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THE RISE AND
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THAT FAILED

F e w  c o n c e p t s  i n
modern  political  and
philosophical discourse
command  as  much
reverence—and  as
much scrutiny—as the
idea  of  l iberty.  For
centuries,  liberty  has
been  upheld  as  the
foundational  principle
of Western civilization,
the  engine  of  human
progress ,  and  the
ha l lmark  o f  a  jus t

society. Yet, a growing
body of critical thought
suggests  that  this
veneration  may  be
m i s p l a c e d .  T h e
provocative  thesis
encapsulated  in  the
phrase  Liberty  The
God  That  Fa i led
c h a l l e n g e s  u s  t o
reconsider whether the
unbridled  pursuit  of
individual freedom has,
in fact, undermined the
very  values  i t  was
meant to protect. This
article  explores  the
origins,  promises,  and
perceived  failures  of
libertarian  ideology,
e x a m i n i n g  w h y  a
principle so universally
pra ised  has  come
under such intense fire
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in recent decades.
To  understand  the
argument  that  liberty,
a s  a n  o r g a n i z i n g
principle, has failed, we
must  first  define  what
we mean by "liberty" in
th i s  con tex t .  The
concept being critiqued
is  not  the  everyday
freedom  to  speak,
worship,  or  assemble.
Rather,  it  is  a  specific,
ideological  version  of
liberty:  the  radical,
market-driven,  anti-
state  libertarianism
that  emerged  in  the
20th  century,  which
holds  that  individual
freedom is the highest
political good and that
any  form of  collective
o r  g o v e r n m e n t a l
i n t e r v e n t i o n  i s
inherently coercive and
unjust .  This  is  the
"god"  that,  according
to its critics, has failed
to deliver on its grand
promises.

THE ORIGINS OF
LIBERTY AS A
POLITICAL
RELIGION

The intellectual roots of
modern  libertarianism
stretch  back  to  the
Enlightenment,  with
thinkers like John Locke
arguing  for  natural
r ights  and  l imited
government.  However,
the full-blown ideology
that critics now target
took  shape  in  the
mid-20th  century,
largely  through  the
works  of  economists
and philosophers  such
as  Ludwig  von  Mises,
F.A.  Hayek,  and  later,
Robert  Nozick  and
Murray  Rothbard.  For
these  thinkers,  liberty
w a s  n o t  m e r e l y  a
political convenience; it
was  an  absolute,  a
n o n - n e g o t i a b l e
foundation  for  human
dignity and prosperity.
This  view  of  liberty
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t o o k  o n  a l m o s t
religious  qualities.  It
promised  a  utopia  of
voluntary  exchange,
personal responsibility,
and  spon taneous
order. The market was
seen as a benign, self-
correcting  mechanism
that  would  allocate
resources  efficiently
and  reward  mer i t .
G o v e r n m e n t ,  b y
c o n t r a s t ,  w a s
p o r t r a y e d  a s  a
necessary evil at best,
a n d  a  p r e d a t o r y
leviathan at worst. The
central  dogma  was
s imple :  maximize
individual  freedom,
and all good things will
fol low.  This  quasi-
religious fervor is what
scholars often refer to
when  they  describe
liberty as a "god" that
commands unwavering
devot ion  f rom  i t s
fol lowers.
T h e  r i s e  o f  t h i s
i deo l ogy  was  no t

accidental.  It  was  a
reaction to the massive
expansion  of  state
power  during  the  first
h a l f  o f  t h e  2 0 t h
century,  including  two
world  wars  and  the
Great  Depression.  For
libertarian thinkers, the
New  Deal  in  America
and the welfare states
of  Europe represented
a  dangerous  s l ide
toward  collectivism.
Their  solution  was  a
return  to  first
principles:  a  radical
rollback  of  the  state
a n d  a  c o m p l e t e
l i b e r a t i o n  o f  t h e
i n d i v i d u a l  f r o m
external  constraints.
T h e  p r o m i s e  w a s
intoxicating: a world of
peace,  prosperity,  and
autonomy,  free  from
the  heavy  hand  of
bureaucracy.

THE CORE
DOCTRINE:
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PROMISES OF A
FREED SOCIETY

T o  g r a s p  w h y  t h e
critique  captured  in
Liberty The God That
Failed  resonates  with
so many, it is essential
to understand what the
ideology  promised.  At
its  heart,  classical
liberal  and  libertarian
t h o u g h t  r e s t s  o n
several key pillars that,
in  theory ,  appear
unassailable:

Individual
Sovereignty:
Every person is
the owner of
their own life and
body, and has
the right to live
as they choose,
provided they do
not harm others.
Voluntary
Exchange: All
human
interactions
should be based
on mutual

consent, with no
coercion or force
involved. The
free market is
the ideal model
for this.
Limited
Government:
The state should
exist only to
protect individual
rights—primarily
through police,
courts, and a
military—and
should otherwise
stay out of
people's lives.
Spontaneous
Order: Complex
social and
economic
systems can
emerge naturally
from the
interactions of
free individuals,
without the need
for central
planning or top-
down control.

These  are  beautiful,
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elegant  principles.
They speak to our deep
desire  for  autonomy
and  our  suspicion  of
concentrated power. It
i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s
elegance  that  makes
t h e  i d e o l o g y  s o
persuasive.  However,
critics argue that these
p r i n c i p l e s ,  w h e n
appl ied  in  the  real
world, yield results that
are far from beautiful.
The  gap  between  the
abstract ideal  and the
concrete  real ity  is
where  the  argument
for  failure  takes  root.

THE CENTRAL
CRITIQUE: WHERE
LIBERTY WENT
WRONG

The thesis that liberty
is a failed god rests on
a  f u n d a m e n t a l
obse rva t i on :  t he
radical  l ibertarian
p r o j e c t  h a s  n o t
p r o d u c e d  t h e
h a r m o n i o u s ,

prosperous,  and  free
society  it  promised.
Instead, critics point to
severa l  key  areas
where  the  pursuit  of
absolute  individual
freedom  has  led  to
negative  outcomes.
T h i s  i s  n o t  a n
argument  against
freedom  per  se,  but
against  a  specific,
absolutist version of it
t h a t  i g n o r e s  t h e
real it ies  of  human
interdependence  and
power  imbalances.

Economic
Inequality
and
Social
Fragment
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ation
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
damning  critiques  of
libertarian  ideology  is
i t s  t e n d e n c y  t o
generate  vast  and
entrenched  inequality.
In  a  system  where
property  rights  are
s a c r o s a n c t  a n d
taxation  is  minimized,
the natural tendency of
c a p i t a l  i s  t o
concentrate.  Those
w h o  s t a r t  w i t h
advantages—inherited
wealth,  education,
social connections—are
able  to  accumulate
more,  whi le  those
w i t h o u t  s u c h
advantages fall further
behind. The promise of
"equal  opportunity"
rings hollow when the
star t ing  l ine  i s  so
uneven.
This growing inequality
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a n
economic problem; it is

a  social  and  political
one.  When  the  gap
between  the  rich  and
the poor widens, social
cohesion breaks down.
Trust  in  institutions
erodes.  Democracy
itself is threatened, as
concentrated  wealth
t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o
concentrated  political
p o w e r .  T h e
"spontaneous order" of
the market, rather than
producing  a  beautiful
h a r m o n y ,  o f t e n
produces  a  bruta l
hierarchy.  This  is  the
first  pillar  of  the
argument that Liberty
The God That Failed
captures:  the  god  of
liberty,  as  defined  by
radical  individualism,
has  created  a  society
of  winners and losers,
with  little  mechanism
for  redistribution  or
compassion.
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The Myth
of the
Free

Contract
Another  central  flaw  in
t h e  l i b e r t a r i a n
f r a m e w o r k  i s  i t s
assumption  of  equal
bargaining  power  in
voluntary  exchanges.
The ideology treats all
voluntary  contracts  as
inherently fair, because
both  part ies  have
consented.  However,
critics  argue  that  this
ignores  the  coercive
power of circumstance.
When a worker has no
u n e m p l o y m e n t
benefits,  no
heal thcare ,  and  a
family to feed, is their
"choice"  to  accept  a
low-wage,  dangerous
job  truly  free?  The

libertarian  says  yes,
b e c a u s e  n o  o n e
physically forced them.
The  cr it ic  says  no,
because  structural
i n e q u a l i t y  h a s
eliminated  meaningful
alternatives.
Th i s  i s  whe re  the
concept  of  "liberty"
becomes  hollow.  True
freedom,  the  critic
argues,  requires  not
just  the  absence  of
coercion  from  other
individuals,  but  the
p r e s e n c e  o f  r e a l
o p t i o n s  a n d
capab i l i t i e s .  The
freedom  to  starve  is
not freedom at all.  By
defining  liberty  so
narrowly—as  merely
t h e  a b s e n c e  o f
force—libertarianism
excuses  and  even
l e g i t i m i z e s  t h e
coerc ive  power  of
economic  necessity.
This  is  a  profound
moral  failure,  and  a
key component of  the
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critique that liberty has
fai led  as  a  guiding
philosophy  for  a  just
society.

The
Neglect
of Public
Goods
Radical  individualism
has little to say about
goods  that  cannot  be
provided  through  the
market.  Public  goods
like  clean  air,  disease
control,  scientific
r e s e a r c h ,
infrastructure,  and  a
stable  climate  require
collective  action  and,
inevitably,  some  form
of  coercion  (taxation,
regulation) to produce.
Libertarian  theory
struggles  to  account
for  these  necessities
without  violating  its

own  principles.
The result, in practice,
has  been  ch ron i c
underinvestment in the
shared foundations of a
decent  society.  Roads
c rumb le ,  schoo l s
d e t e r i o r a t e ,  t h e
healthcare  system
l e a v e s  m i l l i o n s
uninsured,  and  the
environment degrades.
T h e  i d e o l o g y ' s
reflexive  hostility  to
collective action means
t h a t  e v e n  w i d e l y
suppor ted  pub l i c
projects are blocked by
a  m i n o r i t y  o f
entrenched  interests.
The "god" of liberty, it
seems, has no answer
for  the  co l lec t ive
challenges  that  define
modern  life.  It  offers
only  the  market,  and
when the market fails,
it  offers  nothing.  This
f a i l u r e  i s  n o t
a c c i d e n t a l ;  i t  i s
structurally  built  into
the  ideology.
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POLITICAL
CONSEQUENCES:
THE EROSION OF
DEMOCRACY

Perhaps  the  most
alarming  consequence
of the reign of radical
liberty  has  been  its
impact  on  democratic
g o v e r n a n c e .  T h e
ideology that began as
a  defense  against
tyranny  has,  in  many
ways, opened the door
t o  n e w  f o r m s  o f
dominat ion.  When
g o v e r n m e n t  i s
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
delegit imized  and
defunded,  it  cannot
perform  its  essential
functions. The resulting
dys func t ion  then
b e c o m e s  a  s e l f -
fulfilling  prophecy:
people  lose  faith  in
government,  which
makes  it  even  harder
t o  g o v e r n ,  w h i c h
further erodes faith.
Fur thermore ,  the

privatization  of  public
s e r v i c e s — a  k e y
l i b e r t a r i a n
prescr ip t ion—often
l e a d s  t o  p r i v a t e
tyranny.  A corporation
that  provides  your
water,  your electricity,
or your healthcare has
immense  power  over
your  life,  but  without
t h e  d e m o c r a t i c
accountabil ity  of  a
government .  The
"voting with your feet"
option that libertarians
champion is a myth for
those  who  cannot
afford  to  move.  In  this
sense, the ideology has
n o t  e l i m i n a t e d
coercion; it has merely
shifted it from public to
private  hands,  often
making  it  less  visible
a n d  h a r d e r  t o
challenge.
This  crit ique  is  not
new.  I t  echoes  the
concerns of early 20th-
century  thinkers  who
warned  that  unbridled
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cap i ta l i sm  wou ld
destroy  democracy.
The  difference  is  that
we  now  have  several
decades  of  real-world
e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h
neoliberal policies—the
p r a c t i c a l
implementation  of
libertarian  ideas—to
evaluate.  The  verdict,
from many quarters, is
damning:  deregulation
led  to  financial  crises,
privatization  led  to
monopolies,  and  the
war on the state led to
a  hollowed-out  public
sphere.  This  is  the
p o l i t i c a l  f a c e  o f
Liberty The God That
Failed.

THE HUMAN
NATURE
QUESTION: ARE
WE MEANT TO BE
ISOLATED
INDIVIDUALS?

A t  a  d e e p e r
philosophical level, the

cr i t ique  of  radical
liberty  questions  its
anthropology—its  view
of what it means to be
human.  The  ideology
assumes  a  picture  of
humans  as  rational,
s e l f - i n t e r e s t e d ,
autonomous  atoms
w h o  e n t e r  i n t o
relationships  only  by
choice and for  mutual
benefit.  This  is  a
profoundly  lonely  and
inaccurate  picture  of
human  life.
In reality,  humans are
fundamentally  social
beings.  We  are  born
i n t o  f a m i l i e s ,
communities,  cultures,
and nations that shape
us in ways we did not
c h o o s e .  W e  h a v e
obligations  to  others
that are not based on
contract.  We  care  for
the  sick,  the  elderly,
and  the  young,  not
because  it  benefits  us,
but  because  we  are
bound by ties of love,
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duty,  and solidarity.  A
philosophy that cannot
account  for  these
aspects  of  human  life
is, at best, incomplete,
a n d  a t  w o r s t ,
destructive of the very
bonds  that  make  life
worth living.
The "god" of liberty, in
its  radical  form,  asks
us to treat these bonds
as  optional  or  even
suspect. It  encourages
a  vision  of  life  where
every relationship is a
transaction  and  every
obligation is a burden.
This is not liberation; it
is  a  kind  of  spiritual
impoverishment.  The
failure of  the ideology
is not just economic or
p o l i t i c a l ;  i t  i s
existential.  It  fails  to
provide  a  meaningful
account  o f  human
flourishing,  because  it
reduces  flourishing  to
t h e  a b s e n c e  o f
restraint.

ALTERNATIVE
VISIONS: BEYOND
THE FAILED GOD

Critiquing  an  ideology
is  only  half  the  task;
t h e  o t h e r  h a l f  i s
offering  an  alternative.
If radical libertarianism
has failed, what should
take  its  place?  The
m o s t  c o m p e l l i n g
alternatives  are  not
rejections  of  liberty
itself,  but  redefinitions
of  it.  These  traditions
a r g u e  t h a t  t r u e
freedom  requires  a
supportive  social  and
e c o n o m i c
c o n t e x t — w h a t
ph i losophers  ca l l
"positive  liberty"  as
opposed  to  "negative
liberty."
Social  democracy,  for
example,  seeks  to
combine  individual
freedom with collective
provision. It recognizes
that the state can be a
tool  for  liberation,  not
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just  oppression.  By
providing  education,
h e a l t h c a r e ,
u n e m p l o y m e n t
insurance, and old-age
pensions, a democratic
state  can  create  the
conditions under which
individuals  are  truly
free  to  pursue  their
own vision of the good
l i f e .  Th i s  i s  no t  a
rejection of liberty; it is
an  attempt  to  make
l i b e r t y  r e a l  f o r
everyone, not just the
lucky and the powerful.
S i m i l a r l y ,
communitarian  and
s o l i d a r i t y - b a s e d
movements emphasize
the  importance  of
shared  values,  mutual
responsibility,  and  the
common  good.  They
argue  that  freedom

cannot  exist  without
community,  and  that
community  requires
some  level  of  shared
sacrifice  and
commitment.  This
vision  is  messier  and
more complicated than
the  c lean  l ines  o f
libertarian  theory,  but
it is also more human.
It  acknowledges  that
we are both individuals
a n d  m e m b e r s  o f
something  larger  than
ourselves.
There is also a growing
m o v e m e n t  f o r
" e c o n o m i c
democracy,"  which
s e e k s  t o  e x t e n d
democratic  principles
into  the  workplace.
Instead  o f  a  s tark
choice  between  state
control


