The Lost Lesson: Economics After the
Slogans

A guide to...

Why prosperity is built, not seized
The consequences we refuse to count

How policies that feel good often make people poorer



Dedication

For my wife, who insists on clarity when the world prefers noise.

il



Epigraph
Most errors in public policy begin as kindness to the first person you can point to.

They end as costs paid by the people you forget to count.

il



Preface: The Arithmetic of Good
Intentions

I wrote this book in a state of suppressed frustration.

It is the specific frustration that arises when you watch a person you care about being sold a
cure that you know, with absolute certainty, will make them sicker. It is the frustration of
watching a crowd cheer for a policy that promises to punish the powerful, while knowing that

the shrapnel will land, with mathematical precision, on the people cheering the loudest.

We live in an age of slogans. This is not entirely new; politics has always required shorthand.
But the relationship between the slogan and the reality has shifted. In the past, a slogan was

usually a simplification of a plan. Today, the slogan is the plan.

We are told that housing is too expensive, so we must cap rents. We are told that wages are
too low, so we must mandate them higher. We are told that wealth is unequal, so we must
confiscate it. We are told that the future is uncertain, so we must print money to smooth the

path.

These proposals share a seductive quality: they are immediate. They are visible. They grant
the voter the feeling of moral agency. They identify a villain, name a price, and promise a
check. They allow us to feel that the only thing standing between us and paradise is the greed

of a few wicked men and the cowardice of a few slow politicians.

But economics is not a morality play. It is a system of interactions. And systems do not care

about our intentions; they care about our incentives.

The origin of this book lies in a series of conversations I have had over the last decade—in
town halls, in university seminars, and perhaps most vividly, at dinner tables with friends

who are struggling to navigate the modern economy.

I recall one conversation with a young woman in a major city—bright, hardworking,
educated—who was struggling to find an apartment. She was furious at "greedy landlords"
and was campaigning passionately for strict rent controls. She believed, with genuine moral

force, that capping prices was the only compassionate response to her struggle.
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I tried, gently, to suggest that capping prices might stop developers from building the new
apartments she needed. I tried to explain that if the price is fixed below the cost of creating

the supply, the supply disappears.

She looked at me with a mixture of pity and contempt. "You're obsessed with the math," she

said. "I'm talking about people's lives."
This book is my answer to her.

It is written to argue that you cannot save people's lives if you ignore the math. It is written to
argue that "compassion" that refuses to count the secondary effects of its actions is not
compassion at all. It is a form of vanity. It allows the proposer to feel virtuous while the

recipient pays the price in shortages, stagnation, and lost opportunity.

The Lost Lesson

The title of this book is a nod to Henry Hazlitt, whose 1946 classic Economics in One Lesson
taught a generation to look beyond the immediate effects of a policy to its long-run
consequences. Hazlitt, in turn, was standing on the shoulders of Frédéric Bastiat, the 19th-
century French economist who gave us the distinction between "That Which Is Seen and That

Which Is Not Seen."
Why, then, write another book? Why not simply hand out copies of Hazlitt?

Because the economy has changed. In 1946, the threats to prosperity were blunt: price
controls, tariffs, and direct state planning. Today, the threats are more sophisticated. They are
financialised. They are wrapped in the language of social justice and environmental
stewardship. They are hidden inside the mechanics of central banking, the complexity of the

tax code, and the opacity of the "Valuation State."

The window is no longer broken by a hoodlum with a brick; it is broken by a zoning board
with a mandate for "community preservation." The barrier to the poor is no longer a "No Irish
Need Apply" sign; it is an occupational licensing requirement that demands $20,000 in tuition
to braid hair. The threat to the saver is not just a bank run; it is a policy of "quantitative

easing" that silently dissolves the value of prudence to fund the deficits of the state.

We needed an update. We needed a guide not just to the errors of the past, but to the illusions
of the present. We needed to understand how the "One-Year Fallacy" tricks us into supporting

taxes that destroy the tax base. We needed to see how "Taxing the Rich" via equity repricing



ends up bleeding the pension funds of the middle class. We needed to understand that the
"Ladder" of mobility is being pulled up not by accident, but by a coalition of incumbents who

have learned that the safest way to stay rich is to make it illegal for anyone else to compete.

The Moral Stakes

There is a deeper reason for this book, one that goes beyond efficiency.
I am worried about the moral character of our society.

When an economy stops working for ordinary people—when the ladder is removed—politics
gets ugly. When people feel that the game is rigged, they do not become more competitive;

they become more cynical. They stop believing in effort. They stop believing in the future.

And when a society stops believing in the future, it begins to consume its own capital. We see
this in the demand for immediate redistribution over long-term investment. We see it in the
hostility toward success. We see it in the retreat from the "boring virtues" of thrift, reliability,
and competence, and the rise of a performative politics where the goal is not to solve

problems but to humiliate enemies.

This cynicism is the rational response to a rigged game. If the only way to get ahead is to

capture a regulator or inherit a fortune, then "meritocracy" is indeed a lie.
But the solution to a rigged game is not to flip the board over. It is to un-rig the rules.

This book is a defence of the un-rigged game. It is a defence of the open market, not as a
playground for the rich, but as the only proven mechanism for liberating the poor. It is a
defence of the "boring" institutions—property rights, sound money, honest courts, open entry

—that allow a person with nothing but talent and grit to rise.

Who This Book Is For

I have written this for the citizen who suspects that the slogans aren't working.

It is for the person who wonders why the government spends more every year, yet the roads

are full of potholes and the rent keeps rising.

It is for the student who is told that their degree is a ticket to the middle class, but finds it is

actually an invoice for a mortgage they cannot afford.

It is for the entrepreneur who spends more time filling out forms than serving customers.
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It is for the retiree watching their savings buy less and less, while being told that inflation is

"transitory."

And, crucially, it is for the well-intentioned activist who wants to help the poor, but who has
begun to notice that the programmes designed to help are creating a permanent underclass of

managed dependents.

I have tried to write without jargon. Economics is too important to be left to the economists.
It is the grammar of our shared life. If we cannot speak it, we cannot govern ourselves. We
are left at the mercy of experts who hide their errors behind equations, and demagogues who

hide their destruction behind dreams.

The Optimism of Reality

Finally, despite the frustration that birthed it, this is an optimistic book.

The pessimism of our time comes from the belief that our problems are insoluble—that we

are trapped by forces beyond our control. This is false.

Our housing shortage is a choice. Our lack of good jobs is a choice. Our fragility is a choice.

We have chosen them by listening to the wrong ideas. We can choose differently.

We can choose to build. We can choose to open the gates. We can choose to reward
competence. We can choose to look at the "Unseen" consequences and stop breaking

windows.

The prosperity we have lost is not gone forever. It is merely waiting for us to stop preventing

it.
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Spine statement for The Lost Lesson:
Economics After the Slogans

Modern politics has discovered a cheap substitute for economic reasoning: the slogan. A
slogan promises relief without mechanism, justice without trade-offs, and virtue without cost.

3 Cey

just cap it,

PN {3

It offers the comfort of immediate arithmetic—*“just tax them, just print it,”
“just ban it”—and then quietly declines to follow the consequences when the bill arrives in a
different name. The lost lesson is not that economics is heartless; it is that economics is the

discipline of refusing to lie about cause and effect.’

The governing claim of this book is simple. Prosperity is built, not seized. It is built through
competence, investment, trust, enforceable rules, and the freedom to experiment and fail
without being expropriated for succeeding. It is seized through policies that treat wealth as a
hoard rather than a process, incentives as an insult rather than an instrument, and markets as a
morality play rather than a coordination system. The first path raises the floor; the second

lowers the ceiling and calls it fairness.

The central error of slogan-politics is temporal. It judges policy by the first effect and refuses
to count the second. The first effect is always flattering: a cap lowers the price you notice; a
subsidy hands you money; a new tax punishes a villain; a stimulus cheque arrives like manna.
The second effects are inconvenient and therefore omitted: shortages, queues, lower quality,
avoidance industries, capital flight, slower innovation, inflated prices, and a thinner set of
opportunities for people who were supposed to be helped. The book’s rule of judgement is
therefore Hazlitt’s rule modernised: evaluate any policy by its effects over time, on all

groups, including the groups you do not intend to notice.

This rule becomes especially important in the moral vocabulary now stapled to economics.
“Inequality” is deployed as though it were an indictment rather than a description. Yet
inequality is not the disease; immiseration is. The question is not whether some have more
than others, but whether the bottom can rise—whether there is a path into competence,

ownership, and dignity. A society can tolerate unequal outcomes if it offers open entry; it

! The foundational formulation is Frédéric Bastiat, “Ce qu'on voit et ce qu'on ne voit pas” (1850). Bastiat’s
original insight was that the “bad economist” pursues a small present good that will be followed by a great evil
to come, while the “true economist” pursues a great good to come, at the risk of a small present evil.
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becomes politically feral when the ladder is pulled up and the only remaining form of

“justice” is revenge against those already standing higher.

The ladder is pulled up less by conspiracy than by accumulation: zoning that bans building,
licensing that bans entry, credential inflation that turns education into a tollbooth, and
regulatory complexity that only incumbents can afford. These are the quiet mechanisms that
turn “meritocracy” into an insult, because merit is no longer the gate; compliance is. If the
public is told that the system is rigged—and then shown the forms, fees, and delays that keep
them out—resentment becomes rational. But if resentment is then redirected away from the
gatekeepers and toward “the rich” as a moral category, politics becomes a substitute for

reform: levelling replaces ladders.

Taxation in this book is treated not as a tribal ritual but as incidence and incentives. A tax is
not paid by the person who writes the cheque; it is paid by whoever cannot avoid it—through
lower wages, higher prices, reduced investment, or repriced assets. This is where the wealth-
tax fantasy fails most vividly. A wealth tax is not a levy on cash in a vault; it is a forced-
liquidity regime imposed on illiquid holdings. It compels sales, borrowing, valuation
disputes, and avoidance industries. It does not merely “take from billionaires”; it alters the
pricing of capital in the same markets where pensions, endowments, and ordinary savers hold
their futures. Slogans promise painless extraction; reality delivers broad collateral damage

and thinner growth.

The book also insists that economics is not only production, but civilisation. Social capital—
networks, norms, associations, trust—forms a kind of invisible infrastructure without which
formal policy becomes brittle. When communities fray, transaction costs rise, mobility stalls,
and the state expands not from wisdom but from vacancy. The decline of civic life does not
merely make people lonelier; it makes them poorer, more dependent, and more easily
manipulated by those who offer theatrical solutions. A society that cannot cooperate

informally will be governed formally, and usually harshly.

The moral position of the book is therefore neither sentimental nor nihilistic. It is demanding.
It insists that compassion must submit to competence, and that virtue must be measured by
results rather than intentions. It rejects the politics of envy not because suffering is imaginary,
but because envy is the wrong instrument: it can punish, but it cannot produce; it can

confiscate, but it cannot create; it can level, but it cannot lift. The alternative is not worship of



wealth but defence of the wealth-creating process and, crucially, expansion of the pathways

into it.

The final claim is the one that embarrasses slogan-politics most: the boring reforms are the
moral reforms. Build housing. Simplify rules. Shorten permits. Open entry. Protect property
and contract. Stabilise money. Punish fraud and capture. Teach real competence. Restore
local institutions that form character and trust. None of this fits on a placard; that is precisely
why it matters. A civilisation that chooses slogans over second effects will repeatedly vote for
what feels good and get what makes people poorer. This book is a guide to refusing that

bargain.
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Part I — The Lesson

"There is only one difference between a bad economist and a good one: the bad economist
confines himself to the visible effect; the good economist takes into account both the effect

that can be seen and those that must be foreseen."

— Frédéric Bastiat, Ce qu'on voit et ce qu'on ne voit pas (1850)
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