Lanny EbensteinMilton Friedman: A Biography. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,

2007) pp. xi, 286, $27.95 (hardcover), ISBN 1-40827-9.

Stephen Moore wrote a commentary (2009) folad Street Journal saying that
what we most need in the current economic crisithe advice of Milton Friedman. A
lucky accident of my reading ti&ography mainly in the first half of 2009 is that |
encountered several passages, and Friedman qtatespincidentally suggest what
advice Friedman might give us on what we shoulddieg during the current economic
crisis. For instance, Ebenstein quotes Friedmaaysag that:

supply-side fiscal policy . . . consists of cuttimgh marginal tax rates in order to

stimulate innovation and entrepreneurship. Experience suggests that it is very

effective in stimulating economic growth. It igalicy for the long run. (p. 178;

ellipses in Ebenstein)

Friedman emphasized removing obstacles and inageastentives for the producers and
the innovators. Though not an advocate of thedraiurve, in a broad sense he was a
“supply-sider.”

TheBiography is divided into three parts, each covering roughtizird of
Friedman’s long (but too short) life. Roughly thrttmes as much space is devoted to the
middle years, as is devoted to either the earligter years. Besides the main body, the
Biography also includes an extended bibliographic essayaamikef, previously
published 2005 interview with Friedman, conductgdNlathan Gardels. The
bibliographic essay is useful, but would need tareh longer to be anything close to

comprehensive. The interview is useful in presgnsome of Friedman’s final views on



some issues, but focuses much attention on foedfgirs---not usually thought of as one
of Friedman’s main areas of expertise.

Biography author Lanny Ebenstein (who called himself Alareiiein in his
earlier books on Hayek) is currently a Visiting fessor of Economics at the University
of California at Santa Barbara. Ebenstein doesewaal his motives for writing the
Biography. As far as his broad goal, he suggests that trging) to summarize
Friedman'’s contributions both to economics andiertarianism. Although not his main
goal, he also provides some information on Friedmpersonal life. Th@&iography is
friendly to Friedman. While it does not count as‘authorized” biography, it is clear
that Ebenstein was given considerable accessadfRen’s papers, and to the Friedmans
themselves.

So, is this currently the best source of informatn Friedman’s contributions to
economics and libertarianism? The book is far feodefinitive intellectual biography of
Friedman, in the way that McCraw’s recent biograph$chumpeter is arguably the
definitive intellectual biography of Schumpeterg$2iamond 2009). So far, | believe
that the richest and best written source on MiFoedman'’s life and work, is his
autobiography with his wife Ros&wo Lucky People: Memoairs, (up to 1997, wher&wo
Lucky People ends). Two Lucky People is a much longer, and denser book than the
Biography, requiring the reader to make a greater investimetnine and effort. For
those who want to make a smaller investmentBtbgraphy may have some value,
especially if they are less interested in Friedmmaontributions to positive economics

than they are in his libertarianism. But even ¢hlester readers might be better off



readingFree to Choose (if they are beginners) @apitalism and Freedom (if they are
serious).

The historian of economic thought may find somefulsanecdotes, and
guotations in th@iography, but will seldom find sustained and deep analysis.
someone who has read the Friedmdan® Lucky People, and otherwise followed with
interest (and admiration) the career of Milton Bnen, | did not find any startling
revelations in Ebenstein’s book, although thereevgmmetimes interesting nuances and
details. I'll mention a couple of these, in caseytare also of interest to others.

In Two Lucky People (p. 29) Friedman says no more than “whateverd¢hsan”
about his switch from majoring in mathematics toreamics. But in th&iography he is
guoted (p. 18) as saying: “Put yourself in 193thvai quarter of the population
unemployed. What was the important problem? & alaviously economics and so there
was no hesitation on my part to study economics.”

In theTwo Lucky People (p. 32) Friedman gives credit to Homer Jonesifst f
introducing him to the “Chicago view” and for puigi “major stress on individual
freedom.” But in théBiography Ebenstein writes (p. 15) that “Friedman receivisd h
introduction to libertarian thought at Rutgers tigh John Stuart Mill’©n Liberty,
which he read as a freshman or sophomore.” (“Mitéés not even appear in the index of
the Two Lucky People.)

Although those sympathetic to Friedman, will fimdich in theBiography to
enjoy, there remain interesting, and sometimes rtapg issues about Milton Friedman’s
life and ideas that are not addressed inBography. It is too late to help Ebenstein, but

for the benefit of future biographers, | will prae three examples.



In George Stigler'$lemoirs of an Unregulated Economist, he writes of the most
intellectually exciting evening of his life beiniget evening when Ronald Coase
convinced the senior economics faculty of the Ursig of Chicago of the truth of the
Coase Theorem. According to Stigler, all of theigefaculty gathered at Aaron
Director’s apartment, and heard Coase out. Staglatinues (p. 76):

We strongly objected to this heresy. Milton Friedndid most of the talking, as

usual. He also did much of the thinking, as uslmalthe course of two hours of

argument the vote went from twenty against andfon€oase to twenty-one for

Coase. What an exhilarating event!

Stigler’s account raises several questions. Anaasvone is whether there is any
evidence confirming or qualifying Stigler's accoRnfnother arises when we juxtapose
Stigler’s account with a comment of Friedman’s tBhenstein quotes:

Anyone who is converted in an evening isn’t wortimwerting. The next person

of opposite views . . . will unconvert him. (p.5t@llipsis in Ebenstein)

So why, and how, in this case were Friedman, aaddst, so quickly converted? What
was it about Friedman’s personality, or methochafking, or method of talking, that
made him so persuasive, even with such a high-pmlyepinionated, and stubborn
group?

Another issue for the future is suggested whem#giieen quotes Friedman (p.
151) as saying that, besides himself, the two nméistential libertarian thinkers were
F.A. Hayek and Ayn Rand. Ebenstein includes a ejhalbeit brief, chapter on the
relationship between Friedman and Hayek. But heds nothing about whether there

was any mutual learning or admiration between Fngad and Rand.



Consider one final unaddressed issue. Mill giagiet Taylor substantial credit
for On Liberty, and Milton gives Rose substantial creditfFoee to Choose and the later
policy writings. Some have doubted Mill's claimhat is the evidence on Friedman’s
similar claim?

Concerning more mundane issues,Bragraphy clearly would have benefitted
from at least one more thorough re-write by thdvaytand one more careful check by a
copy editor. Typos, awkward constructions, ancgeabgansitions abound. (For an
especially egregious example, see the misspelfifigrdman” on p. 168.) It also
would have been useful, or at least interestingatce included a few photographs,
especially (as on p. 7) where Ebenstein takegnietb verbally describe a photograph.

In the brief final chapter, Ebenstein writes thaedman’s death on November 16,
2006, came right after tH&ography manuscript had been completed. Apparently
Ebenstein’s response was to revise the final chagtel throughout the rest of the book
to here-and-there change a few verbs to the pas¢teBut many other portions of the
book were left written as though Friedman were alive. | found the continuous
inconsistency to be a bit jarring.

So, on the one hand, it is easy to imagine how&lee'sMilton Friedman: A
Biography could have been improved. But on the other hbénstein has given us the
first biography that sketches the ideas and ewdrttse whole of a major economist’s
life. Friedman surely deserves a deeper, more peimepsive, and better written
biography. When such a biography is written, ithar will find some useful material in
Ebenstein’s early effort. But while we are waitiiog the definitive biography, it is better

to have Ebenstein’s biography of Friedman tharatcemo biography of Friedman at all.
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