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The trouble with Li

by Dan Rottenberg

“What our sociely needs,. |
would atrgue, is nol legislated
sacrifice but the spirit of sacri-
lice—nol prople saying "There
ought to be a law.” but more
people saying, “There ough! not
fo be a law." . ‘

The above quotation appeared
in this column more than a year
ago [Apr. 3, 1985) and launched
me inlo three weeks' worth of
ruminations aboul the relalive
merils of the “compulsory™ sec-
tor (government. lawyers,
monopolists) as opposed 1o (he
“voluntary™ sector {(the rest of
us, who make our living through -
posilive inducements rather than
negative sanctions). “Qur socie-
ly.” I argued. “has evolved o
the point at which we now pos-,
sess the lools lo solve many of .
our sucial problems ouiside 1he
realm of the law." . ) .

Ever since then. the Welcomat
has received 4 sleady siream of
essays and lelters from Libertar.
ians who insist that I'm one of

- them. {Liberiariang essentially

anything government
free enterprise Sys-
tem can do beter. They're sort
of Yuppie anarchists: Instead of
throwing bombs,
tion papers.) Even as ! happily
published their missives and .-
even found many of them re-
freshing and rarsighted, 1 knew
it was only a matter of lime he-
fore they discuvered the bitter
trath about me. That time has
arrived. :
Specilically. on April 12th 1
wrole a column in the Inquirer -
suggesling that the SEPTA [are
boex should he eliminated and
public transportation in the
Delaware Valley should be fund-
ed entirely with taxes, just like
the police and fire departments.
My point was thal in a major ur-
ban area U’]CFD iS no WiSGI‘ HI'I(I

believe that

: goal. But the truly pertinenti 3]

they throw posi-

" lhese questions,

They fail to see

i of
¢ learning process.

more efficient use of public
funds than to make it as easy as

possible for people o gel from

one place io another. )
Two good Libertarian readers
responded wilh leiters—nol to
the Inquirer, but to lhe
Welcomui—w'—accusing me of |
apostasy and inconsistency (Apr.
23). *'I was very shocked .. . **
wrote Warren Meyer of Fair- _
mourd. “'In the pasl, you have
consistenlly offered {iee-market
solutions to socio-econpmic
problems.”’ '

Well, the lact of the matler is
that in the best of ali possible
worlds I would love (o see
free-market solutions to ail
problems, even military defense.
Especially military defense. (How
many wars do you suppose there
would be il Reagan and Gop- B
bachev had to seek voluntary : %
contributions in order lo produce

nuclear bombs—aven if they
offered T-shirts and book bags

. as inducemenls?] -

The proublem is that we do not -
live in the best of all possible
worlds, nor will we ever. A
voluntary society, free of coor-
cion of any sori, is a worlhy
question is: What do we do.in !
the meantime? How do we ' ’
evoive in thatl direction without
impairing our day-lo-day sur- '
vival? How do we build on our
existing foundalions 1o improve
our lot and the ot of the world? ¢

The trouble wilh Libertarians
—like all ideologues. left and .
right—is that they do not ask
They do not ‘
think in ferms of evolution. They
look at the idiocies of thousands
of years of human civilizalion
and think only that these trage-
dies could have been avoided if :
their ideology had been in Iorce. .
that each mijs-
take, however painful. was part -
& necessary and valuable !
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bertarians

i)
- gpeiirs at déefenseless animals in ’;
"order 1o eal; only the develop-

- recenlly) meat substitutes has }
: emboldened animal rights advo- -

. ing may not be necessary.: A
“ealing human flesh, ot horse--, :

. ago the same practice was a
"necessily. We could not have

 lyranny seemed preferable to

‘'through a period of feudalism? ;
* (North America missed out on <

" in the process lands were -

‘people able to figure out ways to;ﬁ,-:z

‘ms‘;lreng-;thening of society's .

of ihousﬁﬁ&;"

People spent tens
of years {hrowing rocks and

ment of agriculture and (more °

cales lo suggest that all that kill-:

&)

cenlury from now, eating beef B
.may be perceived as sinful-—like '

meal: but two thousand years .
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reached our present slage of en-;
lighienment without the help of H
our brulish hunter ancestors. 4

Similarly, the world's great .y
democracies all tolerated {yran

ny once upon a time—for the - -
simple reason that, at the time, .

the allernative, which was- ¢ ..
chaos: Only under lhe relative
order provided by iyrants were

make tyranny unnecessary. 3
. How do you explain, for exam-}
ple, that virtually évery ad-- ;. i
vanced civilizalion—Europe and -
Japan spring to mind—has at _
some stage of ils history passed E

i
§

feudalism, but we did have in- . !
dentured servitude and, of 77
course, slavery.] Today [eudal- '
ism seems archaic, but in ;0.,. 3
another lime and place it struck |
people as a good deal all j
around: the peasant farmer gave |
up his {freedom in exchange {or i
the feudal lord's proiection, and ;

cleared that no one had previ- "+
vusly dared lo farm. That
productive resources turned out g
to be a vital step along the long, ¥
lorturous road to a free society.. 4
Thus each social system—=:
feudalism, nationalism, -capital-

H

ism, socialism, liberlarianism—is
not an end in itself, but merely a

o
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new level in a society’s collec-
live cumulative educalion. And
lhe relevant queslion is not
“"What is the best system?"” bul
“What is the besl system for
this particular time and place?”
My inlerest in {ree-market so-
lutions o public problems slems

: - primarily {rom my feeling that

Americans have grown so
sophislicated al communicaling
non-violently (through the media,
organizations, unions, boyecotts,
demons!iralions and, most impor-
tan!, the consumer’s power of
the pocketbook) lthat government
may be much less necessary
than we believe. But I wouldn™t
dream of supgesling the Liber-

- tarian mode] to present-day
Russians—with their authoritar-
ian mindsel—or 1o 13th Century

- Burgundians, with their lack ol

<hooks and telephones.

. Thus every problem is best
solved nol in an ideological con-
text. but in the contexl of its
lime and place. Huge public
school bureaucracies, for exam-
ple, may have represented the
hest means of educaling Amer-
ica’s huddled masses Lhrough
mosl of the 20th Century, but
they did their job so well that
many urban Americans loday
are just as smarl as Lthe leachers
and principals—and jusl as
capable of deciding how their
kids should be educated. Thal's
why a city like Philadelphia

. would be wiser today to gel out

of the educalion business and

- simply give each school-age
student a voucher lo be spent on

" the school of his family's choice.
But such an approach would not
be the best solulion in small-

“town or rural areas, which"
couldn’t provide a variety of
school choices and where the
public school bureaucracies are
still of a manageable size.

Urban mass transil, on the
ofther hand. is the opposile case.
Small-town and rural folks can
get around by themselves loday,
thanks lo the auto: cily dwellers,
packed tightly together, can’l. By
eliminating the lare box and
thus unlocking the public's ac-
cess to goods and services, we
Philadelphians will relieve much
of our other dependence on gov-
ernment services. (For example,
il Lhe unemployed could travel
freely to and {rom job inter-
views, more of them would pur-
sue jobs and public welfare
costs would decrease.] Ullimate-
ly. as such a sysiem pumped

unprecedenled health into the ci-
ty's economy, some entrepreneur
would discover a way to make
money on mass {ransil for less
[han it costs SEPTA lo do the
job, al which point government
would gel out of the transporla-
tion business, jusl as it pught lo
be getling out of educalion.
What | am saying, you see, is
that “*free-fare’ mass transit is
not an end in itself, but merely -
the equivalent of a “feudal”
period in the Delaware Valley's

‘transit evolution: It represents

our most elficient means of eco-
nomical survival unlil we come
up with something better. Like
feudalism ilsell, it's a phase we
musl pass through if we hope to -
reach the Liberlarians’ free-mar-
ket promised land. There is no
short-cutting the process. The - * .
means matter more than the - -
ends. The by-product is niore im- -
portant than the producl. Getling.
there is hall the fun. That is the =
lesson of human history. I find it .
a prely eX@d0ng Isidns dasbiedg
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