Rules Rant
by
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Springfield, VA   -  Less than one year after James M. Buchanan was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics in 1986, I had the privilege to be in his class at George Mason University taking ECON 828, Constitutional Economics.  I had never met a Nobel Prize winner, and I had no idea what to expect.  It turns out that he was a rather dry lecturer, but was approachable for questions.  

I had done little homework on Buchanan’s background, or why he had been awarded the Nobel Prize.   The course was at the doctoral level, and it could be argued that I was in over my head.  I did have a M.A. in Economics from Oxford University, but that had occurred 11 years earlier, and in the interim, I had completed my 20 years of service in submarines and had begun a teaching career in Mathematics at a local high school.  

Nonetheless, I found Buchanan’s lectures stimulating in content, and something of an eye opener.  As opposed to the majority of economics courses which I had taken previously, ECON 828 concentrated on his specialty, the “public choice theory” of economics.  Buchanan’s premise was that it is folly to try to understand elementary economics, such as supply and demand, until one fully understands the rationale for economic and political decision making.  He was interested in examining how politicians’ self interest and non-economic forces affect decision making.  
Buchanan spent considerable time discussing rules, what they are, and how a nation’s constitution is the ultimate set of rules for a democratic society.   I had not thought much about rules, and how they came about.  I had my own set of rules for students in my classroom.  Most had been developed based on previously established dictums by the school system and that individual high school, but others were ones which I had arbitrarily mandated based on my idea of a civilized and efficient classroom.  
Buchanan’s lectures brought some clarity to my thinking about rules.  In my own mind, I determined that a rule is nothing more than words strung together to shape behavior.  The majority seem to be prohibitive, that is, rules that limit our individual freedom, presumably for the common good.  For example, a No Smoking sign is a rule, which denies an individual the right to smoke in a given area, such as near a gasoline pump, to lessen the chance of a dangerous explosion.  Most would agree that this constitutes a “good” rule.  If everyone follows the rule, there is an increase in the public welfare.  

Stop lights are another example of a rule.  Most of us voluntarily follow the rule to stop when the light is red.  If several of us choose to violate this rule, each intersection would become dangerous anarchy.   If, on the other hand, a silly rule has been made, whether by dictum from a government agency, or by a parent, or by a dictator, it will be largely ignored, even at the risk of punishment.  Here in Virginia, for example, there is a rule that taxpayers must pay sales tax on all purchases made in the state when no sales tax has been collected.  In other words, if I buy something on the internet from an outfit in Kansas, and no sales tax was paid, I am supposed to tell Virginia about it when I file income tax and also send in the appropriate sales tax for that item.  I will allow you to guess how many citizens comply with this law.
So it is this background which led me to a confrontation recently at a nearby ATM machine.  As I approached the bank, I noticed that a car was parked directly in front, clearly in a No Parking area (kept clear for emergency vehicles) and that the driver, an African American female, had left the car (with a child in it) and proceeded to the ATM.  There were several empty parking places in the adjacent lot, perhaps 20 yards away.   As I entered the ATM area, I asked the woman, “Excuse me, what makes you so special that you choose to park directly in front of the bank?”
The woman looked as if I had smacked her.  She responded, “Mind your own business,”  

I replied that it was everyone’s business to follow rules designed for the safety of all of us.   She glared at me, and then pulled the race and gender cards, “You really enjoy harassing black women, don’t you?”

“Only when black women disregard rules that everyone else follows,” was my retort.

No other words were exchanged, but as she finished her ATM withdrawal she indignantly pushed her way past me to her car.  I am not certain if the Nobel Laureate would have approved my actions, but I certainly felt better.
I thought you might like to know.
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