
Neoliberalism, the “Free Market”, and the Seven Principles

Note:  The following is from a Sunday service at a Unitarian Universalist (UU) congregation, and the 
Seven Principles are what all UU congregations covenant to affirm and promote.  As they are 
enumerated you will see that these principles are agreeable to people of many faith traditions.

During the Age of Enlightenment philosophers supported a range of ideas centered on reason as the 
primary source of authority and legitimacy, and came to advance ideals like liberty, tolerance, 
constitutional government, and separation of church and state.  Thomas Jefferson incorporated some of 
the ideals of the Enlightenment into the Declaration of Independence, and James Madison incorporated 
Enlightenment ideals into the United States Constitution.

On the subject of human rights, those who supported expansion of human rights were known as 
Liberals, and their liberalism can be seen in the Bill of Rights.

Today we have a political presence of Neoliberalism, and the “liberalism” part of that word refers to a 
liberal view of rights.  The difference between Liberalism and Neoliberalism is that liberals work to 
preserve and enhance the rights of natural persons, and neoliberals work to preserve and enhance the 
rights of property.

Although that definition is terribly incomplete, you can usually determine who is on what side of issues
if you use it as a rule of thumb.

Noam Chomsky said, “The simplest definition of 'neoliberalism' is 'let the market run everything.'”  He 
also said that the main ideas of neoliberalism have been around since before the Enlightenment, but we 
didn't call it by that name then.

Today's form of neoliberalism began when Carter deregulated the airlines.  Deregulation is an example 
of letting the market run things, and it is done in the name of the so-called free market.

In reality, the US marketplace is not a free market.  It is a protected market.  To see the difference, 
consider the marijuana market in North Carolina.  The consumer is not protected.  If you buy 
something that is not what it was supposed to be, you have no legal recourse.  Similarly, the seller is 
not protected.  If someone breaks into his supply room and steals his product, there is also no legal 
recourse.

When the airlines were regulated, there were protections for the airlines, and there were protections for 
the passengers.  Under deregulation, the protections for passengers were weakened, such that the 
airlines are now able to forcibly eject passengers, in order to preserve the rights of the airlines.

Carter was followed by Reagan, the Great Communicator.  He succeeded in messaging that the 
government was the problem and, of course, the solution was to let the market run everything.  He also 
brought to us the myth of the welfare queen, and the fundamental idea that the market provides for 
everybody, except for people too lazy to be “productive”.  Of course, “productive” means doing 
something for money, and usually means doing something that makes money for somebody else's 
business.

Reagan attacked the unions, which exist for the protection of the human rights of workers.  



Reagan promoted trickle down economics, the idea that we are all better off if we make rich people 
richer.

Bill Clinton continued neoliberalism with legislation which Reagan could only dream about.  Foremost 
was NAFTA which, in Chapter 11, established courts in which property rights supersede human rights.  
The fundamental principle in a NAFTA court is that a foreign corporation can sue a government for 
“expropriation of profits” if the government does anything which results in a decrease for the 
corporation's profits.  The courts are staffed by lawyers from corporations, who take turns being 
corporate lawyers and judges.  The courts are held in secret, and will not accept any statements from 
outside parties.  

In an early case, Canada passed legislation which would reduce the usage of a cancer causing gasoline 
additive.  The additive had been banned in the USA prior to NAFTA.  A US corporation, which made a 
raw material used to make the additive, sued Canada in a NAFTA court.  Rather than being found 
guilty, and then paying “expropriated profits” to the corporation for as long as gasoline was burned in 
Canada, the government settled, and (1) paid a 25 million dollar penalty, (2) rescinded the law, and (3) 
made a public statement that there was no NEW evidence linking the additive to cancer.

Since agreements between nations supersede the laws in the countries signing the agreement, all of the 
participating countries are required to abide by the principle that the right to a profit is legally superior 
to the rights of humans.

Bill Clinton also signed into law the revocation of the Glass Steagall legislation, which had been 
enacted to protect the people from the predatory banking practices which led to the Great Depression.  
“Let the banks run everything” was the idea, and once again they ran the economy into disrepair while, 
once again, they profited immensely.

The telecommunications legislation which Clinton signed gave the major corporations exclusive rights 
to certain airwaves, and removed the requirements to provide public service announcements.  It 
hastened the consolidation of the media, and thus the end of local reporting.  It allowed the major 
players to use the practices of monopolists, and in the end concentrated media power in the hands of 
those who had the most money.  It's no wonder that the American media is guided by the ability to sell 
advertising, and loses sight of the idea that a democracy needs well-informed citizens.

Bill Clinton also signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, 
riding Reagan's myth of the welfare queen and the fundamental idea that the market provides for 
everybody, except for people too lazy to be “productive”.  Thus, people were required to take jobs 
which resulted in them being poorer.  The idea is that people only matter when someone is making a 
profit on what they are doing.

We had two Bush administrations which supported the idea that the market should run everything, in 
particular the oil market.  To be specific, they sent the US military to protect the right of American 
corporations to extract and profit from the oil in other nations.  It was an observant American citizen 
sent to Iraq who noticed that the only purpose of the military was to protect oil companies'  property.

Then came Barack Obama, whose actions in office displayed a primary objective of rescuing 
capitalism.  His administration provided significant taxpayer money to the banks, and neglected to help
people who had been defrauded.  His signature healthcare bill provided protection for the health 
insurance companies, and provided government support to lessen the damage wrought by the insurance



companies.

And now we have Donald Trump, another neoliberal.  He loves the so-called free market, and loves 
how there are opportunities in the neoliberal world for the wealthy to get more wealthy.  Even Ivanka 
Trump, seen by some as the caring element in the Trump administration, avidly profits from her 
clothing line which is made in China, in factories which are, even for China, particularly exploitative of
workers.

The Trump administration is intent upon combining the removal of constraints on campaign finance 
with the placing of constraints upon the right of his targeted people to vote.  This combination has been
referred to as,”the hallmark of neoliberalism, whose interest is not in rolling back the state but in 
employing state power toward particular ends, including the protection of wealth and property and the 
suppression and surveillance of the poor.”

Neoliberalism has also been described as the combination of “free” markets and unfree peopless.

So, now, what does neoliberalism look like when viewed through the Seven Principles?

The First Principle is the inherent worth and dignity of all persons.  This principle conflicts with 
neoliberalism, which is based on the idea that the worth of a person is the same as the asset value of 
said person.  Neoliberalism promotes the worth and dignity of property.

The Second Principle is justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.  This principle conflicts 
with neoliberalism, because there is nothing in the operation of the markets which exists for any 
purpose other than maximization of profit.

The Third Principle is acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth.  Another 
conflict.  Neoliberalism relies upon the acceptance of the primacy of property and encouragement to 
profit growth.  

The Fourth Principle is the free and responsible search for truth and meaning.  Another conflict.  The 
market is about the search for profits, which is often served by the denial of truth and the notion that 
the meaning of life is: “He who dies with the most toys wins.”  The former is exemplified by the 
profitability of climate denial, and the latter by the mantra that having a product will make you  happy.

The Fifth Principle is the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process.  Another conflict.  
Neoliberaism affirms the principle that might makes right, and promotes the conversion of democracy 
to feudalism.

The sixth principle is the goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all.  Another 
conflict.  The advancement of neoliberal policies utilizes warmaking and operates under two sets of 
rules: socialism for the wealthy and self-reliance for everyone else.

The Seventh Principle is respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.  
Another conflict.  Neoliberalism affirms and promotes the right of the economy to increase 
consumption without concern for the consequences to the web of existence.

Neoliberalism violates all of the principles which are the foundation of our denomination.  



I could imagine that having my principles violated is the consequence of being a member of a minority 
religion.  But, then again, the majority religion in America is Christianity.  Now, in the Old Testament, 
usury is a sin.  In neoliberalism, usury is a protected property right.  In the New Testament, Jesus 
advised the rich person to sell his possessions and give it all to the poor.  Neoliberalism protects 
property rights, including the right to buy legislation which will take from the poor and enrich the 
wealthy.

If Jesus were alive today, when asked, “Who is my neighbor?” He would tell the parable of the good 
undocumented immigrant.
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