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Chairs, Hamburgers,
and Persons
by JohnT. Wenders
uppose you owned a furniture store, and
someone asked you what you sold. You
would probably say "furniture." Likewise, if someone invited you to lunch,
you would go to a restaurant for something
to eat. The use of such words as "furniture"
and "lunch" is common, and these words
serve a useful purpose in communicating.
Yet, at bottom, no one ever really buys (or
sells) "furniture"
or "lunch." What you
actually buy is a chair, a sofa, or a table. And
when you have lunch, you actually eat a
bowl of soup, a Caesar salad, or a hamburger. "Furniture" and "lunch" are collective
nouns; they are abstractions that exist only
in the mind. The real things are the chairs,
hamburgers, and so on.
No one can deny this. But many would
say that such a distinction is a nitpick that
doesn’t amount to much in practical terms,
since everyone implicitly
knows what is
going on when we use collective terms like
furniture and lunch.
But sometimes the confusion makes a big
difference, such as in the discussion of
human interactions.
There, almost without
exception, thought and action are carried
out in terms of groups of people without
regard to the real individuals who make up
those groups. While we all remember that
chairs, tables, and the rest are meant when
we use the term "furniture," we almost uni-

versally forget that individual people are the
real things in "society."
This is collectivism. The insidious common element in all modern collectivist
philosophies, whether socialist, communist,
or fascist, is the mindset that places collective abstractions about humanbeings above
the individuals wholie below. It is an organic view of society in which its elements, individual people, are lost.
Characterizations about society can only
be knownby the intellect,
not the senses.
Only individuals feel better or worse off
collective abstractions about individuals do
not. You cannot add chairs and tables
together and get anything meaningful. You
can’t eat lunch; you can only eat a hamburger. Likewise you cannot add people together
and get anything real. In the abstract universe
of the collective, individuals and their wellbeing are sacrificed and implicitly traded
against one another in an endless game of
redistribution to satisfy somecollectivist view
that exists only in the mind of the viewer.
As the French political
philosopher
Bertrand de Jouvenel observed some time
ago, people are the reality and society is an
artificial convention. In the nineteenth century, when the conception of society was
transformed from a collection of people to a
collective about and above people, there
became no limit to the power of the state-anything could be justified in the nameof the
JohnWenders
O’wenders@uidaho.edu)
is professor collective, which had a being superior to that
of economics,
emeritus,at the Universityof Idaho. of any individual.
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The"Market"
The concept of a "market" is just that: a
concept. It is a collective noun. In the
philosopher’s language, "the market" is a
universal, a conceptualism,a product of the
mindthat does not exist independentlyof its
elements. The real, humanelements of the
"market" are individual voluntary exchanges
and associations, each carried out by individuals acting in a mutuallybeneficial way.
Onecannot evaluate the concept of a "market"; one can only evaluate its elements-voluntary exchanges. Andsince voluntary
exchanges, and more broadly, voluntary
associations, leave humansbetter off, "markets" must be beneficial to humans,contrary
to the conclusions of modernliberals. As
philosopher J. C. Lester points out, other
than charity, the only alternatives to voluntary exchanges and associations are coercion, theft, robbery,fraud, extortion, and so
on. Onthe personal level the only alternatives are assault, rape, slavery, and murder.
To the extent that one objects to the "market," as manydo, then one is advocating
these very illiberal alternatives, usually
under somestatist euphemism
like taxation,
conscription, regulation, egalitarianism, the
public interest, and so on. From before
Marxdownthrough Rawls, modernliberalism, communitarianism,or whatever collectivist abstraction happensto be in vogue, is
a retreat into holism where humanbeings
are lost.
"Globalization" is just another of those
holistic slogans. Like all abstractions, it is
difficult to define exactly what it means-whatits real elementsare--but it seemsto be
concernedwith trade, especially international trade.
To talk intelligently about globalization,
youhaveto reducethe conceptto its real elements. Just as the idea of a "market" is a
holistic concept, so is the idea of "international trade," and they are the same thing.
Nations(or cultures) don’t trade. Peopledo.
Nations trade only in the minds of those
whocollectivize and aggregatethe individual
elements of trade--the voluntary exchanges
that occur betweenpeople wholive in differ-

ent countries. Thereis no real, elementaldifference betweeninternational trade and any
other kind of trade: both are voluntary
exchanges between individuals and/or voluntary associations of individuals (like corporations), and the only difference is that
one takes place betweenpeople in different
countries.
One of the consequences of thinking
about international trade in globalized
terms is that one mayconclude it is bad.
Whileit is difficult to argue that voluntary
humanassociations, like exchanges, are
bad, once these are collectivized into terms
like "international trade" or "globalization," that argumentis easier for shallow
thinkers to swallow.Exactly whyit is bad is
usually left to the imagination, and human
beings, especially so-called intellectuals,
havefertile imaginations.
To conclude that international trade is
bad you must believe that its real elements,
voluntary exchanges, are bad--exchanges
madeby individuals whobelieve they will be
better off trading than not trading. If you
argue that voluntary exchanges are bad it
must be because you believe that you know
other people’s preferences better than they
do--an elitist concept that whenimplemented leads to all kinds of authoritarian, coercive, nonmarketbehavior.
Oneof the moreludicrous, and illogical,
popular notions about globalization is that
trade impoverishes. This, of course, is a
conflict in terms: trade, by definition, is
voluntary; if it is voluntary, it must be
mutuallybeneficial; if it is mutuallybeneficial, it cannot be impoverishing,unless you
live in some weird masochistic world
where people choose to make themselves
worseoff.
Thesad thing is that the logical mistakes
of communism,
socialism, and fascism don’t
end there. All modernsocieties have become
collectivist in their outlook.Theresult is the
endless growthof collectivism’s hegemony
in
the form of statism. There, a higher and
higher proportion of human output and
action is allocated and regulated by state
coercion rather than voluntary humaninteraction.
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Nickel and Damned:
BarbaraEhrenreich’sViewof
America
by Larry Schweikart

lhen Barbara Ehrenreich’s
book
Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America came out last
year, I knew it would be the perfect foil to another book I used in myclasses, The Millionaire Next Door, by Thomas
Stanley and William Danko (1996). Don’t
ever say that academics don’t have a sense
of humor.
At any rate, Ehrenreich must be given
credit for at least entering the world of
minimum-wagework, rather than sitting in
her comfortable study or pontificating from
a lofty perch at a think tank. The womandid
get her hands dirty, quite literally. At times,
a little less dirt and a little morescholarship
might have been useful.
Ehrenreich conducted a live experiment in
which she worked at minimum-wage jobs,
living, as best she could, in whatever circumstances those wages would afford.
She
worked in Florida as a waitress at a greasy
spoon, sometimes for $2.43 an hour, plus
tips. Soon, she augmentedher job with other
work, such as housekeeping. Having satisfied herself with that part of her experiment,
she movedon to Maine, where she toiled as
a maid, and finally completed her research

with a stint in MinneSota at Wal-Mart. She
concluded that if she could have maintained
her two-job regimen, and if she had no dire
or sudden illnesses, she could have just barely gotten by. Despite her occasional genuinely funny quips--her exposition on feces, as a
maid, is something to behold---her overall
message is incredibly
depressing
and
drenched in hopelessness. If her assessment
is accurate, it is impossible to get by in
Americain low-level jobs. That’s if.
Fortunately for many Americans--and for
virtually all people who find themselves in
these jobs--Ehrenreich’s analysis has fatal
flaws. Since it is certain this book will
become the basis for manyother "can’t-getby" studies that pass for policy analysis, it is
¯ worth analyzing her weaknesses in some
detail.
First and foremost, Ehrenreich pretended
¯ to be a minimum-wage
worker. She acted in
a role for a few months. Critics might see
this as supporting her position, but I think it
blows up the entire foundation. The purpose of work is not to get by, but to get
ahead. This is a critical distinction: how
Ehrenreich looks at her work and life, and
the reality of the situation. Most people, no
matter what the job of the moment,see it as
LarrySchweikart
(schweikart@erinet.
corn)teaches a way to get ahead later. Yet Ehrenreich did
historyat the Universityof Dayton.
not even try to moveup. She lied about her
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