Don’t Conflate Work with Production; or, Much Ado About Nothing Important
I served as a juror yesterday in a disability trial.  The Commonwealth wanted the defendant to lose her rights to make medical and financial decisions for herself.  The thing that was strange to me is that the defense wholeheartedly agreed.  Apparently this is a common outcome in Kentucky disability cases.  A judge, prosecutor, public defender, and jury are all paid by taxpayers to take a couple hours of everyone’s time to resolve an issue that no one is disputing.

This isn’t an isolated case.  I have known parents who have adopted children.  They have to pay for an attorney for themselves, for a different attorney for the kid, and they then pay for the court facilities, all to argue the case for adoption that no one is disputing.

It is as if attorneys have lobbied state governments to create jobs for themselves.  While bar associations do in fact do this, most legislators tend to be lawyers themselves and have no problem creating work for other attorneys.

To an economist this is nothing more than a massive waste of resources.  Or as Shakespeare would say, it creates “Much Ado About Nothing” (my favorite play of all time). 

The mistake people often make is to conflate work with production.  They see that lawyers are hired and assume that production of something took place.  Instead, economists see educated people’s time being diverted from productive uses to unproductive purposes and therefore wealth being destroyed.
This goes to the larger issue that creating jobs is a means to an end rather than an end in itself.  That is, if you think that having a job is the end, you will support a government who hires people to dig ditches while it hires others to fill them in.  Or, you will support laws, like in Oregon, where you are not allowed to pump your own gas – must save the jobs of gas station attendants!
Instead of trying to create jobs, we should try to produce things, or provide services, of importance, need, or even want.  Guess what, jobs will be created as a result.  Hiring people to do busy work will never increase the world’s wealth, but it might make for an interesting play (or TV show – maybe they could call it “The Office”).
