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Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.


—Thomas Paine,
The American Crisis,
December 1776




Prologue


The American public is angry. They feel the government has become too intrusive, that government has positioned itself as a true “nanny state” and has tried to make itself the source of everything people need, from food, to housing, to health care, to education, to happiness. They feel that government is taking more and more—more resources, more freedom, and more power—and has strayed from how it can best serve them. Public services are misplaced and ineffective. The country is in retreat in the world arena. Those in power seem to see government as a vehicle for themselves: an opportunity to make a personal mark in history and not as a means of helping Americans lead better lives and pursue their dreams.


The public is right to feel this way. We have been badly governed, particularly in the last quarter century, and the trend is one that is spiraling downward at an accelerating rate. This government has been expanding exponentially and has become bloated, unaccountable, out of touch, and replete with fraud, waste, and abuse.


My father used to tell me that when I pointed a finger at someone else, I was pointing three fingers back at me. So let me be up front as I point a finger at what I call the Ruling Class. I was part of the government that hasn’t governed well. I served in policy positions in the White House under three presidents. I was a governor of the US Federal Reserve. I was even a professor at Harvard University, which often functions as a government in waiting. So it’s hard for me to pretend that I am some powerless victim who has no responsibility for what’s happened.


I did serve in government. And while I like to think that most of what I did there was well intentioned and produced some good results, I also saw plenty of things that weren’t going as they should. I recognize that I was part of the problem.


I’ve also interspersed my three stints of government service with one stint in academia—reflecting on that service—and two in business: as managing director of one company and as the CEO of my own firm. Seeing it from the outside as well as the inside has given me a perspective on government that most people don’t have—as well as new ideas for finding solutions.


When I was in government, it sure didn’t seem like I was part of a Ruling Class. Most of the people I worked with—in both parties—viewed themselves as serving in government for only part of their lives and certainly not as their life’s work. When one views oneself that way, you’re hardly thinking the way a ruler would, and you certainly don’t think of yourself as part of a permanent Ruling Class. We were there to get the job done and move on.


But there was always a core group of people who saw things differently: the experts in bureaucratic politics. They took pleasure in winning battles, not in creating a plan that would lead to an effective and efficient outcome. Saddest of all, they came to see themselves as “naturals” eminently qualified to be in charge: people who were good at fighting and winning political battles and beating enemies into submission. Serving in government was not the means to an end to create a better country but an end in itself. The purpose of their government service was to accumulate personal power and to exercise that power over others. They didn’t have a noble cause, even though they always acted as though they did, but a hidden need to wield power and maintain control of their little domain.


You can tell who they are just from watching TV. They enjoy ridiculing their opponents. They tell you how smart they are whenever possible. Some of them like to belittle other people, setting them up as straw men just to knock them down. I will leave it to you to figure out what this says about them psychologically. Sometimes their personality is so Ruling Class that you don’t even need to watch with the sound on to tell who they are. Just watch their body language: the way they hold their head, or the thrust of their jaw. They just know they are superior to you, though they may try to hide it by telling you how they are there to help you, as if you needed their help to run your own life.


I never took these people too seriously until they stopped being content with their own tiny fiefdoms and started turning their attention to the nation and people like me. Back in July 2012, President Barack Obama said, “If you’ve got a business—you didn’t build that.” Well, I did build a business. Senator Elizabeth Warren said, “There is nobody in this country who got rich on his own—nobody.” Really? And back in October 2014, as she was unofficially kicking off her presidential campaign, former secretary of state Hillary Clinton said, “Don’t let anybody tell you it’s corporations and businesses that create jobs.” Who did, then, the government? Personally, I’ve hired the people who work for me, and my efforts created those jobs, not the government.


This is not an isolated attitude, but quite widespread among those who now run Washington. These are politicians, appointees, and bureaucrats who had spent their lives ensconced in government or at institutions such as Harvard waiting for their chance to assume a position of political power. This is a class of like-minded people with similar backgrounds and résumés with a classic ruler’s attitude: “You couldn’t accomplish that on your own. You needed me to do the hard work because I am smarter and better educated than you.”


It seemed to me like such an alien way for a real leader to act. If you were leading an organization, would you belittle the people in your organization who were the most successful? Wouldn’t it make more sense to thank and congratulate them for a job well done, to encourage them to do even more in the future, and to empower them to achieve more success? It would seem to be even more important in the case of a country with an economy that wasn’t doing so well. A real leader would be a cheerleader for accomplishment, not denigrate it.


So I began to think of these people as what they are: the Ruling Class. They view their jobs not as leaders, who encourage the rest of us to make the most of our talents, but as people who are superior—as though they are the shepherds and we the sheep. They ridicule the successful and do everything they can to make the population dependent on them.


Conspiracies of the Ruling Class is the story of how I came to understand the behavior of people with this mind-set. First, we will examine the historical roots of the Ruling Class. Our Founding Fathers knew all about them; they rebelled against their tyranny and set up a government designed to make it hard for a Ruling Class to assume control. But after a hundred years of trying, it seems that the Ruling Class have finally achieved their goals. We might still have the power to dislodge them, but with the way things are going, we might not have it for long.


Second, we examine the results of the efforts of the Ruling Class; the fruit of their labor. If they really were as superior as they think they are, we should live in a trouble-free country. The power and resources at their disposal are enormous and, if well deployed, should produce a quality result. But that is not the way it is. Because they are rulers and not real leaders, they squander the power and wealth the country gives them, and when they fail, they come back and ask for more.


Finally, we consider how we can break their grip on power. This will not be an easy task. It will require a single-minded focus on restoring liberty and trimming the power the Ruling Class have amassed. There is a clear majority that supports the values upon which this country was founded, but they must be activated and united. Assuming we can prevail at the ballot box, there are structural changes we can make to get America back on track. Mainly, these changes involve undoing some of the many policies and positions the Ruling Class created to facilitate their hold on power.


We believe that we need to rekindle the vision of liberty that was the impetus for our founding in 1776. America is a cause, and not just a country. We need to be a beacon of hope and a model for the right way to govern in the twenty-first century.







PART 1





The Greatest Threat to Liberty







CHAPTER 1





A History of Ruling in the Absence of Liberty


For most of human history, mankind has lived under the command of the Ruling Class. Sometimes those in charge did a good job, sometimes not, but the ever-present temptation for those with power to seek even more has always been there. As a result, most people who have ever lived have had very little control of even the most rudimentary aspects of their lives. Their occupations have been determined largely by what their parents did. Their marriages have either been arranged, or their choice in partners has been limited severely by their unchangeable social standing. Their day-to-day activities have not been a matter of choice but have instead been driven by necessity, custom, and the dictates of their overlords. More than 90 percent of the roughly hundred billion people who have ever been born1 have lived out their lives in fear: fear of dying from starvation, illness, accident, war, or as helpless victims of a totalitarian ruler. Even today, only about a third of the world’s population live in democratic countries, and, for most of these, the freedoms they experience are only a heavily watered-down version of what many take for granted in America.


History provides a few short-lived examples where mankind has experimented with individual freedom. More commonly, there has been a ruler or a ruling class that seizes power by offering citizens a better life, through free food, health care, or other services their government can supply, or a solution to real or imagined problems of the moment. These problems usually are manufactured issues involving either a vague, potential threat that can’t really be detailed and solved easily (for example, “The crops may fail,” or global warming), or issues of conflict with other groups (such as tribalism or racism). The reason the ruler needs to manufacture these problems is that the society needs to be focused only on what the ruler wants and not distracted by their lack of freedoms or individuality. This keeps the “great unwashed masses” in line, peaceful, and accepting of the current ruling class. These rulers’ ascension depends ultimately on the assumed superiority of the ruling class to make all the rules the people must follow and on their subjects’ acceptance of a society without freedoms.


This book is about a very real battle that will result in either the continuance of the United States as a global beacon of freedom and individual liberty for our children or the end of the American experiment that began almost 250 years ago. To begin, we look back to consider how civilization’s early ruling classes rose to a position of prominence, and how they were able to maintain this standing, ruling for their own benefit at the expense of their people.


The Ruler Knows Best (or At Least He Thinks So)


Historically, giving up control of one’s life to an all-powerful ruler began as a matter of necessity. Life was dangerous. Starvation was a constant threat. Defeat, death, and capture by another tribe or group were always possibilities. Humans learned early on that they had to stick together to survive. When the tribe went hunting large game, their success was based on teamwork. There might have been some discussion, but ultimately one person called the shots, and the others followed. Those who didn’t fall in line risked endangering the entire group. This logic continued when one group came into contact with another: battles were fought—and won—with teamwork under the direction of a few. So, in terms of the effective use of force by the tribe—for food or for battle—it became useful for a few to emerge who gave orders to others.


With the agricultural revolution, the survival of the entire tribe became a matter of planting crops at the right time and hoping that the weather cooperated. “Specialists” emerged who improved the odds of success through early scientific advances, like tracking the movement of the moon and stars. Evidence suggests that large megalithic structures such as Stonehenge functioned to enable these enhanced powers of observation. Though their actual scientific knowledge was likely very basic by today’s standards, these specialists were elevated within society because of their importance to the tribe’s well-being and often became the religious leaders of the community. After all, no one knew why the seasons happened, just that they did, year after year, and it was left to the specialists, who could specify more accurately when spring would begin, to come up with an explanation.


Useful fictions such as “Who are we to question the will of the gods?” fit the need of the emerging Ruling Class very well. They could say that they possessed a specialized “skill set” not accessible to the common man, and thus held an exclusive position as the gods’ mouthpiece to the people. This made them absolutely critical to the group’s survival, at least in the narrative they promoted. Conveniently, the Ruling Class continued to refine their marketing message to the masses. If a spring brought unseasonably cold weather and lower crop yields, the story was always some variation of “You have angered the gods because . . .” Or even better, “You can appease the gods again by . . .” But never “I’ve made a mistake.”


Now, pretend you’re a member of the community that relies on this specialist to determine when to plant. He’s been right most of the time. If you go against his dictates, you risk ruining the crop and starving to death. So, for lack of other options, you follow this specialist and his policies, because the downside is so catastrophic. Coincidence becomes causation, and over time, you and your family grow even more attentive to what the specialist says the gods want in the future, to the point that you’re hanging on his every word. In Mesoamerica and many other early cultures, ritual human sacrifice was a regular practice mandated by high priests, the specialists of that time, to appease the gods society worshipped. Though extreme acts like this were barbaric, they were deemed necessary in order for society to continue, and thus became a way of life.


So, early in human history, individuals relinquished significant control of their lives as a matter of survival to the Ruling Class, who were cunning enough to take advantage of their helplessness. The early rulers flourished not because they were exceptionally knowledgeable or skilled but because, even when outnumbered, they were able to rule with elaborately crafted narratives that explained why they deserved a position of such prominence. Of course, they were crafty and capable, and did contribute to the refinement of early society, but they were focused mostly on advancing their own agenda of seizing and wielding power. This has always been the strategy of the Ruling Class, whether as the chief of a small tribe or an emperor ruling millions of people.


Common to all of these rulers are the three basic tenants of the Ruling Class. First, most people are incapable of managing their own lives. Second, only a government can succeed in maintaining order in society. Finally, the members of the Ruling Class possess an innate superiority that makes them worthy of their position and the power they hold over everyone else.


As society became more complex, the real leadership the ruler showed on the hunt or in battle was no longer crucial. So his narrative evolved as to why individual liberty had to be sacrificed. Opposition to the ruler’s ways, the thinking goes, could weaken the group as a whole—just as it could on the hunt or in battle, even though the immediate threat was far more remote. So for example, if you don’t marry according to society’s standards as imposed by the Ruling Class, you risk disrupting the status quo and the well-being of the group. If you don’t follow in your father’s footsteps, then your town might not have a trained blacksmith or baker, and would thus be unable to meet its population’s needs. If you act in a way that the ruler claims angered the gods, then the tribe might starve as punishment. The narrative maintained that if people didn’t give up their resources or acquiesce to the rules, the order of the group would unravel, enemies would invade and pillage, or the gods would grow angry at their behavior and punish them with devastating natural disasters. The Ruling Class, time and again, promoted this structure under the guise of forming a well-balanced and successful society, when in reality, theirs was a system designed to keep lower subjects in line and easy to control, the way it had always been.


And if all else failed, hideous punishment awaited those who defied the narrative of the Ruling Class. Ancient rulers roasted whole families alive in metal ovens shaped like a bull. Crucifixion was developed as a slow, torturous death. Treason was so heinous a crime that painful death was not enough: the traitor was hanged, cut down alive, drawn and quartered, and forced to watch his own bowels burn in front of him as he bled to death. Heretics were burned at the stake, for it was believed that the flames would expunge not only their lives but also their evil thoughts.


Public Works Require a Strong Ruler


Just as the Ruling Class took advantage of their community’s need for safety in a dangerous world, they created other areas of exploitation as society advanced and became more developed. By manning the helm of massive public works projects, the Ruling Class gained another rationale for increasing the power at their disposal. These involved both a pressing need for defense and also for control of water and food. Most of these endeavors were of mind-numbing size, especially considering the technological and logistical constraints of their time.


In Mesopotamia (a region containing modern Iraq), seasonal changes in the flow of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers posed a significant problem for early civilization. To meet the food production needs of a rapidly expanding population, water had to be managed in order to maximize the amount of arable land.2 The Ruling Class of the third millennium BC, seizing the opportunity to extend their influence, constructed extensive irrigation canals. Similarly, the massive reach of the Nile River and its regular flooding necessitated the implementation of similar systems in Egypt. These projects, while important to the development of the community, offered the Ruling Class an opportunity to solidify their positions.


In analyzing the essential feature of water in the building of these early civilizations, the German American historian Karl Wittfogel coined the term “hydraulic despotism.”3 Building and maintaining the irrigation system that sustained society required an immensely powerful ruler capable of marshaling most of the population into contributing their labor toward that collective goal. A large and powerful bureaucracy then emerged to make sure that this highly centralized rule was carried out. Other historians have refined Wittfogel’s hypothesis since the time he wrote in the 1950s. The current view is that the control of water was not so much the origin of despotism (which existed in any case), but the key to the evolution of a bureaucratic state under the despot, because it created issues that could not be adjudicated by a single individual. As such, these water tyrannies were fundamental in moving from a single ruler toward an entire Ruling Class.


A similar bureaucracy formed to execute an even more massive project in China in the seventh century, although work had begun several hundred years before. The Grand Canal is the largest man-made waterway the world has ever seen.4 It is 1,100 miles long and links Beijing with the two great river systems of China: the Yangtze River and the Yellow River. The commitment of men and national output to build this project was massive and involved a mobilization of resources that could be completed only by a great ruler with far-reaching power. To put the commitment into perspective, the Erie Canal of the 1820s was less than one-fifth as long but cost $7 million to complete at a time when the total federal budget was $19 million. Given the much lower gross domestic product (GDP) and poorer technology 2,500 years earlier, it is not hard to imagine that most of the surplus production of China was dedicated to building the canal.


The most massive public works project of all time, however, was not conducted to control water or food but for defense. Construction on the Great Wall of China began in the seventh century BC as a means of guarding against invasion by northern tribes.5 It was built, rebuilt, and expanded many times. Each revision enlisted a massive number of laborers, all under the direction of the Ruling Class of that day, and many paid the ultimate price during this forced service. Historians estimate that as many as 400,000 people died during the building of the Great Wall. Criminals too were forced to work on the wall, and if they died before completing their sentence, their family had to provide a replacement. In one of the wall’s later revisions during the Ming dynasty, other estimates say that as many as one-third of all adult males in China labored on the wall for the national good. This is a staggering burden on a society operating on barely-above-subsistence agriculture, and an enormous amount of power commanded by a small group of individuals.


Of course, many of the gargantuan projects of history were not only exceptionally costly but also served only to glorify the upper echelon of the Ruling Class. Egypt’s pyramids are a prime example. The Great Pyramid of Giza took the efforts of 30,000 men over a twenty-year period, all for a glorified monument to the Pharaohs. They involved the moving and lifting of some 2.5 million cubic meters of stone.6 In terms of excavation, they moved enough earth to build an irrigation ditch three feet deep, six feet wide, and a mile into the desert the entire length of the Nile River on both sides. Think of that with respect to lost agricultural output. In terms of stone laid, they could have built the equivalent of a Roman road (eighteen inches of stone deep and thirty feet wide) the entire length of the country.


The Mausoleum of the First Qin Emperor in China is similarly renowned.7,8 Constructed over thirty-six years, this tomb contains an estimated eight thousand terra-cotta soldiers—weighing between three hundred and four hundred pounds each—built to protect the emperor in the afterlife. But all of this speaks to the perceived importance of the ruler compared with the needs of the people. Just the fired clay in those statues could have provided every family in Beijing forty gallon-size pots for cooking or for water. The great societies of the past emerged from the untold sacrifices of ordinary people, yet only the names of the Ruling Class who forced their subjects into such deprivations are remembered. These rulers did deliver some of the essentials of civilization, and that doubtless helped people tolerate the costs of being ruled. This tolerance for suffering was augmented by a narrative that this arrangement was how it was supposed to be; and that narrative was backed up by a combination of superstition and force. The notion of individual liberty rarely ever arose—and was quickly vanquished when it did.


The Best the Ancient World Had to Offer


There were some brief exceptions. The clearest example of the concept of liberty was espoused by the second-century Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, who was considered unusual even in his own time and thus received the appellation “philosopher king.” In particular, he advanced the philosophy of Stoicism, which advocated a belief in duty, self-restraint, and respect for others. In Meditations, a collection of his personal writings, he wrote of “a polity in which there is the same law for all, a polity administered with regard to equal rights and equal freedom of speech, and the idea of a kingly government which respects most of all the freedom of the governed.”9


However, this was only a brief glimpse of liberty, and actual practice didn’t always follow his enlightened theories. For example, the traits that Aurelius wrote about didn’t apply to the rising Christian population; their persecution increased during his reign, as recurring military defeats required a scapegoat in order to maintain the narrative that justified his power. Even worse, most important tenets of Aurelius’s philosophy were utterly rejected by his successors. Rome quickly returned to its old ways of totalitarian governing after his departure. Part of this might have been due to his own mistake when it came to planning for his succession. Niccolò Machiavelli, the Italian Renaissance political theorist, described Aurelius as the last of the “five good emperors”;10 those five became emperor after being “adopted” by their predecessors. Hence, the practice of imperial succession was maintained, but the next emperor was selected based on merit rather than blood. This trend ended with Aurelius, who was succeeded by his biological son Commodus.I


Still, the Stoic philosophy provided a clear departure from the practice of most ancient governing structures. It placed a moral obligation on the ruler to create good governance, with at least a modicum of freedom for his subjects. British historian Edward Gibbon, in his epic The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, called this “the period in the history of the world during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous.”11 Gibbon was writing in the middle of the eighteenth century and clearly meant that this was a superior outcome up until and including his own time, so this is high praise. But Gibbon’s view was that its prosperity arose because “The vast extent of the Roman Empire was governed by absolute power, under the guidance of virtue and wisdom.”


The guidance of virtue and wisdom is undoubtedly better than the guidance of greed and narcissism, but that is a low bar for what government should aspire to be. Absolute power, even given to a well-intentioned ruler, is still quite different from a guarantee of liberty to citizens, even if it mimics some of its virtues in everyday life. And the practicalities of governing even in these less despotic ancient societies meant that the state and Ruling Class still held precedence over the individual.


Nowhere is this clearer than in another example held up as a model of tolerable early governance: ancient Greece. We credit the city-state of Athens as one of the first democracies, and indeed it was. Starting in the sixth century BC, reforms were initiated to expand political participation. By the fourth century, when there were perhaps 250,000 to 300,000 people in Attica, the territory that Athens controlled, roughly 100,000 were recognized as citizens, and of these, perhaps 30,000 could vote in the assembly. Votes were cast directly by these people rather than by representatives and had to be made in person. So it was a pure democracy, limited to certain members of the population—not a representative government such as the one we have today.


Although there was democracy, there was not what we would call liberty. It was what might be called a democratic dictatorship. Though individuals had a say through their vote, the assembly’s power was unlimited. It could do as it pleased, reversing itself completely if it chose and thus upending what we today might call “the rule of law.” Additionally, both civil and criminal trials involved a democratic process in which a subsection of the population (typically five hundred people) sat as a jury. There were no protections in place for the accused, who could be convicted based on a simple majority alone. Unlike in America, where jury decisions usually have to be unanimous, those on trial in Greece could be found guilty by a single vote. The trial took a single day; perjury and falsifying evidence might be found later and used to convict the perjurer, but the harm caused by verdicts could not be undone. So the Athenian government had power as great as any tyrant, the only difference being that power within the government was broadened to include more people in the Ruling Class. The individual was still totally subservient to the society as represented by the State.


The greatest example of this came with the trial of Socrates, whom the assembly charged with corrupting the young and with impiety, not believing in the state-accepted gods. Impiety in that day was punishable by death. How could an individual be free with such state-imposed standards on personal beliefs? The “corruption” the assembly spoke of was in reference to the Socratic method of teaching through questioning, the way that Socrates encouraged his students to question constantly the basis of their thinking. Society is usually terrified of ideas that contradict accepted belief, and that was Socrates’s real crime. The concept of liberty in terms of thought and speech was seen as subservient to the democratic will, not a “right” that trumped it.


Socrates was found guilty by a vote of 280 to 220 in favor of conviction, a decision that was essentially a political verdict.12 A narrow majority of the jury felt that Socrates was causing too much trouble for Athens, an attitude Socrates summarized by describing himself as a gadfly. He was an irritant to too many powerful people, often questioning their actions and motives. The lesson, which is still true today, is that questioning those who see themselves as “intellectually superior” might end up costing you dearly. The ability to do so, to question those in authority and those who claim some expertise, is an important cornerstone of liberty, one that was absent in even what is believed to be philosophically enlightened Greece.


The story of Socrates illustrates a confusion that many of the Ruling Class throughout history have seemed to suffer. Power does not mean that your beliefs are a source of absolute truth; your principles are still as fallible as anyone’s. Admitting that your principles are fallible doesn’t in turn mean that you need to change your mind, but it does suggest that your critics’ opinions are worth hearing. If nothing else, opposition identifies weakness in your ideals worth correcting. This was lost on the different Ruling Classes that held power around the world, and meant that most people, for most of history, were trapped in a limited role, lacking the empowerment to change their circumstances.


The lesson of history is that liberty is a very radical idea, one that did not exist in any substantive form before our Founding Fathers declared independence from England and the Crown. These brave men demanded the right to live their lives free of Ruling Class interference. They demanded the right to question those entrusted with power; question their assumptions, question their motives, and to ensure as best as possible that they were acting in society’s best interest and not merely their own. They created a constitution that for the first time in history provided a framework limiting the scope of the government rather than the rights of citizens. Most significant, the Founders realized the importance of these rights and were willing to die for them.





I. In the movie Gladiator (2000), Marcus Aurelius was portrayed by Richard Harris. The story line is that his son, Commodus (Joaquin Phoenix) ensured his succession by eliminating his father’s alleged preference, the general Maximus, played by Russell Crowe. The historical accuracy of this account is doubtful, but conceivable.







CHAPTER 2





Liberty: The Real Meaning of 1776


When the Continental Congress met in Philadelphia to debate independence from Britain, they were well aware of the odds they faced. Britain had the most imposing military in the world, full of decorated career soldiers, while the American forces were hardly more than a ragtag collection of volunteers with one-year enlistments. Funding for this meager band was scarce, as was their military experience. At first, America’s fighting force wasn’t an army at all, but a collection of militias and armed civilians controlled by individual states, the financial backing of which was so weak that in 1781 Congress was forced to suspend all pay for the troops.1


Equally daunting were the historical odds. These men were well aware of mankind’s overall submission to the Ruling Class, commenting famously in the Declaration of Independence, “and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed.” They knew about Marcus Aurelius and his implementation of Stoic philosophy as a ruler and borrowed freely from his ideas on what government should be like. But they also realized that Aurelius’s concept of governance had failed. They knew that Socrates had been sentenced to death by the Athenian assembly, and so they enshrined liberty—and not merely democracy—as a key right to which man was entitled. The “consent of the governed” that they penned did not mean that the opinion of 51 percent would negate the rights of the rest of the population. Instead, it indicated a generalized acceptance by the American citizenry of the legitimacy of a government that was there to act on their behalf.


To cope psychologically with the daunting nature of the task ahead, the Founders viewed what they were doing as a beginning and not a final result. As Americans, we celebrate the Fourth of July each year with fireworks and barbecues, remembering that day in 1776 when we won our independence from England and the signing of a document that proclaimed “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” as both a right and as an obligation of government in serving the needs of the people. But neither independence nor liberty was won on that day, and preserving both involves ongoing struggles.


At the time, British troops continued to occupy our cities, maraud through our countryside, and arrest our countrymen at will—and they continued to do so long after the Declaration was signed. The men who signed it had to flee for their lives from Philadelphia just fourteen months later, as the British took over what was then the budding heart of young America’s revolutionary struggle in an occupation that would last until they moved their forces to New York in June 1778. In total, British armies harassed the colonists for seven years after they formally seceded from King George III.


Similarly, the signers of the Declaration knew that the liberty of which they wrote would be nothing more than a word to the roughly seven hundred thousand people enslaved in their new nation, around 20 percent of its population.2 They realized that the phrase “All men are created equal” was laced with hypocrisy—the existence of slavery consumed a major part of their deliberations when drafting the Declaration. Many hoped at the time that this atrocity would die of its own accord, as it was becoming unprofitable; unfortunately, the invention of the cotton gin removed that possibility completely and necessitated the bloodiest war in American history. But emancipation didn’t guarantee liberty any more than our initial independence guaranteed permanent security. Just as we are reminded that “Freedom is never free” each Veterans Day, securing liberty like the Founders envisioned is an ongoing battle, one for which people must be prepared to fight. Liberty requires eternal vigilance on the part of the governed to make sure that those in power do not overstep their bounds.


But even though it was just a beginning, our commemoration of July 4, 1776, is entirely justified. It marks the first time in the history of mankind that a governing document such as the Constitution declared formally that the purpose of government was to serve the people, not the other way around. Moreover, our Declaration stated that it was the obligation of the people to serve as a constant check on that government, and that if all else failed, it was their right to revise it to better suit their needs or even to throw it out altogether. This was the truly revolutionary idea declared on that day, not independence. History is full of acts of one people declaring freedom from another. But the Declaration was first in asserting boldly and directly that the only reason for government’s existence was to preserve the liberty of its citizens.


The Philosophy of Liberty


Liberty can be best thought of as people having the ability to do as they please, free from arbitrary or oppressive rule. Governmental power almost always carries with it negative implications, limiting what one can say and do—for example, overreach of the type that would prevent a contract between two independent parties in mutual agreement. I might agree to work for you, but the terms of my employment are not up to the two of us and are instead decided by the government. I might own some land, but I cannot grow the crops I want or build what I want to build. As we shall see in coming chapters, these limitations can be quite extensive in their intrusion into personal life. Worse, this type of system lowers citizens to the position of supplicant, forcing them to continually seek permission from often-unqualified bureaucrats for the right to do something. Government “help” almost always comes with terms and conditions.


Liberty is the absence of this unnecessary clutter that government imposes on life and the hassle that comes with it. There is no regulatory overlord, one whose only purpose is to administrate needlessly over the actual producers in society. Getting a stamp of approval from a bureaucrat produces nothing. Liberty empowers individuals to use their time as they see fit.


The Scotsman Adam Smith described this consequence in his foundational work on economic liberty, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations,3 published in 1776. He notes that production soars when individuals are able to pursue their own interests: “As every individual, therefore, endeavors as much as he can both to employ his capital in the support of domestic industry, and so to direct that industry that its produce may be of greatest value; every individual necessarily labors to render the annual revenue of society as great as he can.” As Smith, an economist, writes, the way to maximum output for society is by fostering individual economic success, not by jamming up the system with cumbersome and inept regulation, which he notes further by describing that the individual “neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it . . . he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.”


Liberty is therefore the smart way to improve well-being. What matters is not how loudly a politician proclaims how much he or she wants to improve the country but how much individuals endeavor to produce on their own. There is no need for someone in the Ruling Class to plan this production. On the contrary, the more they interfere, the lower production is likely to be.


Smith broke with the Ruling Class on another matter as well. Until his work, a country’s wealth was commonly measured by the size of the monarch’s treasury or the amount of gold and silver in the government’s coffers, as the Ruling Class confused their own wealth and prosperity with that of the nation. Smith, however, thought of it as the productive output of the country, or what he termed “the annual revenue of the society.” In his mind, and in the minds of those who prize personal liberty, it is the well-being of the people, and not that of the Ruling Class, that matters.


But liberty is more than material well-being, though the latter stems from it. There’s something to be said about the unquantifiable benefits that emerge when an individual is able to pursue his or her own agenda and not that of the state, even if it produces no additional income. Happiness is priceless and is impossible to attain in a society that undervalues individual self-worth. Freedom to worship as one pleases or to speak out against mistreatment without fear of reprisal are just as necessary, yet overlooked when liberty is comprised. Without liberty, life loses its luster, becoming an endless series of sunrises and sunsets where one’s actions are dictated by necessity, custom, or someone else.


Most of us understand these tenets of liberty. Yet included in its philosophy is an obligation that is not as readily apparent but equally important. The philosophical father of liberty was an Englishman named John Locke, whose two treatises on government—authored some ninety years before the Declaration—argue that “liberty is to be free from restraint and violence from others,”4 and not just from the government. He continues: “All mankind . . . being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions.”5 So along with liberty come self-restraint, tolerance, civility, and respect for the rights of others, even toward individuals with whom we disagree.


One hears echoes of Marcus Aurelius and Stoicism in this logic. It is our duty in enjoying liberty’s benefits to extend the same opportunity to others. Just because it is within our means to do something doesn’t mean that we should. Aurelius wrote of a kingly government that respects the rights of all. But what if we are all kings? Liberty provides the way for us to become masters of our own destinies. However, to accept that mastery, we must also accept that others are just as entitled to such a position.


Contrary to this fundamental principle of liberty, the Ruling Class often maintain that those who pursue liberty are inherently selfish, that they don’t care about the good of their fellow man. This is partly a ruse to hide the fact that they, as self-justified rulers, are constantly demanding more from the people they rule—demands best summarized as more resources to advance their agenda and the expansion of their power and influence necessary to do so. But their claim is also untrue and demonstrates a willful misunderstanding of liberty’s most basic precepts. People who truly value liberty want it not just for themselves but also for everyone in the community, because unless one lives in a society in which liberty is the order of things, one’s own liberty isn’t worth very much. Liberty is not about being Robinson Crusoe on a desert island; it is about individuals being free to make arrangements with others without the government stepping in and telling them what they can and cannot do. Locke and the Founding Fathers did not see liberty selfishly but as an arrangement that entailed mutual consent, in which all could come out ahead.


Although Smith’s Wealth of Nations almost certainly hadn’t been read by the Founders before they declared independence, they understood that government interference works to prevent the advancement that comes with liberty. For example, during the 1760s, the British forbade trade between colonies: if a businessman in New York wanted to sell a suit to a gentleman in Philadelphia, he couldn’t. His potential customers would either have to look locally or, more likely, buy from Britain. This is, of course, why Britain imposed such regulation: it left the colonies dependent on the British. Similarly, bureaucrats today drench America with regulation because it’s their only way of gaining control of certain processes. The philosophy of liberty thus undermines the whole rationale for there being a Ruling Class. If we are free to act without government’s permission, then those who rule have lost their purpose; they can no longer engineer society into their image of perfection. True liberty in turn destroys the belief that people can’t run their own lives without government intervention. With that in mind, we need to take a closer look at what the Founders actually said about liberty, for the ideas they advanced were not merely about separating from Britain but also about upending the political arrangements that had governed mankind for millennia.


The Meaning of the Declaration


Most of us are familiar with the Declaration’s first few sentences. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” Most of us also have a sense of what those words mean. But today, reference to a “Creator” might seem a bit out of place to some, particularly in our largely secular society where many deny the existence of such a concept. This leaves an opening for critics of liberty to suggest that because of their seemingly traditional religious views, these were a bunch of old white men who weren’t as enlightened as we are today.


To be clear, most Americans in 1776, like today, believed in God and viewed Him as their Creator. And this is a perfectly acceptable interpretation of the Founders’ use of the phrase. But it is not the only interpretation. The three men who led the subcommittee to draft the Declaration—Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Benjamin Franklin—were fairly “free thinking” in their views, and products of the movement we now call the English Enlightenment. Although all three were members of at least one church (Franklin had joined most of the churches in Philadelphia earlier in his life, for business reasons), they also had close associations with Freemasonry and speculated openly about there being life on other planets. Adams had become a Unitarian and no longer believed in the divinity of Jesus Christ. These were men with views on religion that would be considered quite modern, even today.


An alternative reading, one that has merit for all Americans, is that with these lines, the Founders were concerned mostly with establishing liberty from a practical point of view as legitimate and innate. What Locke and other English Enlightenment thinkers pioneered was the idea of “natural law”: literally the way things are in nature. From this follows the notion that our rights don’t spring from some government but are instead part of the natural order of things. This is important because it meant that the government had no greater access to our fundamental rights as human beings than it did to the other characteristics that make us unique individuals.


After making this important distinction, our Founders went a step further, declaring that government has one purpose: “That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” This is a pretty radical idea, and one that represented a dramatic shift from the paradigm established worldwide since man emerged from the caves. As detailed in the last chapter, prior to 1776, ruling bodies existed for a lot of reasons—to fulfill the Ruling Class agenda, to control a lower caste of subjects so that the cunning and shameless could maintain power, or simply to glorify a select and privileged few—but never as a service to the common people. The Pharaohs built the pyramids by official decree. King Louis XIV of France, self-described modestly as the “Sun King,” declared “L’État, c’est moi” (“I am the State”). That settles it, doesn’t it? And for the great majority of human history, people had accepted that this was the way it was, that the Ruling Class were an insurmountable force easier to tolerate than change.


The writers of the Declaration formed a new moral narrative about why governments should exist: to secure the blessings of liberty. Providing defense, dispensing justice, and building public works projects were only to secure the liberty and happiness of the people and not for other reasons.


Having provided a new sole justification for government, the Founders then took another big step—one that, at the time, crossed the line into treason. “That whenever any form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or abolish it, and to institute new Government.” This was big stuff back in 1776, and it is still big stuff today. It means that defense, justice, and public works are not enough if these acts are for any other purpose than advancing the liberty of the people. Once government starts acting in its own self-interest rather than in the interest of securing these basic rights, then the time has come for action. Here the authors of the Declaration pivoted from idealism to practicality.


Abolishing one government and instituting another is, to put it mildly, a very messy process, so things had to get pretty bad before such extreme action was taken. “Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient Causes . . . But when a long Train of Abuses and Usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object, evinces a design to reduce them under Absolute Despotism, it is their Right, it is their Duty, to throw off such Government and to provide new Guards for their future Security.” It’s important to understand that the Founders were promoting liberty and not anarchy. Instead of upending government for just about any perceived wrong, they advocated a more conservative process whereby drastic action such as rebellion was a last resort taken only after peaceful political participation yielded no change.


These men understood the gravity of their course, and that once they set out in the pursuit of liberty, there was no turning back. But where exactly did they draw the line? What explicitly was “a long Train of Abuses and Usurpations”? The most useful answer is the most practical one. None of the Founders started out as a revolutionary; particular events turned them that way.


The Personal Experiences of the Founders


When the Declaration was written in 1776, and the writers intoned the words “absolute despotism,” they were exaggerating slightly. King George III was nothing like the Chinese emperor Qin Shi Huang, or the Roman emperor Gaius Caesar Caligula, or even France’s Louis XIV. In fact, Britain and America were probably the freest places on earth, as most of the world still lived in virtual darkness. Slavery existed in most societies in the same form that had persisted for millennia: individuals were captured, usually in battle along with their families, and forced to serve the victors. Most of those who were not slaves toiled in some form of serfdom, tied to land that they generally did not own outright, subjected to arbitrary rules and punishments. Elections were virtually unheard of; the idea that ordinary people should have a say was considered preposterous. Although America maintained property requirements to vote, nearly half of the adult male population could still participate. Comparable circumstances didn’t arise in England until the Reform Bills of the middle of the nineteenth century. The Reform Bill of 1832 expanded the franchise to about one fifth of adult males. It wasn’t until the Reform Bill of 1867 that all male heads of household were allowed to vote. There was trial by jury, though this system was far from perfect.
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