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1 ON POWER


Many have written about and debated the issue of power—including the ancients and modern philosophers, scholars, and statesmen alike. Why? Because power determines your social arrangements, quality of life, and, more to the point of this book, whether you are free or enslaved or some degree of either. In short, it determines your personal fate, the fate of your community, and the fate of a nation.

There are infinite ways to view power, innumerable contexts and circumstances in which to apply it. There is truly no simple, concise, all-purpose definition for what is meant by power. Clearly, however, it is more than a mere word. To spend time thinking, talking, or writing about it is not a mere abstraction, a useless amorphism, or an elitist esotericism. Power is a term meant to describe some kind of force or energy that surrounds us all the time, is both ubiquitous in your life and the life of the entire society, and is consequential in every way. Power is a core reality and characteristic of human existence. Yet without more to go on, such as context and circumstance, it can be ambiguous and elusive.

In all human pursuits, including personal pursuits and life events, power matters. At a macro level, power shapes economies, politics, and governments. Moreover, there are many variations: implied powers, necessary powers, assumed powers, granted powers, defined powers, limited powers, divided powers, ambiguous powers, seized powers, illegitimate powers, and more. For most people, these are unstated and often unnoticed or obscure kinds of power. But they exist and matter. Indeed, power is inextricably linked to liberty, although it is not to be confused with liberty itself. Power determines if there is too much liberty (e.g., anarchy) or too little (e.g., tyranny), depending on how power is exercised, who exercises it, and if it is bound by human rights.

The American Revolution is an important and obvious example of power properly pursued and exercised, the point of which was to promote individual and societal liberty, including by means of representative, limited, divided government—that is, ordered liberty. Conversely, autocrats of every stripe, and in all ages, have exploited liberty to empower themselves at the expense of the liberty of others. In fact, one’s use of liberty this way, to expand one’s own power to diminish if not denude the liberty of others, is, in a real sense, a paradox. And it is a cancer that apparently metastasizes over time within democracies. Of course, there are democracies that have lasted several centuries, but in the end, they have all succumbed to the steady increase in the centralization of power and a decline in individual and societal liberty. Sadly, this appears to be the nature of things. To be clear, then, even the most wisely conceived nation-states, mindful of man’s abuse of power and established with the intent of curbing and restraining that power, seem to fail in the end. Gone are Athens, Rome, and numerous lesser societies. Democracies struggle against the centralization of power almost from the moment they are established.

History is replete with examples of tyrants grabbing power in the name of liberty. A prime example exists in Marxist regimes, where liberation through revolution—class warfare where the masses (the oppressed) are said to revolt against the powerful few (the oppressors)—and the promise of liberty through community and collectivism results in hellish, genocidal police states ruling over the people in their name but without their consent, and with an iron fist. Again, this is not only a phenomenon of tyrannies. As I noted on the back cover of my book Liberty and Tyranny, in our own country, President Abraham Lincoln observed that slave owners and abolitionists alike claimed to stand for liberty: “We all declare for liberty,” said Lincoln, “but in using the same word we do not all mean the same thing. With some the word liberty may mean for each man to do as he pleases with himself, and the product of his labor; while with others, the same word may mean for some men to do as they please with other men, the product of other men’s labor. Here are two, not only different, but incompatible things, called the same name—liberty. And it follows that each of the things is, by the respective parties, called by two different and incompatible names—liberty and tyranny.”1

Like liberty in the context of power, democracy is another word that is used by the power-hungry to deceive and disarm. Indeed, I have already made several references to democracy, which can be loosely described as nonautocratic government. But democracy is often alluded to by those who reject it, as they reject universal, individual liberty and, where democracies exist, would destroy it. In his book Politics and the English Language, George Orwell writes about the perversion of “political words… used in a consciously dishonest way. That is, the person who uses them has his own private definition but allows his hearer to think he means something quite different.”2 “It is almost universally felt,” writes Orwell, “that when we call a country democratic, we are praising it: consequently, the defenders of every kind of regime claim that it is a democracy, and fear that they might have to stop using the word if it were tied down to any one meaning.”3

Thus, the word democracy, like the word liberty, is frequently used as a rhetorical weapon to deceive the true intentions and conceal the real nature of its abusers. Again, these behaviors and tactics are not exclusive to tyrants and autocracies. It is a real and growing threat in Western societies, as they increasingly centralize power in the name of unlimited egalitarian and so-called righteous causes—environmental justice, economic justice, social justice, equity, reparations, nationalized health care, the “existential threat of climate change,” and so forth—which require and in fact demand the centralization of power to supposedly ameliorate the perceived, claimed, and in some cases manufactured societal maladies—the final resolutions of which are not only impossible, but also are not necessarily intended to be solvable. The agitations, demands, and related propaganda are sledgehammers with which to pummel the limited and divided institutional barriers to centralized power in democratic governments.

Let us narrow the focus. I start with the observation, which I believe is historically indisputable yet potentially controversial, and which you can infer from what I have already written, that over the millennia mankind has generally suffered more from the abuse of power and the concomitant diminution of liberty than from its humane and righteous application. There are important exceptions, of course, in the individual’s everyday life and society generally. But narrowing the focus even further, in the long history of mankind, and even in modern times, the most pervasive form of governance, under which most human beings live and have lived, is authoritarian. Today, one need look only at the membership of the United Nations to prove the point. Some 70 percent of the world’s population currently lives under brutal autocratic regimes.4 This raises an unpleasant question: Is this the natural state of mankind, at least in the communal sense, even if individuals themselves wish for and seek liberty?I I term this negative power, which I will discuss more fully later in the book. That said, in a democracy negative power typically takes the form of a steadily increasing centralization of authority that starts slowly but eventually spreads more quickly to cover all corners of the nation, moving closer toward a quasi-autocratic model. It occurs primarily in three general ways: the imposition by the few (for example, the judiciary), the peaceful vote of the many (where the people willingly vote for their own demise), or the slow institutionalization of, and acquiescence to, as Thomas Hobbes characterized it, a leviathan (a dominating and domineering army of nonrepresentative bureaucrats).

Of course, there are degrees to which centralization develops and occurs, some more aggressive and ominous than others. Centralization in moderation, which is intended to secure liberty that does not exist or undergird existing liberty that is threatened or diminished by factionalism, mob rule, or anarchy, is of a different character than power secured for power’s sake or with a tyrannical mind-set or purpose. Again, looking at our own history, in the early days of our republic, the Articles of Confederation were abandoned because the national government lacked the power to do much. As explained by the National Archives: “Just a few years after the Revolutionary War, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and George Washington feared their young country was on the brink of collapse. America’s first constitution, the Articles of Confederation, gave the Confederation Congress the power to make rules and request funds from the states, but it had no enforcement powers, couldn’t regulate commerce, or print money. The states’ disputes over territory, war pensions, taxation, and trade threatened to tear the young country apart.”5

Thus, the need for the Constitutional Convention and the birth of a new Constitution. I term this positive power, which I will explore later in the book. The Framers knew of both positive and negative power from, among other things, their own experiences with the British monarchy and their familiarity with the writings of ancient philosophers and contemporary revolutions (such as the French Revolution), that the centralization of governmental power, if not carefully and rightly designed, would destroy the new nation rather than serve its best interests.

Obviously, human beings are imperfect. This is not much of a revelation. Yet it seems downplayed or ignored by too many in democracies who acquiesce to or even cheer for governmental centralization when wrapped in promises of a larger welfare state, ethnic-racial-economic empowerment, or godlike fixes to natural disasters and climate events. However, the idea that the centralization of power—which necessarily concentrates authority in the hands of fewer imperfect individuals, and whose base of knowledge is naturally narrow—is a recipe for societal improvement, progress, stability, and well-being is not only counterintuitive but contrary to everyday human experience and mankind’s history. Indeed, what makes these individuals more perfect as decision-makers, more moral as people, or more informed, wise, or prudential than anyone else? Nothing. Autocrats are not known to possess such qualities or demonstrate them when exercising power. Most excel at acquiring power, but not much else. Indeed, those who achieve such a station exhibit a greater affinity for the darker side of human behavior, including corruption, dishonesty, immorality, hubris, irrationality, anger, vainglory, egomania, bigotry, and so forth. Although a rare good or perceived benefit may come from their wielding of power, such as the claim that Italian fascist Benito Mussolini made the trains run on time (a myth), it is a farcical and often deadly delusion.

Moreover, where is the evidence that concentrated power in the hands of an administrative state, where the bureaucracy is to consist of specially trained experts and societal organizers who know what is best for the people and know how best to achieve those ends, has ever existed anywhere? Certainly not in America, as will be discussed later.

Contrarily, from Aristotle and Cicero to John Locke and Montesquieu and numerous others, philosophers and scholars have argued for the wisdom of diversified, dispersed, and mixed power within governments—that is, where power checks and balances power, which provides a greater likelihood of enlightened leadership and administration, greater respect and appreciation for the civil society and nongovernmental parts of society, and more protection of individual sovereignty and free will. In essence, a positive power structure attempts to contain and control the dark side of the human character and experience and emphasizes the capacity for a civilized, just society.

Again, in our country, the American Revolution and establishment of a republican government were intended to secure the traditions, customs, and values of the society, as concisely set forth in the Declaration of Independence—unlike the French Revolution, the purpose of which was to destroy the existing society, not only the ruling monarchy. Indeed, the Declaration is one of the most concise yet brilliant statements about humanity and society ever authored. This is not to say that other Western democracies lacked similar intentions. But America’s purpose was known and declared before it was even a functioning country—that is, from the beginning. And its ultimate governmental design, the national Constitution, was a direct outgrowth of this purpose, not an imposition by an elite few, since the representatives of all the colonies participated in its development from the Constitutional Convention to the state ratification conventions.

When establishing our own national government, the debates among the delegates to the Constitutional Convention and, later, in the state ratifying conventions focused almost entirely on how to balance the necessity of centralized power, to secure the civil society and preserve individual liberty, with the recognition that in creating such an entity they risked imperiling the American experiment if the conferred power was not offset by competing powers. For the Framers, the answer was a mixed government. In essence, they adopted Locke’s overarching governmental model of separating power and Montesquieu’s more precise description of government divided between and among three entities—the legislative, executive, and judicial—each with relatively specific and distinct responsibilities, yet constantly competing with the others for power.

Montesquieu was the most widely read and cited philosopher during America’s constitutional period. He is referred to directly in the Federalist Papers multiple times. In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu explained that “[d]emocracy and aristocracy are not free states by their nature. Political liberty is found only in moderate governments. But it is not always in moderate states. It is present only when power is not abused, but it has eternally been observed that any man who has power is led to abuse it; he continues until he finds limits. Who would think it! Even virtue has need of limits. So that one cannot abuse power, power must check power by the arrangement of things. A constitution can be such that no one will be constrained to do the things the law does not oblige him to do or be kept from doing the things the law permits him to do.”6 (Italics added.)

Hundreds of years later, the late British Christian theologian, scholar, and author C. S. Lewis underscored Montesquieu’s point about the abuse of power disguised as virtue. Lewis famously wrote:


Of all tyrannies, a tyranny exercised for the good of its victims may be the most oppressive. It may be better to live under robber barons than under omnipotent moral busybodies. The robber baron’s cruelty may sometimes sleep, his cupidity may at some point be satiated; but those who torment us for our own good will torment us without end for they do so with the approval of their own conscience. They may be more likely to go to Heaven yet at the same time likelier to make a Hell of earth. Their very kindness stings with intolerable insult. To be “cured” against one’s will and cured of states which we may not regard as disease is to be put on a level of those who have not yet reached the age of reason or those who never will; to be classed with infants, imbeciles, and domestic animals.7



Montesquieu further warned that should the distinct nature of these branches dissolve and transition from separation of powers to the concentration of powers, the result would be tyranny. “When legislative power is united with executive power in a single person or in a single body of the magistracy, there is no liberty, because one can fear that the same monarch or senate that makes tyrannical laws will execute them tyrannically. Nor is there liberty if the power of judging is not separate from the legislative power and from the executive power. If it were joined to legislative power, the power over the life and liberty of the citizens would be arbitrary, for the judge would be the legislator. If it were joined to executive power, the judge could have the force of an oppressor. All would be lost if the same man or the same body of principal men, either of nobles, or of the people, exercised these three powers: that of making the laws, that of executing public resolutions, and that of judging the crimes or the disputes of individuals.”8 Notice, too, Montesquieu’s observation that tyranny is not unique solely to despots but is also to be feared in the form of groups, bodies, and mobs—even legislatures.

As the state conventions were debating whether to ratify the proposed Constitution, in Federalist No. 51, James Madison, considered the father of the document, echoed Montesquieu when he wrote: “Human beings are imperfect and ambitious, so we need a government structure that guards against abuses of power. Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. The interest of the man must be connected with the constitutional rights of the place. It may be a reflection on human nature, that such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of government. But what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself.”9

So much in life orbits around this word, idea, belief—power. And most of the discussion, to the extent it exists at all in an honest or coherent fashion, is in the form of generalities, sloganeering, demagoguery, and the like, used by politicians, media, ideologues, and academicians to manipulate, confound, and deceive—in which case power is used to control thought, discussion, and language. This book is intended to provoke a better comprehension of what is meant by power, its impact on the individual and mankind generally, and to stimulate a broader examination and dialogue about its applications. In doing so, and if it succeeds even modestly, perhaps it will prove an additional source for liberty and against tyranny.


	
I. Philosopher Isaiah Berlin wrote of the “Two Concepts of Liberty”—positive and negative liberty—which I will also briefly address later. But it is not the same thing.









2 ON NEGATIVE POWER


Negative power is power that is exercised by force or other less obvious coercive means. Among its purposes is to limit individual identity, sovereignty, and liberty. In its most aggressive form, and when exercised by a faction, cabal, or government, both autocratic and authoritarian—for example, Communist regimes, fascist regimes, terrorist quasi-states, etc.—the people are treated as servants to the proclaimed cause and those exercising power rather than the other way around. Its purpose is to devour and control society, not serve it. Consequently, it must denude individuals of their free will, self-worth, aspirations, development, progress, and human spirit and control the society generally through the exercise of concentrated, centralized, unchallenged, and ubiquitous power. It is critical to restrict speech and debate, manipulate language, and manufacture new meanings for existing words and new words with self-serving meanings. Propaganda and repetition are the mainstay controlling communication, and the pursuit of ideas, information, and knowledge is condemned and punished—that is, to dictate thought. Conformity, predictability, regurgitation, and obedience are crucial to the lifeblood of the despotic regime. The goal is to create vigorous followers and fanatics for the cause and the regime, not a healthy and robust society of self-sufficient, curious, freethinking, independent human beings.

Naturally, negative power is unmoored from the values and ideals born of the Bible, Reformation, and Enlightenment. It promotes that which is primitive and often barbaric. In governments born of and ruled through negative power, the legitimacy of the government and the way power is executed are without lament or moral and rational circumspection. There is a frightening callousness in the mind-set of the rulers and a cold-blooded brutality to their rule. Unlike John Locke’s view of the social contract, where individuals voluntarily join and form a civil society with just laws, security, moral order, and the like, the individual is little more than a slave to the cause or the regime. People are collectively sheep to be herded in one direction or another, at the behest of and for the benefit of those exercising negative power.

But negative power need not be exercised, or present itself, in such aggressive forms. For modern Western societies, most of which are said to be advanced, enlightened, and democratic, negative power is more opaque—or what I call soft negative power. Typically, Western institutions have been established gradually, by experience and practice, or constituted by design, to counter or limit the most aggressive forms of negative power, such as dictatorships or oligarchies. However, over time they tend to become susceptible to a softer form of negative power. Political parties and political movements in the West look for advantages in acquiring, holding, and expanding their power, whether changing election laws, governing increasingly through nonrepresentative bureaucracies and so-called independent agencies and commissions, the rule of carefully selected judges or judicial councils, and the like. The conflict between honoring and complying with the institutional limits placed on power and the allure of self-aggrandizement is both real and perhaps inevitable over time. As such, the once authentic and thought-to-be effective institutions for limiting excesses of power are transformed into Potemkin-like fictions used to disguise the true intentions of the abusers and, worse, are transformed into tools in support of the exercise of soft negative power. This is authoritarian democracy.

Authoritarian democracy is when a democracy begins the slide into a form of authoritarianism, not all at once but steadily, where authoritarian attributes slowly proliferate, and one branch of the democracy begins to envelop the others, or where all branches coalesce into a whole. Either way, the exercise of power is steadily centralized and the citizenry increasingly peripheral. As I will discuss later, it typically results in rule by the unelected governmental branches—that is, the judiciary and the administrative state—but can also mutate into excessive executive or legislative empowerment.

Authoritarian democracies adopt and use the tactics of authoritarian regimes, albeit at first with more of a glove than an iron fist, but the underlying attributes are there. For example, legislatures that pass tyrannical laws, but which laws are said to be legitimate simply because the legislature adopted them; courts that disregard due process, but which trials are said to do justice because they were held in a court of law with defense counsel and juries present, etc. The use of law is said to be a legitimate application of power because it is the law, not because it is a proper, just, or moral law.

Even today, the impact of authoritarian democracy has seeped into our society’s psyche so successfully that the late Austrian American economist Ludwig von Mises observed that one of the worst tyrannies of all, Marxism, has become part of the West’s psyche: “To a considerable extent,” wrote Mises, “without knowing it, many people are philosophical Marxists, although they use different names for their philosophical ideas.”1

However, there are also those, perhaps many, who benefit from the government’s use of soft negative power, including when that power is used, for example, to forcibly redistribute the wealth and property of those who produced and earned it for the use and enrichment of others, beyond the usual and basic needs of a civil society, and justify what would otherwise be considered thievery as noble and even moral. The beneficiaries of such soft negative power are fully aware that they did not earn what they have received but delude themselves in various ways that they are deserving of it.

Democracies have the seeds of their own destruction within them. Indeed, today soft negative power is ascendant—that is, the West, which obviously includes the United States, is regressing toward the more primitive way of thinking and governing and the more aggressive form of negative power. The circle of liberty and security surrounding each individual is shrinking as the supposed “common good” and “public interest,” defined and determined by a relative handful of masterminds and politicians, is said to be increasingly imperative and paramount. The assumed legitimacy for interference in the individual’s life has become so routine, assumed to be both necessary and inevitable, that their justifications are less important. The growth of centralized government and its attendant authority are presented as, and indeed seen by many as, predestined. Even essential to human and societal progress.

In America—a constitutional republic that built barriers, checks and balances, and the separation of powers within the construct of the national government and between and among the national government and the state and local governments—the Constitution was established for the explicit intent of defending against the failed experiences of past republics, such as Athens and Rome, as well as the tyranny of the monarchy, such as Britain, or the mob, such as the French Revolution. Nonetheless, even the best minds, armed with the most noble and prudent of purposes, and informed by history, philosophy, and experience, are unlikely to birth a republic forever safe from the relentless manipulation, deceit, and plotting of tyrannical minds and forces. The threat from within is real and always present. I wish it were not so, but experience and history point otherwise.

I realize what follows will be dismissed or castigated by certain partisans and fanatics. But that is to be expected, since my observations involve them, and they are not laudatory. In truth, among the most dangerous domestic menaces to present-day America is the Democrat Party. It is a political institution that exists for the purpose of agitating for and, in fact, breaching the Constitution’s firewalls in pursuit of the ever-elusive earthly utopia. It is home to, among others, a conglomeration of Marxist, socialist, and Islamist ideologues and activists. Of course, this is not to say that the majority of its membership shares these ideologies. However, the majority of its membership does not rule the party.
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