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Fairfax, VA – TI met Professor Walter E. Williams in 1988 when I was taking an  Economics course which he was teaching at George Mason University.  It was a small, doctoral-level course with less than 15 students.  My first impression of Williams was that he was tall, Black, and provocative.
One of his initial proclamations to us was, “Welfare is the worst program ever inflicted on Black people.”  Quite frankly, this view was met with total silence.  All of the students  in the class were White or Asian, and I doubt that any of us had even imagined a Black person saying such in public – or even in private.   Williams went on to provide a lengthy, and convincing rationale for his position, and argued convincingly when a few students decided to enter the discussion.

On the way home from that class, I wondered if Williams actually believed what he argued, or that he had simply found a rather profitable niche as a conservative Black American.  I soon learned during later weeks in class with the Professor, that he was indeed not only a legitimate conservative, but a passionate, witty, and convincing advocate for conservative economic and social principles.   During the remainder of the course, he continued to challenge “conventional” thinking, including many of the tenets of liberal economics which I had been exposed to during the previous decade at Oxford University.  Like his ideas or not, this Williams fellow was a superb thinker.
The Economics Department at George Mason at the time had several “famous” economists, including the Nobel Laureate, James M. Buchanan, who had been awarded the Prize in 1986, the  year before I had him for a class.   I found Williams to be a far more interesting, and stimulating, professor than Buchanan.  Williams challenged your thinking during every class, while Buchanan simply explained his economic theories concerning public choice.  

One of my more memorable exchanges with Williams took place when he held up a $100 bill while offering it to any student who could provide him during the next class with a convincing argument on a rather obtuse economic problem.  I worked on the problem for several days and returned to class only mildly confident of my answer.  Williams immediately shot down four of my other classmates who tried the problem before me.  Next, I heard him say, “Linz, you have any ideas?”  [Williams always called us by our last names and insisted that we do the same with him].

I spent the next few minutes providing my answer.  There was a long pause as he stroked the stubble on his chin.  “Well, Linz, you’re not correct, but you’re close…here is fifty dollars.”

I took from that class not the answer to that economic question, but a resolve to use some of Williams’ free market teaching techniques in the high school Physics classes which I was teaching.  From that night on, I frequently offered my students money (usually one or two dollars) to whoever could solve a challenging problem.  I might add that this turned out to be an extremely popular approach.  I was never criticized by administrators, parents, or students for this largesse.

Walter E. Williams was 84 when he passed away a few days ago. He taught his last class the day before he died.  In addition to his position as the John M. Olin Distinguished Professor of Economics at George Mason, he was a popular syndicated columnist, author, and speaker.  In past years he was a frequent guest host on radio programs.  One of his more famous quotes was, “Most of the great problems we face are caused by politicians creating solutions to problems they created in the first place.”

In his lectures, Williams frequently mentioned his experiences growing up in the housing projects of north Philadelphia.  He never forgot that poverty or the accident of birth placing  him in a Black ghetto.  After driving a taxi in Philly, he went on to obtain a Ph.D. at UCLA.  Williams continually wrote compelling books and articles placing the blame for the economic (and social) plight of Black Americans on “the rules of the game.” He argued that these rules created by Federal, state, and local governments regulate economic activity to the detriment of the Black community.  Aa a libertarian, he was a vocal advocate for capitalism and personal freedom.

I was blessed and fortunate to cross paths with the Professor.   He was truly one of a kind.  If we are to navigate our ongoing racial divide, America needs more leaders like Walter E. Williams.
I thought you might like to know.
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