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Conservative Libertarianism's Comeback

By David Paul Kuhn

The philosophical casualty of the Great Recessias supposed to be libertarianism. But signs t@dmerary
are thriving.

Americans are increasingly opposed to activist govent programs. The most significant social movenoé
2009, the Tea Party protests, grew out of that siipa. Libertarian heroine Ayn Rand is as popttalay as
ever. Rand's brilliant and radical laissez fairgeidAtlas Shrugged,” sold roughly 300,000 copeest lyear,
according to BookScan, twice its sales in 2008ranghly triple annual sales in recent decades.

We are witnessing a conservative libertarian cortlebids an

oppositional advance, a response to all manneastife-state

liberalism since the financial crisis. It's a pesiva feeling of invasiveness. The factional bastiohtraditional
libertarianism, like Washington think tank Catoywnbave an intangible and awkward alliance with @aldr
swath of the American electorate.

Half the public believes there is "too much" goveant regulation of "business and industry," arpbizt rise in
one year, according to a December CNN poll. Neatlyird of the public, in contrast, said there Vitas little"
regulation.

As David Boaz, Cato's executive vice president,ptibecause Obama is advancing a big governngatida,
it's the small government constituency in Amerluat s energized.”

There is no wide-ranging call for government tohaitaw from social issues however. A rebirth of itiadal
libertarianism this is not. It's a more limitedditarianism that it is on the march.

Every year, since the early 1990s, the Gallup lpadl sought to measure the degree of libertariaimghe
American mind. First question: does the publicdéaithe government is "trying to do too many thitigs
should be left to individuals and businesses?Y#séven percent said yes last August, the higkest kince
1998.

Gallup's second question asks whether Americaneveelgovernment should promote traditional valuesur
society" or "not favor any particular set of valties traditional libertarian would side with thetter point. But
53 percent favored the state promoting "traditioradiles” in 2009, a five-point rise since 2008.

Those who believe government is doing "too manggsi and should also not favor any moral valueesysgun
to slightly more than a fifth of U.S. adults in eet years. This is the loose libertarian bloc ofekiwan politics.
Today, roughly another third of the electorateeallvith this bloc on issues regarding governmeaésh into
private industry.

Significantly, Gallup finds, 63 percent of indepents believe the government is "trying to do tomyntings"
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while only 33 percent said government should "d@ano solve our country's problems."”

This limited libertarian resurgence has hauntednissdomestic agenda. The fundamental mistakeesof th
Obama administration in 2009 was underestimatiegitmerican public's ongoing tension with activetesta
liberalism, a factisible from the outsedind one only belatedlyonfrontedoy Obama.

The irony is that the stock market collapse beg@revival of active-state liberalism. The drumbefrising
anti-government sentiment grew from the financailduts that followed. And yet this libertarian uegence
fractures on one issue, and that's Wall Streetp&uifior regulating the financial sector has groewen amid th
growth of conservative libertarianism.

Six in 10 Americans believe "big financial instituis" have "too much influence over decisions magéhe
Obama administration,” CNN found. Asked if theréte much, too little, or about the right amouft o
government regulation of the stock market and finarinstitutions," 45 percent of Americans saidd'tittle,"
while 29 percent said "too much" and 23 percemnt ‘Sbout right."

Sweeping financial reform remains elusive. Meangjhilealth care reform has proven unable to estapesing
anti-government sentiment. Nearly half of the peigenerally opposes Congressional proposals tdhauéthe
health care system, while little more than a teugport it, according to the Pew Research Centes chief
reason cited by the legislation's opponents: "tocimgovernment involvement in health care.”

For the first time this decade, more Americanspé@ent, said providing health care for everyonsneathe
government's responsibility according to Gallupt€khyears earlier, 69 percent said it was the gowent's
responsibility to provide universal health care.

Nick Gillespie, editor of the libertarian publioati Reason, sees a straight line between the urgojmancial
bailouts, started under the Bush administratiod, d@mocrats' unpopular health care bill today.

"It's the rule of the few at the expense of the yriaGillespie said.

Indeed. Today's limited libertarian revival is agense to a sense of overreaching elite technaasai®ll as fe:
of an intrusive bureaucracy. Responsiveness isdheimpulse. Rand's radical libertarianism, whaas is an
ends in himself and the welfare state is fundantigritamoral, was a response to the radically invassoviet
state that weaned her as a girl. On a drasticadly €xtreme scale, one side of this American deioate not
exist without the other. The Obama administratiopulght with it ambitions of a resurgence of FDR aBd's
active-state liberalism. And with it, Obama hasved the enduring American challenge to the state.

David Paul Kuhn is the Chief Political Correspondfen RealClearPolitics and the authorTdife Neglected
Voter. He can be reached @avid@realclearpolitics.comnd his writing followed vid&RSS
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