforindividualism.org Part 5

Part 5: The Rules Of The Free Market Wealth 
Creation Game Give Everyone A Chance, And 
Both Luck And Skill Have A Role.
Rules determine chances, but they don’t determine results. Even in a game with equal chances for all play-
ers, there will be some winners and some losers. Undeserved disappointments are unavoidable. They may 
cause a feeling of having been treated unjustly, but no-one has acted unjustly.

Hayek finds that the errors of the social justice warriors are in their thinking, which is 
highly influenced by their misuse of language and their misunderstanding of terms. He 
devoted a lot of his energies to trying to find and introduce better and clearer terms with 
fully-agreed meanings, but it was a vain pursuit.

Earlier in The Mirage Of Social Justice, he pointed out that there is no such thing as “soci-
ety”. It does not have shared aims, it does not have needs or opinions, and does not make 
decisions or wield authority. It doesn’t exist. It is a collectivist mirage.

Similarly, Social Justice Warriors make a mistake when they refer to “the economy”. There 
is no such thing as the economy of a country or a society. The word “economy” can be 
applied to a system like a household or a farm or a factory, allocating means among com-
peting ends according to their relative importance. Such an economy can be directed 
according to a plan based on economic decisions to serve a single set of ends that all par-
ticipants agree on.

But a society is not an economy. A country is not an economy. What social justice warriors 
are trying to direct is what Hayek calls the market order, or what we might call the free 
market system.
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It is not a system that can be managed according to a single plan or governed by a single 
scale or a hierarchy of ends. In fact, it’s a network of many interlaced systems, serving the 
many different ends of all its individual and separate members. It can’t be governed by a 
single end, such as “equality”. It can not be a complex of deliberately controlled actions 
serving a single scale of ends.

Hayek Tries To Get Us To Use New Terminology, Since The 
Old Is Broken.

Hayek attempts to create a name other than economy, and came up with catallaxy. 
It stems from Greek meaning exchange but also “to admit to the community” and “to 
change from an enemy to a friend”. That’s exactly what a free market exchange does – 
welcomes everyone who wants to trade and makes them voluntary collaborators. Social 
Justice Warriors do the opposite: they change friends into enemies by seeing everything 
through the lens of envy.

Good luck with getting the word catallaxy to catch on, however.

Catallaxy is the special kind of spontaneous order produced by the market through peo-
ple acting within the rules of the law of property tort and contract. A free society is a plu-
ralistic society without a common hierarchy of particular ends. That it lacks agreed ends 
is a merit not a fault – people can live together in peace and mutually benefit each other 
without agreeing on particular individual aims. Each individual gains from the skill and 
knowledge of others whom he need not know and whose ends could be wholly different. 
When two individuals transact, there is no need to agree on the purposes of the transac-
tion, so long as an individual need is satisfied. One might be contributing to the achieve-
ments of ends he would disapprove of if he was aware of them. If I buy a tie-died T-shirt 
from a hippie, I am happy to have the shirt; if the seller spends the dollars from the trans-
action on marijuana, even though I may disapprove, I am indirectly supporting the behav-
ior. The catallaxy reconciles different knowledge and different purposes.

Unity Is Not A Goal To Strive For.

The market order has nothing to do with “solidarity” or “unity” and is, in fact, irreconcilable 
with these concepts in the sense of the pursuit of common goals. The two greatest threats 
to the market order are nationalism and socialism, collectivist arrangements which en-
force a common goal or set of goals on all participants.

The relations that hold us together are not relations of solidarity or unity or sentiment, 
they are purely economic relations. Many people have an emotional negative reaction to 
this – it sounds cold, impersonal, lacking empathy.
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Hayek’s Game Analogy.

Hayek suggests it may help people’s understanding to think of these economic relations 
as a game we all come together to play. A wealth-creating game. One that leads to an in-
crease in the stream of goods and services and the prospects for all participants to satisfy 
their needs. “A contest played according to rules and decided by superior skill, strength or 
good fortune”. (OED)

This analogy probably does not work as well as Hayek had hoped, but let’s play it out.

Like any game, a mixture of work rate, skill and chance will determine the outcome. 
Wealth is created based on marketplace feedback. The individual plays the game by mak-
ing an effort to serve others – applies for a job, or opens a store, or manufactures a product 
– and gets a response in return, either positive or negative: gets the job or makes a profit. A 
positive signal is the incentive to continue providing the service, or to do more. A negative 
signal is the necessary information to change course and try something different, or to 
change pricing, or both.

The rules provide information for all, but can’t determine what use any individual makes 
of the information, and so do not eliminate uncertainty. The results of any individual’s use 
of the information from the market also depend on what others do.

Rules determine that everyone has a chance in the game, and luck plays a role. There is no 
need to try to morally justify specific distributions of income or wealth, or specific out-
comes. By analogy, there is no moral implication when Houston beats Boston, or vice-ver-
sa (whatever the game they are playing). The rules of the game do not treat people differ-
ently and everyone is respected equally. The market signals to everybody when there is an 
opportunity.

Everyone acts on their own knowledge and for their own purposes to discover if they can 
be rewarded within this game. They are guided by their own moral beliefs. The aggregate 
effects can not be judged on some ideal of distributive justice, but as the result of a pro-
cess which improves the chances of all. There is no guarantee that the goods and services 
which an individual has to offer will have a particular value, only that he will be allowed 
to obtain for them what price he can. Trial and error involves constant disappointment to 
some expectations. Negative feedback is the response to differences between expected 
and actual results so that these differences will, in time, be reduced.

We Have A right To Our Property, But Not To Its Value.

Nor can individual expectations be based on past positions. If circumstances change and 
customers or employers find new partners, an individual may lose their job or their profit 
or their position. Do they have a right to retain their old position? No.
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Because the change is a result of the same process that rewarded them earlier. The mar-
ket adapts and changes without regard to the past. Society may benefit as a whole, even 
though some individuals and groups feel a loss. There are no special privileges for groups 
threatened with the loss of positions they achieved in the past. Market values are not pro-
tected – we each have a right to our property but not to its value.

Winners And Losers.

Rules determine chances, but they don’t determine results. Even in a game with equal 
chances for all players, there will be some winners and some losers. Undeserved disap-
pointments are unavoidable. They are bound to cause grievances. They may cause a feel-
ing of having been treated unjustly, but no-one has acted unjustly. Those affected will 
make claims for remedial measures but it is essential that government should not possess 
the power to accede to such demands. Even if members of a large group share the sense 
of grievance – and it comes to be called a “social problem” – this is no less true. There is 
always the opportunity to play the game again.
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Part 6: The Concept Of Social Justice Is The 
Trojan Horse Through Which Totalitarian-
ism Has Entered.
We are always told that to live in harmony, people must strive for a common end. We must be “united”. This is 
the device that has been effectively employed by all dictators. To preserve civilization, we must resist the call 
to unity and pursue our individual ends.

We are reverting to tribal conceptions. Socialism and nationalism represent a reassertion 
of tribal ethics, the desire for a visible common purpose. This is our inheritance from our 
tribal past and, every time we think we have defeated it (such as in our defeats of Hitler 
and Mussolini in Europe in the middle of the twentieth century), it continues to break 
back through.

Society Is Not An Organization.

Hayek blames what he calls organizational thinking. By this he means that a growing pro-
portion of us work for large organizations, like business and government. These great ad-
ministrative bureaucracies lead us to believe that their internal structures and processes 
are the way to accomplish all goals. When we accept employment in an organization, we 
agree to be bound by the ends of that organization; we become merely a means to that 
end. We submit to their authority and we suppress our personal goals and instincts. 
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The adoption of effective large scale processes, methods and technologies by these or-
ganizations lead us to think that there is nothing they can’t achieve. The administrative 
bureaucracy keeps on adding more and more rules aimed at achieving the organization’s 
purpose, and the individual employee can lose sight of the fact that society does not oper-
ate in this manner.

Society can never be such an organization. Society operates by a process of trial and error 
in a network of collaborative units (families and households) joined together in a market. 
The trial and error process generates experience over decades and ages – more accumu-
lated experience than any living person or organization could be aware of – and from this 
experience there emerges tried and tested principles for the collaborative life in a society. 
There is no foreseen purpose in mind. We are not united in a single, shared goal.

Common Law Versus Manufactured Law.

Now, the shared experience that was generated by trial and error and captured as com-
mon law is being replaced by public law – the manufactured rules of organization. Individ-
uals become increasingly subject to the commands of authority, with growing technolog-
ical methods of control. We are told that it is morally superior for us as members of society 
to serve a single hierarchy of ends. We must be united! The concept of social justice has 
been the trojan horse through which totalitarianism has entered.

The Threat To The Greatest Discovery Mankind Ever Made.

That people can live together in peace and to their mutual advantage without having to 
agree on common goals (in fact, because they do not share common goals and therefore 
pursue their own interests through trial and error), was the greatest discovery mankind 
ever made. Capitalism is its economic expression.

But the attempt to secure for each person what he or she is thought to “deserve” (i.e. so-
cial justice) by imposing upon all a system of common ends towards which their efforts 
are directed by authority deprives us of the utilization of individual knowledge, and there-
by of the advantages of a free civilization. Socialism is based on an intellectual error, with 
crushing consequences.

To preserve our civilization, it is impossible to enforce the rules of social justice. No partic-
ular groups who hold their own common views about what they are entitled to should be 
allowed to enforce those views on other groups, and prevent those others from operating 
in a free and open market. This is simply a struggle for power between organized interests 
in which arguments of justice serve merely as pretexts. Attempts to “correct” the results 
of the market in the direction of “social justice” produce more injustice in the form of new 
privileges, new obstacles to mobility and new barriers to the alleviation of poverty.
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Any Group That Is Dissatisfied Can Claim A “Social Prob-
lem”.

The warriors tend to label as a “social problem” anything which causes dissatisfaction in 
any group, and suggest that the legislature must “do something”. Social justice is a mere 
pretext for claims of privilege by special interests. It’s a slogan for all groups whose status 
tends to decline – farmers, steelworkers, the “middle class”, and so on.

Misfortune for some cannot create a claim for protection against risks which society has 
to run (i.e. trial and error) to attain the general elevation of living standards and quality 
of life. The protection of expectations can not possibly be granted to all in anything but a 
stagnant society. The only just principle is to grant it to none.

Attempts To “Correct” The Market Order Lead To Its De-
struction.

Government intervention to “correct” the results of the market result in constant clashes 
between the demands of some groups seeking protection or special privilege, and the 
requirements of free collaboration between individuals. The deliberate aim at a concrete 
common purpose – such as “equality” – will destroy the larger order of the market in which 
everyone is treated equally but outcomes for special interest groups are not guaranteed. 
The only rules for society must be universally applicable rules.

Political parties accelerate the destruction of civilization. So long as particular – rather 
than universal – purposes are the foundation of these political organizations, then the re-
sult is the creation of enemies. Society becomes dominated by the friend-enemy relation.

The market does not serve visible needs. Market participants succeed by satisfying the 
wants of people whom they do not know, through the processes of indirect exchange. 
Monetary returns to their effort are the indicator of the satisfaction of others. It is better, 
for example, to work hard at innovation that reduces costs and makes it possible for great-
er productivity, than it is to redistribute income to the poor. Capitalism caters to the needs 
of millions of unknown people, rather than provide for the few known neighbors that we 
know. It is our prime moral duty to pursue a self-chosen end as effectively as possible, 
without paying attention to the role it plays in the complex network of human activities. 
We generally do the most good by pursuing our own gain. The invisible hand of the mar-
ket brings the succor of modern conveniences to the poorest homes that the entrepre-
neur does not even know.
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Tribal Loyalties And The Call For Unity Must Be Resisted.

Tribal loyalty is the greatest obstacle to the application of these universal principles for the 
good of all. When general rules of conduct rank ahead of special rules serving the needs of 
special groups, society as whole can progress. The system is impersonal and comprehen-
sive. But many of us are not mature enough to comprehend it. Comprehension requires 
a degree of insight into the working of a spontaneous order which few persons have yet 
attained.

We are always told that to live in harmony, people must strive for a common end. We must 
be “united”. This is the device that has been effectively employed by all dictators. To pre-
serve civilization, we must resist the call to unity and pursue our individual ends.


