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vide us with evidence of median voter
decisionmaking in order to persuade us. As
it is, his ideas only provide the basis of fur-
ther empirical research.

The strongest chapters are those dealing
with museums and fine art. Drawing on
organisational theory, Frey gives a
convincing explanation of why museums
allow large quantities of art to accumulate
in their vaults, and notes the organisational
reforms that arts institutions must
implement if they are to survive. The final
chapters deal with the poor investment
returns offered by the art market relative to
the share and property markets, and the
technical problems of evaluating cultural
property. Frey also analyses the demand and
supply of fake art, concluding that the
benefits of fakes probably outweigh the
harmful effects.

Reviewed by Simon Blount
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his book is a delight. It is funny,
insightful, a bit repetitious and

highly relevant for Downunder readers.
The book is modelled on those racy self-
help guides, such as ‘Letter Writing for
Dummies’ or ‘The Complete Idiot’s
Guide to the Stockmarket’, and was
written by three lapsed Latin Marxists.
They put their literary flair to good use
in lampooning the populist-nationalist-
collectivist intelligentsia throughout
Spanish America and beyond. And they
take no prisoners!

The book was an instant bestseller
when first published in Spanish five years
ago and the translation has now become
a conversation piece in the United States.
It will appeal to Australians, because so

many of the nationalist cringes and social-
engineering dreams of the Latin
American idiot resonate through public
discourse Downunder. The dissections
and refutations of populist leftie stances
by Mendoza, Montaner and Vargas
Llosa, jnr. (the latter being the economist
son of 1993 CIS Bonython Lecturer,
Mario Vargas Llosa) equip
Australian friends of
individual liberty with new
and deadly arguments.

The Perfect Latin
American Idiot is defined as
someone who—out of a
carefully cultivated victim
mentality—believes in
dependency theory, namely
that Latin Americans are poor
because North Americans and
Europeans are rich, who relies on the
benevolence of the ‘patrimonial state’
(here we call it the Nanny state) and
macho caudillo leaders with facile push-
button solutions, and who believe that
economic activity is a zero-sum game.
Above all, they blame everything
negative on others, never themselves. It
is the lazy, puerile denial of self-
responsibility, and the opposite of the
worldview of the liberal.

The book is a product of the immense
liberal awakening throughout Latin
America, which has hardly been noticed
here. As I learnt on a recent trip to South
America, liberal ideas have captured the
young, and the Idiot is in full retreat.
Nowhere are liberal young thinkers and
activists these days more in evidence and
more on the intellectual and policy-
framing attack than in Latin America!
Nonetheless, collectivist fads are not yet
defeated in Latin America. Liberation
theology—the book calls it ‘socialism as
a trampoline to heaven’ and ‘cassocked
communism’—still influences many
Catholic priests and exposes the Catholic
Church to the successful competition
from individualistic, competition-
preaching Evangelical movements made
in the USA. And many a Latin
conservative authoritarian and social
democrat refuses to accept the need for
a minimal state and a secure, freedom-
supporting order.

The chapter on Cuba is brilliant.
Idiots, including in this country, still

blame Cuba’s economic misery and
malnutrition on the US embargo. Yet,
US products are readily available in
Cuban foreign-exchange stores. The
authors show most convincingly that
Cuba’s problems are caused exclusively
by communist rigidity, ineptitude and
value destruction, coupled with the end

of massive Soviet subsidies.
Over 30 years, the USSR
dumped around $100 billion
of aid on Cuba, that is four
times the total amount of the
Marshall Plan for all of
Europe (102), but massive
Soviet aid left less of a trace
than a block of ice after a hot
afternoon on a Havana
beach. Puerto Rico, which
had about the same per capita

income as Cuba when Castro grabbed
power, now produces ten times Cuba’s
per capita income.

The book sparkles with a Latin
fireworks of quotables, almost too rich
and too amusing to digest for the more
sedate Anglo-Saxon reader. Here are just
a few random selections to inform
potential readers of what wisdom and wit
awaits them: ‘It is difficult to become a
perfect, well-rounded, flawless idiot
unless there is a fundamental anti-
American component to the ideology’
(127). ‘Latin America and revolutions are
still drawn to each other like men and
women’ (125). ‘The . . . regulatory state,
the supposed rectifier of economic and
social inequalities, is also the father of a
luxuriant and parasitic bureaucracy’ (65).
‘In 1974, when the general (Argentine
caudillo Perón) died . . . his country,
choking from so much national glory,
had been suffocated’ (157).
‘Progressivism is science fiction turned
into politics: tourism to the past’ (44).
‘ . . .[T]o pray to heaven for capitalism
would be like asking . . . for the Nobel
Prize to go to the author of A Thousand
and One Nights; it’s impossible because
everyone wrote it . . . Capitalism
 . . . is humanity’s greatest collaborative
work’ (123).

I liked the scalpel-sharp demolition
jobs of the essential ten books in the
Idiot’s library, ranging from Fidel Castro
and Che Guevara to Herbert Marcuse,
Fernando Henrique Cardoso (now three-
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quarters reformed and President of
Brazil) and Régis Debray. It is most
tempting to think about doing the same
to the top ten bibles of the Aussie left.

It is of course true that some of the
more virulent idiocies that have
flourished across the Pacific are not
shared by the Downunder subspecies of
the Perfect Idiot. We had no revolutions
and military governments, little outright
expropriation, only mild anti-
imperialism, less class consciousness and
social division. But Australian populists
are baying for collectivist ‘visions’, as if
leaders could offer facile solutions to the
intricate problems of a dynamic open
society. Kneejerk anti-Americanism
induces many journalists to oppose a free
trade association with the US on the
assumption that we could be
discriminated against under free trade (as
if that were possible!); and the Marxist
mantra that ‘the rich are getting richer
and the poor are getting poorer’ is
repeated unchallenged at dinner
parties—never mind the fact that
Australia’s poorest 20% have also
benefited from the 1990s growth wave.
Australian readers may chuckle
when the Idiot’s Guide lampoons
Peruvian leftist caudillo, Velasco, for
promoting an Andean ‘Baby Manuelito’
to replace the gringo Santa Claus, or
when Latin intellectuals publish theses
about Donald Duck being a tool of
imperialist domination. Stop laughing.
Don’t you remember our jingoist
marsupialisation of the Easter Bunny?
Look at the linguistic contortions of
inmates of Australian Departments of
English to uncover feminist or anti-
globalisation messages in venerated
authors which had escaped previous
generations of readers.

I am aware that some Australians have
been inspired to compile an overdue
‘Guide to the Perfect Downunder Idiot’.
Therefore, Malcolm Fraser, Bob Katter,
Pauline Hanson, Dick Smith, Philip
Adams, Michael Pusey, Robert Manne,
Helen Clark, Jim Anderton, Clive
Hamilton, the National Civic Council,
assorted theologians, virtually all at the
ABC and SBS—expect to be cited and
submitted to a similar dissection by
rational analysis!

Meanwhile, dear reader, don’t wait for

volumes and applied to contemporary
issues including GM food, a topic also
common to both collections.  Laura Jones
brings in Douglas Powell to tease out the
issues of GM food.  Powell produces a
free and comprehensive daily global press
cutting service of articles on the subject,
as well as undertaking research into
particular crops at the University of
Guelph.  He writes with authority and
refreshingly about the hype engendered
with Frankenfoods.

Laura Jones’s authors include John
Luik.  Luik’s research has earned him
considerable enmity among the anti-
smoking establishment because he
has painstakingly demonstrated the
impossibility of secondhand smoke
constituting a possible cause of cancer.
There are many, including in this
country, who draw a straight line between
smoke inhalation and cancer and
fabricate phantom deaths of the
ostensibly unwitting passive smoke
consumer.  This form of junk science
continues to receive plaudits—only one
of a great many cases where the righteous
cause attracts a diminished degree of
critical scrutiny.

William Waters updates some of the
original work by Peltzman, Lester Lave
and others to counter the distortions of
Ralph Nadar about the motor car.
However, he shows some sympathy for
Nadar’s ‘unsafe at any speed’ notion that
motor car producers are sparing with the
truth about the safety of the products
they sell.  If this is so it sits ill with another
aspect of regulatory control  product
liability and the litigation explosion that
Huber has chronicled.  Entrepreneurial
lawyers have targeted firms, especially in
the motor industry, for damages even
where they are innocent, thereby adding
costs that are ultimately paid by the
general consumer for little return.
Distortion of truth in ways that might
bring greater risk of harm would
suppliers particularly vulnerable to such
lawsuits.  Moreover, he harps on the
externality or spillover issues with cars,
whereby individuals impose risk on third
parties.  Again, this is an issue that can
be used to build in massive regulatory
intrusions.  One of these—the 55 miles-
per-hour speed limit common
throughout the USA—he analyses to
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wenty years ago seminal works by
Aaron Wildavsky, Sam Peltzman,

Peter Huber, Kip Viscusi and a few others
pioneered the notion that more
regulation of risk will often increase the
risk that society faces.  These counter-
intuitive notions have since then normally
been demonstrated to be accurate.
Studies into the treatment of risk now
seek attention in a crowded field.

The Fraser Institute’s Laura Jones has
brought together this present volume.  It
faces competition from another
contemporary book by Julian Morris
Rethinking Risk and the Precautionary
Principle published by the Institute of
Economic Affairs in London and
launched in Australia at the Institute of
Public Affairs (IPA) in November of last
year.  Although there is considerable
overlap in the issues treated, Julian
Morris includes more on the universal
issues of the precautionary principle and
global warming. Laura Jones’s authors
address more specialised fields including
transport regulations, secondhand smoke
regulations and the attacks by
Greenpeace on allegedly toxic toys.

Both books comprise thoroughgoing
trawls of the literature and assemble a
series of writers to address the more
contemporary matters that exercise the
public’s mind (or at least the minds of
the self styled guardians of the public).
Wildavsky (who Julian Morris exhumes
to be a contributor to his book) is usually
credited as the first to draw attention to
the need to face risk or stagnate as a
society.  This theme is present in both

the Guide to the Perfect Downunder Idiot.
Go and buy the Latin pioneer version. It is
worth everyone of our South Pacific Pesos
that it will cost you!

Reviewed by Wolfgang Kasper
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