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            The Free Market 29, no. 2 (February 2011)
Murray N. Rothbard (1926–1995) was dean of the Austrian School. He was an economist, economic historian, and libertarian political philosopher. This essay is the introduction to a new edition of Mises’s The Clash of Group Interests, published by the Mises Institute, 2011.
 
The advocates of free-market economics almost invariably pin the blame for government intervention solely on erroneous ideas—that is, on incorrect ideas about which policies will advance the public weal. To most of these writers, any such concept as “ruling class” sounds impossibly Marxist. In short, what they are really saying is that there are no irreconcilable conflicts of class or group interests in human history, that everyone’s interests are always compatible, and that therefore any political clashes can only stem from misapprehensions of this common interest.
In his essay “The Clash of Group Interests,” Ludwig von Mises, the outstanding champion of the free market in the twentieth century, avoids the naïve trap embraced by so many of his colleagues. Instead, Mises sets forth a highly sophisticated and libertarian theory of classes and of class conflict by distinguishing sharply between the free market and government intervention.
It is true that on the free market there are no clashes of class or group interests; all participants benefit from the market and therefore all their interests are in harmony.
But the matter changes drastically, Mises points out, when we move to the intervention of government. For that very intervention necessarily creates conflict between those classes of people who are benefited or privileged by the State and those who are burdened by it. These conflicting classes created by State intervention Mises calls castes. As Mises states,
“Thus there prevails a solidarity of interests among all caste members and a conflict of interests among the various castes. Each privileged caste aims at the attainment of new privileges and at the preservation of old ones. Each underprivileged caste aims at the abolition of its disqualifications. Within a caste society there is an irreconcilable antagonism between the interests of the various castes.”
In this profound analysis Mises harkens back to the original libertarian theory of class analysis, originated by Charles Comte and Charles Dunoyer, leaders of French laissez-faire liberalism in the early nineteenth century.
But Mises has a grave problem; as a utilitarian, indeed as someone who equates utilitarianism with economics and with the free market, he has to be able to convince everyone, even those whom he concedes are the ruling castes, that they would be better off in a free market and a free society, and that they too should agitate for this end. He attempts to do this by setting up a dichotomy between “short-run” and “long-run” interests, the latter being termed “the rightly understood” interests. Even the short-run beneficiaries of statism, Mises asserts, will lose in the long run. As Mises puts it,
“In the short run an individual or a group may profit from violating the interests of other groups or individuals. But in the long run, in indulging in such actions, they damage their own selfish interests no less than those of the people they have injured. The sacrifice that a man or a group makes in renouncing some short-run gains, lest they endanger the peaceful operation of the apparatus of social cooperation, is merely temporary. It amounts to an abandonment of a small immediate profit for the sake of incomparably greater advantages in the long run.”
The great problem here is: why should people always consult their long-run, as contrasted to their short-run, interests? Why is the long run the “right understanding”? Ludwig von Mises, more than any economist of his day, has brought to the discipline the realization of the great and abiding importance of time preference in human action: the preference of achieving a given satisfaction now rather than later. In short, everyone prefers the shorter to the longer run, some to different degrees than others.
How can Mises, as a utilitarian, say that a lower time preference for the present is “better” than a higher? In brief, some moral doctrine beyond utilitarianism is necessary to assert that people should consult their longrun over their short-run interests. This consideration becomes even more important when we consider those cases where government intervention confers great, not “small,” gains on the privileged, and where retribution does not arrive for a very long time, so that the “temporary” in the above quote is a long time indeed.
Mises, in “The Clash of Group Interests,” tries to dismiss war between nations and nationalisms as senseless, at least in the long run. But he does not come to grips with the problem of national boundaries; since the essence of the nation-State is that it has a monopoly of force over a given territorial area, there is ineluctably a conflict of interest between States and their rulers over the size of their territories, the size of the areas over which their dominion is exercised.
While in the free market, each man’s gain is another man’s gain, one State’s gain in territory is necessarily another State’s loss, and so the conflicts of interest over boundaries are irreconcilable— even though they are less important the fewer the government interventions in society.
Mises’s notable theory of classes has been curiously neglected by most of his followers. By bringing it back into prominence, we have to abandon the cozy view that all of us, we and our privileged rulers alike, are in a continuing harmony of interest. By amending Mises’s theory to account for time preference and other problems in his “rightly understood” analysis, we conclude with the still less cozy view that the interests of the State-privileged and of the rest of society are at loggerheads— and further, that only moral principles beyond utilitarianism can ultimately settle the dispute between them.


      



                
        CITE THIS ARTICLE

        
          
            Rothbard, Murray N. "It’s the People vs. the Government." The Free Market 29, no. 2 (February 2011): 1–3.


      
        

        

    

          All Rights Reserved ©

    

    
  



  



                  

                  
                            
  
    
      
    
    
  
  
    
      
      
      

  


  



  
    Subscribe to   Free Market

      
    
  
  
  


  

  



    

            




  


  
      
      Latest Articles

    

    
      
      
    
    
  
  
    
      
      
      
  
  
        
          The Swiss National Bank vs. the Federal Reserve: The Fed's Capital Losses in Perspective

    

    
      
  03/12/2024


        •
    
  Mises Wire

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        Alex J. Pollock
                                


    
        Switzerland’s central bank, the Swiss National Bank (SNB), lost $3.6 billion in 2023, after a gigantic loss of $150 billion in 2022. But after booking these losses, and properly subtracting them from...


    

  



  
  
        
          Roland Fryer’s Battle Against the Woke Left

    

    
      
  03/12/2024


        •
    
  Power & Market

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        Llewellyn H. Rockwell Jr.
                                


    
        Leftwing academics claim that blacks in America are oppressed. They call for reparations and affirmative action programs to help them. But these people are hypocrites and liars. How do we know this...


    

  



  
  
        
          Biden’s "Nighttime in America" State of the Union

    

    
      
  03/12/2024


        •
    
  Power & Market

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        Ron Paul
                                


    
        Last week President Biden delivered a dark and angry speech meant to convince the low percentage of Americans who still feel positive about his presidency that everything is fine and will only get...


    

  



  
  
        
          The Welfare State Prolongs Recessions

    

    
      
  03/12/2024


        •
    
  Mises Wire

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        Patrick Barron
                                


    
        Many economic pundits predict that the United States and much of the world is either in a recession or about to enter one, depending upon one’s definition of the term “recession.” This brief essay is...


    

  



  
  
        
          No Such Thing as a Neutral Fed

    

    
      
  03/12/2024


        •
    
  Mises Wire

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        David Brady, Jr.
                                


    
        If one follows news relating to the economy, they surely have come across certain mainstream rhetoric in support of the Federal Reserve System. Everyone is familiar with the typical claims that the...


    

  




    

            




    

  



  
      
      Meet the Writer

    

    
      
      
    
    
  
  
    
      
      
      


      
      
  
  
            


          




      



    

    
    
          Murray N. Rothbard

    

              
          Murray N. Rothbard made major contributions to economics, history, political philosophy, and legal theory. He combined...


      

        



    
    
  
  
    
      
      
      
  
  
        
          The Myth of Democratic Socialism

    

    
      
  02/29/2024


        •
    
  Articles of Interest

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        Murray N. Rothbard
                                


    
        Originally published September 1977 in Libertarian Review. In any debate between a socialist and a free-market capitalist, all too often the socialist quickly puts the free-market advocate on the...


    

  



  
  
        
          War Guilt in the Middle East

    

    
      
  02/25/2024


        •
    
  Mises Wire

                                                                                                                                                                            •
        Murray N. Rothbard
                                


    
        [A selection from Left and Right: A Journal of Libertarian Thought, Spring-Autumn 1967.] The chronic Middle East crisis goes back – as do many crises – to World War I. The British, in return for...


    

  




    

            





    

            




    

  




                                  
              

    

              
  
  
      
    
  
    
              
            Support Liberty

      

                    


  
            The Mises Institute exists solely on voluntary contributions from readers like you. Support our students and faculty in their work for Austrian economics, freedom, and peace.


      



                    Donate today
          


          
        
            


          



      

      

      


  



    
          
          
  
    
      
        Browse Library
      

              
        	
        Who is Ludwig von Mises?
              
	
        What is the Austrian School of Economics?
              
	
        Quarterly Journal of Austrian Economics
              
	
        Journal of Libertarian Studies
              
	
        Mises Wire
              
	
        Human Action Podcast
              
	
        The Misesian
              


    


          

    
      
        About the Mises Institute
      

              
              	
        Fellowship in Residence
              
	
        What is the Mises Institute?
              
	
        Driving Directions to the Institute
              
	
        Become a Member
              
	
        Mises Events
              
	
        Mises Bookstore
              
	
        Finances and Board
              
	
        Subscribe to Email Lists
              
	
        Support Mises
              
	
        Privacy Statement
              
	
        Contact Us
              


  


          

    
      
  
    Contact Us
  

  
    Mises Institute
    518 West Magnolia Avenue
    Auburn, Alabama 36832-4501
  

  
    Phone: 334.321.2100
  

  
    Fax: 334.321.2119
  

  Email Us
  Join our Mailing List
  
    
      

  
    Mises Facebook
      
    
  


  

  
  
    Mises X
      
    
  


  

  
  
    Mises Instagram
      
    
  
  
  


  

  
  
    Mises itunes
      
    
  


  

  
  
    Mises Youtube
      
    
  
  


  

  
  
    Mises RSS feed
      
    
  
  
  


  

  



  




    

    
      

  
    Tu ne cede malis, sed contra audentior ito
  

  
    Website powered by Mises Institute donors
  

  
    
  
  
    Mises Institute is a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. Contributions are tax-deductible to the full extent the law allows. Tax ID# 52-1263436
  




    

  





      
    
    
  




  


    
    


  