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S
ix years ago, for reasons unknown,
it popped into my head that a cool
title for a book would be An Inquiry
into the Nature and Causes of

Human Accomplishment. My immodest
idea was to do for human accomplish-
ment what Adam Smith did for economic
growth in An Inquiry into the Nature
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations—
explain how, where, and why it happens.
The title did not survive, and I am under
no illusion that the book is in the same
league with Wealth of Nations, but it did
get written. It will appear in October as
Human Accomplishment: The Pursuit of
Excellence in the Arts and Sciences, 800
B.C. to 1950 (HarperCollins).

I expect libertarians to read Human Accom-
plishment as I read books by libertarians
who have strayed from policy issues into
other fields, curious about how the author’s
political philosophy affects his analysis. Here
are the answers from my perspective:

On a few issues, the story turned out as
I expected. Economic growth is strongly
related to the appearance of what I call sig-
nificant figures in the arts and sciences, even
after controlling statistically for a variety
of other factors. Totalitarian regimes quash
human accomplishment—no surprise there. 
But I knew from the outset that there could
be no easy fit between the story of human
accomplishment and the principles of a free
society, for an obvious reason: the bulk of
great achievements in the arts and sciences
did not occur in free societies. Even the
imperfect liberal democracies of the West
have been around for only the last two cen-
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turies, and human beings plainly managed
to produce spectacular artistic creations
and scientific advances before that. And
there was indeed no easy fit. 

The first lesson I had to absorb was
humility about the role of the United
States.  Americans often use “West” when
talking about our civilization, as if Europe
and America had produced it as part-
ners, but the data collection for Human
Accomplishment forced me to realize
how presumptuous that is. In his land-
mark Configurations of Culture Growth
(1944), written during the 1930s, A.
L. Kroeber observed in passing that “it
is curious how little science of highest
quality America has produced”—a star-
tling claim to Americans who have become
accustomed to American scientific dom-
inance since 1950 (the stopping point
for Human Accomplishment). But Kroe-
ber was right. Americans are right to
brag about the Yankee ingenuity that
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culture in which the most talented people
believe that life has a purpose and that the
function of life is to fulfill that purpose.”
And here’s my proposition regarding auton-
omy: “A major stream of human accom-
plishment is fostered by a culture that
encourages the belief that individuals can
act efficaciously as individuals, and enables
them to do so.” Conclusions like these
should get a nod of approval from Ed Crane
and David Kelley alike. And, I am happy
to report, they have the advantage of being
not only attractive but historically true.

As I pursued these ideas, I went through
one of those evolutions that are the point
of spending all that time and effort learn-
ing something new (new to me, anyway).
It is summarized in this proposition:
“A major stream of accomplishment in
any domain requires a well-articulated
vision of, and use of, the transcenden-
tal goods relevant to that domain.” The
transcendental goods to which I refer are
the classic triad: truth, beauty, and the
good. A “well-articulated vision” means
one with gravitas. Chinese artists of the
Song dynasty and Italian artists of the
Renaissance had different visions of beau-
ty, but both were explicit, carefully thought
out, and rooted in insights about what
is aesthetically pleasing to human beings.
Confucius and Aristotle had different
visions of the good, but both are pro-
found and rooted in deep insights about
the human condition. Andy Warhol’s
vision of beauty (if he had one) doesn’t
cut it, nor do New Age clichés about being
a nice person. 

My conclusion regarding science
(including social science) is that where
scholars do not have allegiance to ideals
of truth, the work tends to be false. That
much is not open to much dispute. But
I also conclude that where artists do not
have coherent ideals of beauty, the work
tends to be sterile, and where they do
not have coherent ideals of the good, the
work tends to be vulgar. Lacking access
to either beauty or the good, the work
tends to be shallow. These conclusions
are subject to all sorts of objections.
Among other things, I am by implica-
tion writing off some huge proportion
of 20th-century art, literature, and music
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as sterile, vulgar, and shallow.
Some libertarians, sensitive to invo-

cations of the nonrational, will also detect
a whiff of religiosity in these themes.
This was for me the biggest surprise in
the writing of the book. I have always
been respectful of the great religions, but
I remain an agnostic. And yet I came
to the end of the book convinced that
the role of religion is indispensable for
igniting great accomplishment in the arts.
I use religion at once loosely and strin-
gently. Going to church every Sunday is
not the definition I have in mind, nor
even a theology in its traditional sense.
Confucianism and classical Greek thought
were both essentially secular, and look
at the cultures they produced. But they
were tantamount to religions, as I am
using the word, in that they articulated
a human place in the cosmos, laid out a
clear understanding of the end toward
which a human life aims, and set exalt-
ed standards for seeking that end. That
brings me to the sense in which I use reli-
gion stringently: Confucianism and Aris-
totelianism, along with the great reli-
gions of the world, are for grownups,
requiring mature reflection on truth,
beauty, and the good. Cultures in which
the creative elites are not engaged in that
kind of mature reflection don’t produce
great art. 

And so Human Accomplishment offers
targets to my friends who occupy the
severely rationalist corners of libertari-
anism, along with a host of targets for the
left (the chapters on the dominance of
Europe and of males in human accom-
plishment see to that). But lest you think
I have strayed too far, let me give you
Human Accomplishment’s bottom line,
from the opening of the last chapter: “If
the last several hundred pages can be said
to have a principal message, it is this:
Excellence exists, and it is time to acknowl-
edge and celebrate the magnificent inequal-
ity that has enabled some of our fellow
humans to so enrich the lives of the rest
of us.” The libertarian beliefs we share
are about how to free everyone to reach
whatever heights are in him. Human Accom-
plishment is the story of the outer limits
of those heights. ■

converted science to technology, but
throughout the 19th century and into the
first decades of the 20th, the explosion
in basic scientific knowledge occurred
overwhelmingly in Europe. In the arts, a
large dose of American humility is in order.
Much as we may love Twain, Whitman,
Whistler, and Copland, they are easily
lost in the ocean of the European oeuvre.
What we are pleased to call Western civ-
ilization was in fact European civiliza-
tion throughout the period I studied.

The data also forced me to think hard
about the complicated relationship of
freedom to great accomplishment. Lev-
els of political freedom varied widely
across time (Britain before the Glorious
Revolution versus Britain after; Britain
before and after the great liberal reforms
of the 1830s) and across countries (18th-
century France versus 18th-century Britain),
but this variation was not statistically
related to the appearance of significant
figures. If you don’t trust statistics on
such matters, look at the qualitative
record. The same absolutist France that
oppressed peasants and jailed political
dissidents was such a vibrant center of
achievement in both the arts and the sci-
ences that no comparison with postrev-
olutionary France can favor democra-
cy and liberalism over absolutism. What’s
the explanation? The answer takes the
better part of three chapters in the book,
but part of it has to do with the de fac-
to freedom of action that a regime accords
to its creative elites. It is not an appeal-
ing truth, but it seems to be a truth
nonetheless: great artistic and scientific
achievement doesn’t require freedom for
everyone, just for those who are likely
candidates to produce great work. His-
torically, absolutist regimes have done
as well in that regard as democratic ones.

Most of the other hard thinking that the
data forced on me led in more optimistic
directions. Two of the dynamics that ani-
mate human accomplishment are what I
call purpose and autonomy, and their mean-
ings are close to Randian. Here’s my propo-
sition regarding purpose: “A major stream
of human accomplishment is fostered by a
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❝A major stream of human accomplishment is fostered by a culture
that encourages the belief that individuals can act efficaciously 

as individuals, and enables them to do so.❞


