
capitalism has proved its superiority to socialism, concedes this 
former socialist and eminent historian of economic thought. - 

But, as it turns out, his conversion is less than 100%. 

"Just because socialism 
has lost does not mean 
that capitalism has won 99 

An interview with Robert L. Heilbroner by Mark Skousen 

"I don't think economic growth is the only criterion for success. 
Fairness and justice are essential, too:" 
D 

% No ONE THINKS or writes more lucidly 
8 about economic ideas than Robert L. 

Heilbroner. His book me WorZdZy 
Philosophers has sold over 2 million 
copies since 1953, making it one of 
the most popular books ever written 
on the history of economics. A profes- 
sor emeritus with the graduate faculty 
at the New School for Social Re- 
search, Heilbroner was long an 
avowed democratic socialist. But he 
recently penned two articles in the 

I 
New Yorkev announcing he had,e;iven 
up on socialism. "Capitalism has 
won," he declared. "Socialism has 
been a great tragedy of this century." 

But, as it turns out, Heilbroner's 
conversion is by no means complete. 
In a long interview in his Park Avenue 
duplex apartment, Heilbroner ex- 
plained why he believes sociahsm re- 
mains very much alive. 
You've made some startling state- 
ments recently about the collapse of 
socialism. Isn't this a dramatic re- 
versal in your philosophy? 
These are statements I wouldn't have 
written five years ago. 
You didn't expect communism to 
collapse economically? 
I never had any particularly high ex- 
pectations for the Soviet Union. It 
seemed to be in a steady state--clink- 
ing along, producing small quantities 
of bad consumer goods and large 
quantities of quite good military 
goods. Everyone, includng me, 
thought that would be the hture. But 
no one expected a collapse. 
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You first wrote about socialism's ments. They build miles of railroads essential, too. I think some of these 
demise and capitalism's triumph and large dams. They brought about modern-day welfare states can pro- 
before the Berlin Wall came down. massive industrialization and mobi- duce very remarkable results. Austria, 
I think it was clear from 1988 that lized the masses, and they did it very for example, is very welfarish, very 
things were going poorly in the well and very rapidly, or else they state managed, very conservative and 
U.S .S .R. and the Eastern bloc. I re- never would have held off Hitler. 

[New Yorker] piece. We are witness- ab,sence of market signais. out of the woods yet. 
ing an extraorhnary example of a In the 1930s the Keynesian revolu- The question is, what's left of so- 

skeptics had earlier believed, a so- economists. Do you see yourself in high moral objectives even though it 
cialist command economy can func- a similar role, except that you now has been besmirched by Soviet atroc- 
tion and even thrive." Kind of em- see the advantages of capitalism ities and belligerence. To me social- 

ism as a democratic ideal has 'always 
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was the wave of the future. Obvi- dealing with capitalist economies' 
fluctuations. Yet the record of gov- 
ernment intervention is not exactly 

,gement would be &aid of taking you don't always get result A. They 
market risks. The game wouldn't be push B, and get something else. 
worth the gamble. But Schumpeter On the other hand, what Friedman, 
really didn't care about the demise of Hayek and Mises don't say, and what 
capit&~m. He considered h s e l f  a I do say, is that tremendous problems 

come out of the worlungs of the 
market. Problems from ecology to the 
banking crisis. To deal with these 

do. He writes beautifully. 

-9 .*a To sleep like a baby. It's everyone's dream. 
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ables countries to deal with world- 
wide environmental problems. 
Yes, he might be right. 
Did Marxism die with socialism! 
No, I don't think Marx is dead. The 
Soviet system is dead. There isn't 
really anydung lefi to it. But ofMarx7s 
entire opus of writings, only 1% is 
about socialism. He was primarily in- 
terested in capitalism, and what he 
said about capitalism is, I think, pro- 
foundly important. 

What I like about Marx is his view 
of philosophy and hwtory. Marx 
stressed capitalism's internal dynam- 
ics, the essence of capitalism. But 
what I'm against is the Marxisms, the 
connection with socialism. The revo- 
lution toward socialism, I've never 
bought that. What comes out of this 
process, as Marx describes it, could be 
very ugly. 

B U ~ M ~ I - X  has a lot to say about the 
capitalist system. There is a tremen- 
dous tendency today by conventional 
economists to see most problems de- 
scending out of the blue, On the 
conservative side, they descend from 
the government. On the liberal side, 
they descend &om an oil shock or 
something outside the system. But 
it's really all the workings of the sys- 
tem, the technology of the market, 
the striving, pushing, shoving. 
Speaking of pushing and shoving, 
there's the recent book you wrote 
with Peter Bernstein, Tbe Debt and 
the Deficit (W.W. Norton & Co., 
$12.95), in which you tell people 
not to worry about the federal defi- 
cit. But with the federal deficit ap- 
proaching $500 billion, if you in- 
clude off-budget items, haven't we 
reached a crisis stage? 
Not quite. "Deficit" is a very scary 
word. But I've always felt that you 
have to look at it from the perspective 
of how big it is compared with nation- 
al wealth. And, you know, we're right 
in the middle of the range so far as the 
ratio of debt to wealth goes, same as 
Canada and Japan. ' 
But it's moving up as a percentage 
of national wealth. 
All capitalist governments borrow 
money. The real question is, what for? 
If you could show that we borrow 
money for good things, such as re- 
building cities, who'd complain? 
Then you wouldn't have this silly 
business about crowlng out. Instead 

of building a private plant you build a 
public bridge or school. 

It isn't that I pooh-pooh the deficit. 
I pooh-pooh the alarmists, people 
wringing their hands about the defi- 
cit. What I really call for is an exarnina- 
tion of what the deficit is spent on. 
Herbert Stein is a conservative econo- 
mist who thinks you should count 
military assets like tanks as a part of 
capital public wealth. I don't think so. 
Is Keynesianism dead? 
Oh, I don't think so. Keynes is a major 
figure. He changed the vocabulary of 
economics. He made two significant 
contributions: First, that the' national 
economy could be open to manipula- 
tion. Second, Keynes' rather benign 
view of capitalism's future, you know, 
interest rates will go down, more 
g o d s  will be produced, etc. I think 
it's a little shallow, but I like it. 

8 a y s ~ i l k o n e r : T b O ~ o n  
the left.. . have absolutely 
no vision beyond the present scene. - 

Schumpeter is more interesting and 
more imaginative, but he never had 
the policy impact Keynes has. And 
now, in this modern era, there is no 
successor to Schumpeter. Not even 
the people on the lefi have any scenar- 
io. They have scenarios of capitalist 
breakdown. They have scenarios of 
mounting tensions in the world. But 
they have absolutely no vision beyond 
the present scene. 
What's your vision of the world in 
the beginning of the 21st century? 
Who the hell knows? I do take ecolo- 
gy very seriously. - 
Mark Skousen is adjunct professor of 
economics and finance at Rollins College, 
Winter Park, Fla. His most recently 
published book is Economics on Trial 
(Dow Jones Irwin, 1991). 




