In a Nutshell

(by Brad Edmonds)

I often write "without government, we’d be better off with regard to ______." Whenever I write that, I get emails saying "but we must have government, or many important good things would never happen," or "there are lots of bad people, and we need government to keep them under control." People who say such things sometimes believe they have historical evidence to support them, but usually they are unaware of some basic principles and history. The following is my attempt to put in a nutshell why we don’t need government:

Compared to free markets, government is unjust and inefficient. Government agencies are never required to accomplish their missions successfully. When they fail, they demand more money – public schools are the best-known example – and more people get government jobs they then work to protect. Government is unjust in that it takes money by force from rich and poor alike, regardless whether those being taxed use or approve of the service (the poor pay property taxes for schools, even if they home school, pay for a private school, or have no children; the poor who rent pay the landlord’s property taxes; pacifist Amish pay for bombs).

By contrast, private businesses generate every penny of revenue they get (aside from corporate welfare – from the government) by providing something people want. In each of these transactions, the customer enters voluntarily – the seller cannot force participation. Whenever a business fails to provide a product or service that people want to pay money for, the business dies and the people in it are forced to find other work until they land jobs they can keep. Efficiency and quality result from this, as businesses compete with each other for your dollars. Justice results from free markets also, since people enter all transactions voluntarily.

There are goods and services that require big investments, often too big for individuals to provide. Roads and national defense are the usual examples given. In truth, national defense was provided more effectively and efficiently by private enterprise until the mid-19th century. Until that time, governments often contracted with private service providers (usually privateers); after that time, governments made the private provision of national defense illegal, often at the behest of government-employed military leaders who were embarrassed by the competition. Roads were all privately constructed until the government got involved. If you don’t believe big things can result without the government doing them, look at the auto industry. Government doesn’t build its own tanks or fighter planes, remember; it has to go on the market to buy them with your money.*
There are private solutions to justice. Private courts and judges would arise if the government weren’t making it difficult or illegal for them to exist. Private security forces already exist, and do whatever the government hasn’t made it illegal for them to do. They do it better and cheaper; they do it only for people who voluntarily pay them to do it; and if they do something wrong and hurt somebody, they are held responsible. When’s the last time a police force or government defense unit went out of business for killing innocent people, such as in Waco or at Kent State? You can bet your neighborhood Rent-a-Cop prevents crime, but would go out of business after killing any innocents.

Other things we "need" government for – the war on drugs, the war on terrorism, the war on poverty – are problems the government created in the first place. There never was a violent drug culture before the government began trying to prevent people from voluntary sinning; terrorism is what it is today because of government interventions and would be opposed more effectively by private organizations; and poverty would be solved a lot sooner if governments would stop creating it. Notice that freer countries have a lot less poverty than other countries.

The market works its magic by offering big rewards to people who do things that are of value to other people. Hence, if the government steps out of, or merely makes legal to be done privately, any service it provides today, entrepreneurs will appear on the scene trying to strike it rich. The ones who provide poor service will go out of business, hence the market will magically preserve the ones who provide good service. Since justice, roads, and defense are things we value, entrepreneurs will be happy to provide them. And don’t believe any "market imperfection" nonsense: There’s never been a market imperfection a government didn’t create. The term was concocted long after governments came on the scene, and it was concocted to justify government’s existence post hoc.

There’s nothing government’s ever going to do well; government must perpetrate injustices through forced taxation if it is even to exist; the market will provide whatever we need, by inspiring entrepreneurs; and every market participant voluntarily polices all other market participants whose behavior has any relation to his quality of life. So, when I say "_____ would be better without government," that’s really what I mean. And it is true.

*For discussions of private roads, see the following links at Mises.org: 1, 2, 3. For an informative discussion of privateering, look for the new book, coming soon from the Ludwig von Mises Institute, The Myth of National Defense, edited by Hans-Hermann Hoppe.

