Freedom of choice on our roads?

We often hear these days that there is no alternative to capitalism, no alternative to globalisation, no alternative to markets: no alternative, in short, to basing our social and economic system on human selfishness. This is what Margaret Thatcher famously said in the 1980s; Tony Blair says almost the same, now. 

But is it actually true that more or less unfettered selfishness offers the solution to the problems of the human race?

I want here to consider the close-to-home example of behaviour on our roads. If the view of the capitalists, the free marketers who have ruled the roost since at least the fall of the Soviet Union, is true, then it should apply to our roads just as much as anywhere else.

Now, you might be thinking at this point that our roads do indeed exhibit a great deal of selfish behaviour at present. Everything from cyclists on the pavement to drivers cutting up other drivers…

Or you might be thinking that our roads show how freedom really works, in practice. For instance, looking at traffic flowing along a country road, or a dual carriageway, can be enough to gladden the heart of anyone who is chronically pessimistic about the human race. (use another eg ie the freedom of movement and to travel anywhere by car? Ie like the images of freedom that car adverts conjure up)

But neither of these perspectives is right, actually. For just imagine what our roads would look like if people acted absolutely freely, absolutely selfishly, upon them: 

Picture what would happen if traffic lights were routinely, universally ignored. 

If drivers took no care to avoid hurting pedestrians, cyclists, and other drivers. 

If people invariably parked wherever they wanted (e.g. in the middle of the street; or making it impossible for other parked vehicles to move).

If people drove on both sides of the road, willy-nilly…

What makes the freedom of the roads work, in practice, is, firstly, that we have rules of the road (such as driving on the left) which are very widely observed, and, secondly, that at least some drivers do show genuine consideration to other road-users (for instance, letting people out of side-roads). Without these two things, our roads would be scenes of total chaos, and of far worse carnage than they actually are.

Those such as Jeremy Clarkson who advocate the “freedom of the motorist” sound very similar to those economists and politicians who advocate “the free market”. I am suggesting that the impossibility and undesirability of a truly ‘free market’ on the roads should give us a clue to why unfettered freedom and selfishness do not work, in the economy and society in general.

In fact, drivers do not have much freedom, on the roads, within the Highway Code. The much-vaunted freedom of the motorist, which can seem so much more attractive than depending on other people all the time (as one obviously does if one takes public transport), is really a grand illusion. Car-driving needs to be tightly constrained by the law to work well (contrast driving conditions in some under developed countries); (but then you cld argue that we have democracy and organised society as part of the capitalist route and they shld too so their roads would be better) and, as a car driver, one always depends just as deeply on other people as one does when one is a public transport passenger. One person driving down the wrong side of a busy street can demonstrate that, in an instant. 

And soon the ‘freedom’ of the person behind the wheel will disappear almost entirely: in the future, cars will have piloting systems that will remove most elements of choice in route from a driver; cars will have automatic speed-management, to maximise fuel economy and to keep the car below the speed limit… we may end up, within a generation, with cars that are in effect entirely driven by electronic chauffeurs. This will free up ‘car drivers’ to read the newspaper etc. while going from A to B … just as riders on public transport are free to do already!

The reality is that the only means of transport that really deliver freedom to go where one will, under one’s own direction, ironically, are the oldest and most low-tech of all: cycling (whereby you can quickly bypass road congestion, congestion that stops buses and cars alike), and walking. Walking is the most reliable mode of transport of all. Nothing (save something going wrong with your legs) can stop you. You have almost total flexibility to change position and direction at any time, when you walk… 

   Freedom is the preserve of the pedestrian, not really of the motorist at all. And unfettered freedom for motorists would be a nightmare for every single one of us. A surprising pair of results. Surprising, but true. As true as the fact that an economic system based on selfishness is not best for everyone. And maybe, in the end, not best for any of us at all. 

