Selected Skirmishes

Impossible Dream

Why private matters make bad public policy

By Thomas W. Hazlett

itting atop the greatest economic

engine in history, the citizenry of

the U.S. of A.—when not too
pooped from R&R at their Cabo time-
shares or frenzied by their latest spending
spree at the Mall of America—have a fore-
boding feeling about the course that their
society is running. They sense that there
are many, many things that are broken,
and that they are way too busy to take the
task on themselves—at least until the bas-
ketball playoffs are over.

In walks Bill Clinton, a sweet-talkin’
Mr. Fix-It. The president is a governmental
handyman, a statesman with a tool belt, a
man who will spend $10 million on a sur-
vey to find out what $1 billion program the
voters say they want, spend $4 billion to
give it to them, and create $1,000 of gross
value in the process. He’ll mandate V-
chips on TVs that are never watched; he’ll
create a dozen federal death penalties
for crimes that never get committed; he’ll
create a vast federal program to inoculate
our youngsters against infectious disease
while we watch the vaccinated population
dip. Why, he’ll even strangle that ghastly
Joe Camel with his own tobacco-PAC—
stained fingers in a dramatic faux rescue of
America’s youth.

“I'm from the government, and I'm
here to help you” used to be a punchline
that translated seamlessly into any of the
dozens of languages spoken in the United
States. But the great talents of President
Willie and his slick sales force have over-
come our native skepticism of government
and sent a steady stream of bumbling re-
pairmen into the American home and
workplace. Clinton is always at the front
door, smilin’ and telling you about today’s
special incentive program: “Your children
will love it, it’ll make your whole family
healthier and wiser, and the neighbors
down the block will pay for the whole
thing. But you must sign up with the poll-
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ster right now, because by tomorrow this
fantastic program could be ended by the
extremist Republican Congress.”

Voter demand for such fantastic bar-
gains remains brisk, despite the disap-
pointing results of previous offers, thanks
largely to the marketing genius of “new
& improved.” New Democrats and Newt
Republicans repackage the recalled prod-

ucts of yesteryear in stunningly effective

fashion. But each and every such policy
sale crowds out alternatives.

las, the state is not about subtle
trade-offs concerning Monica’s de-
sire for hatpins vs. Bill’s desire for poetry
but about the brutish task of divining and
enforcing one-size-fits-all rules and taxes.
When politicians and bureaucrats
anoint winners and losers in social deci-
sions governing matters of personal pref-
erence, choices become programs. This
seemingly subtle shift yields fabulous an-
gles for pols spouting focus-group—tested
“solutions,” while rendering individuals
impotent and accountability nil.
Take the public schools: Can there be
a more contentious slice of social life to
place in the hands of the state? Can we
create any more political dyspepsia than to
mandate that everyone’s (or no one’s) kids
be rustled away and taught moral values,
condom technique, Creationism, “life-
styles”—not to mention literature, history,
and civics? Is Heather Has Two Mommies
the appropriate text-—or would the Jimmy
Swaggart Redemption Sermon Video be
preferred? As a matter of iron-clad public
policy, should kids wear uniforms, segre-
gate by gender, immerse in English or

'Espariol or Ebonics?

Not only could reasonable people dis-
agree—we can predict with absolute cer-
tainty that reasonable people will disagree.
The cultural diversity that is our demo-
cratic bonus puts parents at odds with one

another on virtually every one of a long
checklist of specific educational ap-
proaches.

People on the losing end of Department
of Education policy are today doing some
pretty desperate deals: Local school boards
have OK’d single-sex schools in an effort
to beef up product. Civil libertarians are
suing to stop this mischief, outraged by
such a sexist use of tax dollars.

Christians are moving to amend the
First Amendment to bust open the consti-
tutional prohibition on prayer in schools.
Popular with conservative GOP congress-
men, the constitutional amendment prof-
fered by Rep. Ernest Istook (R-Okla.) has
actually made it out of the House Judiciary
Committee.

Rather than dancing on the edge of this
slippery slope, why not simply choose free-
dom? Under a school choice plan, folks
could resolve such life-and-death conflicts
without Bill of Rights brinkmanship.
Those who found that their offspring’s op-
timum was assured by Mrs. Tidy’s Szechu-
an School for Afro-Centric Boys Wearing
Knickers would be able to cash their
vouchers accordingly and so realize their
dream. Free to choose, people could them-
selves weigh costs and benefits of rival
theories of education, rather than thrust-
ing them upon the rest of us.

The path to a single sclution that will
please all is the road to nowhere. That
is not to say that there aren’t some who en-
joy the pointless journey and profit might-
ily from hawking roadside souvenirs—
mandatory school uniforms! increased
teacher pay! national academic testing!—
along the way.

Prediction: All this hellish searching for
a nonexistent group solution will wear
thin, one of these generations. Agreeing to
disagree will be considered courteous be-
havior, and diversity of action may become
more than a theoretical possibility. The
Constitution will be safe, and the kids will
all be above average. ¢
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SYBERVISION®... LANGUAGE TRAINING THAT WORKS!
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quickly find out why this powerful and proven teaching system — the Pimsleur Method — has worked so 0 French 0w
effectively for hundreds of thousands of people around the world. 0 German {1 Ukranian
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With our easy-to-learn methods and audio tapes-to-go program, you just won't find a more entertaining
and interesting way to learn a new language and to enjoy success from beginning to end. The reason?
Dr. Pimsleur’s renowned scientific research and proven learning system. With his methods you are an
active participant, involved in intensive practice sessions with native speakers of the language. It's fun!
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And when you trade up to a complete program you'll also receive 10 minutes a day®- FREE! It's a great way to
practice your new language skills, and the perfect compliment to our all-audio system (see below).
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City Hall-Owned Utilities Plead—

“GIMME A BBEAR™

hy should any City Hall, anywhere in America, own the means of production—or the means of distribution—
when it comes to electricity?

Why are we having this once-in-a-generation debate—electricity rate restructuring—if all Washington can do is
turn its back on fundamental questions? In the era of municipal service privatization, why are Mayors still running
utility companies?

All over the world, countries are privatizing government-owned utilities. Yet here in America, City Hall bosses want
to continue special privileges for politically controlled utility companies.

if Congress won't push City Hall out of the electric utility business, then Congress should at least end the craven
tax subsidies given to municipal owned utilities. City Hall-owned utilities should be under the same tax and regu-
latory rules as investor-owned utilities. It's especially galling that City Hall-owned utilities can issue tax exempt
bonds that the rest of us subsidize.

Now is the time to give ordinary American families a tax break, in part, by ending the federal subsidies for the
City Hall bosses and bureaucrats who shouldn’t be in the utility business in the first place. Give us a break...
Get City Hall out of the power business!

CITIZENS FOR STATE POWER
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