for instance, Seattle’s minimum wage reached $21.30 per
hour, and Washington state increased to $17.13.2*

With those cost increases in mind, the federal min-
imum wage should be raised even higher than $15 per
hour. In 2025, 34 senators and 165 representatives in
Congress moved to raise the federal minimum to $17 per
hour over five years, as well as eliminating the tipped and
youth worker subminimum wages over seven years.**
That number is markedly lower than the $26 per hour
that the minimum wage would be today, had wages kept
pace with productivity over the past six decades, but it’s
a strong step toward reinvigorating a consumer economy
that has lost considerable ground for decades.”

Guaranteed Jobs

he idea of a guaranteed job is also not new. Indeed,

the New Deal-era Public Works Administration,
Civilian Conservation Corps, and Works Progress
Administration provided guaranteed jobs to millions
during the depths of the Depression and left a legacy of
infrastructure the U.S. is still living off of today. More
recently there have been proposals to create a modern
version of a job guarantee, for example by the Center
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for American Progress.”! However, these proposals

have been stymied by questions over how such a guar-

antee would work, its costs, and its effectiveness.

In 2020, economists Max Kasy and Lukas Lehner
at INET Oxford (Eric’s research institute), set out to
investigate those questions with a large-scale, multi-
year field experiment supported by the government
of Austria.”®* They launched a guaranteed job pilot
in the town of Marienthal, south of Vienna—a town
that in the 1930s was a symbol of Depression-era mass
unemployment and a hotbed of Nazism. The Marien-
thal Job Guarantee pilot program offered every long-
term unemployed resident a two-month preparatory
training course followed by a job that paid at least at
the minimum wage, tailored to their skills and local
needs.”® The jobs were a mix of subsidized work with
local businesses, public-sector jobs such as repairing
community spaces, supporting schools and care homes,
or reviving public gardens, and participants were also
offered an option to start one’s own small business.

Participation was voluntary; there were no penalties
for refusing and opting for standard unemployment
benefits (this differentiates it from “workfare,” where
work is required to get welfare benefits, such as was
part of Bill Clinton’s 1996 welfare reform). This was
an important design feature, as the program focused
on people who wanted to and could work but for var-
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Political support for a jobs guarantee is very high—generally polling

with 60 to 80 percent support—as it resonates with people’s instincts for

reciprocity: that people should contribute to society and be rewarded for

that. In the U.S., political support is strongest when it is positioned as a

locally led program (like the Marienthal program) rather than as a federal

job guarantee (which sounds like a big bureaucratic initiative).

ious reasons had not succeeded in securing long-term
employment. This recognized that there is another
part of the long-term unemployed population with
mental and physical health, addiction, or other issues
that prevent them from working and who need differ-
ent kinds of support and interventions.

The results have been striking. Within months,
long-term unemployment was virtually eliminated in
the town. Participants’ incomes rose, financial inse-
curity fell, and measures of well-being, self-esteem,
and social connection improved sharply. A number
of participants who were employed in subsidized
roles with local businesses were converted to normal,
unsubsidized employment due to their success in their
roles. Crucially, these jobs did not come at the expense
of other workers: The researchers found no evidence
that the new jobs displaced private employment. Even
those waiting to join the program reported feeling
more hopeful—the mere knowledge that work was
available changed the psychological climate of the
community.

The cost, roughly €30,000 per participant per year,
was comparable to what the government already spends
on unemployment benefits and lost tax revenue.** But
unlike benefits, the job guarantee offered something
deeper: purpose, dignity, and routine. For many, it re-
placed the anxiety of being cast aside from society and
restored feelings of being needed and productive.

The Austrian pilot challenges one of the core
assumptions of the neoliberal consensus—that unem-

ployment is a necessary byproduct of efficiency. It sug-

122 | Markets Built for Humans

gests instead that a job guarantee can be both feasible
and humane, turning public expenditure from passive
support into active inclusion. It is, in effect, a new kind
of social contract: The state becomes an employer of
last resort, ensuring that work—meaningful, socially
useful work—is a right, not a privilege.

Political support for a jobs guarantee is very high—
generally polling with 60 to 80 percent support—as it
resonates with people’s instincts for reciprocity, that
people should contribute to society and be rewarded
for that.*>* In the U.S., political support would be
strongest when it is positioned as a locally led program
(like the Marienthal program) rather than as a federal
job guarantee (which sounds like a big bureaucratic
initiative). And political support is significantly higher
than proposals for a universal basic income (UBI),
which many people see as “paying people to do noth-
ing” and violates their sense of reciprocity.>*

Scaling such a program to the national level in
Austria or to a larger country will undoubtedly present
challenges. But both the Austrian government and
the European Union have allocated funds to launch a
set of larger-scale experiments in not just Austria but
other European countries as well. In the U.S., there is
a tremendous opportunity to launch a set of pilots in
difterent parts of the country, led by states and cities,
but with federal support.

Work is about more than an income; it is about
contributing to and being a valued member of society.

A job guarantee makes that possible for everyone.



Fixing Social Security

merica’s most successful social pro-

gram is not running out of mon-
ey—it is running out of fairness. Social
Security’s shortfall is not the product of
demographics or generosity but of rising
inequality. The system’s tax base has
eroded as the share of national income
flowing to wages has fallen, leaving ever
more earnings above the payroll cap and
beyond reach.

When Social Security was designed in
1935, almost all income came from work.
Today, only about 82 percent of wages
fall within the taxable cap, and most capi-
tal gains, dividends, and business profits contribute
nothing to the system.”” A tax built for the Industrial
Age now funds a program in a postindustrial economy
dominated by capital income.

The remedy is strikingly simple: Apply the Social
Security tax to all personal income while halving the
rate from 12.4 percent to roughly 6.2 percent. This
reform would do three things at once. It would perma-
nently secure Social Security’s finances by broadening
its base; it would give nearly all workers an immediate
pay rise (about $3,700 a year for someone earning
$60,000); and it would align the tax code with a twen-
ty-first-century economy in which wealth, not wages,
drives income growth.

The macroeconomic effects would be powerful.
Redirecting the tax burden to savings-heavy higher
earners and away from middle-income households
could inject billions of dollars into the economy each
year, because middle-income households spend most
of what they earn.

This approach also corrects a deep bias. Labor
income is taxed for Social Security at more than 12
percent, while capital income pays nothing. The result
is both unfair and inefhicient, discouraging hiring and
rewarding financial engineering. For example, a dollar
earned by a teacher or nurse is taxed at 12.4 percent for
Social Security, while a dollar earned by a hedge fund
manager’s carried interest pays nothing. This bias not

The remedy to America’s most

successful social program is strikingly
simple and would do three things

at once: permanently secure Social
Security’s finances, give nearly all
workers an immediate pay rise, and
align the tax code with a 21st-century
economy in which wealth, not wages,
drives income growth.

only entrenches inequality but also distorts business
decisions—encouraging firms to favor stock buybacks
and automation over hiring and wages. A universal
base and lower rate would restore neutrality: Every
dollar of income would contribute equally to the col-
lective insurance that underpins economic security.
Unlike austerity-driven “rescue” plans that cut
benefits or raise the retirement age, this reform is
revenue-neutral and future-proof. It strengthens the
program without reducing coverage, modernizes it for
an era of automation and Al, and renews the moral

contract that underlies American prosperity: Every-
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one contributes, and everyone is protected. Extending
the base, lowering the rate, and rewarding work over
wealth—that is not just good economics; it is the fair-
est way to rebuild the middle class.

Building Affordable Housing

merica’s housing market has swollen in value, but

that value is based on rapidly growing exclusion.
Nationwide, the median home now costs five times
the median household income—and in fast-growing
cities like Seattle, that ratio approaches seven-to-one.”*
Nearly half of all renters are cost-burdened, paying
more than 30 percent of their income on housing.
Homelessness has surged to record levels, with any-
where from 650,000 to 770,000 Americans unhoused
on any given night.”” Yet the standard prescriptions—
loosen zoning rules, build more private housing—have
repeatedly failed to restore affordability.

The reason for this failure is structural, not proce-

dural. America doesn’t merely suffer from a shortage
of homes; it suffers from a market design failure. Left

to their own devices, housing markets maximize profit

extraction, not affordability. As a research paper from
the National Bureau of Economic Research recently
showed, cities with light-touch planning such as Hous-
ton experienced the same price-to-income escalation
ratio as heavily regulated ones like San Francisco.**®
Supply alone does not guarantee affordability when
developers chase the highest margins.

There is, however, an alternative, in a vibrant city
where housing is affordable to most people: Vienna. >
Roughly 43 percent of its housing is owned either
publicly or by nonprofits, rented at cost rather than
at “what the market will bear.”**> Around 80 percent
of Viennese residents qualify for affordable housing,
and, once admitted, they can stay in that housing even
if their income grows past the point of qualification.*”
The system is not “welfare housing;” it is mainstream in-
frastructure for middle-income earners. With this scale
of public provision, Vienna has contained private rents,
too—the hallmark of a genuinely competitive market.

It’s important to acknowledge that this housing
program isn’t more affordable than other new housing
on day one. But because rents in this model never rise
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The beauty of the public housing
option is that it reshapes markets
without replacing them. Built

at scale, it creates genuine
competition for private landlords
who’ve faced virtually none.

higher than costs, as time goes on the housing gets
more and more affordable. And because rents fully ser-
vice the debt used to build, there is no real constraint
on how much localities can build, as long as they have
borrowing capacity. This lowers the barriers to build-
ing at the scale needed to address the problem.

This model does not mean governments must
get into the business of building and operating large

amounts of housing themselves. Housing authorities
could tender projects to private builders and manag-
ers, retaining only ownership and a nonprofit public
mission that keeps rents fixed to cover the interest
payments. The result would be a public option for
housing: a cost-based alternative that engages with the
private market by offering genuine choice.

The beauty of the public option is that it reshapes
markets without replacing them. Built at scale, it cre-
ates genuine competition for private landlords who’ve
faced virtually none. Unlike vouchers (which inflate
demand without addressing supply) or rent controls
(which reduce supply), the public option both adds
supply and constrains pricing. In the spirit of Mar-
ket Humanism, it is profoundly pro-market, making
markets work for the many not just the few. And in
the spirit of middle-out economics, it treats housing
as essential civic infrastructure—restoring access for
working families and younger households, which are
the backbone of an economically vibrant nation.
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PART X:

FROM
TRICKLE-DOWN TO
MIDDLE-OUT

A New Narrative for
the New Paradigm

How a middle-out narrvative can create a new
€conomic Common sense

“Our species thinks in metaphors and learns through
stories.”264
—NMary Catherine Bateson



From Neoliberal Consensus = To Market Humanism

growth, which benefit everyone else.

A core tenet of Market Humanism is that pros-
perity is created by cooperation. It is the dense,
diverse, large-scale, high trust networks of coopera-
tion in the economy that create knowledge and solve
problems in ways that make our lives better. Those
networks are biggest and strongest when societies have
large, thriving middle-classes.*® This creates a virtuous
circle between innovation and demand—as we have
said, economies grow from the “middle-out”.

This isn’t just a theory about how the economy
grows, it is also a political narrative. In the final layer of
our paradigm stack are public narratives that convey
the paradigm’s values and explanations in intuitive
ways. The public narrative for Market Humanism is
middle-out economics. The middle-out narrative puts
working people at the center, it tells them, “You are
the heroes of the economic story. It is your hard work
that creates our prosperity.” It argues that a large and
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and creates a dynamic business environment.

thriving middle class is the primary driver of econom-
ic growth, not merely its consequence, and that the
broader and deeper economic inclusion is expanded in
the economy, the faster the economy grows. It then fol-
lows that policies that invest in, empower, and expand
the middle class are good for the economy.

Trickle-down economics advances the opposite
proposition: that wealthy “job creators” are the prima-
ry driver of economic growth, and that growth eventu-
ally trickles down to enable middle-class prosperity.

As we have discussed, this debate between middle-
out and trickle-down reflects profound disagreements
about how market economies function, with far-reach-
ing implications for economic policy design.

Trickle-down economics identifies capital scarci-
ty—insufficient wealth among investors—as the pri-
mary constraint on growth. Accordingly, it promotes
policies that prioritize the needs of capital owners
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Middle-Out Economics

The economy grows from the bottom up and
the middle out: A thriving middle class boosts
consumer demand, which causes economic growth
and creates a dynamic business environment.

Invest in America

Invest in our country and our people to create good-
paying jobs, high-quality schools and infrastructure,
and a prosperous future for our nation.

Promote Competition

Rein in monopolies and enable smaller businesses
to compete, which spurs innovation, lowers prices,
raises wages, and expands consumer choice.

Empower Workers

Raise wages, lower costs, and increase economic
security to ensure hardworking Americans have the
foundation they need to build a good life.

while relying on market mechanisms (Adam Smith’s
famous “invisible hand”) to distribute the benefits of
resulting growth to the rest of the economy.

Middle-out economics, by contrast, recognizes that
economic growth requires broad participation—from
entrepreneurs, innovators, workers, and consum-
ers—and therefore advances policies that intentionally
build human capabilities and align markets to serve
human needs, trusting market dynamism to innovate
solutions in response to any constraints or costs these
policies might impose.

Trickle-Down Economics

The economy grows from the top down: Give
more money to rich people and big corporations,
and they’ll create jobs and economic growth,

which eventually trickles down to everyone else.

Tax Cuts for the Rich

Allow our schools and infrastructure to crumble, cut
healthcare and retirement, and harm our nation’s
ability to compete globally.

Deregulate the Powerful

Unchecked corporate power means more
monopolies and less competition, which rewards
greed, raises prices, lowers wages, and reduces
consumer choice.

Enrich Shareholders

Suppress wages, roll back labor standards, and
undermine unions to further enrich CEOs and
shareholders.

This middle-out framework was deliberately crafted
as a counternarrative to trickle-down and offers three
distinct strategic advantages over alternative progres-
sive economic messaging.

First, it inherently generates contrast and con-
flict—middle-out versus trickle-down—and conflict is
essential to compelling political storytelling.

Second, by defining itself in opposition to a familiar
concept, middle-out leverages voters’ existing knowledge
of trickle-down economics—and their documented
skepticism toward it—to create a narrative shortcut.

When we present voters with a choice between a middle-out narrative that

celebrates American workers as the primary source of prosperity and a

trickle-down narrative that lionizes the wealthy as “job creators,” most

Americans will embrace the economic story that places them at its center.
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This positions middle-out as a concept onto which vot-
ers can project their aspirations for what not-trickle-down
might represent. When voters see Medicaid cuts funding
billionaire tax breaks—a policy that polling shows is
deeply unpopular—this can be framed as middle-out
versus trickle-down, and voters understand instinctively
that middle-out represents something different.*

The third and perhaps greatest advantage that
middle-out enjoys over other progressive narratives
is its deliberate mimicry of trickle-down’s narrative
simplicity. By modeling itself as trickle-down’s inverse,
middle-out borrows its opponent’s most enviable char-
acteristic: conceptual clarity. Prosperity grows from
the middle out, not the top down.

For five decades, mainstream progressivism has op-
erated at a profound narrative disadvantage by failing
to articulate a coherent theory of economic growth
and opportunity. Progressive economic narratives have
instead been framed in economic justice terms. While
valid, these narratives have not been successful. Polling
consistently shows progressives are less trusted on the
economy despite stronger actual performance.

Trickle-down’s theoretical foundations may be
empirically bankrupt, its policies demonstrably unpop-
ular, its politics corrosive, and its consequences eco-
nomically catastrophic. But its growth theory remains
simple, coherent, and internally consistent. Moreover,
it is universally understood: Tax cuts for the wealthy
generate investment and job creation for everyone else.
Minimum wage increases reduce employment. Dereg-
ulation drives innovation, efficiency, and competitive-
ness. Small government means more freedom. These
talking points are empirically false, but they represent
variations on a single, intuitive, and familiar theme:
Prosperity flows from the top down.

Voters may despise trickle-down’s implications,
but they inherently understand its causal logic: jobs
originate with wealthy investors. Progressive econom-
ic theory, by comparison, lacks this clarity. Can it be
summarized in a single sentence? Does a coherent
progressive theory of growth even exist? Having a pro-
gressive theory of growth is essential —polling by the
Winning Jobs Narrative project shows that 64 percent

Changing the
Narrative About How the
Economy Grows
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Middle-Out

Middle-out economics changes
the conversation by putting
hardworking Americans at the
center of our narrative.
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The Middle-Out
Narrative Wins

Middle-out economics chang-

es the conversation by putting
hardworking Americans at the
center of our narrative—not the
CEOs and zillionaires who drive
the trickle-down story. Applying
a middle-out framework is trans-
formative. It lets us explain that:

1. Our agenda is good for the
economy because it’s good for
people. A thriving middle class is
the source of economic growth, so
policies that benefit hardworking
Americans benefit the economy.

2. Including more people

in the economy grows the
economy—in fact, this is the
cause of growth and innovation.
Higher wages and lower prices
aren’t a luxury we need to figure
out if we can afford; they’re how
growth happens.

3. Managing markets to raise
wages and lower costs for
hardworking Americans boosts
the economy. Increasing levels
of competition and innovation
benefit everyone.
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of voters prioritize growth over fairness.*”

Middle-out economics, grounded in Market Hu-
manism, fills this critical void. Put in its simplest terms,
we should invest in policies that lower costs and raise
incomes for working people. Hardworking Americans
are the engines of our economy—and when they can
thrive, the economy grows, businesses prosper, and
America is more competitive. Growing our middle
class by creating more opportunities and prosperity for
working people is what grows our economy. It creates
both fairness and growth.

Three concepts implicit in the middle-out frame-
work profoundly reshape economic narrative con-
struction:

First, it positions hardworking Americans—not
a small cohort of billionaires—as the heroes of the
U.S. economic story. A large majority of Americans
self-identify as “middle class.”*®

Second, it neutralizes attacks on traditional social
justice framings. Opponents twist those frames into
“giving to others, taking from you” zero-sum stories.
A growth story with “hardworking Americans” as the
heroes means it is about yox, and you deserve to be
rewarded for your labor and contributions to society.

Third, it reframes social equity and environmental
policies, which polling demonstrates most Americans
already support, as pro-growth policies.

The path to victory in economic debates requires
articulating clear, compelling choices—not between
fairness and growth, as trickle-down advocates prefer,
but between the thriving communities of prosperous
working Americans envisioned by middle-out eco-
nomics, and the wage stagnation, soaring costs, and
inequality that characterize the trickle-down era.>
When we present voters with a choice between a
middle-out narrative that celebrates American workers
as the primary source of prosperity and a trickle-down
narrative that lionizes the wealthy as job creators, most
Americans will embrace the economic story that places
them at its center. If we offer voters a choice between
growing the economy from the middle out or from the

top down, they will choose middle-out economics.



How to Talk About Middle-Out Economics

The Winning Jobs Narrative has done extensive polling and fieldwork focused on
exploring how working-class voters think about the economy and government.
These two slides highlight their key findings with regard to the middle-out
economic narrative.?”°

This one sentence pulls all the themes together and gets heads nodding.

We want our government working Working
People

to grow our economy as Heroes

by raising incomes and lowering costs
GCovernment

: Should Equi
so working people o EAG

have the tools and opportunities
Grow From

to build a good life. the Middle

A recent test found that the top-testing progressive message of 2025
was made almost 30% more effective (from +1.7% to +2.2%)
just by adding this foundational sentence at the beginning.

Messages that use the 3 core themes are very effective.

. Working People as Heroes . Government Should Equip . Grow From the Middle

“Working hard once meant a good life and a
bright future for your kids. But some
politicians changed our laws to make the 4
rich richer. If Americans got paid under the
old rules, someone making $50,000 today
would make around $100,000. We want
government to work for working Americans
— to lower healthcare and housing costs,
invest in our schools, and make sure every
family can build a good life.”

—Blue Rose Research score 96%

“We need to grow our economy by raising
incomes and lowering costs so working
people have the tools and opportunities to
build a good life. We should make the
wealthy and corporations pay their fair
share of taxes to fund programs like
healthcare, housing, and childcare.

These programs support the working
families who make our economy run.”
—Blue Rose Research score 99%
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PART XI:

A DEMOCRACY,
IF YOU CAN KEEP IT

The Political Foundations of a
Market Humanist Economy

Wh_y democratic governance is essential
to economic flourishing

“We can have a democratic society or we can have the
concentration of great wealth in the hands of a few. We
cannot have both.”?"

—Louis Brandeis



W e stand at a critical juncture in American his-
tory. The extreme inequality produced by five
decades of neoliberal economics hasn’t just concentrat-
ed wealth, it has concentrated political power, creating
a feedback loop that threatens the very foundations of
our democracy.

A market humanist economy is by definition dem-
ocratic—it puts the well-being of people at its center.
But as the economy grows more complex and powerful,
democratic governance must coevolve with it. This is
true because the same evolutionary forces that unleash
the market’s immense prosperity-creating potential
also tend to concentrate wealth and power in the hands
of the few. Absent the regulatory and redistributive
constraints imposed by an inclusive democracy, the
extractive impulses of the market—and the highly
unequal outcomes they produce—inevitably erode
popular support for both democracy and markets.

This relationship between economic structure and
democratic health is not incidental—it is fundamental.
In the long term, it is impossible to have a thriving de-
mocracy with a trickle-down economy. If the best our
politics can do is enact economic policies that concen-
trates wealth and power at the top, while immiserating
everyone else, the majority of citizens will conclude
that democracy is useless. This is where America finds
itself today.

As Nobel economists Daron Acemoglu and James

Robinson demonstrate in their landmark work Why

Inclusive political institutions
support inclusive economic structures
that distribute opportunity and
prosperity broadly. In turn, inclusive
economies sustain the broad middle
class necessary for democratic
institutions to function effectively.

Nations Fail, the line between prosperous democracies
and failed states often comes down to whether their
institutions are “inclusive” or “extractive.”*? Inclu-
sive political institutions support inclusive economic
structures that distribute opportunity and prosperity
broadly. In turn, inclusive economies sustain the broad
middle class necessary for democratic institutions to
function effectively.

This reciprocal relationship creates either a virtuous
or vicious cycle. When economies grow more inclusive,
their political institutions tend to follow suit, becom-
ing more representative and responsive. Conversely,
as wealth and economic power concentrate, political
institutions inevitably become captured and more
extractive—serving the few at the expense of the many,
regardless of democratic appearances.

America’s founders understood this dynamic intu-
itively. As Vanderbilt law professor Ganesh Sitaraman
explains in The Crisis of the Middle-Class Constitution,
unlike the “class warfare constitutions” of previous
republics, America’s constitutional design assumes rela-
tive economic equality.”””> Our government was struc-
tured for a society with a dominant middle class, not
one divided between a powerful elite and everyone else.

“The American Constitution is different,” Sitara-
man writes. “Our Constitution isn’t based on the as-
sumption that class conflict is inevitable. ... In fact, our
Constitution does not have a single provision—not
one—that explicitly entrenches economic class into
the structure of government.”*”*

This design wasn’t accidental. The founders recog-
nized that political equality cannot survive alongside ex-
treme economic inequality. A republic requires citizens
with sufficient economic independence to participate
meaningfully in civic life and resist corruption. When
economic power concentrates excessively, political
power inevitably follows, transforming even nominally
democratic systems into functional oligarchies.

Today, as America’s middle class has been hollowed
out under the pressures of extreme inequality, we face
precisely this threat. The neoliberal revolution prom-
ised shared prosperity but delivered concentration—of
both wealth and power. As the economic foundations
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of our democracy have eroded, so have its political func-
tions, creating a death spiral that threatens both shared
prosperity and democratic governance.

Market Humanism and middle-out economics
offer a path forward—not just toward a more equitable
distribution of economic gains but toward the revital-
ization of democratic governance itself. By recognizing
that inclusive economies create both greater prosperity
and stronger democracies, we can break the vicious
cycle of concentration and build a new virtuous cycle of
shared progress.

Fairness for working people causes prosperity. The
job of companies is to solve problems for the many, not
just create riches for the few. These are messages that
don’tjust lead to a better economy, but also a healthier
democracy.

The countries that have most successfully navigated
the challenges of globalization, technological disrup-
tion, and social change are precisely those that main-
tained strong middle classes through inclusive economic
institutions.

The choice between trickle-down and middle-out
economics isn’t just economic—it’s existential for
democracy itself. As historian Peter Turchin reminds
us in End Times, societies become unstable when a
small segment of elites captures a disproportionate
share of resources, while the majority fall behind.*”

If we hope to preserve our republic for future gener-

The purpose of an economy is to
broadly improve human lives, and
the more people we fully include

in our economy—as innovators,
entrepreneurs, workers, and
consumers—the more prosperous
and democratic our society becomes.

ations, we must rebuild the broad middle class upon
which it stands. This means embracing policies that
actively counter the wealth-concentrating tendencies
of markets, ensuring that the benefits of growth and
innovation flow not just to a narrow elite group but
also to the society that makes them possible.

The moment requires us to assert a fundamen-
tal truth that the founders understood but that the
neoliberal consensus obscured: The purpose of an
economy is to broadly improve human lives, and the
more people we fully include in our economy—as in-
novators, entrepreneurs, workers, and consumers—the
more prosperous and democratic our society becomes.

Middle-out economics seeks to build an economy

of the people, by the people, for the people.
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PART XII:

CONCLUSION
Choosing a New Paradigm

Freedom, flourishing, and the future of markets

“We made the world we’re living in and we have to make
it over.”
—James Baldwin



M arkets are not governed by laws of nature. They

are human inventions—technologies of cooper-

ation, shaped by rules and stories that we have chosen
to govern ourselves. And like all technologies, their
design is a choice.

We can choose to believe that corporations exist
solely to maximize shareholder profit—or that their
purpose is to solve human problems. We can contin-
ue measuring success by GDP, which rises when we
cut down forests or when medical costs balloon from
preventable diseases. Or we can measure it by whether
societies become more resilient and people lead secure,
flourishing lives.

The defenders of the neoliberal consensus
claim their model is not a choice but a science. Yet
neoliberalism was always a political project masquer-
ading as theory—asserting the primacy of capital over
labor and pretending that markets are morally neu-
tral. It delivered precisely what it was built to deliver:
record wealth for the few. The gutting of the middle

class, degradation of the environment, and destruction
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of our democracy were just collateral damage to this
mission.

Even those who see these problems sometimes
argue we can fix neoliberalism with better regulation

or taxes. But if everything that matters—innovation,

We can choose to believe that
corporations exist solely to
maximize shareholder profit—

or that their purpose is to solve
human problems. We can continue
measuring success by GDP... or we
can measure it by whether societies
become more resilient and people
lead secure, flourishing lives.



The task ahead is not incremental reform but replacement. Market Humanism

offers a framework for an economy that measures success by problem-solving,

resilience, and human well-being—not capital accumulation. Corporations

should earn profits by creating genuine value for people and society, by solving

problems—not by exploiting them and creating problems.

bargaining power, sustainability—is dismissed as an
“externality” or a “market failure,” then it is the frame-
work itself that has failed. Patching a sinking ship is not

renewal; it is denial.

A Crisis of Spirit and Agency

he damage is not only material but moral. An

economy built on hyper-individualism has pro-
duced a civilizational crisis—a collapse of meaning,
purpose, agency, and human connection that mani-
fests in the epidemic levels of loneliness, depression,
anxiety, suicide, and addiction we see today, especially
among the young. A 2023 Harvard study found that
58 percent of young adults report lacking meaning and
purpose in their lives.>”¢

A century ago, Calvin Coolidge warned that materi-
al prosperity would become “a barren sceptre in our
grasp” unless anchored by “things of the spirit.”*” His
warning has come true.

The neoliberal paradigm told us to relegate such
moral questions to the private sphere—to churches,
homes, and families—while keeping public life “neu-
tral” and focused on maximizing individual choice and
material consumption. But this attempted separation
was always illusory. An economy shapes souls, not just
bank accounts. When we designed markets to treat
people as isolated utility maximizers rather than social
beings secking meaning, we didn’t create value-neu-
tral institutions—we created institutions that actively
corrode the human capacity for cooperation, trust,

and purpose.

The Addiction Economy as Microcosm
N owhere is the moral bankruptcy of our current
paradigm more visible than in what many now
call the addiction economy—the vast sectors of mod-
ern economic life explicitly designed to exploit, rather
than serve, human needs.”® Social media platforms
calibrate every feature to maximize engagement—that
is, addiction—not wisdom or well-being. Their profits
rise in direct proportion to how angry, anxious, and
divided we become. These companies don’t make
money when we understand one another; they make
money when we don’t. The deeper the polarization,
the higher the click-through rate.

This is a direct threat to the foundations of social
trust, which in turn is the foundation of both eco-
nomic prosperity and democratic self-government. A
society whose communication systems are engineered
to provoke outrage and reward misinformation cannot
sustain either reasoned deliberation or civic solidarity.
The corrosion of social cohesion and destruction of
mental and spiritual health isn’t an accidental side
effect of the addiction economy—it is the business
model.

Buy-now-pay-later financing, mobile sports betting,
algorithmic pornography, and vaping follow the same
logic. These aren’t unfortunate outliers in an other-
wise healthy market. They are the logical conclusion
of an economic paradigm that defines value purely
by willingness to pay, regardless of whether what’s
being sold makes life better or worse. A food industry
that engineers hyper-processed products to hijack our
biology and addict us to sugar, fat, and salt—destroy-
ing our health and fueling an epidemic of chronic
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Markets are not the enemy. They
are humanity’s greatest social
technology for solving problems.
But under neoliberalism, they
have been misaligned—designed
to extract rather than empower.
Market Humanism seeks to
reclaim them for human needs.

disease—is celebrated for its innovation. Wall Street’s
high-frequency traders and speculative financiers make
billions from strategies that enrich them while render-
ing the global economy more fragile and crisis-prone.

Entire industries now profit from addiction, insta-
bility, and harm, and we treat it as normal because the
prevailing ideology tells us that if there’s a market for
it, it must be good.

It is time to call it out—to recognize that it is not

normal, and it is not good.

From Repair to Replacement

he task ahead is not incremental reform but

replacement. Market Humanism offers a frame-
work for an economy that measures success by prob-
lem-solving, resilience and human well-being—not
capital accumulation and extraction. Corporations
should earn profits by creating genuine value for peo-
ple and society, by solving problems—not by exploit-

ing them and creating problems.

Building this paradigm will take work, and we are
only at the beginning. We need new metrics to evaluate
progress, new economic models based on economic
reality rather than textbook fantasies, and institutions
that make cooperation between markets and govern-
ments real, while guarding against capture. Keynes-
ianism in 1936 and neoliberalism in 1970 both began
as incomplete blueprints; so will Market Humanism.
But the old orthodoxy is spent. It is time for it to yield
to a new model that realigns prosperity with human

dignity.

A Choice with Existential Stakes
his is not an academic exercise. An economy that
treats people as atomized consumers and mea-
sures success by consumption alone cannot sustain
democracy. It breeds spiritual poverty amid material
wealth and leaves civic life too hollow to defend itself.

Markets are not the enemy. They are humanity’s
greatest social technology for solving problems. But
under neoliberalism, they have been misaligned—de-
signed to extract rather than empower. Market Hu-
manism seeks to reclaim them for human needs.

We don’t have to accept the system we have today.
We can choose to build a system founded on shared
moral values, grounded in an economics of the real
world, and with policies and institutions that serve to
make our lives and those of future generations better.

History shows that paradigms do change. They
shift not because the old guard chooses to give them
up. They shift because reality forces a choice and peo-
ple with courage choose a new path.
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