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Conflict of Visions: Ideological Origins of Political Struggles, Thomas Sowell (2006)  

[Sowell described this as his most important work.] What are 
the underlying assumptions behind the very different ideologi-
cal visions of the world being contested in modem times? The 
inherent logic behind sets of views and the ramifications of 
their assumptions lead not only to different conclusions on 
particular issues but also to different meanings to such funda-
mental words as "justice," "equality," and "power." A conflict 
of visions differs from a conflict between contending interests. 

A curious thing about political opinions is how often 
the same people line up on opposite sides of different issues. 
Both sides often show that they reason from fundamentally 
different premises. A vision is a pre-analytic act we sense or 
feel before we construct any systematic reasoning that could 
be called a theory. A vision is our sense of how the world 
works--of causation. Logic is useful for proof but never for 
making discoveries.. Facts do not speak for themselves. They 
speak for or against competing theories and force us to discard 
some theories. But they can never put the final guarantee of 
ultimate truth on a given theory. Visions set the agenda for 
thought and action and fill in the necessarily gaps in individual 
knowledge. Policies based on a certain vision of the world 
have consequences that spread through society.  

Adam Smith provided a picture of man which makes 
concrete the nature of a constrained vision. Smith's contempo-
rary in politics, Edmund Burke, said that one of the hallmarks 
of the constrained vision is that it deals in trade-offs rather 
than solutions. Implicit in the unconstrained vision of Godwin 
is the notion that the means exist to improve human nature to-
ward its potential. Man is "perfectible"--meaning continually 
improvable. The concept has survived to the present time. The 
intentional creation of benefits was called "virtue," the inten-
tional creation of harm was " vice", and the unintentional crea-
tion of harm was "negligence." The missing category was un-
intentional benefit—the missing category in Godwin that was 
central to Adam Smith's vision. 

Malthus expressed an extreme form of the con-
strained vision. While believers in the unconstrained vision 
seek the special causes of war, poverty, and crime, believers in 
the constrained vision seek the special causes of peace, wealth, 
or a law-abiding society. The 2 great revolutions in the 18th 
century--in France and America--can be viewed as applica-
tions of these differing visions. A dominant influence on the 
Constitution was the classic constrained vision of man ex-
pressed in The Federalist Papers. The Constitution of the US, 
with its elaborate checks and balances, clearly reflected the 
view that no one could be completely trusted with power. The 
French Revolution, which gave sweeping powers, including 
the power of life and death, to those who spoke in the name of 
"the people," expressed the Rousseauean "general will." 

Government itself is the greatest of all reflections on 
human nature. The prudent reformer, according to Smith, will 
respect "the confirmed habits and prejudices of the people. His 
goal is not to create the ideal but to establish the best that 
the people can bear." The constrained vision sees human na-
ture as essentially unchanged across the ages and around the 
world. Deals are weighed against the cost of achieving them. 
Those with the unconstrained vision tend to view human na-
ture as beneficially changeable. 

The relative importance of process costs has contin-
ued over the centuries to distinguish the constrained and the 
unconstrained visions. The continuing battle between ideals 
and the costs of achieving them is only one part of the ongoing 
conflict of visions. Visions rest on some sense of the nature of 
man---his potential and limitations. When Rousseau said that 
man " is born free" but " is everywhere in chains," he ex-
pressed the essence of the unconstrained vision, in which the 
fundamental problem is not nature or man but institutions. 
Hayek's constrained vision led to the conclusion that the " in-
dispensable rules of the free society require from us much that 
is unpleasant." The social good must be subordinated to man 's 
nature.  

Words and concepts which revolve around intention--
"sincerity," "commitment," "dedication"--have been central to 
discussions of the unconstrained vision for centuries. Laissez-
faire assumed the same lack of correspondence between inten-
tion and effect--the systemic benefits of capitalism were not 
part of the intention of capitalists. The unconstrained vision 
speaks in terms of desired results--the process characteristics 
conducive to desired results. Running throughout its tradition 
is the conviction that foolish or immoral choices explain the 
evils of the world--that wiser or more moral and humane so-
cial policies are the solution, and in the law there is a whole 
school of advocates of judicial activism. 

By contrast, the constrained vision sees the evils of 
the world as deriving from the limited and unhappy choices 
available, given the inherent moral and intellectual limitations 
of human beings. They rely on the systemic characteristics of 
social processes such as moral traditions, the marketplace, or 
families. This view of human capacities is found in Adam 
Smith, Edmund Burke and the authors of The Federalist Pa-
pers. These are not merely differences of visions but conflicts 
of visions. 

Reason likewise takes on entirely different meanings 
in the 2 visions. Knowledge as conceived in the constrained 
vision is experienced and transmitted socially in inarticulate 
forms from prices which indicate costs, scarcities, and prefer-
ences, to traditions which evolve from the day-to-day experi-
ences of millions in each generation. Our habits and skills, 
emotional attitudes, tools, and institutions--all are in this sense 
adaptions to past experiences which have grown up by selec-
tive elimination of less suitable conduct. They are as much an 
indispensable foundation of successful action as is our con-
scious knowledge. The competition of institutions and socie-
ties leads to a survival of more effective collections of cultural 
traits. There is thus more ‘intelligence' incorporated in the 
system of rules of conduct than in man's thoughts about his 
surroundings. Knowledge is conceived as social experience ra-
ther than solitary thought.  

The 18th-century exemplars of the unconstrained vi-
sion created "the age of reason." The 2 visions thus lead to op-
posite conclusions. The very meaning of knowledge was dif-
ferent, which is why it was distributed so differently in the 2 
visions. In the constrained vision knowledge was distilled over 
generations in cultural processes and traits so deeply embed-
ded as to be unconscious reflexes. This was wisdom without 
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reflection. In the unconstrained vision, the best conduct of so-
cial activities depends upon the special knowledge of a few to 
guide the actions of the many. The special role of "thinking 
people" or of "the brightest and the best" has for centuries 
been a central theme of the unconstrained vision. What was 
denied was that this expertise conferred a superiority which 
should supersede more widely dispersed kinds of knowledge 
—that systemic coordination among the many supersedes the 
special wisdom of the few. This vision calls for an activist 
court to read its own meanings into the words of the Constitu-
tion. 

The central danger, as seen by those with the con-
strained vision, is the intellectuals' concept of knowledge and 
wisdom. "The life of the law has not been logic: it has been 
experience." "Many honorable and sensible judgments express 
an intuition of experience which outruns analysis.” "All the fa-
mous early law-givers," as Hayek put it, "did not intend to cre-
ate new law but merely to state what law was and had always 
been." Nor was it merely the words but the original meanings 
of words that were to be adhered to. The issue is not whether 
one individual or group is wiser than another but whether sys-
temic experience is wiser than both. Yet those who argue for 
deliberate lawmaking through judicial activism do so having 
an intellectually and morally superior process for decision-
making. 

The power of articulated rationality is central to the 
unconstrained vision. The power of unarticulated social pro-
cesses to mobilize and coordinate knowledge is central to the 
constrained vision. The unconstrained vision has tended his-
torically toward creating more equalized economic and social 
conditions in society, even if the means chosen imply great in-
equality in the right to decide such issues and means. Only 
very unequal intellectual and moral standing could justify hav-
ing equality imposed. Those with the constrained vision have 
tended to be more concerned with the dangers of an inequality 
of power, producing a ruling elite of rationalists. The rational-
ist would thus become the destroyer of the civilization built 
upon the institutions and customs of constrained design. 

According to Adam Smith, it is when the business-
person "intends only his own gain" that he contributes--via 
the process of competition--to promote the social good "more 
effectually than when he really intends to promote it." The in-
dividual wielding social decision making power lacks the 
competence to make ad hoc determinations of what specifi-
cally is good for humanity, however sincere he may be. The 
businessman's moral duty is fidelity to the stockholders who 
have entrusted their savings to him, not pursuit of the public 
good through charitable donations or investment or hiring de-
cisions which compromise that trust. Similarly, the judge's 
moral duty is to carry out the law he was sworn to uphold. 
Prudence is the fruit of experience and relies heavily on 
evolved systemic processes to convey and coordinate the 
broad array of knowledge necessary for human survival and 
progress. The real differences among the quality of people's 
decisions were due more to systemic incentives than to indi-
vidual knowledge or sophistication. Those who "think them-
selves wiser, and abler to govern" were sources of distraction 
and civil war. 

Even for small children, language is not so much a 

matter of parroting what has been articulated, but of inferring 
complex rules never fully explained. Language is thus the 
epitome of an evolved complex order, with its own systemic 
characteristics, inner logic, and external social consequences-- 
but without deliberate design by any individual or council. It is 
not that languages cannot be created-but that they are more ef-
fective when evolved, because natural languages draw upon a 
vaster wealth of experiences over the centuries than will be at 
the command of any individual or council designing a lan-
guage. In the constrained vision systemic rationality is consid-
ered superior to individual or intentional rationality. Its central 
principle is evolution. Tradition is the product of a process of 
selection guided not by reason but by success. "Survival of the 
fittest" culture-selection depends upon survival in competition 
with other social systems’ social processes. 

All social processes--whether economic, religious, 
political, or other--involve costs seen very differently by those 
with the constrained and the unconstrained visions. Loyalty, 
constitutions, marriage, etc.—have been lauded and revered 
by those with a constrained vision. Process costs depend on 
(1) much more knowledge, rationality, and impartiality than 
human beings are capable of bringing to bear as a result of the 
passage of time and (2) on the cost of accepting the disad-
vantages of moment-to-moment decision-making. 

We have made no discoveries in morality in the great 
principles of government, nor in the ideas of liberty. The very 
concept of "social science," originated among those with the 
unconstrained vision, is viewed skeptically by those with the 
constrained vision . Changing historically evolved principles 
on the basis of "social science" theories or studies is the hall-
mark of modern social thinkers with the unconstrained vision.  

To knowingly accept injustice is unconscionable in 
the unconstrained vision. But in the constrained vision, injus-
tices are inevitable, with the only question being whether there 
will be more with one process than another. At the extremes, 
the constrained vision says, "My country, right or wrong," 
while the unconstrained vision casts itself in the role of a citi-
zen of the world, ready to oppose his own country in words or 
action whenever he sees fit. In civilized society it is indeed not 
so much the greater knowledge that the individual can acquire, 
as the greater benefit he receives from knowledge possessed 
by others, which is the cause of his ability to pursue a wider 
range of ends than merely the satisfaction of his most pressing 
physical needs. 
 In the constrained vision, society is often analogized 
to a living organism, which cannot be comprehensively disas-
sembled and reconstructed in a different way without fatal re-
sults. The concept of "nation building" is a fundamental mis-
conception. Nations may grow and evolve but cannot be built. 
We love our families, more than our neighbors. We love our 
neighbors more than our compatriots in general. The crucial 
characteristic of any social system is the incentives confront-
ing the individuals in it. The constrained vision takes human 
nature as a given and sees social outcomes as a function of 
the incentives for individuals and the conditions under which 
they interact in response to those incentives. In contrast to the 
constrained vision, which seeks to analyze, prescribe, or judge 
only processes, the unconstrained vision seeks to analyze, pre-
scribe, or judge results--income distribution, social mobility, 
and equal or unequal treatment by a variety of institutions, for 
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example. The very definition of freedom differs between the 2 
visions. One is not free by the definition of the unconstrained 
vision, if one cannot achieve his goals. To those with the con-
strained vision, the best processes should be used and pro-
tected. 

The 2 visions differ fundamentally as to the sources 
of human survival and progress. ln the constrained vision, or-
der evolves historically without design, and more effectively 
than when designed. Given its fullest expression by Adam 
Smith, it is exemplified today in the writings of Milton Fried-
man and Friedrich Hayek. The unconstrained vision tends to 
judge processes by their results--"ls it right? ls it good?" The 
constrained vision judges rightness and goodness as process 
characteristics rather than as results: fair if it is run under the 
proper conditions--regardless of who wins or loses. Justice, in 
the constrained vision, thus means adherence to agreed-upon 
rules, not according to what results occur. Freedom is a pro-
cess characteristic--the absence of externally imposed impedi-
ments. Freedom to Hayek means "freedom from coercion, 
from the arbitrary power of other men." Whether limits on 
power were internal or external, deliberate or circumstantial, 
did not matter. The most we can do for freedom is to limit 
how much power is granted to one individual over another and 
limit the conditions under which the power holder is author-
ized to exert it. It is axiomatic that no individual or council can 
master this complexity, so that systemic processes--market 
economies, social traditions, constitutional law--are relied on 
instead. With systemic processes no one is capable of specify-
ing the particular--a more desirable result in the form of a 
higher standard of living and authorized to exercise it. There is 
a corresponding duty to ensure that those results maximize the 
scope of choice of individuals and remove impediments. Ironi-
cally, the constrained vision produces the more desirable result 
for the poor in the form of a higher standard of living as it fo-
cuses on incentives contributing to the general incidence of 
prosperity. 

In the unconstrained vision, however, freedom in-
cludes both the absence of imposed impediments and the limi-
tations which reduce the range of choice. If the scope of hu-
man reason and the individual and social decisions are ra-
tional, then there is clearly an unconstrained vision. The key 
criteria for distinguishing constrained and unconstrained vi-
sions are the locus and mode of discretion. In the constrained 
vision social decisions are made by surrogates on rational 
grounds for the common good. They evolve systemically from 
the interactions of individual discretion, exercised for individ-
ual benefit. The knowledge, morality, and fortitude required 
for successful implementation of the unconstrained vision are 
simply not there, and are not going to be developed, either by 
the masses or the elite. The best kind of world for man as con-
ceived in one vision is disastrous as conceived in the other. 
Believers in the 2 visions are thus foredoomed to be adver-
saries on one issue after another. 

A constrained vision sees intellectual, moral, and 
other capabilities as so limited that his desires cannot all be 
fully satisfied. There is no need for social institutions or sys-
temic processes to impose trade-offs--freely accepted are solu-
tions. Prices (which force each to limit his consumption of ma-
terial goods) or moral traditions and social pressures limit the 

amount of psychic pain people inflict on each other. The cur-
rent level of well-being is the product of evolved systemic in-
teractions. It sees future progress as a continuation of such in-
teractions--and as threatened by attempts to substitute individ-
ual social schemes for these new patterns. Results are not cho-
sen at all--the prices, output, employment, and interest rates 
emerge from competition under laissez-faire economics. Smith 
and Burke conceived of constraints as fixed by human nature 
with the frontiers pushed back by the march of science and 
technology. 

Unconstrained visions would be limited only by a ra-
tional foresight of their consequences. Intellectual and moral 
pioneers become the surrogate decision-makers, pending the 
progress of humanity to the point where all can make social 
decisions. In the constrained vision authorities exist, but their 
role is to preserve a social framework within which others ex-
ercise discretion. What makes a vision is its coherence and 
conclusions. Both the constrained and the unconstrained vi-
sions see fascism as the logical extension of the adversary 's 
vision. All make the common good paramount, though they 
differ as to how to achieve it. It is not a moral "value premise" 
which divides them but different assumptions of human nature 
and social cause and effect. 

Like freedom and justice, equality is a process char-
acteristic in the constrained vision and a result characteristic 
in the unconstrained vision. ln Burke's words, "all men have 
equal rights; but not to equal things." There are, for Hayek, 
"irremediable inequalities," just as there is "irremediable igno-
rance on everyone's part." The constrained vision of man leads 
to equality as a process within man's capabilities. A society 
that puts equality--in the sense of equality of outcome—ahead 
of freedom will end up with neither. The use of force to 
achieve equality will destroy freedom. The disagreement be-
tween them is over what is to be equalized. Equality of oppor-
tunity means equalized probabilities of results, whether in edu-
cation, employment or the courtroom. Attempting to single out 
special individual or group beneficiaries opens the floodgates 
to a dangerous principle whose ramifications go beyond the 
intentions or control of those initiating such a process. 

Many leading exponents of a constrained vision do 
not explain inequality of result at all, while many leading ex-
ponents of an unconstrained vision find such inequality intel-
lectually and morally central. Some have little because others 
have much, according to this reasoning. ln one way or another, 
the rich have taken from the poor. The thesis that material 
deprivation has been aggravated by the infliction of psychic 
pain has long been a recurring theme in the unconstrained vi-
sion. Inequalities were not assumed to be products of the 
social system, which Friedman saw as mitigating rather than 
aggravating them, but as a common misfortune far worse in 
other systems. " Wherever the free market has been permitted 
to operate, the ordinary man has been able to attain levels of 
living never dreamed of before." The great achievements of 
Western capitalism have redounded primarily to the benefit of 
the ordinary person. Attempts to equalize economic results 
lead to greater and more dangerous inequality in political 
power, paving the way for others, including both fascists and 
communists who complete the destruction of freedom in 
pursuit of "the mirage of social justice." 
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While followers of the unconstrained vision speak of 
goals being sought, followers of the constrained vision speak 
of incentives being created by the processes being changed. 
Ignorance and inequality go hand in hand. Government  may 
act on intention and be morally judged by its acts, but not soci-
ety. The moral principles insisted upon by those with the un-
constrained vision are thus rejected, not as wrong, but as irrel-
evant and dangerous in the concentration of governmental 
power implied by the pursuit of such ideals. It is absurd to de-
mand social justice from process. The manner in which the 
benefits and burdens are apportioned by the market mecha-
nism would be very unjust if it were the result of a deliberate 
allocation to particular people. The moral justification of the 
market process rests on the general prosperity and freedom it 
produces. 

The issue between the 2 visions is the extent to which 
inequalities are merited. The moral justification of the con-
strained vision is a social process, not of individuals or classes 
within that process. Rewards are based partly on achievements 
and partly on chance. Those with the unconstrained vision find 
acceptance of known inequities intolerable. The 2 visions 
reach very different moral conclusions because of their differ-
ences in analysis of causes and effects. They differ on the 
plane of causation, as to what can be done about it--at what 
cost and with what dangers. ln the unconstrained vision, equal-
ity and freedom are not in conflict, but are in fact twin applica-
tions of similar principles.  

The constrained vision sees a major conflict between 
allowing freedom of individual action and prescribing equality 
of social results. Adam Smith rejected with contempt the doc-
trine that whites in America were superior to the blacks they 
enslaved. He opposed slavery as a social process, on both 
moral and economic grounds. The difference consists, not in 
the quantity, but kind of vices which are incident to the vari-
ous classes.  

Many of those with an unconstrained vision and a 
passionate opposition to inequality of results assume that 
those who oppose them are in favor of inequality of results. 
What distinguishes the 2 visions is their perceptions of human 
potential. The concept of "equality" thus has opposite implica-
tions in the 2 visions. To those with the unconstrained vision, 
a greater equalization of material conditions is imperative. 
Compassion, leadership, commitment, and rationality are fea-
tured. The material conditions of life which are to be equalized 
under the influence or power of those with the intellectual and 
moral standing to do so. The constrained vision gives power a 
much smaller role. Discretion is to be equally and individually 
exercised as much as possible. The existence, magnitude, and 
effectiveness of various economic and social powers are also 
seen very differently by the 2 visions. The role of legal rights 
as bulwarks against power is therefore seen in drastically dif-
ferent terms. 

Reason, as an alternative to force, likewise plays a 
different role in the 2 visions in everything from childrearing 
to international relations. Like other evils, war was seen by 
those with the constrained vision as originating in human na-
ture and contained by institutions. To those with the uncon-
strained vision war was seen as a consequence of political 
institutions in general and a consequence of undemocratic 

institutions. This localization of evil is a hallmark of the un-
constrained vision. Those in whom the evils are localized can 
be removed, opposed, or neutralized, so as to produce a solu-
tion. War, as seen in the constrained vision of The Federalist 
Papers, required no explanation. "Nations in general will 
make war whenever they have a prospect of getting anything 
by it." Peace required explanation-and specific provisions to 
produce it. "A nation, despicable by its weakness, forfeits even 
the privilege of being neutral." Within the unconstrained vi-
sion the military man was a lesser man for his occupation.  

Those with the constrained vision do not look for 
special causes of crime, any more than for war. Mercy to the 
guilty is cruelty to the innocent. Whereas Smith saw the inflic-
tion of punishment as a painful duty, believers in the uncon-
strained vision see it as an indulgence in vengeance. It is hard 
to understand how anyone would commit a terrible crime 
without some special cause at work. Reducing those special 
reasons (poverty, discrimination, unemployment, mental ill-
ness, etc.) therefore reduces crime. The criminal is seen as a 
victim--first, of the special circumstances which provoked the 
crime, and then of people with a lust for punishment. Executions 
are simply "cold-blooded massacres perpetrated in the name of 
criminal justice." There is a solution at hand: rehabilitation. 

In the constrained vision, each new generation born is 
in effect an invasion of civilization by little barbarians, who 
must be civilized before it is too late. Their prospects of growing 
up as decent, productive people depend on the elaborate set of 
practices which engender moral values, self-discipline, and 
consideration for others. It is not the sincerity, knowledge, 
or reason of individuals that is crucial but the incentives con-
veyed to them through systemic processes which force prudent 
trade-offs, utilization of the experience of the many, rather 
than the articulation of the few. It is to the evolved systemic 
processes--traditions, values, families, markets, for example- 
that those with the constrained vision look for the preservation 
and advancement of human life. It is to be a choice within the 
constraints provided by the incentives (such as prices) con-
veyed to the individual, derived from the experiences and val-
ues of others. It is not the sincerity, knowledge, or reason of 
individuals that is crucial but the incentives, conveyed to them 
through systemic processes which forces prudent trade-off. 

The reasons why government exercises power in the 
economy also differ between the visions. In the unconstrained 
vision, it is a matter of intentions while in the constrained 
vision it is a matter of incentives. It is not poverty which needs 
explaining; it is prosperity. The market system delivers the 
goods people want; but those who make it work cannot readily 
explain why it is so. The socialist or communist system does 
not deliver the goods, but those who operate it can readily ex-
plain away its failure. In modern market economies the rich 
usually owe their prosperity to activities which have widened 
the choices of their fellow men, including the poor. As with 
equality, freedom , and justice, power is defined as a result 
characteristic in the unconstrained vision and as a process 
characteristic in the constrained vision. They use the same 
word, but talk about 2 different things, overlapping just 
enough to be confused with one another.  

The clash of the 2 concepts is especially sharp in le-
gal issues in which governmental power is used to enforce 
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contracts or property rights. The unconstrained vision 's hostil-
ity to the market and contempt for ordinary people are 2 sides 
of the same coin. The amassing of military power by a peace-
ful nation is dangerously counterproductive to the uncon-
strained and essential to preserve peace according to the con-
strained vision. The constrained vision sees unprovoked ag-
gression--whether by criminals or nations--as something to be 
systemically deterred. 

Justice derivsd its importance from the need to pre-
serve society--not society from the need to produce justice. 
The instrumental nature of justice, and its subordination to 
other social imperatives, is a recurring theme in the con-
strained vision--and anathema to the unconstrained vision. 
Man will suffer more by the breakdown of order--even an un-
just order--than by some injustices. Law exists to preserve so-
ciety. Law, as Oliver Wendell Holmes conceived it, was not 
the logical creation of great minds, but the evolved and codi-
fied experience of vast numbers of people: it is the experience 
of the many rather than the brilliance of the few that is to be 
relied upon, and historical evolution rather than rationality that 
is paramount. 

For William Blackstone, the trade-off between indi-
vidual justice and the social benefits of certainty was particu-
larly striking where "courts of equity" were distinguished from 
"courts of law." Law, without equity, is much more desirable 
than equity without law. "The frailty, imperfection and blind-
ness of human reason" made it an unreliable instrument for the 
direct creation of law. Blackstone became the great expositor 
and advocate of British common law. He urged following the 
original intentions of those who wrote the law, seeking to " In-
terpret the will of the legislator" by "exploring his intentions at 
the time when the law was made." Precedents and rules must 
be followed, unless flatly absurd or unjust: jurisprudence 
"with all its defects, redundancies, and errors, is the collected 
reason of the ages." Human nature was not considered to vary 
over time. 

The emphasis on individualizing criminal justice has 
remained part of the unconstrained vision over the centuries. It 
attempts to change people's motives-and predispositions, so 
that incentives are less important. The issue is how to rely less 
and less on incentives over time and reduce rights as con-
ceived in the constrained vision. The fundamental difference 
between the 2 visions is the very concept of rights. Although 
these rights belong to individuals, their purpose is social in the 
constrained vision permitting an economic process with 
greater efficiency, a social process with less strife, and a polit-
ical process with more diffused power and influence than are 
possible under centralized political control of the economy. In 
the same way, rights of free speech are zones of immunity 
from public authority. The best test of truth is the power of 
thought to gain acceptance in the competition of the market, 
the right of free speech, whatever its scope or limitations, an 
exemption from public authority. Neutral principles in theory 
turn out in practice to tilt decidedly in the direction of concen-
trations of wealth and influence. 

Social justice has been the dominant theme of the 
unconstrained vision. The concept of social justice thus repre-
sents the extremes of the conflict of visions--an idea of the 
highest importance in one vision and beneath contempt in the 
other. What distinguishes the unconstrained vision is that it 

sees transfers of material benefits to the less fortunate as a 
matter of justice. Central to the concept of social justice is the 
notion that individuals are entitled to some share of the wealth 
produced by society, by virtue of being members of that soci-
ety, and irrespective of any individual contributions to the 
production of that wealth. The constrained vision sees that the 
attempt to create preconceived results--results in processes 
which can destroy a civilization.   

Each vision has assumed away the primary concern 
of the other--not whether freedom or justice is more important, 
but as to whether process or goal is more important. "The con-
cept of  'social justice' has been the Trojan Horse through 
which totalitarianism has entered." It implied a drastic change 
in processes under the bland guise of a preference for better 
distribution. Human freedom dependent on rules in general, 
and which carved out domains of exemption from government 
power, are thus the very opposite of rights to social justice. 
The greatest danger of the concept of social justice, according 
to Hayek, is that it undermines and destroys the concept of a 
rule of law, expanding the power of government to make dis-
cretionary determinations in domains once exempt from its 
power. " Distributive justice” is inherently irreconcilable with 
the rule of law, and the ideal of a government of laws and not 
of men is all that stands between a free society and totalitari-
anism. Communism means the victory of socialism over any 
law. Moral rights in the unconstrained vision are rights to re-
sults. 

A vision is an almost instinctive sense of what things 
are and how they work. Visions or inspirations come first, and 
are subsequently systematized into paradigms, which embrace 
specific theories. Opposing paradigms in science do not persist 
for centuries, as have those derived from the constrained and 
unconstrained visions in politics, economics, law and social 
thought in general. Stalin 's mass murders and slave labor 
camps are a classic example of this phenomenon. The ability 
to sustain assertions without any evidence is a sign of the 
strength and persistence of visions. Resistance to the abandon-
ment of paradigms has marked the history of science, as 
well as the history of social theories. 

Both constrained and unconstrained visions are vi-
sions of causation. Evidence is not as decisive in social vision, 
due not only to the nature of the evidence but to the strength of 
commitments to social values. Being convinced is a subjective 
process. The persistence of opposing visions in the same soci-
ety contrasts with changes of vision that occur in individuals. 
Conversions are more readily reconciled with changes in vi-
sion than in values. People such as Copernicus and Galileo be-
came targets not because they offered alternative value sys-
tems but because they presented alternative visions of facts 
and causation. As far as visions are (1) simplified projections 
of reality and (2) subject to contradiction by facts, all visions 
encounter facts contrary to their simplified premises. The re-
sort to visions as a means of recruiting political allies is evi-
dence of their independent power. While not all social theories 
can be neatly divided into constrained and unconstrained vi-
sions, it is remarkable how many of the leading theories of the 
past few centuries fall into one or the other of these 2 catego-
ries. 
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[Sowell described this as his most important work.] A 
vision is our sense of how the world works--of causation. Lan-
guage is the epitome of an evolved complex order without de-
liberate design by any individual or council. Changing histori-
cally evolved principles on the basis of "social science" theo-
ries or studies has become the hallmark of modem social 
thinkers with the unconstrained vision. Nations may grow and 
evolve but cannot be built. The key criteria for distinguishing 
constrained and unconstrained visions are the locus and mode 
of discretion. Like freedom and justice, equality is a process 
characteristic in the constrained vision and a result characteris-
tic in the unconstrained vision. The disagreement between 
them is over what is to be equalized. Wherever the free market 
has been permitted to operate, the ordinary man has been able 
to attain levels of living never dreamed of before. Ignorance 
and inequality go hand in hand. The moral justification of the 
market process rests on the general prosperity and freedom it 
produces. In the constrained vision, each new generation born 
is an invasion of civilization by little barbarians, who must be 
civilized before it is too late. It is to the evolved systemic pro-
cesses--traditions, values, families, markets, for example--that 
those with the constrained vision look for the preservation and 
advancement of human life. In modem market economies the 
rich usually owe their prosperity to activities which have wid-
ened the choices of their fellow men, including those of the 
poor. Justice derived its importance from the need to preserve 
society--not society its raison d'etre from the need to produce 
justice. The concept of social justice thus represents the ex-
tremes of the conflict of visions. Each vision has assumed 
away the primary concern of the other--whether process char-
acteristics or goal characteristics is more important. The great-
est danger of the concept of social justice that it undermines 
and destroys the concept of a rule of law.] 

 
 

 


