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When I took over as dean at SMU 
Cox earlier this year, so many of the 
building blocks of a great business 
school were already in place—a 
top-notch faculty, a dedicated staff, 
great students, a solid reputation, 
support from businesses and the local 
community. For that I feel extremely 
fortunate to be at The Cox School today.
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By W. Michael Cox and Richard Alm

Traditional jobs are disappearing at 

an alarming rate, raising fears about 

American living standards, not just 

today but in the future. Growing gaps 

in wealth and income jab at the nation’s 

fault lines—rich versus poor, white collar 

versus blue collar, new economy versus 

old, big cities versus rural areas, coastal 

versus the Heartland. 

Job losses and increasing inequality 

have many Americans asking whether 

U.S. capitalism—for generations the 

source of wealth and progress—is still 

working the way it should. Erosion 

of faith in our economic system leads 

to calls for bigger government in the 

form of restrictions on immigration 

and international trade, higher taxes on 

the wealthy and additional benefits for 

beleaguered working families. 

Fixes like these will slow economic 

growth and add to the burdens on 

struggling Americans—so they shouldn’t 

be adopted without a full vetting of our 

current economic situation. What if our 

free-enterprise system isn’t really broken? 

An alternative explanation for our 

collective angst views labor markets’ 

turmoil and the soaring riches among 

upper-income earners as signs of 

capitalism churning forward, just as it has 

in the past, creating the foundation for 

progress and a more prosperous future.

The American economy is in the throes 

of an epic transformation. One economic 

age is passing. Another is emerging. We 

call it the Imagination Age for reasons 

that will become clear in the pages that 

follow. It’s a new story and an old one. 

The country went from the Agrarian 

Age to the Industrial Age in the 19th 

Century, from the Industrial Age to the 

Information Age in the 20 th Century.

Past age shifts brought turmoil 

and hardships for many Americans 

unprepared for the upheavals—but for 

society as a whole the payoff made the 

pain worthwhile. Each new age delivered 

progress by leaps and bounds. Americans’ 

living standards—still the envy of the 

world—wouldn’t be what they are today if 

not for the economy’s past progressions. 

The lessons are clear: Embracing the 

shift to the Imagination Age will make 

America better off; rejecting it will impede 

the march forward, setting the country on 

a path toward economic decline. Making 

the right choice will require a better 

understanding of the orderly process 

of how economies progress by jumping 

from one age to the next.

The Imagination Age has already begun 

in the United States, with little fanfare. Its 

changes will ripple through the economy, 

impacting the way we work, what we 

consume and so much more. Making 

the most of the new age will require 

enduring the short-term disruptions 

in our daily lives, adapting to seize the 

opportunities of a mutating economy 

and, perhaps most of all, refusing to lose 

faith in American capitalism. 

THE 
IMAGINATION 

AGE
America’s Fourth Wave 
of Economic Progress
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“New ages spring from technological change. 

Market economies routinely invent and innovate, 

but epic transitions occur with the fortuitous 

arrival of the right technologies at the right time.”

and companies idled because of dwindling 

demand for products that went out of favor.

Schumpeter coined an immortal 

phrase that captures the two sides of the 

capitalist method of progress—“creative 

destruction.” Well-functioning market 

economies undergo routine renewal, but 

age shift brings creative destruction in 

great bursts as innovations roll through 

the economy. Job losses and bankruptcies 

come faster. Fortunes are made faster—
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BOX 1 Rai l roads Reinvent America’s Economy

A Disruptive Technology’s Pains and Gains
They were unemployed, angry and frustrated. They 

felt ignored, and many had lost hope. And they began 
to march over the American landscape, more than 40 
industrial armies of able-bodied but idle men bound for 
Washington, D.C., to demand that Congress provide jobs 
and relief. 

Charles T. Kelly and 2,000 followers set out of San 
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on the sinews of humans and animals. 

Farmers clawing at the soil with hoes or 

oxen pulling a plow could only produce 

enough food and fiber to support a 

meager standard of living. 

The binding constraint of limited power 

stayed in place for tens of thousands of years, 

only relieved in the 1800s with innovations 

in machine power—�rst steam, then 

electricity, then fossil fuels. The new power 

sources spurred productivity in agriculture, 

and fewer farmers could produce society’s 

food supply. 

Freeing the economy from the limits of 

muscle power made food abundant and 

cheap, setting up the shift to the next stage 

of economic progress—the Industrial Age. 

Early in the new epoch, power was scarce 

and expensive. In time, resourceful and 

clever entrepreneurs drove down the cost 

of power, releasing a cascade of innovation 

throughout the economy. 

The falling cost of power ignited a 

transportation revolution that spurred 

the movement of goods and people on 

steamships, railroads, cars, trucks and 

airplanes. Torrents of consumer goods 

flowed from Industrial Age factories, 

making a better life more affordable. 

Over various time periods, real prices 

fell more than 99 percent for electricity, 

98 percent for color TVs, 97 percent for 

air travel, 95 percent for clothes dryers, 

89 percent for air-conditioners and 74 

percent for automobiles.

The Industrial Age required large-scale 

enterprises for mass production. The age 

encountered its binding constraint in 

storing, processing and transmitting the 

increasingly large amounts of information 

needed to organize and control the 

economy’s surging productive capacity 

and physical wealth. 

Huge, slow-witted computers emerged 
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a private-sector information revolution, 

the start of the process of relieving the 

Industrial Age’s binding restraint. 

The Information Age moved forward 

on a predictable trajectory. Following 

the dictates of Moore’s Law, computers 

became more powerful in a brief time 

span, allowing them to handle larger 

and more complex tasks. Like food and 

factory goods in earlier eras, information 

became progressively cheaper. The cost 

of computing power, for example, has 

plunged 99.9 percent since 1984. 

Powerful, inexpensive computer chips 

led to more sophisticated software as well 

as cell phones, DVD players and many 

other new products. Among them was 

the Internet, which entered the economy 

in the early 1990s. As it grew, with more 

users online and faster transmission 

speeds, information became a commodity, 

relatively cheap to gather, process, store 

and transmit.

After just a few decades, the end 

of the Information Age was at hand. 

The economy was ready for America’s 
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EXHIBIT
3

The Way We Work
The journey from the Agrarian Age to the Imagination Age brought an 
evolution from muscle power to brain power. Today, many jobs still require 
skills associated with earlier ages, but samples of average annual wages for 
2016 show pay levels are highest among occupations that use the higher-
order human attributes that will flourish in the Imagination Age.

Muscle Power
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“We move down a conceptual l ist of needs and 

wants. The grand progressions have been from 

goods to services, from necessities to luxuries, 

from the tangible to the intangible.”

choruses rather than solos, so people skills 

and emotional intelligence emerge as 

assets in the Imagination Age. 

Together, these qualities recognize 

the importance of working with others, 

empathizing with them, actively listening, 

communicating effectively and leading 

by example. It also helps to have a sense 

of humor. Many of us learn these traits 

growing up, but even adults can hone 

them with training and practice.

Working closely with others puts the 

whole person on display, so individual 

traits will contribute to success. Winning 

the trust of others takes integrity, a 

commitment to telling the truth, making 

good on commitments and doing what 

what’s right. Integrity contributes to a 

good reputation. How others perceive 

us—our image, our brand—doesn’t just 

depend on how we interact with people 

around us. Today, strangers can quickly 

form opinions based on how we present 

ourselves on social media. 

The economy will always mix jobs of 

all economic ages, but prospects are 

dwindling for workers who rely on muscle 

power, manual dexterity and formulaic 

intelligence. Groundskeepers wield their 

muscle power for an average of less than 

$30,000 a year (return to Exhibit 3) . The 
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EXHIBIT
4

The Way We Consume
Moving from one age to the next raises per capita incomes, and households progressively allocate smaller shares of 
their spending to basic goods like food, clothing and shelter. They move further down a conceptual list of needs and 
wants, expanding consumption to include more everyday convieniences and luxuries (left). Within broad categories, higher 
incomes also allow consumers to spend more on bigger, better and fancier products (right).

Bigger and Better

We can afford to pay others to cook 
for us. Food bought away from home 

rose from less than 14 percent in 
1930 to 44 percent today.

Once, the ice man had to come 
every few days. Now, web-enabled 
refrigerators to tell us when we’re 

running low on milk.  

Cars keep getting better. New models 
are likely to have air-conditioning, 

anti-lock brakes, navigation systems, 
power windows and seats.

Today, most households have flat-
screen color TVs and access to 

hundreds of channels on cable and 
streaming services. 

Amazon.com is like a having an entire 
shopping mall at our fingertips. Uber 
will deliver take-out meals. Netflix 

streams movies in seconds.
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Commodity Supplier Diversi�es Just in Time

BOX 2 Texas in the Imaginat ion Age

 Texas’ roots are in the Agrarian Age. Once the 
Mexican government opened Texas’ borders in the 
1820s, settlers trekked westward from Alabama, 
Mississippi, Louisiana and other states, lured by acres 
of cheap, fertile land—just perfect for growing cotton, 
a crop that brought with it the curse of slavery.

Behind the rush into Texas was the dawning of the 
Industrial Age. Half a world away, steam power and 
new machines were revolutionizing the textile industry, 
and factories in Manchester and other English cities 
needed tons of raw cotton. Americans colonized Texas 
to meet the surging demand.

Texas’ role as commodity supplier to the Industrial 
Revolution grew as disruptive technologies remade the 
U.S. economy. After the Civil War, the railroads had 
pushed far enough westward to give Texas ranchers 
access to distant markets. Cowpokes drove vast herds 
north along the Chisholm Trail and other routes to 
railheads in Kansas, where cattle could be shipped 
eastward, providing beef for the tables of America’s 
newly wealthy industrial cities.

In 1901, a drilling rig atop the Spindletop salt dome, 
near Beaumont, struck oil and gushed oil for days. The 
early strikes in East Texas were followed by later ones 
in the Permian Basin and elsewhere. 

Oil would come to dominate the state’s economy 
as the Cullens, Hunts, Murchisons and Richardsons 
made great fortunes. The oil tycoon stood next to the 
cowboy as a Texas icon, and the state’s oil helped put 
the nation on wheels as the automobile came to signify 
America’s industrial might and affluence.

The easy riches of oil only added to Texas’ role as 
supplier of raw materials to the Industrial Age. Some 
Texas-based industries developed, but they were 
often tied to the production of basic raw materials 
needed for the Industrial Age—cotton trading in 
Dallas, meatpacking in Fort Worth, energy and oilfield 
equipment production in Houston.

Well into the 20th Century, Texas remained a commodity 
economy, dependent on the bounty of its land and natural 
resources, particularly oil and natural gas. Booms and 

busts beset economies that rely on commodities. Until 
recently, Texas was no exception: High oil prices brought 
prosperity; falling prices led to hard times. 
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Notes and Data Sources

Exhibit 1:
America’s Economic Evolution
Employment by sector, 1800-1940: U.S. Census Bureau, 
Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times 
to 1970 .  Available at census.gov. 

Employment by sector, 1940-2016: U.S. Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Available at bls.gov. 

Box 1:
Railroads Reinvent America’s Economy
Information on the industrial armies came from Franklin 
Folsom’s 1991 book titled Impatient Armies of the Poor: 
The Story of Collective Action of the Unemployed, 
1808-1942 . 

Railroad system maps: Association of American Railroads, 
American Railroads: Their Growth and Development, 
1951 pamphlet. Available at cprr.org.   

Exhibit 2:
Proven Path to Progress
Shares of employment in agriculture, industry and services: 
The World Bank, World Development Indicators. Available 
at databank.worldbank.org.

Exhibit 3:
The Way We Work
Annual mean wages by occupation: U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Available at bls.gov. 

Exhibit 4:
The Way We Consume
Spending on food, clothing and shelter, and share of food 
dollar spent on food away from home: U.S. Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Available at bls.gov. 

Share of U.S. households with radios, stoves, refrigerators, 
microwaves and cars: Cox, W. Michael, and Richard 
Alm. Time Well Spent: The Declining Real Cost of Living 
in America. Dallas: Federal Reserve Bank, 1997 Annual 
Report. Available at dallasfed.org. Updated at Onward 
and Upward! Bet on Capitalism—It Works, 2015-16 
Annual Report, O’Neil Center for Global Markets and 
Freedom, Cox School of Business, Southern Methodist 
University. Available at oneilcenter.org. Per capita 
expenditures on recreation: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of Economic Analysis. Available at bea.gov. 

Per capita consumption of bottled water: International 
Bottled Water Association. Available at bottledwater.org.
Spending on leisure trips: U.S. Travel Association. 
Available at ustravel.org. 

Box 2:
Texas in the Imagination Age
Texas personal income: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
Bureau of Economic Analysis. Available at bea.gov. 
Texas oil production, 1935-1980: Railroad Commission 
of Texas. Available at rrc.state.tx.us. First purchase price 
of oil and Texas oil production 1980-2016: U.S. Energy 
Information Administration. Available at eia.gov.

through personalized medicine—treatments 

customized to the DNA of individual 

patients. Imagine immunotherapy therapies 

that cure cancer quickly and relatively 

cheaply. Somebody already is.

Nanotechnology involves tinkering 

at the molecular level—small things 

that make big things happen. Imagine 

synthetic materials that are harder than 

steel and more flexible than plastic. 

Somebody already is.

AI and wi-� connectivity support an 

ever-widening Internet of things. We’re 

seeing thermostats and locks linked to 

smart phones and appliances that take 

inventories and order what’s needed. 

Imagine clothing and jewelry imbedded 

with sensors to monitor our vital signs and 

report to the doctor. Somebody already is. 

The future is impatient. It’s already 

starting to arrive. A better tomorrow 

starts with imagination, and it will 

become reality as long as Americans keep 

faith in capitalism. 

W. Michael Cox is founding director of 

the William J. O’Neil Center for Global 

Markets and Freedom (wmcox@smu. edu). 

Richard Alm is writer in residence at the 

center (ralm@smu.edu).
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The William J. O’Neil Center 
for Global Markets and Freedom 
was established in 2008 with the 
broad mission of studying why some 
economies are rich and growing 
rapidly while others are poor and 
growing slowly. To this end, the 
center fosters an understanding of 
economic freedom among students, 
policy makers and the general 
public. We’re are the only research 
institute with expertise in measuring 
economic freedom at all three levels 
of economic analysis—national, state 
and metropolitan areas. 

The O’Neil Center focuses on three 
mutually supporting research agendas. 
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Global Economic Freedom
Global Economic Freedom addresses the O’Neil Center’s founding mission with research on why economies succeed and fail. Its 

centerpiece is The Economic Freedom of the World (EFW) report, an empirical measure that gives researchers a powerful tool to test 

ideas about free enterprise and its consequences. Studies �nd that high EFW scores correlate with higher incomes, faster economic 

growth, lower poverty rates, higher life expectancy and many other positive outcomes.

Lawson has been a key researcher on the 
EFW index for more than two decades. He 
and Murphy play a pivotal role in calculating 
scores for 159 countries, based on 42 data 
points organized into �ve components—
the size of government, legal system and 
property rights, sound money, freedom to 
trade internationally and regulatory burdens. 

Lawson and co-authors James Gwartney 
(Florida State University) and Joshua 
Hall (West Virginia University) released 
the latest EFW report in September. 
The most economically free places were 
Hong Kong, Singapore, New Zealand, 
Switzerland and Canada.

For the United States, the latest report 
found a slight decline in its economic 
freedom score—but the country’s ranking 
held steady at 16th in the world. The U.S. 
EFW score peaked in 2000, when it ranked 
second behind Hong Kong.

Stansel and Tuszynski wrote a chapter 
for the EFW report, titled “Economic 
Freedom in the United States, 1980 to the 
Present.” It examines why U.S. economic 
freedom and economic growth have 
both declined since 2000. In September, 
Investor’s Business Daily published “Is 
America on the Wrong Economic Path?,” 
an op-ed based on the chapter.” 

EFW Report

The O’Neil Center’s Annual Report essay, written by Cox and Alm, examined the clash 
between optimists and pessimists over the nature of capitalism.

Onward and Upward! Bet on Capitalism—It Works raises the question of whether our 
economic system will continue moving toward greater abundance and progress, as the 
optimists say, or will it succumb to the pessimists’ story of increasing scarcity and decline? 

Real prices serve as an objective arbiter—if they’re falling, it validates the optimists; if 
they’re rising, it supports the pessimists’ position. Cox and Alm begin by updating the 
famous bet between optimist Julian Simon and pessimist Paul Ehrlich over the price of �ve 
metals from 1980 to 1990, �nding that the optimistic view would still win if the bet were 
extended through 2015. 

Cox and Alm then broaden the inquiry to a larger basket of metals, a range of basic 
commodities and a cross-section of consumer goods, always �nding the evidence supports 
the optimists—capitalism makes most people better off. Key to progress is the way free 
enterprise relentlessly drives human ingenuity to create new technologies and enterprises. 

“The foundation of Simon’s optimism was a conviction that the market will spur human 
beings to increase the supply of resources that grow scarce or develop substitutes that are 
cheaper and more plentiful,” Cox and Alm write. 

Annual Report Essay

The 2015-16 annual report was the seventh in a 
series that began in 2009.

The �rst EFW was published 20 years ago.
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O’Neil Center Conference
The O’Neil Center hosted its eighth annual conference 

in November, attracting more than 250 business leaders 
and students with the theme “Capitalism: Curse or Cure?” 
The question re�ects the angst many Americans feel in these 
uncertain times, often manifested in a skepticism about an 
economic system that made the country wealthy.

Matt Ridley  gave the luncheon keynote. The English author 
of� The� Rational Optimist � and� The Evolution of Everything 
celebrated the bene�cial outcomes of spontaneous order, both 
in the economy and nature. Most human progress, he said, 
comes from the ingenuity and creativity of free people, not 
from the designs of governments or social planners.

Sylvia Nasar, author of�A Beautiful Mind �and�Grand 
Pursuit, traced the 150-year battle of ideas between 
the advocates of socialism and the champions of free 
enterprise. It’s still going on, she said. 

Cox followed with a presentation based on Onward and 
Upward! Bet on Capitalism—It Works (see facing page).

Alex Epstein , author of� The Moral Case for Fossil Fuels, 
contended that oil, gas and coal provide the cheapest forms 
of the energy humans need to sustain the modern world’s 7 
billion people. From a purely human-welfare perspective, he 
said, forcing economies to reject fossil fuels would lead to 
misery and con�ict.

Marian Tupy , editor of HumanProgress.org, presented 
a range of evidence to refute the oft-heard lament that U.S. 
economic well-being has been trending downward. By many 
measures, Americans are much better off than we used to 
be—and there’s every reason to believe that the march of 
progress will continue for future generations.

Robert Gordon  of Northwestern University, author of 
The Rise and Fall of American Growth, characterized the 
past century’s stunning economic progress as an anomaly, 
the result of a few pervasive technological advances like 
electricity. Growth and progress are still possible—but not at 
the rates we saw in the past, he said.

Matt Ridley Sylvia Nasar Robert GordonMarian Tupy

Continued next page

Lawson wrote “Creating the Environment for Entrepreneurship 
through Economic Freedom” (with Joshua Hall and Saurav 
Roychoudhury), a book chapter in Public Policy and the Productive 
Entrepreneur
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In addition to his work with Lawson, six of Murphy’s other 
journal articles focused on EFW and related issues:

•	 In the Journal of Private Enterprise, “A Comment on 
‘Measuring Economic Freedom: A Comparison of Two Major 
Sources: A Comment’” examined the gaps between the EFW 
and the Heritage Foundation’s economic freedom index;

•	 In Economic Affairs, “Wise Technocrats or Black Helicopters? 
Intergovernmental Organizations and Economic Freedom” 
found a slightly negative relationship between economic freedom 
and membership in such organizations as the United Nations 
and World Trade Organization;

•	 In NCPA Issue Brief, “The Deep Causes of Today’s 
Struggling U.S. Economy” contended that attacks on free trade 
and private property in advanced countries can account for 
America’s growth slowdown since 2000;

•	 In Comparative Economic Studies (forthcoming), “Exogenous 
Resource Shocks and Economic Freedom” (with Colin O’Reilly) 
explores whether wealth from the discovery of natural resources 
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Stansel and Tuszynski compiled a comprehensive review of 
empirical research articles on state-level economic freedom, 
which will be published as “Sub-national Economic Freedom: A 
Review and Analysis of the Literature” in the Journal of Regional 
Analysis and Policy.
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Texas Economic Freedom
The O’Neil Center developed a research interest in the Texas economy early on, focusing its �rst two Annual Report 

essays on the Lone Star State. The Texas Economic Freedom initiative, launched in 2015, expanded our efforts to 

understand key trends shaping the state’s future. The research involves comparing Texas and its major cities to their 

counterparts across the United States. 

As part of its Texas Economic Freedom 
initiative, the O’Neil Center launched a 
public forum for discussion of trends and 
issues important to the Texas economy. 
Our �rst event, held in September, brought 
together speakers from the O’Neil Center 
and two other SMU Cox research groups, 
the Maguire Energy Institute and the 
Folsom Institute for Real Estate. 

Cox presented his research on the “Real 
Secret of Texas’ Economic Success.” While 
many outsiders assume Texas thrives on oil 
wealth, Cox emphasized the importance 
of economic freedom, which has allowed 
Texas’ private sector to re-invent itself in 
response to the 1980s oil bust.

Bruce Bullock, Maguire’s director, 
contended that oil prices aren’t likely to 
return to the $100-plus highs of 2014 
because of the dampening pressures of 
market forces and technology. Robert 

Kramp, a regional director of research 
at the real-estate �rm CBRE, addressed 
concerns about potential overbuilding of 
commercial property in Texas’ big cities. 

For the second Texas Economic Forum, 
held in April, the center partnered 
with SMU Cox’s Caruth Institute for 
Entrepreneurship for a program on “The 
Entrepreneurial Edge.” Cox opened 
the event by describing the role of the 
entrepreneur as the “Engine of Capitalism.” 

Real-world testimony came from Hubert 
Zajiicek, founder of Health Wildcatters, an 
incubator for startups in the health-care 
industry. He brought along three incubator 
alumni who founded successful businesses 
in Texas. Jerry White, Caruth’s director, 
concluded the program by discussing 
“Lessons from Successful Entrepreneurs,” 
which re�ected back on his long career in 
mentoring entrepreneurs.

Texas Economic Forum

Cox at the first Texas Economic Form.

Continued next page
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At a conference sponsored by the Bush Institute, Cox 
discussed “The Importance of Trade to the DFW Economy,” 
concluding that the region has a large stake in rejecting calls for 
increased protectionism. 

The New Cities Initiative, a partnership among SMU, the City 

of Dallas and its public agencies, nonprofits and foundations, 
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Teaching Free Enterprise in Texas (TFET), begun in 
2015, offers workshops and classroom materials for Texas 
high school teachers, with the goal of helping them meet 
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O’Neil Center Reading Groups

Edward Glaeser talks at reading group summit hosted by the O’Neil Center.

The O’Neil Center began its free-
market reading groups three years ago. In 
the 2016-17 academic year, the program 
expanded to six groups, each meeting once 
a week, with fall and spring sessions. Stansel 
led the McLane Teammates Scholars and 
Armentrout Scholars reading groups. 
Murphy guided a new advanced reading 
group intended for students who wanted to 
build on what they’d learned in a previous 
O’Neil Center reading group. 

Stansel’s two fall reading groups took up 
the theme of “Markets & Morality,” and 
readings included classic and contemporary 
works by such economists and philosophers 
as G.A. Cohen and F.A. Hayek. Students 
discussed a variety of questions: Which is 
more just: socialism or capitalism? By what 
moral standard should we evaluate markets? 
What moral norms do markets need to 
function effectively? Does capitalism make us 
sel�sh? Do markets corrupt our character or 
destroy communities? Should we be allowed 
to sell our organs or rent our bodies? 

The fall sessions had a diverse mix of 20 
undergraduate students, including majors 
from economics, �nance, political science, 
philosophy, psychology, environmental 
studies, statistics and English.

In the spring, Stansel led two groups 
through discussions about “Cities, Local 
Government and Local Governance.” 
Readings included works by economists, 
political scientists and urban scholars, such 
as Jane Jacobs, Elinor Ostrom, Edward 
Glaeser, Gordon Tullock, Anthony Downs 
and Richard Florida. Key questions included: 
Why are cities important? Why are some 
cities shrinking while others are growing? 
Is urban sprawl good or bad? What should 
local governments do? What can the private, 
voluntary sector do? Are many small, local 
governments better than one large one? 

The groups had a full roster of 24 

undergraduate students. Once again, 
they were a diverse mix, including majors 
from economics, �nance, political science, 
philosophy, biology, journalism, math and 
international studies.

The O’Neil Center’s McLane and 
Armentrout reading groups run in 
coordination with similar programs at Texas 
Tech and Baylor. Each semester, the groups 
from all three colleges come together for a 
summit, featuring discussions and speakers.

 In the fall, Texas Tech hosted the summit 
in Lubbock. About 45 students attended 
and heard keynote lectures by University 
of Arizona philosophy and economics 
professor David Schmidtz on “Markets in 
Education” and “Ecological Justice.” 

Students from the University of Central 
Arkansas joined the Baylor and Texas Tech 
groups at the spring summit hosted by the 
O’Neil Center at SMU. A total of 67 students 
heard two keynote lectures by Harvard 
economics professor Edward Glaeser, one 
on “Cities and Economic Growth” and the 
other on “The Urban World.”

Murphy’s fall session focused on 

“Political Psychology.” Students �rst read 
Matt Ridley’s The Origins of Virtue for an 
evolutionary account of what underlies 
our sense of morality. This was followed by 
Jonathan Haidt’s The Righteous Mind, which 
shows how different moral foundations lead 
to different political beliefs. Complementing 
Haidt were discussions of Arnold Kling’s 
Three Languages of Politics on how 
conservatives, progressives and libertarians 
view the world differently. Students also 
read parts of Bryan Caplan’s The Myth of the 
Rational Voter and Paul Rubin’s in�uential 
journal article “Folk Economics.” 

In the spring, Murphy led the students 
on an exploration of “A Brief History of 
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Yonai led the O’Neil Center’s first 
Humanomics Undergraduate Colloquium 
in February, an event co-sponsored by 
the Institute for Humane Studies. The 
weekend on the SMU campus introduced 
students to economics as a set of tools for 
promoting human flourishing. A central 
thesis was what happens to science if we 
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The O’Neil Center continued to host research seminars. For 
academic year 2016-17, the series was rebranded as the O’Neil 






