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Scale And Violence, And the ‘Untied States’:
Secession and the Third American Revolution

Donald W. Livingston

The time has come for a third American 
Revolution. The first Revolution occurred in 

1776, when 13 out of  30 British colonies in the 
western hemisphere seceded to prevent consoli-
dation into an increasingly centralized British 
empire. John Adams, George Washington, and 
Thomas Jefferson were secessionists. The second 
revolution, the opposite of  the first, occurred 
between 1861 and 1865 (the misnamed “Civil 
War”) to create a consolidated American Union 
that could compete with the empires of  Europe; 
a regime “one and indivisible” from which seces-
sion would be impossible. 

After the so-called “civil war,” what had been 
sovereign American states in a federation became 
little more than counties in an indivisible United 
States empire. It seemed to many observers that 
such an empire was a necessary instrument of  
human progress. But over time, it has become the 
greatest concentration of  financial, political, and 
military power in history. It has divided the globe 
into five military districts and seeks “full-spec-
trum dominance.” In such a regime — by virtue 
of  its sheer size — the ancient republican ideal 
of  human-scale societies living under laws they 

Flag Flown Upside Down — the universal distress signal. The United States has become an empire no longer governable by its own 
citizens. Can an independent Vermont republic lead the way to a new UNtied States? RichaRd Foley

Vermont’s 
only statewide 
news journal

“A Gem — 
literate, thought-

provoking, radical.”
Orion magazine

continued on page 6
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Editorial Beyond Our Independence Daze:
Secession, Common Sense, and “the Spirit of 1777” 

“A long habit of  not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a 
superficial appearance of  being right, and raises at first 
a formidable outcry in defense of  custom. But the tumult 
soon subsides. Time makes more converts than reason.”

Thomas Paine, Common Sense, 1776

This month — July — marks a moment every 
year when citizens all over this country celebrate 

the writing of  the “Declaration of  Independence.” 
Penned by Thomas Jefferson in 1776 at the behest 
of  Philadelphia’s first Continental Congress, the 
Declaration made a series of  bold statements about 
the nature of  the human condition, and the rela-
tionship between citizens and governments. 

We know these radical words well, and there is 
power and meaning in them.

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. That to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of  the governed.

That whenever any form of  government becomes 
destructive to these ends, it is the right of  the people to 
alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government, 
laying its foundation on such principles and organizing 
its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely 
to effect their safety and happiness.

In the midst of  our 21st-century independence 
daze — the brouhaha and barbecues, the bunting 
and the beer — most of  us imagine these famed and 
oft-quoted words marked “a new birth of  freedom” 
(to quote Abraham Lincoln in his 1863 Gettysburg 
Address) and the creation of  the United States as a 
nation. 

Not so. The United States would not be born until 
1783, with the official signing of  the Treaty of  Paris 
— and only then as a loosely allied group of  13 sover-
eign states under the Articles of  Confederation. 

Make no mistake — the Declaration of  
Independence was about secession.

And the document marked the official declara-
tion of  independence from Great Britain by a small 
group of  committed English colonists tired of  being 

governed from afar by King George, London’s 
Parliament, and large multinational monopo-
lies like the East India Tea Company. Corruption, 
cronyism, and government by fiat drove these colo-
nists — rebels all — to question their attachments 
to the richest and most powerful Empire on earth 
(the British empire, over which, it was said, the sun 
never set), and to begin to imagine new possibilities 
for their lives and those of  their children.

We too easily forget that all of  our founding 
fathers and mothers — George Washington, Abigail 
Adams, James Madison, Molly Pitcher, Ben Franklin 
and the rest of  the cast and crew — were, in fact, 
secessionists.

And that the very first active verb in Jefferson’s 
famous 1776 “shout heard ‘round the world” is: 
“dissolve.”

Remember?

When, in the course of  human events, it becomes neces-
sary for one people to dissolve the political bands which 
have connected them with another, and to assume among 
the powers of  the earth, the separate and equal station 
to which the laws of  nature and of  nature’s God enti-
tle them, a decent respect to the opinions of  mankind 
requires that they should declare the causes which impel 
them to the separation.

Almost one year to the day after the signing of  
the Declaration of  Independence, citizens here in 
the Green Mountains created the first Vermont 
republic — independent of  any control by the 
British, the Yorkers, and, for a time, the new United 
States governments — with the July 8, 1777, sign-
ing of  Vermont’s first constitution in the town of  
Windsor. For the next 14 years, the independent 
republic of  Vermont convened an elected assembly, 
coined its own money (upon which was inscribed 
“Vermont res publica”), operated a postal service, 
conducted military operations, diplomatic relations 
and trade, recruited and commanded its own mili-
tia, and wrote its own laws in a legislature elected 
at Town Meeting, where the people also elected the 
governor and his 12-member council.

This 14-year period — the “Spirit of  1777” — 
marks a decisive historic moment for the citizens 

continued onfollowing page

As we have argued in these pages 

for three years, the United States is 

no longer a constitutional republic 

responsive to the will of its citizens, 

but an aggressive empire acting at 

the behest of the few at the expense 

of the many.
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Letter to the Editor
RARE PRE-CONDITIONS FOR SECESSION

Editor, Vermont Commons:
Christopher Ketcham’s article in Good magazine 
(“Most Likely to Secede,” www.Goodmagazine.
com) touches on many important issues, of  which 
secession is arguably the most important. While I 
strongly empathize with the complaints and analy-
ses of  the secessionists, I also believe that secession 
should not be the MEANS, but the END goal.

Before secession, it is absolutely imperative to 
have a democratic, participatory, decentralized, and 
sustainable polity and economy in place. Without 
this, secession is simply an imposition, the first 
resort used out of  anger and frustration.

Secession without democracy and ecological 
sustainability could well be open to demagoguery. 
It must have legitimacy as well as the means and 
infrastructure (both figurative and literal) to survive 
on its own. Vermont possibly has the best claim 
to being nearest to these pre-conditions, due to 
the survival of  the town meeting, the size of  the 
state, and its admirable Yankee history of  indepen-
dent thought, self  sufficiency and commitment to 
democracy, as well as its peripheral position to the 
corporate capitalist state.

Few other states in the union come close. The 
historical and philosophical traditions of  New 
England that emerged out of  the original commit-
ment to self-rule still rule strong in that region, but 
not anywhere else except possibly and potentially 
some parts of  the South, incredible as this may 

seem (we should remember that the populist move-
ment originated in the South).

The bioregionalism and ecological sensibility 
that inform the leaders of  secessionism in Vermont, 
articulated so well by Kirk Sale, are by no means 
widely shared. On the contrary, excessive consum-
erism, bureaucracy, centralized corporate control 
of  politics and the economy, a meek, pliable media 
controlled by the latter in the interests of  profits, and 
an educational system that is dominated by Political 
Correctness and shallow curricula indulging the 
fantasies of  mass culture and consumerism, have 
brought this nation to its lowest ebb in history.

Worse, the voices of  dissent, reason, and alterna-
tive thought are few in number. One only need look 
at the presidential campaign to realize how all of  the 
candidates reflect not change, hope or progress but 
the broader society that claims it wants change but 
consistently opposes those individuals and propos-
als that embody REAL change, people like Kucinich 
and Nader primarily.

All will recall the vicious slanders chanted in the 
so-called liberal press against Nader in the last elec-
tion (Michael Moore, The Nation, Eric Alterman, In 
These Times, etc.) despite the fact that his platform 
and policies consisted precisely of  the same politi-
cal and economic reforms that these same liberals 
have been pushing for years. The most egregious 
of  all was the U.S. Green Party, which welcomed 
disguised Democrats into its upper echelons — like 
Medea Benjamin — and proceeded to squash Nader 
and his supporters in favor of  a clay idol, David 
Cobb, who had been pre-selected in secret deals 
years before.
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of  this sovereign state, a time when Vermonters 
governed themselves and ran their own affairs, 
in concert with the rest of  the world, rather than 
being governed by a distant government as a very 
small cog in a much larger machine. 

We urge Vermonters to once again consider 
choosing this path. 

For the richest and most powerful nation of  the 
21st century world is no longer Great Britain, but 
the United States. 

As we have argued in these pages for three years 
now, the United States is no longer a constitutional 
republic responsive to the will of  its citizens, but an 
aggressive empire acting at the behest of  the few at 
the expense of  the many.

We face a 21st-century world very different from 
the 20th.

“Let facts,” as Jefferson said, “be submitted to a 
candid world.”

•  The twin 21st-century challenges of  climate 
change and peak oil, which will compel us 
toward re-localization and “power down” living 
much more quickly than we may realize.

•  The U.S. government’s global (and profitable) 
pursuit of  a policy of  “full-spectrum domi-
nance” by building an “empire of  bases” (as 
many as 1,000) to engage in a multi-sequential 
energy war whose ultimate goal is to control 
oil-rich parts of  the planet (a war that “will not 
end in our lifetimes”).

•  Federal implementation of  a whole host of  
mandates that undermine our most basic rights 
and cherished freedoms: the USA PATRIOT 
Act, a proposed National Animal I.D. System, 
and the ever-increasing use of  radio frequency 
I.D., biometrics, and other “total information” 
surveillance technologies.

•  Stupendous electoral fraud committed by collu-
sion between political party hacks and corpo-
rately owned proprietary electronic voting 
codes and machines.

•  Massive corporate corruption, and a global-
ized “tapeworm economy” sanctioned by both 
major political parties.

All of  this demands that we in Vermont recon-
sider our relationship with this “Leviathan” called 
the United States.

Both Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Paine were 
right in 1776.

“‘Tis time to part.”
Secession is simple common sense, and Vermont’s 

“Spirit of  1777” offers us a way forward.
As Paine’s Common Sense words remind us, time 

is on our side.
Free Vermont.
Long live the UNtied States.

Rob Williams
Editor

Editorial, continued from previous page

This same party is now considering embrac-
ing Cynthia McKinney as its presidential candi-
date, despite her proven anti-Semitism, penchant 
for demented conspiracy theories about 9/11, her 
friendship with Louis Farrakhan, and her taking 
campaign money from a U.S. affiliate of  Al Qaeda. 
Now she has put her cards on the table and has said 
she will devote her efforts in the campaign to help 
create a Reconstructionist Party, one controlled by 
blacks that spouts a clear radical socialist agenda.

On the environmental side, we all know the utter 
failures as well as the saboteurs. The latter include 
Nordhaus & Shellenberger, hawking capitalist pros-
perity as the answer to the global warming crisis, 
and the big Washington-based enviros, Natural 
Resources Defense Council, Environmental 
Defense, and World Resources Institute, all part 
of  the coal industry conspiracy to promote, in the 
face of  continuing CO2 increases, more coal plants 
under the guise of  a scam called cap and trade. 
The failures, of  course, are most vividly illustrated 
by the refusal of  the U.S. Green Party to shed its 
disease syndrome of  Political Correctness and take 
strong principled stands and measures to address 
the ecological crisis here and abroad.

Is there hope anywhere? Yes, if  the dream of  the 
Vermont secessionists can be implemented through 
relocalization and local democracy, within the 
exigencies of  ecological sanity and equity. Let us 
support them and more important, let us emulate 
them by refusing to be enticed by false preachers 
and prophets in the major political parties.

Lorna Salzman
Brooklyn, New York
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Gaye Symington of  Jericho, Speaker of  the House in the 
Vermont Legislature from January 2005 to June 2008, is 
the Democratic candidate for governor of  Vermont. This 
is the second in a series of  interviews with Vermont’s 
2008 gubernatorial candidates. Progressive Anthony 
Pollina was interviewed in the Spring 2008 issue of  
Vermont Commons.

Vermont commons: Let’s start with a very open-ended 
question. I’d like to ask about your vision for the State 
of Vermont. Where would you like to see the economic 
and political life of the state go from this point? If you’re 
elected, where would you like to help take it?

Gaye symington: As governor I would like to move 
Vermont in a way that builds on what we do best 
and what we’re known for as our strengths. I have 
spent a great deal of  time asking business owners, 
in particular, over the last fall and winter, “Why 
are you here? Why did you grow your business 
here? Why did you choose to expand here? You 
have other options. What is it that attracts you and 
keeps you here?” I also ask about the challenges 
they face. There’s a very consistent response about 
our strengths as well as the challenges. 

My sense is that our current governor is not 
proud of, and does not convey, what we do well. 
He’s stuck in neutral, not moving us forward and 
really addressing in a substantive way our chal-
lenges. That’s what I would want to do as gover-
nor — say, “What do we do best? Let’s build from 
there. What are our biggest challenges? Let’s tackle 
those, one step at a time in a practical way.” We’re 
a small, narrow state. We have our limitations, but 
we can, in a practical way, take on these challenges, 
and in so doing build opportunities that are unique 
to Vermont.

Interview with Gaye Symington
Ron Miller

Vc: Could you name a couple things that we do best? Just 
what is distinctive about Vermont?

Gs: It’s a beautiful place. It’s the mountains, 
the rivers, the natural resources. People always 
reference that. But it’s more: it’s how we 
interact with each other; it’s this sense of  public 
engagement. Vermonters engage with each other 
in a very real and direct way. We talk through, in 
our communities, what choices we’re going to 
make in our curriculum, how much road salt are 
we going to use, where are we going to put the 
troopers to slow ourselves down? We argue about 
recess policies. Boring stuff, but we do it in a real 
way and we know what our limitations are.

That is a huge part of  what I hear when I ask 
why people are here. Some people call it a sense of  
community. Some people say “My voice matters; 
I can make a difference.” It’s a sense of  being 
engaged with each other. That is the tremendous 
strength. I think there are very few states, where if  
you say “I’m from here,” people get a sense of  what 
that means. When you say you’re from Vermont, 
it is about natural resources and the quality of  
life, but it is also about this sense of  belonging 
to a community and having diverse communities 
where people of  different worlds interact everyday 
with each other. 

Vc: Let’s talk about some of the specific issues we’re 
facing. One of the main challenges is energy — the 
soaring cost, and the looming phenomenon of peak oil. 
How do you see Vermont meeting its energy needs in 
the future? 

Gs: I think this is one of  the areas where there’s the 
greatest distinction between the current governor 
and what I am offering as governor. Jim Douglas 
has not put innovative ideas about our energy 
future on the table. We’re being backed up against 
a wall of  impossible choices. There are different 
worlds of  energy. There’s electric energy, there’s 
the energy we use to move our cars, and there’s 
heating, and they’re three different worlds. The 
Legislature has really taken the lead in trying 
to plan for an energy future beyond our heavy 
reliance on two contracts now, knowing that those 
long-term contracts with Vermont Yankee and 
Hydro Quebec are coming up for renewal. How 
would we get beyond them? I would rely on a 
more-diversified portfolio including renewable 
energy, more in-state generation. I believe wind 
belongs in our energy portfolio. There’s great 
potential in methane. I’m less sure about things 
like energy crops.

Clearly we haven’t taken enough advantage of  
opportunities in renewable energy, and energy 
conservation and efficiency. Electric energy 
conservation and efficiency is one area where 
Vermont has had a leadership role, starting with 
the energy efficiency utility about 10 years ago. It’s 
been the Legislature that’s insisted, over the real 
reluctance of  Governor Douglas, to invest more 
in energy efficiency. The payback, we know, is 
greater than any other alternative. We’ve managed 
to grow our economy and yet not have our electric 

energy demands going up at the same pace as the 
economy. In fact it’s been reduced about 1 percent 
since we began the efficiency program. 

There’s heating oil and transportation as well, 
which have their own dynamics. Again, over the 
veto of  Governor Douglas, we have moved our 
energy efficiency efforts beyond electric energy, 
expanding them to include all fuels. We’re only 
beginning that, because the bill was vetoed the 

first year it was put forward. I really worry about 
this coming heating season for Vermonters. 
People are really concerned about how they’re 
going to pay their bills. I’ve been wanting to set 
up some kind of  financing mechanism so that 
the Vermonters who don’t have seven or eight 
thousand dollars in a savings account would have 
access to upfront capital to invest in their homes 
to make them energy efficient, and then pay back 
over time — a pay-as-you-save mechanism. That’s 
only in the development stages. Similarly, in the 
world of  transportation, I think we’re stumbling 
because we don’t have great options in a rural 
state. I go by the Richmond park-and-ride every 
day and there are as many cars parked on the 
grass as there are on the paved areas. That’s true 
all over the state. 

VC: So people want to use sustainable alternatives; we’re 
just not able to provide quite enough. 

Gs: We’re not there yet in terms of  giving them the 
facilities they need. A couple years ago we insisted 
on putting some one-time money into new public 
transit buses. The operating cost of  those new 
buses are half  that of  the old buses, and the carbon 
emissions are one-sixtieth [1/60] of  the footprints 
of  the old buses on the road. And rail is a huge 
piece of  our transportation infrastructure. This 
last year we balanced the transportation budget by 
taking money from rail, which should be going to 
improve the western corridor. So our policies on 
transportation have been somewhat short sighted. 
There need to be more options. 

Vc: Following up on Vermont Yankee, the eventual 
decommissioning of the facility has become very 
controversial, and a lot of people are puzzled about 
what’s happening there. Could explain what your 
strategy is, and how you’d like to see it end up?

Gs: This is a perfect example of  what I mean by 
being backed up against the wall, with Governor 
Douglas not taking the lead and not moving 

continued on page 16
Speaker of the House Gaye Symington, at the Vermont 
Statehouse. Michael caRRese

It’s been the Legislature that’s insisted, 

over the real reluctance of Governor 

Douglas, on investing more in energy 

efficiency. The payback is greater than 

any other alternative.
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FrOm thE middlEbury institutE: Secession—Not Just a Thing of The Past  Kelly Janis

Middlebury Campus, April 10, 2008
“Thoughtful Vermonters, opposed to the tyranny 

of  the United States government, corporate 
America, and globalization, believe that Vermont 
should once again become an independent repub-
lic, as it was between 1777 and 1791, and that the 
United States of  America should begin to peace-
fully dissolve,” reads an excerpt from The Green 
Mountain Manifesto, by retired Duke University 
economics professor Thomas Naylor. 

Though such ideology may at first register as 
outlandish, the prospect is not without a sizable 
contingent of  supporters. In the 2006 Vermonter 
Poll conducted by the University of  Vermont, 8 
percent of  registered voters expressed a favorable 
opinion of  the proposal.

Among the proposition’s most vocal proponents 
are author Kirkpatrick Sale — founder of  the 
Middlebury Institute — and teacher and writer Dr. 
Rob Williams, editor of  Vermont Commons. 

In interviews with The Campus, Sale and Williams 
discussed the nuts and bolts of  secession.

The middlebury campus: Do you believe the United States 
is a collapsing empire? If so, why?

Kirkpatrick sale: Yes. Isn’t it obvious? It has botched 
every area it’s involved in, and is unable to solve, 
much less even address, most of  the multiple crises 
that assault the earth today. I shouldn’t have to 
enumerate them, but off  the top of  my head I’ll give 
you: extinction of  species, climate change, pollution 
of  air, water and soils, exhaustion of  fisheries, 
desertification, disruption of  the atmosphere, the 
emiseration of  the great part of  the world, the 
malignancy of  capitalism, and the stultification and 
dumbing-down of  industrial society.

Tc: In the Spring �008 issue of Vermont Commons 
you wrote that “the United States is no longer a 

republic governed by its citizens, but an empire that 
is essentially ungovernable.” Can you elaborate and 
provide evidence? 

rob Williams: Sure. The U.S. possesses close to 
10,000 nuclear weapons, maintains a military 
presence in more than 130 out of  193 countries 
globally, spends more money on our military 
budget than the next eight nations combined, 
and is quite vocal about pursuing a policy of  “full 
spectrum dominance” to control the entire world 
and outer space. At home, the size of  the average 
Congressional district is roughly 620,000 citizens 
(the population of  Vermont), while multinational 
corporations own — through extensive lobbying 
efforts over the past several decades — both major 
political parties at the national level. No one in 
her right mind could argue for a moment that 
maintaining a democracy or a republic is possible 
under these sorts of  circumstances.

Tc: What are the most significant changes Vermont would 
incur in the event of successful secession?

Ks: An independent Vermont would operate at a 
scale where real democracy would be possible, 
where it would be able to shield itself  from the 

errors, incompetence, and corruption of  the 
federal government, where it could guide its own 
economy toward egalitarian ends and where its 
citizens would have essential control over the 
decisions that affect their lives.
rW: We’d have to restructure our economy and our 

political system to engage the rest of  the world on 
our own terms, instead of  as one of  50 states within 
the U.S. Empire. The list of  questions is long - and 
we’ve been writing about solutions and answers in 
the newspaper for three years now.

Tc: How would Vermont’s new government be arranged?
rW: This is a decision for the citizens of  
Vermont to make, but I imagine Vermont’s new 
government will retain many of  the elements 
that have made Vermont so successful to date: 
elected representatives from each town or region 
convening in a statewide assembly, with local 
elected officials doing the good work of  town 
and school governance. We also have a perfectly 
good state constitution which would make a nice 
foundation for an independent republic.

An idea whose time has come. Sport your support, too! Buy 
Vermont independence bumper stickers, T-shirts, and other gear 
at www.vtcommons.org. Rob WilliaMs

continued on page 11
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themselves have made is no longer possible. The 
third American Revolution would be a reenact-
ment of  the first: secession, not from the British 
Empire but from the United States, which has 
emerged as the most powerful empire of  the 21st 
century.

There is every reason to think that democratic 
secession by referendum in the 21st century 
United States would be peaceful, unlike that in 
1861. During the 19th century, states competed 
for territory in colonies and in Europe. During 
the Napoleonic wars, France had invaded 
Germany as well as other states. And Germany 
would later invade France. But that age is over. 
Few countries today show an interest in acquir-
ing new territory by force, either by acquiring 

colonies of  by taking their neighbor’s territory. 
There are other avenues to attain power and 
influence. Polls show that a majority of  Scots 
and English support the secession of  Scotland. 
Should Scotland secede, would London launch 
an invasion to force them back into the U.K.? It 
is highly unlikely. The same is true of  Quebec 
seceding from the Canadian federation. We live 
in a different age. 

Yet there remains a deep and mysterious preju-
dice against secession. It is generally assumed, 
without argument, that large centralized states are 
a good thing and that any division into smaller 
states (Vermont seceding from the U.S., for 
example) would be a bad thing. Article VII of  
the U.S. Constitution ordains that only nine states 
are needed to form the United States. The steady 
addition of  states up to 50 was not viewed as a 
bad thing. But the secession of  11 states in 1861 to 
form a federation of  their own was suppressed by 
the bloodiest war of  the 19th century. 

Why the prejudice against secession? The 
answer, famously stated in Thomas Hobbes’ 
Leviathan (1651), is that large centralized states are 
thought necessary for peace, security, and pros-
perity. Systems of  small states, so the thinking 
goes, inevitably yield petty quarrels and endless 
civil wars in a territory. The only way to prevent 
this is by creating what has come to be called “the 
modern state,” a central government with a terri-
torial monopoly on coercion. 

From this logic it follows that, once established, 
a modern state cannot be divided by secession. 

It is “one and indivisible.” Within the territorial 
monopoly on coercion, individuals are free to 
pursue their life plans in a civil condition. The 
larger the territory, the greater the sphere of  indi-
vidual liberty. Consequently, to talk of  the territo-
rial division of  the state through secession is to 
raise the horrible specter of  anarchy and to throw 
into question the very possibility of  individual 
liberty. 

The first problem with this self-congratula-
tory picture of  the modern state as providing 
the best conditions of  peace and security is this: 
such a vision overlooks the violent history of  
the modern state’s origins. A vast centralized 
state such as France or Germany did not and 
could not have originated at that size and scale. 
All political order begins small. Large states are 
nearly always the result of  conquest or usur-
pation. Medieval Europe was composed of  
thousands of  independent and quasi-indepen-
dent political units. As late as 1700, the region 
known as Germany was composed of  more than 
200 countries and some 50 free cities. By 1828, 
monarchs had forcibly consolidated all but 38. 
By 1870, the whole was unified into a single 
monster state. 

This violent process of  unification through a 
policy of  “blood and iron” was well underway 
in the mid-17th century when the modern state 
system was first acknowledged in international 
law. It did not reach North America, however, 
until the late 19th century. The American Civil 
War, probably the most morally sanitized war in 
history, was not a holy crusade to abolish slavery 
— as Americans deeply need to believe — but a 
typical 19th century war of  “unification.” Prior 
to Lincoln’s invasion, America was not a modern 
nation state, but an inchoate federation of  states 
which had delegated only enumerated powers to 
the central government: mainly defense, inter-
state commerce, and foreign treaties. Had this 
19th century war of  “unification” been fought 
with today’s population, it would have resulted 
in more than 5 million battle deaths and perhaps 
twice that number wounded and missing. 

Having witnessed the peaceful secession of  15 
states from the Soviet Union, it is difficult for us 
today not to view Lincoln’s war of  unification as 
morally reprehensible. But allowances must be 
made for the beliefs and enthusiasms of  the time. 
Wars of  “unification” and large-scale state-build-
ing were viewed in the 19th century as progres-
sive movements, creating islands of  peace, 
individual liberty, and prosperity in an anarchical 
world. Subsequent history has suppressed the 
high moral cost of  building large, centralized 
modern states.

To this, one might reply that once established 
(and however violent its origins might have been), 
modern states have been distinguished by two 
features: liberty and prosperity. But is this really 
true? Large-scale modern states consolidate vast 
financial, political, and military resources. This 
creates a dynamic center of  power that inevita-
bly falls into competition with surrounding states 
and leads to war. The rise of  the modern state 
has gone hand-in-hand with expanding the scale, 
intensity, and destructive power of  war.

Growth of centralized power
The large-scale state system was created by 
monarchs over a period stretching from the 14th 
century to the French Revolution. Everywhere 
the story was the same: each king searching for 
more territory, revenue, troops, and a more-effi-
cient administrative system to make his realm 
“one and indivisible.” 

As the forced consolidation of  smaller politi-
cal units into larger ones grew, so did the size 
of  the king’s armies and the scale of  war. The 
battle of  Poitiers, the most important of  the 14th 
century, engaged 50,000 men. Three centuries 
later the number of  troops available to monarchs 
had changed little. The battle of  Nordlingen 
in 1648 engaged 65,000. This battle ended the 
Thirty Years War, making possible the treaty of  
Westphalia, which historians fix as the beginning 
of  the modern state system. This more efficient 
and expansive form of  centralization was called 
“absolute monarchy.” It was praised for the peace 
it enforced within the state’s territory, but it also 
enabled the king to extract more men, resources, 
and revenue from his realm than ever before. 
Armies would now triple in size over what they 
had been for the last three centuries. The battle 
of  Malplaquet in 1709 would engage 200,000, as 
opposed to the 65,000 at Nordlingen only 60 years 
earlier.

As monarchs fine-turned their territorial 
monopoly on coercion into an ever more effi-
cient machine for extracting resources, resistance 
appeared in the form of  a discourse of  liberty and 
republicanism. This discourse claimed that war 
was due to kings and aristocracies. Kant argued 
that replacing monarchies with republics would 
diminish war. If  the people were sovereign, he 
thought, they would never vote to squander their 
blood and treasure in senseless wars of  glory. But 
this hope (still indulged by many today) proved 
illusory.

The French Revolution replaced the person of  
the king with the person of  the French nation 
as sovereign. Soon all of  Europe would be 
speaking in a republican or democratic idiom, 
and by the end of  the 19th century, the age of  
large-scale mass democracies would be estab-
lished. But there would be no diminishing of  
war. Indeed, war would now expand on a scale 
and intensity unthinkable to the kings who had 
been overthrown. The reason is that, bad as they 
were, monarchies were limited in the resources 
they could extract from society, due to the resis-
tance that could be made by independent social 
authorities (such as the nobility, church, provin-
cial governments, and an independent judiciary), 
all of  which had titles as good as the king’s. The 

Scale and Violence, continued from page 1
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state, in mass democracies, eliminated or weak-
ened these independent buffers to centralization 
and, consequently, had a freer hand in extracting 
resources. In his book Democracy, The God that 
Failed, Hans Hoppe argues that in the period of  
monarchy which ended in the mid-19th century, 
kings were never able to extract more than 5 
percent to 8 percent of  GNP; whereas modern 
democracies have been able to extract from 40 
percent to 60 percent. 

No 18th century monarch, for example, could 
have imposed an income tax or ordered univer-
sal conscription. But mass democracies, begin-
ning with the French Revolution in 1789, could 
and did. The result was a spectacular growth 
in centralized financial and military power. On 
the eve of  the French Revolution the armies of  
European monarchs had grown to unprecedented 
size: France, 180,000; Prussia, 195,000; Austria, 
240,000. But by ordering universal conscription, 
the new French republic could place in the field 
more than the total of  all three kingdoms. The 
force of  600,000 that Napoleon brought into 
Russia was, at the time, the largest force ever 
assembled in a single theater in history. By the end 
of  the Napoleonic wars, the French republic had 
raised some three million troops! 

A century later, as each turn of  the ratchet of  
centralization grew progressively tighter, the 
modern state showed what it could really do. 
World War I resulted in around 11 million battle 
deaths, and millions more wounded and missing 
— a mortality rate greater than all the wars fought 
in Europe in the two preceding centuries! 

And civilians were no longer safe. The code 
of  civilized warfare, established by monarchs in 
the early 18th century, prohibited war against 
civilians. According to the distinguished British 
military historian B. H. Liddell-Hart, this code 
was broken by the Lincoln Administration — the 
first government in modern history to direct war 
against civilians. But the first of  the great 20th 
century holocausts would be directed against 
German civilians. Germany imported a third of  
its food at the beginning of  World War I. By 1918, 
the British blockade had reduced them literally to 
starvation. The Germans surrendered with the 
stipulation that the blockade would be lifted. But 
it remained in force for eight months after the 
Armistice was signed. Paul Vincent, in The Politics 
of  Hunger, estimates that during that time around 
900,000 Germans died of  starvation, and millions 
of  children suffered deformities due to malnutri-
tion in infancy.

By 1945, the distinction between civilians 
and combatants had entirely collapsed. Some 
60,000,000 died in World War II, which amounts 
to 29,000 killed every day for six years! Nor is 
this all. The United States participated in the 
greatest act of  ethnic cleansing in history, when 
some 13-15 million Germans were forcibly 
removed from their homes in eastern European 
countries and dumped into war-torn Germany. 
It is estimated that around two million perished 
in the ordeal. 

But not even war has been the worst of  it. R. 
J. Rummel has carried out extensive research to 

determine the number of  people killed by their 
own governments. He estimates that nearly 
four times as many people have been killed by 
their own governments as have been killed in all 
the wars, domestic and foreign, fought around 
the globe in the 20th century (See his Death by 
Government). It is as if  nuclear war had occurred, 
Rummel concludes, and no one noticed. 

Far from establishing peace and security within 
its borders, the vast-scale modern state, in its 
350-year career, has been a greater threat to 

human life within those borders, than wars from 
foreign invasion. Viewed in this light, can we 
continue to assert the Hobbesian postulate that 
large centralized modern states are necessary for 
peace and security without being ashamed of  our 
credulity?

Nor will it do to object that it is not the large 
modern state itself  that is the problem, but evil 
individuals such as Hitler, Mao, and Stalin, or evil 
ideologies such as Nazism, fascism, or commu-
nism. The quantum jump in centralization was 
accomplished by the French Revolution, which 
created the first liberal regime, ruling in the name 
of  human rights. It was this liberal regime that 
first attempted a totalitarian system, complete 
with a reign of  terror, and launched a war to 
make all of  Europe safe for the Rights of  Man. 
Liberal regimes have worked everywhere to 
destroy or weaken independent social authori-
ties and to crush smaller states into larger ones 
in the name of  the autonomy of  the individual. 
And in hollowing out independent social authori-
ties, liberals failed to read the fine print. Not only 
was a mass of  deracinated, insecure individuals 
created, but the powers once exercised by inde-
pendent social authorities were transferred to the 
central government. The result was an unprec-
edented consolidation of  political power which, 
though placed there by liberal regimes, could be 
put to illiberal purposes. Hitler did not create the 
coercive centralized state apparatus that he put 
to such evil effect. That was the work of  over a 
century of  “creative destruction” carried out 
by Kantian and Hegelian liberalism. And Hitler 
was not elected in a Nazi, fascist, or communist 
regime, but in one of  the most liberal regimes in 
Europe. 

Jefferson’s vision
There is no escaping the conclusion that the 
modern state — defined as a territorial monop-
oly on coercion that can expand but can never 
be divided by secession because it is “one and 
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indivisible — is and continues to be a baneful 
instrument. Indeed, the modern state itself  can 
be viewed as a weapon of  mass destruction that 
has to be managed and restrained with more care 
than nuclear weapons. Nuclear fission requires the 
concentration and acceleration of  forces. Division 
makes fission impossible. Where it is possible and 
prudent to do so, we should support the territo-
rial division of  modern states through peaceful 
secession. 

Some historians have argued that if  the United 
States had not entered World War I, the European 
powers would have reached a settlement. 
America’s entrance transformed the conflict 
from a regional one into a total war that wrecked 
the social structure of  Europe and gave rise to 
murderous socialist, fascist, and communist 
parties that had not existed before. Had American 
power not been thrown into the balance, World 
War II and the holocausts that followed might not 
have occurred. 

Thomas Jefferson imagined that as Americans 
moved westward, they would form new states 
that would secede and form new Unions of  states. 
Had Jefferson’s vision of  three or more American 
Unions on the continent been realized, it is doubt-
ful that all would have agreed to enter World 
War I, or that any one of  them would have done 
so on its own. Americans were strongly opposed 
to fighting in a European war in 1914 and in 
1940, but the dazzling prospect of  imperial lead-
ership — of  reconstructing Europe according to 
an ideology of  human rights — danced before 
Wilson’s (and later Roosevelt’s) eyes. A similar 
vision of  reconstructing the Middle East — and 
indeed of  leading a “global democratic revolu-
tion,” backed by force if  need be — has guided 
U.S. foreign policy whether in the hands of  
“liberals,” or “neo-conservatives.” These hubris-
tic visions are made possible by the sheer size and 
scale of  the U.S. empire. A Jeffersonian division 
of  the empire into three or more unions (each of  
which would surpass the larger European states) 
would considerably reduce the temptation to 
such fantasies. 

Throughout its three-centuries-old career, the 
large-scale modern state has failed to do what 
it has claimed to do, namely to have produced 
security, prosperity, and liberty. Whether in its 
monarchical, liberal, or socialist forms, it has been 
an instrument of  massive destruction for those 
within and without its borders. To be sure, liberty 
and prosperity have been enjoyed in large modern 
states, but the enjoyment has been episodic. And 
it is arguable that it has been achieved in spite of
monster centralized states, not because of  them. 
Little states such as Switzerland and Norway have 
refused to join the European super-state; yet they 
are regularly in the 10 richest states in the world. 
Norway was the richest in 2006. 

A thoughtful public debate on how to break up 
this ever-expanding latter-day Tower of  Babel — 
first established by the egoism of  monarchs and 
made worse by mass democracy — is long over-
due. The natural place for this debate to begin is 
in the land of  the Declaration of  Independence, 
where the just-emerging modern state met its 
first successful resistance. •
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Vermont Vox Pop: shout it Out With Green Mountain Teenagers

Bess O’Brien is a filmmaker who lives in Vermont’s 
Northeast Kingdom. Her newest film, Shout it Out, is 
in many ways a collaboration with its cast, a group of  
teenagers whose thoughts about being young in Vermont 
helped form the script. The movie will be touring the 
state this summer. Vermont Commons editor Rob 
Williams conducted this interview.

Describe the genesis of the shout it Out, “The Voices 
Project” movie. Where did the idea come from?

Bess o’Brien: Shout it Out, which is the movie 
version of  the original live show “The Voices 
Project,” began when Blue Cross-Blue Shield of  
Vermont asked me to create a statewide project 
based on the lives of  Vermont teenagers. BCBS 
wanted to know what the health of  teens was in 
the state, what they were thinking about, what 
they needed, what was important to them, what 
were their struggles and hopes and aspirations. 
From eight months of  workshops with more 
than 1,000 Vermont teens my co-writer Abby 
Paige and I created a script based on what we 
had learned from the youth we had spent time 
with. Characters were born and themes emerged. 
We continuously went back to teenagers with 
the script to make sure that what were writing 
rang true and felt real to kids. We then had 
approximately 15 teenagers come and write all 
the music for the production — this is a musical 
after all! That experience was awesome; the kids 
were so creative, and composed some amazing 
music for the production. We toured the musical 
to 13 towns in 2005 and the production made a 
huge impact on the state in raising consciousness 
around youth issues and lives. The film (motion 
picture!) that we are now about to release is based 
on the original “Voices Project” stage version.

What were your hopes going into the VOICES project? 
Were they realized?

Bo: The original show and now the movie have 
broken all my expectations, which primarily had 
to do with getting the stories of  Vermont teens out 
into the public arena, to empower youth and to 
create dialogue between adults and teenagers. The 
play, and now the movie, is a vehicle for listening 
and learning from our youth. It is a way to bridge 
the divide and empathize and share in the stories 
that Vermont youth have to tell. The kids, who 
have participated in the project from research 
to writing, to the play and now the movie, have 
been absolutely stellar and professional and have 
completely risen to the occasion. They have given 
their all and have created strong characters in the 
film that are compelling, rich, and real.

How did you go about tracking down Vermont teenagers to 
lend their voices to this project?

Bo: In the early stages, during the research phase, 
we held workshops in schools and teen centers 
across Vermont. We did writing workshops, theatre 
improv classes, discussion groups, poetry sessions, 
and individual interviews. We also had a website 
where kids could go on and write about whatever 

they felt was important in their lives. Abby and I did 
most of  the workshops, but we also hired teachers, 
poets, and theatre professionals to run workshops. 
We talked to kids from diverse backgrounds, rich 
and poor, from rural and urban areas of  Vermont, 
kids struggling with their lives and families, kids 
trying to get into college, kids dealing with race, 
gender, body issues, fitting in, bullying, love, sex 
and romance. The research phase was awesome 
because the teens we interviewed and talked to 
were so willing to share their lives and so grateful 
to be asked to share what was important to them. 
Their many diverse stories were powerful and 
great material for the play and movie.

What surprised you about working with Vermont 
teenagers?

Bo: What surprised me about working with 
teenagers was their immense professional attitude 
during the shoot of  the movie. We shot Shout it 
Out in four weeks — six-day weeks, long hours, 
night shoots; many of  the cast members had never 
walked onto a movie set, and yet once we started 
the shoot the kids were completely focused and 
prepared. I was so grateful for their terrific attitude, 
the smiles on their faces and tremendous patience 
as we slogged through this tremendous task of  
shooting a movie musical on a low budget with very 
little time. The kids’ spirit completely comes across 
in the movie I think, and I am so pleased. The thing 
is, if  you raise the bar for teenagers and give them 
an exciting challenge they will rise to the occasion 
and blow your expectations out of  the water!

Can you talk about making the shift from a multimedia 
performance-based project to a film version? What were 
some of the challenges and rewards of this process?

Bo: Adapting the stage version to a screenplay 
was fun for my co-writer Abby Paige and myself. 
Now that we were looking at a movie version, 
we could start expanding the lives of  these 
characters that we had created. All of  a sudden 
we could see their house, meet their parents, 
see the school where they spend so much time 

at, and introduce more characters for them to 
interact with. So the screenplay process was an 
“opening up” of  the stories. That was fun. And 
then in the movie version, suddenly instead 
of  a stage we had Mount Mansfield Union 
High School and the landscape of  Jericho as 
our canvas; we could do the dances down the 
hallways, in the cafeteria, in a Vermont field. The 
movie version was also a way to go deeper, to do 
scenes in close-ups, to create more of  a sense of  
place and of  interaction between characters in 
the film. It was very challenging choreographing 
the dance numbers and shooting them again and 
again; we did two all-nighters and the kids hung 
in there take after take. Of  course weather was 
a pain in the butt a number of  times. Dealing 
with weather is a big difference between a stage 
version and a film!

Jade Liu, a high school student in Vermont’s Upper Valley, performing in the musical number, “Can You Hear Me Now?” in Bess 
O’Brien’s movie shout it Out. bess o’bRien
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What are your hopes for shout it Out?
Bo: We will be touring Shout it Out through 
Vermont between June and November 2008 to fifty 
towns. We will also be creating a study guide that 
will accompany the film (DVD) into high schools 
and teen centers in Vermont. Beyond Vermont we 
will be entering the film into national film festivals, 
will be marketing the film to schools across the 
country and be looking for a TV or theatrical 
distribution deal — we’ll keep our fingers crossed!

There’s been a lot of head-scratching in Vermont about 
young people leaving the state and not returning. 
What’s your take on this?

Bo: I think it’s the same old mantra: there needs to 
be things for young people to do here in the state; 
there needs to be more jobs in more places for young 
people, not just Chittenden County. I found that 
most kids loved Vermont and probably would be 
interested in staying in the state, but that certainly 
as teenagers they wanted more to do. They wanted 
more teen centers, coffee houses, youth jobs (kids 
want to work!) — more community action to be 
involved with and collaboration with adults. Kids 
want to be involved and taken seriously. They want 
to be on school boards, they want to have a say in 
their town’s decisions and future. They want to 
be listened to and respected — and if  they are, by 
their communities, they will want to stay in their 
communities longer.

Are you optimistic about the state of Vermont’s future, 
given some of the tough �1st-century economic and 
political dilemmas the world faces?

Bo: Yes, because I think that this generation is 
the future of  change and of  making great things 
happen. I think this generation will be the one that 
will move the world to a more sustainable and 
peaceful place. I think that most young people get 
that the world needs change and they are ready 
to move us into a renaissance of  clean energy, 
better education and more global cooperation and 
sustainability. Youth have so much energy, vitality, 
and good ideas; let’s give them the space to share 
that energy with us and our communities — and 
if  we do, believe me, Vermont and the world will 
be a better place! •

Scenes with Teens in Motion: The shout it Out cast in a field in Jericho. bess o’bRien

FILM SYNOPSIS

Shout it Out is an original musical based on the lives of  Vermont teens. The feature film is an adapta-
tion of  the groundbreaking original stage musical, “The Voices Project,” that toured to 13 towns 
across Vermont in 2005 and was based on writings by Vermont teenagers with original music by 
teens. The stories and characters were developed during an intensive yearlong, statewide research 
phase in which more than 1,000 teens participated.

Shout it Out tells the story of  a group of  teenagers making their way through high school. The film 
follows them through some of  the more tumultuous moments of  teenage-hood: academic pressure; 
friction with peers, teachers, and parents; trying to fit in; trying to find one’s self; fear of  the future, 
nostalgia for the past; friendship, and first love.

Shout it Out is a raw, real, revealing, compassionate, powerful, funny, and ultimately affirmative 
look at the transformative powers of  young people. The songs are dynamic and range from love 
songs to rap and hip-hop.

Shout it Out is about listening to the voices of  youth, respecting and honoring their struggles and 
aspirations, and hearing their voices loud and clear!

Mature Themes.

shOut it Out
“The Voices Project” Movie

SUMMER 2008 Vermont TOUR
Tickets $10 adults/ Youth $7.00

Tickets at the door • For more information call 802-592-3190

I think this generation will be the one 

that will move the world to a more 

sustainable and peaceful place.
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Sat. June 21, 7 p.m. Mt. Mansfield U High School, 
Jericho

Fri. June 27, 7:30 p.m. Contois Auditorium/City Hall, 
Burlington

Sat. June 28, 7:30 p.m. Contois Auditorium/City Hall, 
Burlington

Sun. June 29, 7:30pm Contois Auditorium/City Hall 
Burlington

Fri. July 11, 7:30 p.m. BFA High School, St. Albans
Sat. July 12, 7:30 p.m. Falsom School, South Hero
Sun. July 13, 7:30 p.m. Shelburne Town Hall, Shelburne
Fri. July 18, 7:30 p.m. Valley Players/Town Hall, 

Waitsfield
Sat. July 19, 7:30 p.m. Barre Opera House, Barre

Sun. July 20, 7:30 p.m. Town Hall Theatre, Middlebury
Thurs. July 24, 7:30 p.m. Town Hall/Willey Bldg, Cabot
Fri. July 25, 7:30 p.m. Pavilion Auditorium, Montpelier
Sat. July 26, 7:30 p.m. Chandler Music Hall, Randolph
Sun. July 27, 7:30 p.m. Plainfield Town Hall, Plainfield
Thurs. July 31, 7:30 p.m. Haskell Opera House, Derby 

Line
Fri. August 1, 7:30 p.m. St. Johnsbury School, St. 

Johnsbury
Sat. August 2, 7:30 p.m. Town House, Hardwick
Sun. August 3, 7:30 p.m. Barton Memorial Bldg, Barton
Thurs. August 7, 7:30p.m. Fellowship Hall, Greensboro
Fri. August 8, 7:30 p.m. People’s Academy, Morrisville

The tour continues in the fall of �008! Look for fall dates at the end of August!

Subscribe to Vermont Commons
Get Vermont Commons delivered right to  

your door and stay on top of  the issues  
that will shape Vermont’s future.

One Year (6 issues) $25 ($30 overseas)

www.vtcommons.org.
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Free Vermont media: Beyond Left and Right—An Introduction to Decentralism John McClaughry

Throughout human history, there has been a 
persistent yearning among ordinary peoples 

to live under comprehensible social, political, and 
economic conditions that afforded them shared 
customs and memories, agreed-upon standards of  
right behavior, recognized status, security against 
brigandage and invasion, and reasonable prospects 
for achieving economic security.

For millennia the most promising route to this 
happy condition was incorporation into a larger, 
centrally controlled entity that offered security 
and profitable commerce, at the price of  political 
subjection and taxation. Hence, the subjection and 
incorporation of  Gaulish tribes into the Roman 
Empire, the entrance of  the mini-kingdoms of  
Dark Age England into the unified nation of  
Alfred; the creation by independent cantons and 
colonies of  Switzerland and the United States; and 
the submission of  Indian principalities into the 
empires of  Akbar and Victoria.

But equally persistent has been backlash against 
centralization, whether voluntary or forced. At 
first, centralism may provide tangible benefits. 
But over time, local sentiment comes to believe 
that “they” at the Center are governing ignorantly 
or unfairly; “they” are in the grip of  corrupt and 
greedy special interests; “they” think naught of  
our hallowed customs and traditions; “we” have 
little or nothing to say about it; “we” have been 
forced to send our wealth to the decadent Center, 
and give up “our” soldiers to defend its impe-
rial frontiers. This centrifugal tendency was first 
described as historically inevitable by the great 
Arab historian Ibn Khaldun in his Muqaddimah, 
published in 1377. 

This anti-centralization backlash naturally takes 
many forms, depending on which sort of  centraliza-
tion is complained of. It often is described as “decen-
tralism,” but that word generally connotes not so 
much a defined philosophy, as a label for arguments 
that sketch out resistance against the manifold ills 
caused by the centralization of  power.

Consider these varied examples of  “decen-

tralism”: the Lutherans who walked out of  the 
Roman Catholic Church; the “Velvet Revolution” 
that peacefully separated Slovakia and the Czech 
Republic; the jealously guarded economic inde-
pendence of  Hong Kong from Communist control 
in Beijing; the secession of  the Austrian village of  
Woergl from that nation’s failed national currency 
system; charter schools opting out of  state public 
school systems; or naturopaths and ayurvedics 
rejecting the prescriptions of  allopathic medicine.

To these examples must be added the secession-
ist Second Vermont Republic, whose adherents 
want to take the state out of  George W. Bush’s 
American Empire. (Whether this secessionist 
ardor will survive a possible Obama presidency is 
an interesting question.)

All of  these examples evince a determination 
of  some group of  people to “do things our way”, 
independent of  control from the Center. History 
is rife with examples of  cruel repression of  decen-
tralist movements — the Cathars come to mind 
— and, unfortunately, history is generally written 
to glorify the winners. 

But despite the triumphs of  Caesar, Alexander, 
St. Peter, Mohammed, Innocent III, Genghis Khan, 
Alexander Hamilton, Bismarck, J.P. Morgan, Lenin 
and Franklin Roosevelt, the Center rarely main-
tains its grip for long. And through the ages there 
have been numerous works written to explain, 
promote and defend the decentralist impulse that 
breaks down that grip.

This impulse tends to take two forms. The liberal 
form tends toward the utopian: we’re doing all this 
wrong now, but there’s no reason why we can’t 
redesign our world to usher in an era of  happiness 
and prosperity! This version places great faith in the 
good nature of  common people and their capacity 
to redesign their world if  freed from the annoying 
and costly mandates from the corrupted Center.

The conservative version, on the other hand, 
often offers a gloomy foreboding of  creeping 
collectivism gathering all social, economic and 
political power to the Center, dragging society 
into a totalitarian dystopia. Somehow society must 
work its painful way toward mutually acceptable 
customs, governance, and ordered liberty. 

The definitive universal work on decentralism, 
alas, has yet to be written. But here are a selection 
of  works that together offer useful insights into 
the decentralist tendency.

Kirkpatrick Sale’s Human Scale (1980) is as close 
to a classic as can be found. The central point of  continued on page 18

In the breakdown of nations, Leopold

Kohr points out that many of the world’s 

problems come from political entities 

that are simply too big, and that such 

entities will inevitably fragment.

Sale’s work is that when things grow too large, 
trouble inevitably begins. He examines the 
“burden of  bigness,” what happens when bigness 
overpowers the human scale in society, economy, 
and politics, and how it can be countered. 

Sale, a veteran of  Students for a Democratic 
Society in its glory days of  the 1960s, observes that 
government breakdown leads to “a resurgence of  
locally based forms, most often democratically 
chosen and scrupulously responsive, that turn out 
to be quite capable of  managing the complicated 
affairs of  daily life for many months, occasionally 
years, until they are forcibly suppressed by some new 
centralist state less democratic and responsive.”

A work of  special inspiration to me is Herbert 
Agar’s Land of  the Free (1935). Agar was the 
Pulitzer Prize-winning editor of  the Louisville 
Courier Journal. His enthusiasm for a United States 
delivered from the evils of  concentrated Finance 
Capital and its handmaiden Big Government is tied 
to the circumstance of  the Depression years, yet 
the book exhibits a timeless Jeffersonian passion 
for distributed property ownership and protected 
liberty that, alas, is rarely emulated today.

Leopold Kohr is a name little known today, 
but his works have been published in at least five 
languages and have been an inspiration to many, 
notably Fritz Schumacher. Perhaps his most repre-
sentative work is The Breakdown of  Nations (1957). 
In it, Kohr points out that many of  the world’s 
problems come from political entities that are 
simply too big, and that such entities will inevi-
tably fragment. With great wit and charm, Kohr 
makes a good case for a world of  small translucent 
mini-states where the human spirit can flourish.

E.F. “Fritz” Schumacher is celebrated as the 
author of  Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if  People 
Mattered (1973). Schumacher became some-
thing of  a cult figure in the 1970s, pioneering 
intermediate technology and new patterns of  
ownership (influenced by the UK Scott Bader 
Commonwealth plan). His essay on “Buddhist 
Economics,” built upon a worldview of  simplicity 
and nonviolence, was perhaps the most influential 
in this book, which is admittedly an uneven collec-
tion of  lectures. George McRobie’s Small is Possible 
(1981) is an enthusiastic recital of  people acting 
on Schumacher’s ideas. A later and similar work is 
Richard Douthwaite’s Short Circuit (1996).

Another German-born scholar with more 
libertarian leanings is Wilhelm Röpke. His most 
influential book is A Humane Economy: The Social 
Framework of  the Free Market (1958). Röpke is not 
an advocate of  decentralism per se, but his coura-
geous commitment to a free society fighting to 
survive against fascism, communism, and the 
suffocating welfare state shines through half  a 
century after he wrote. He is much in tune with 
Catholic social thought, which has always feared 
great concentrations of  secular power as destruc-
tive to the human spirit and human community. 
Another valuable Röpke volume is The Moral 
Foundations of  Civil Society (1948).

John McClaughry.
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the Greenneck: What Independence Day?

So he finds himself  on the cusp of  another July 4th and all its strange customs: 
Parades built on the back of  cheap petroleum, night skies polluted by the 

small explosions of  fireworks, kegs and coolers brimming with pallid domestic 
beers, grills stacked high with chickens who never set foot on the soft, brown 
earth during their short and brutish lives. And somewhere in there, perhaps, 
for some (and especially after a few PBRs), a swell of  patriotism.

Independence Day. Like so many of  the noble tenets upon which this nation 
was built, it has become little more than a parody of  itself. Independent from 
what? Certainly not from the oil that’s rapidly depleting from the ground 
beneath our feet (or, more to the point, from the ground beneath the feet of  
the Saudis, Canadians, Russians, and Iraqis), creating a metaphorical sink-
hole into which we are all slipping. Certainly not from a government that 
seeks neither justification nor permission for its actions. Certainly not from 
an agriculture system that is fracturing under the mounting pressures of  
fuel prices, land availability, and the ethanol mandate. Certainly not from 
an economy that understands only consumption.

He’s never really understood the whole secession thing. It’s always felt 
to him a bit like spitting into the wind: futile and messy. His 36 years have 
already been marked by excessive futility and exorbitant messiness. He 
can take only so much. But he understands the appeal. Who can take a 
clear-eyed look at the tragicomedy of  modern America and NOT want to 
de-tether, to hunker down among friend and family, a cozy warren, a safe 
haven from which to ride out the coming storm?

To a certain extent, that’s what he’s been doing, though his motivations 
were never any more complicated than the simple pleasures of  watching 
his cows graze on a dew-wet morning, or slicing into a home-smoked ham, 

Tc: Do you believe national and world opinion would be on 
Vermont’s side in the event of secession? 

Ks: Without question. Secession is the 
overwhelming wave of  world politics, and has 
been for half  a century, so there are a great many 
secessionist states in the world. Moreover, if  the 
citizens voted fairly and heavily for it, that would 
make it indisputably moral in the eyes of  the 
world.
rW: Absolutely. I think that most of  the world’s 
nations and peoples recognize that the U.S. Empire 
is a hyper-power that has betrayed its own ideals. 
The U.S. has become similar to the Empire our 
Founding Fathers and Mothers seceded from back 
in 1776.

Tc: Do you see any disadvantages to secession?
Ks: Not if  it is peaceful and majoritarian. None at 
all.
rW: Certainly there are risks involved. We advocate 
non-violence, and propose that we gradually 
“absent” ourselves from the U.S. Empire. But 
there is no telling how the U.S. government will 
respond. 

Tc: Do you believe secession is a feasible goal? Do you 
see it coming to fruition? And within what time frame? 

Ks: It is certainly feasible, and as the empire 
collapses and things become a lot worse, it will 
stand out across the land as the only reasonable 
way to go. In the face of  peak oil, for example, and 
climate disasters and rising oceans, it will be seen 
as not only feasible, but necessary for survival.
rW: Indeed, it is a feasible goal, just like the British 

colonies’ desire to secede from the British Empire 
and form new and independent governments 
ultimately proved a feasible goal. Gauging the time 
frame is tricky. It really depends on how quickly 
Vermonters wake up to the fact that remaining in 
the U.S. Empire is a high-risk proposition.

Tc: If secession does not pan out, what other means exist 
to remedy the problems you perceive to face Vermont?

rW: We focus much of  our Vermont Commons work 
on what we call “re-localization” efforts — how do 
we decentralize our political, economic and social 
lives to maximum effect?

Tc: How do most people you encounter respond to the 
secession campaign? Do they take it seriously?

Ks: Most people I talk to seem to feel it is a very 
good idea, but not attainable, until I tell them about 
the disasters we are in now and how they’re only 
getting worse, and [that] the national government 
is the problem, not the solution. Then they begin 
to see the point.

rW: We get all sorts of  responses, from anger to 
laughter to genuine interest. I think more and 
more thoughtful citizens are realizing that the 
days of  the U.S. Empire are numbered, and that it 
is up to us to develop alternatives to empire here 
in Vermont.

Tc: What is at stake for you personally in this movement?
Ks: Nothing. In fact, it’s costing me a good deal 
of  money. I don’t even live in a state that has or is 
likely to have a secessionist movement [ed. note: 
Sale resides in New York State]. I do this because I 
think it is the only way to avert the disaster of  the 
Empire.
rW: I have poured countless hours into this effort 
over the past four years. For me, it is really about 
creating a more hopeful 21st-century world for 
ourselves and our children and their children. 
Time will tell. •

Middlebury Institute, continued from page 5

or gnawing on vine-ripe tomato on his way to the woods with the saw. The 
appeal of  these things is so deep and elemental that it sometimes takes his 
breath away.

Of  course, it’s not true independence. He is still beholden to the larger 
economy, still needs the meager income he reaps from the sale of  word and 
phrase. And because such sale depends on the fiscal health of  the maga-
zines that deign to publish his work, and because said fiscal health depends 
on the magazines’ ability to sell advertisements for prescription drugs and 
new automobiles, he feels an unnerving vulnerability. Beef  and milk and 
tomatoes and bacon are well and good, but they don’t pay his mortgage. 
They don’t pay to put shoes on the boys.

It occurs to him that the lesson of  Independence Day is exactly its 
opposite: We are not independent; we are all dependent. We are, for now, 
intertwined and ensnared in the frayed web of  the American Dream. 
To extricate ourselves will not be simple, but we must begin to snip and 
wiggle, to loosen the threads that keep us from realizing true freedom.

Maybe secession is a good first step. But for now, his hopes rest on the small 
herd of  cattle lolling in the shade of  sugar maple. And on the tomato plants, 
still trapped in little pots under the heat of  hothouse plastic. •

Who can take a clear-eyed look at the tragicomedy of modern 

America and NOT want to de-tether?

“More and more thoughtful citizens 

are realizing that the days of the U.S. 

Empire are numbered, and it is up to 

us to develop alternatives to empire 

here in Vermont.” RobWilliams

Contribute to
Vermont Commons

E-mail us your photographs, 
letters, and article ideas at 

editor@vtcommons.org
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In our Spring 2008 issue Vermont Commons published 
Part I of  Jeff  Bickart’s article on “Localwear,” in which 
the Craftsbury-based author described his quest, begun 
in 2004, to learn to make clothing “from domestic and 
wild plant and animal materials raised, grown, or 
gathered not too far away from home.” Bickart wrote, 
“Burrowing into the depths of  . . . this subject brings 
awe at the ingenuity, the cleverness, the technical 
excellence of  my pre-industrial predecessors; modern 
machines are not capable of  doing what knowledgeable 
and clever human fingers can do.” Here, we present the 
second and concluding part of  his article.

Washed wool is not really ready to spin. No 
matter how careful the washing, inevitably 
there are clumps and matted fibers. These can 
be teased open with the fingers, or with an evil-
looking tool, armed with hundreds of  steel 
spikes, called a picker. Then the wool needs to 
be combed or carded. The former is the older 
process, the latter the newer. Both are straight-
forward, and with both the purpose is to open 
the wool further, allow more “trash” (bits of  
vegetation and dirt) to fall out, and organize 
the fibers. Processing before spinning can easily 
take one-fourth of  the entire time needed for a 
project. Many, or most, owners of  fiber animals 
choose to send their fiber out to be processed. 

LocalWear: Clothing The Human Experience
Jeff Bickart

There are a number of  small mills in the U.S. that 
will do small batches of  sheep wool, llama fiber, 
or whatever, returning to the owner roving (for 
spinning), batts (for felting), or finished yarn. 

How about a local textile industry?
Is it unreasonable to imagine the redevelopment of  
regional textile industries powered by the source 
of  energy — water — that originally drove the 
settlement patterns of, for example, New England? 
And to imagine those industries sourcing their raw 
materials regionally, as well? 

Not that we don’t have to proceed carefully. No 
one, of  course, would want to see Vermont’s hills 
once again 80-percent deforested to support vast 
flocks of  sheep. No one wants to see the harsh 
disruption of  riverine ecosystems that accompa-
nied the intensive development of  water power, 
and no one wants to wear wool year-round, 
anyway. 

But is it not simply responsible to vigorously 
investigate what we could be producing here? 
Flax and linen, for one thing. The United States 
produces zero fiber flax commercially. The indus-
try (not that there ever was much of  one; we 
lacked the specialized skills needed, and which still 
make Europe a center of  linen production) is dead. 
As soon as the cotton gin was invented, making 
it possible to quickly clean great amounts of  raw 
cotton (and feasible to plant vast acreages, then 
“necessary” to import slave labor), fiber flax acre-
age began to decline, and linen began to vanish. 
Flax processing is more difficult, time-consuming, 
and labor intensive than cotton. But it’s a great 
fiber, and linen is wonderful.

In our living room is a spinning wheel, a flax 
wheel, with the year that it was made, 1844, carved 
into it. It has been in my wife’s family since then. 
We have a square yard of  linen woven from thread 
spun on that wheel by my wife’s great, great, great 
grandmother. It seems unlikely that anyone will 
bother to save for that long the t-shirt made in 
China that I am, unfortunately, wearing now. 

The flax plant produces what is called a “bast 
fiber”: fiber from the stems of  herbaceous plants. 
Cotton is a seed fiber. Flax grows well here: this 
past summer I planted my first crop, 225 square 
feet. I pulled it up in September, and it’s now in 
my barn waiting for warmer weather so that I can 
begin the first step of  processing it — retting, to 
weaken the connection between the fiber and the 
stem. There are four more bast fiber plants here, 
three of  them wild — but calling for selection 
and the development of  cultivars — that warrant 
investigation. They are nettle, dogbane, milkweed, 
and hemp, and they grow — well, like weeds.

And this is another example of  how local 
common sense is made impossible by being a part 
of  the United States: hemp, Cannabis sativa, is a 
fiber plant of  such great excellence that is madness 
not to grow it. It thrives on poor ground and under 
adverse conditions; it produces an enormous quan-
tity of  fiber. It could be an important crop for 
Vermont farmers. But anybody who tries to grow 

it will end up in federal prison, and likely lose all his 
property, because some cultivars have been devel-
oped for high levels of  THC. But as Michael Pollan 
describes in The Botany of  Desire, marijuana (the 
drug plant) and hemp (the fiber plant), although 
the same species, are not at all the same thing.

Perhaps we will soon come to our senses. There 
is now legislation introduced in Vermont (H. 267) 
to allow the growing of  industrial hemp in the 
state, and there is movement on this issue in other 
states as well, especially North Dakota.

Growing colors
A person ought to be stuck dumb with admiration 
every time he walks past a plant. Here’s just one 
reason: magical hidden color. In my garden for 
the past four seasons I have grown Polygonum tinc-
torium — Japanese Indigo, or Dyer’s Knotweed. A 
sprawling plant with fleshy stems and pointed-oval 
leaves, it contains within a secret: brilliant, lumi-
nescent blue that can be released through a fairly 
simple procedure that takes about four hours. 
The blue produced is the same as that derived 
from, for example, the classic subtropical Indigo 
(a legume, Indigofera suffruticosa) and the northern 
European plant, Woad (a mustard, Isatis tinctoria, 
which I also grow). Japanese Indigo is a close rela-
tive (congeneric, in fact) of  the obnoxious, ineradi-
cable, invasive Japanese Knotweed (often called 
bamboo), but is itself  a tender annual that dies 
at the first hard frost. The dye precursor is in the 
leaves of  the plant. Started indoors in early spring, 
it is set out in June, and soon takes off. The leaves 
may be harvested once the plant has put on some 
growth; new side shoots will appear at every point 
from which a leaf  has been plucked. The dyeing 
procedure is best described in the book, A Dyer’s 
Garden, by Rita Buchanan. You may dye washed 
wool, skeins of  yarn, or whole pieces of  finished 
cloth. The stunning magic is at the end: the skein 
of  yarn is lifted from the dyebath; it is yellow; then, 
seconds after contacting the air, it flashes over to a 
deep, rich, jaw-dropping blue.

I grow other classic dye plants: madder, weld 

Prettier when it’s homemade. Three skeins of LocalYarn for 
LocalWear. JeFF bickaRt

Author Jeff Bickart.

continued on following page

Editor’s	Note:	When we published Part I of  
this article there appeared at the beginning 11 
lines of  ribald verse. These lines were writ-
ten by the author in jest in an exchange with 
the editors, and were not intended by him 
to appear with the published article. Vermont 
Commons apologizes for any offense they 
might have been given to readers.
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(combined, in succession, with indigo, a fantastic 
green is obtained), yellow bedstraw. But it’s not 
necessary to cultivate to get color: the common-
est roadside plants may give pleasing results: from 
goldenrod one can easily obtain good yellows, for 
example. Natural dyes can, with careful combin-
ing, give an astonishing range of  colors, shades, 
hues — see Natural Dyes, by Gwen Fereday, to have 
your socks knocked off  — and they all work well 
together. 

Local economics
I do not wish to dwell on the environmental 
and social costs of  our current way of  clothing 
ourselves. Cotton (of  which the United States is 
one of  the world’s largest producers) is drenched 
in insecticides, herbicides, defoliants, and fertilizers; 
despite being a commercial crop with high water 
requirements, it is commonly grown in arid areas, 
requiring irrigation. In places like Uzbekistan, its 
production involves the use of  forced child labor. 
And here, cotton is artificially cheap, its production 
subsidized by the federal government through the 
Farm Bill, providing hundreds of  millions of  dollars 
a year to the biggest growers (and depressing the 
international price, helping to keep millions of  poor 
cotton farmers, in Africa, for example, in poverty).

Making clothes locally or regionally faces one 
of  the same challenges as local food: higher cost. 
We’ve gotten used to cheap imports for our basic 
essentials, and we’ve gotten used to having extra 
money for… extras. One hundred years ago, aver-
age people weren’t spending $7,000 and more on 
toys — recreational equipment like snow machines, 
ATVs, jet skis, powerboats, or other non-essentials 
like $3,000 outdoor grills, or travel by air across 
continents. Even the poorest Americans now expect 
to be able to do this, even when it is only possible 
by amassing staggering credit card debt. Income at 
one time was consumed in the purchase of  food, 
clothing, shelter, fuel, and so on. We’ve also gotten 
used to having lots of  clothing. There’s probably 

no way to get around the problem of  higher cost 
for local products. But we can make other decisions 
about where we spend our money, and, of  course, 
it costs very little to knit a hat oneself.

Felting
By far the easiest way of  making big pieces of  cloth 
pretty quickly is by felting. This is not the “felted 
knit” that has recently become so common — knit-
ting some garment extra extra large, then putting 
it into the washing machine for a few hours to 
shrink to the right size (one hopes) by application 
of  hot water, soap, and agitation. But there are 
some similarities: the hot water, soap, and agita-
tion. This is making felt as the Mongolians make it 
for house walls. All that is required is wool, water, 
and work, and this is how I made the felt for the 
vest and the coat mentioned above. 

The washed and carded wool is laid out in 
two or three layers, oriented at right angles to 
each other, on a piece of  cotton sheet — for the 
garments above, taking an area of  about 42” x 
65”. The wool is sprayed with hot, soapy water, 
and then the wool and sheet together are rolled up 
around a heavy iron bar, and secured with cord. 
The bundle is rolled back and forth on a floor for 
a couple hours, from time to time unrolling it and 
flipping or rotating the felting wool. Within the 
first ten minutes of  work, the fibers have begun 
to tangle enough that the wool can be moved as 
a unit without its falling apart. Continuing the 
rolling, moistening the felt each time the bundle 
is undone, makes the felt more solid, and shrinks 
it, so that in the end it is about 25 percent to 30 
percent smaller in each dimension. 

After a while, the felt is worked in a large tub of  
hot water, to shrink and strengthen it further. This 
is called “fulling.” At the end, the piece is rinsed 
to remove the soap, and set out to dry. It can then 
easily be cut to make pieces for a garment pattern; 
and the edges don’t come apart, as when cutting 
woven fabric. Felt is generally dense, and it doesn’t 

Intelligent design: the handcrafted wooden loom. JeFF bickaRt

drape all that well, unless made very thin, but it is 
exceptionally warm.

Tanning
What else could we do here? Well, I have written, 
so far, only of  fiber, animal and plant. There are 
also skins to be had. At one time, the Northeast 
was rich with tanneries, making leather. There was, 
of  course, a cost, with hemlock forests leveled for 
their tannin-rich bark. However, we do produce a 
lot of  dead cows around here, and thousands of  
deer skins are just chucked into the woods every 
fall. Tanning is hard work, but there again is the 
choice: re-learn the skills and do for ourselves, or 
be helpless consumers of  other people’s labor. 

Now if  you want to talk about obscure clothing 
arts, consider this making of  leather. It would take 
far too many words to describe here just how to 
do it, but with know-how, a few simple tools, some 
brains (literally—but there are substitutes that 
work), and serious hard work, one can transform a 
stinky, bloody deer skin into soft, breathable, pleas-
ingly smoke-scented, luxuriant buckskin. Start to 
finish, it takes eight to 10 hours of  work to do one 
hide. The same process can be used for most other 
animal skins and furs. 

Once again, the pleasure of  personally turning 
raw materials into an excellent piece of  clothing, 
but here also the pleasure of  making something 
good out of  what is, unfortunately, usually consid-
ered waste. Very few hunters want the skins of  
the animals they shoot, and if  one finds the guys 
who in the fall are butchering deer or moose for 
hunters (since most hunters, apparently, don’t do 
this either), one can generally get all the skins (and 
leg bones, for other purposes) that one wants, 
since they’ll probably be tossed out anyway. One 
contact, in one fall, can secure enough skins to 
clothe one’s family. And skins can also be “bark 
tanned,” producing a typical grain-on leather 
perfect for belts, sheaths, quivers, and so on. This 
process is in fact easier than “brain tanning,” and I 
have done it with both deer skins and the skins of  
stillborn calves from a nearby dairy farm. 

There is a peacefulness to be found in this work. 
After a few hours of  initial frustration in learn-
ing, spinning becomes a meditative pleasure, 
the rhythm of  foot and hands working together, 
almost without thought, the wool sliding through 
the fingers, the wheel turning and the flyer a blur, 
the yarn filling the bobbin. Or knitting needles 
and that ball of  handspun: the simplest tools 
possible, just sticks and strings making loops one 
after another, drawing them through each other, 
something to wear taking shape. Or the flash of  
the shuttle, back and forth, the harnesses moving 
up and down, the thump of  the beater setting 
into place the last weft pick, a broad piece of  cloth 
forming row by row in front of  the weaver. 

In this world that daily seems to be falling apart, 
when bad news surrounds and engulfs us, this 
return to older, slower ways of  doing things — not 
to “simplicity,” because these ways are fabulously 
complex—offers refuge, and satisfaction, and the 
feeling that one can actually accomplish some-
thing, at home, that is entirely good, and neces-
sary, and, in its quiet way, absolutely essential. •

continued from previous page
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localvore living: Waste Not, Want Not  Robin McDermott

Do you want a quick way to reduce your rapidly increasing weekly food 
bill by 25 percent? It’s easy: stop wasting food. According to a recent 

article in the New York Times, 25 percent of  all food purchased in the U.S. ends 
up in the trash. Not only is this a waste of  money, but it is bad for our landfills 
now bursting at their seams with unwanted remnants of  our wasteful society. 
I do find it hard to believe that frugal Vermonters are near the national average 
in terms of  food waste.

As a recovering industrialvore (defined as one who naively supports the agri-
cultural-industrial complex), it was just a few years ago that I couldn’t pass up 
a good deal at the grocery store. Although I really don’t like the “other” white 
meat because it lacks flavor and cooks up as dry as shoe leather, I also couldn’t 
pass up the buy-one-get-two-free deals that our grocery store would offer on 
pork chops every few weeks. Many times I can remember thinking, “It’s so 
cheap I can throw it away if  we don’t eat it.” 

Of  course, I am now embarrassed and ashamed that I thought that, but this 
is a great example of  how many Americans think about food today. It is so 
cheap and abundant that we take it for granted. Because we are so far removed 
from the source of  the food, we have lost all respect for what is on our plate, or 
probably more appropriately, what’s in a wrapper in a bag on our car seat. 

A lot of  people deride the idea of  being a Localvore, saying it is not practical. 
But on a very personal level, Localvorism has connected me with my food and 
the people who produce it. As a result, I have developed a deep respect for what 
I put in my mouth. Before, I never thought much about what it took to make 
the food that I was eating. So, if  a cheap tomato or lettuce went bad before I 
got around to eating it, I thought nothing of  throwing it away. Since moving to 
Vermont and getting to know the farmers who are producing my food, it pains 
me to throw any food away because I know the people who made it. I see my 
farmer-friends Dave and Hadley working long hours in the hot fields during 
the summer. I have seen their greenhouses collapse under heavy winter snow 
just weeks before they needed to plant their seedlings. I hear the stories about 
how the heavy rains have washed away the corn seeds for the third time, but 

they will be planting again once the field dries out. Throwing away Dave and 
Hadley’s food has become an immoral act to me.

As a Localvore, I am no longer penny-wise and pound-foolish. Instead of  
saving my money upfront by buying cheap industrial food, I buy “fair-trade” 
local food and do my penny pinching in how I use the food. While this has 
proven to be a great strategy for our household budget, it has much broader 
impact on the environment, our local economy, and even food security. Less 
food waste means less food needs to be produced to feed the same number 
of  people. By the time I threw out those industrial-food “cheap” pork chops, 
a huge amount of  “input” had already gone into them in the form of  feed, 
hormones, antibiotics, farm labor, poisonous run-off, butchering, packaging, 
transportation, and grocery-store shelf-space. In the mean time, a huge, face-
less agribusiness and everyone in-between had my money with just pennies of  
my dollar staying in the local economy. 

I still find science projects in our refrigerator from time to time and I have no 
choice but to toss them, but they go into the compost pile. But I suspect that 
our food waste is a very small fraction of  our food budget. Let’s hope that as 
food costs rise, the silver lining is that everyone gains a little more respect for 
food and the people who grow and produce it. •

A fistful of carrots, pulled from Vermont’s rich soil. Why buy any other kind? bRian MohR/eMbeR

PhotogRaPhy

Localvorism has connected me with my food and the people 

who produce it. As a result, I have developed a deep respect 

for what I put in my mouth.
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forward with an energy plan. When I look at 
Vermont Yankee I would insist on — and the 
Legislature has insisted on — a totally independent 
and complete analysis of  the reliability and safety 
of  that plant. If  the results of  that are that the 
plant is not safe, then we shut it down, end of  
conversation. If  the analysis is that it is safe, then I 
would favor having a very short time frame and a 
plan for transitioning over five, maybe 10 years — I 
would prefer five — transitioning away from our 
addiction to Vermont Yankee power. That is going 
to take some assertive investments in alternatives 
and moving away from where we are. 

Vc: What about the problem of the nuclear wastes being 
generated?

Gs: The other piece of  that is decommissioning. I 
have insisted that Entergy, that has made gajillions 
of  profits from operating Vermont Yankee, needs 
to be held responsible for fully paying for the 
decommissioning, for cleaning up the site. They’re 
now backing away from their original promises in 

that regard. I think the waste is the big quandary 
with nuclear power. What concerns me as I read 
the Douglas Administration’s draft energy policies 
is that they talk over and over about global warming 
as the big environmental issue around energy, 
and there is a huge issue around the toxicity of  
the waste generated by nuclear power plants and 
we’re treating that as sort of  an asterisk. I think 
that’s passing an impossible situation onto future 
generations. The waste is there. We have dry cask 
storage that’s been approved. I actually became 
convinced that dry casks are safer for storage of  
radioactive waste than the wet pool that’s inside 
the plant, but the notion that we’re going to have 
long-term radioactive wastes stored on the banks 
of  the Connecticut River, in a flood plain, doesn’t 
make much sense. I think this is where we need to 
be turning to the federal government and saying, 
“Does it make sense to have all these disparate 
sites all over the country storing waste?” If  Yucca 
Mountain isn’t going to be ready for a hundred or 
two hundred years or more, how can we create a 
more secure way to store these wastes?

Vc: This leads into a broader question about the natural 
environment — the quality of air and water. If we 
destroy living systems, then nothing else matters. 
And yet this doesn’t always seem to be at the top of 
the political agenda. How would you address natural 
environment issues? 

Gs: I think you see with the lake issues recently. 
I would say that the concern over our natural 

landscape has been close to the top of  the list in 
terms of  the priorities of  the Legislature. We have 
consistently put money back into the Housing 
and Conservation Fund, for example. Over the 
last couple years we’ve had two environmental 
committees in the House, one focused almost 
exclusively on energy issues, while the second is the 
Fish, Wildlife, and Water Resources Committee, 
which used to be a backwater committee (sorry 
for the pun) which didn’t get much done. It’s done 
tremendous work protecting our groundwater 
resources, around Lake Champlain issues. Before 
the EPA spoke up and said we’re not making 
progress cleaning the lake, under my leadership 
we engaged an audit, asking where the money is 
going; we’re paying millions, tens of  millions of  
dollars, for lake cleanup, and is it being effective? We 
identified that it was not being used as effectively 
as it needed to be, and asked for redirection of  
those priorities. 

There’s been quite a bit of  work around trying 
to make sure that we are protecting natural 
resources. As governor I would continue to lead 
in that effort. There are a number of  areas where 
there’s federal money available to help with lake 
cleanup. This year, when I learned that there’s 
money sitting there unclaimed, I went to the Fish, 
Wildlife, and Water Resources Committee and 
said, “Find out about this. I’m being told that if  
we put in one million bucks, we’re going to get, I 
think, four million, in order to direct resources to 
the lake.” We made that happen. I believe there are 
other pieces where we’re not taking advantage of  
funds that are available to us, and it shouldn’t have 
to come from the Legislature to do that hunting 
and pecking, but rather should be from the leader-
ship of  the governor. This is the 400th anniversary 
of  Samuel de Champlain’s traveling into this lake. 
Let’s celebrate that with a cleaner lake. 

Vc: Somewhat related to natural resource issues is the 
whole issue of agriculture. How can Vermont be more 
self-sustaining in its food supply, and how can family 
farmers be better supported? 

Gs: I think to some extent the economy is helping 
us here. Vermont is fairly close to large markets. 
We have tremendous natural resources to be 
able to produce a lot of  food, not just to feed 
ourselves but to feed Connecticut, Massachusetts, 
parts of  New York. I think there are a number 
of  ways of  making that work. Some of  it comes 
from marketing structures, processing facilities, 
slaughterhouses — bundling facilities where we 
can help small farms come together in order to 
make available carrots in fifty-pound bags; whether 
it’s Fletcher Allen Health Care or IBM’s cafeteria 
or Hannaford’s, they’re not going to stop what 
they’re doing to take deliveries of  20 small farms 
in the course of  a day. They want their deliveries 
year-round, and they want them in large quantities. 
I think there are opportunities where, working 
together with nonprofits and the philanthropic 
world, the state can provide guidance as to how 
to direct resources to reduce some of  the barriers 
that exist now, to get more Vermont produce, 
meat, dairy and vegetables into larger markets. 

My family is part of  a CSA farm, year-round. 
All our meat and many of  our vegetables come 
from no more than 50 miles away. I orient my life 

around that. To a greater and greater degree, a 
lot of  Vermonters do that. Having worked at the 
Intervale Center for the last four years, I see the 
value that Burlington residents put on that piece 
of  local agriculture. The connections between 
farms and schools are becoming more and more 
integrated, largely through the leadership of  the 
Legislature. But in order to get into more institu-
tional purchasing, Vermonters who just see the 
supermarket as their main source of  food… there’s 
going to need to be some sort of  bundling. I think 
of  it as distribution networks that are put in place. 
I think that’s where the role of  state government 
belongs — not necessarily in fully funding them, 
but in directing resources, partnering with the 
nonprofit community and cooperatives, in order 
to help make that happen. Some of  the work of  
the Sustainable Jobs Fund, the Vermont Employee 
Ownership Center, as well as the Agency of  
Agriculture, can be directed to make that happen. 

Vc: At Vermont Commons, we ask how independent 
Vermont can be, or needs to be, from the federal 
government. It seems to many of us that the federal 
government is working against our deepest values 
— the war, educational policies, civil liberties. You’ve 
mentioned that the federal government has resources 
that we need. So how can we balance the benefits we 
might get from them, with the ways they prevent us 
from reaching our own goals? 

Gs: Largely, I think that reflects the current 
administration. The last eight years, despite the 
lip service that the administration gives to local 
control, you see it going in the opposite direction. 
Whether it’s through federal communications 
policy or No Child Left Behind and education 
policy, it’s this consistent message of  Washington 
D.C. knows best. And clearly Washington D.C. 
does not know best when it comes to those specific 
instances where we see the federal government 
trying to insert itself  into our policies as a state. 

Symington, continued from page 4

continued on following page

Democratic gubernatorial candidate Gaye Symington, with 
young Vermonters at the Statehouse. Michael caRReseI would insist on a totally independent 

and complete analysis of the reliability 

and safety of Vermont Yankee. If the 

results of that are that the plant is 

not safe, then we shut it down, end of 

conversation.
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continued from previous page
I think that’s why you see such a backlash, and I 
hope we’ll all see a change in November. 

As governor, I would certainly keep close ties 
with, and work with, our federal delegation. I 
would be at the door of  President Obama, saying 
my top priority is health care, and this is where we 
need a partnership. I think a partnership goes both 
ways. You know that health care policy is a huge 
economic issue for our country; we can show you 
the way in Vermont. We’re in the lead in terms 
of  transforming from an illness-care system to a 
health care system. To some extent the barriers are 
structural and due to federal policies. So how can 
we work more in partnership here? 

In much of  what we do — for example in envi-
ronmental quality — our policies as a state affect 
New York (with the lake), affect Connecticut, 
Massachusetts and New Hampshire (with the 
Connecticut River), and there’s an appropriate 
role for working as a region on environmental 
and energy issues. We’re very tied into the New 
England energy network, and as much as we want 

to do on conserving energy and using alternative 
sources of  energy, some of  our bricks and mortar 
and power capacity is going to be determined 

largely by policies beyond our border. That’s 
where we need to communicate our values to the 
other states in the Northeast. I think there will 
always be a back-and-forth between the federal 
government and Vermont, and within the region 
where we are so interdependent for our energy, 
our environmental quality, relying on larger 

Despite the lip service that the 

administration gives to local control, 

you see it going in the opposite 

direction. It’s this consistent message 

of Washington D.C. knows best.

markets to support our agriculture. I don’t see us 
being an island, digging a moat around Vermont, 
but I think we need to recognize where either 
federal policies or regional policies interfere with 
our values if  we don’t engage directly with them 
to make it otherwise. 

Vc: I would push this further and say that there’s a chance 
that Obama won’t be elected, and if we have four more 
years of what we’ve had, I think the movement within 
Vermont to break away from what people are calling 
the “empire” is going to grow. How would you deal with 
that? 

Gs: What does that mean? Would we say that 
we don’t want two senators and a congressman 
anymore to bring home the tens of  millions of  
dollars that have gone into cleaning up Lake 
Champlain? Thank you, Washington, we’ll take 
care of  our roads entirely ourselves instead of  
having 80 percent of  it come from you? I don’t 
think that it’s constructive to walk away from the 
United States in the long run. To me, it’s more 
important to engage in changing the priorities 
of  our federal government, and even when it’s 
frustrating, to keep at it. 

That may come from the experience I’ve had 
working in state government, which is frustrat-
ing, too. I’ve spent time in the minority, and I’ve 
spent time in the majority, and I know that we 
would have accomplished a lot less if  I had simply 
walked away when I was frustrated. Instead I’ve 
engaged and continued to push even when I was in 
the minority, to continue to make the case, to do 
the organizing it takes to get back into the major-
ity. I think we’ve had positive economic and social 
policy come out of  the current Legislature, and it’s 
because the current governorship is the greatest 
barrier to moving forward in a creative way that 
I’m running for governor in the first place. 

I’m a big believer in staying engaged and keep-
ing our values in front of  the country. Vermont is 
known as a leader, and I think it would be a loss to 
the country as well as a loss to Vermont to walk 
away from that engagement. •
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Similar to Röpke in his concern for the effects of  
mass society upon the individual is the conserva-
tive American sociologist Robert Nisbet. His most-
quoted work is The Quest for Community (1953), 
which analyzes the human urge to recreate mean-
ingful communities when overrun by the forces of  
centralized mass society. A similar but more optimis-
tic work is Alvin Toffler’s The Third Wave (1980).

A classic work of  anarcho-decentralism, one 
that exerted a powerful influence on such diverse 
thinkers as Tolstoy, Gandhi, and Mao Tse-tung, is 
Peter Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops
(1899). Though dated and derived from Russian 
experience, Kropotkin’s readable and enthusiastic 
work paints a hopeful portrait of  happy, self-suffi-
cient, autonomous communities spread across the 
vast expanse of  Russia.

Gilbert K. Chesterton was a renowned British 
author, a Catholic much influenced by Pope Leo 
XIII’s encyclical De Rerum Novarum of  1895. He 
and his fellow thinker Hilaire Belloc founded a 
Distributist League to promote widespread owner-
ship of  property. Alas, the League never became 
a force in British politics, but Chesterton’s witty 
writing — What’s Wrong with the World (1910) and 
especially Outline of  Sanity (1926) — made him a 
household word in the UK. Belloc’s most prescient 
work was The Servile State (1912), well worth 
reading today for its analysis of  the development 
of  industrial society toward a few rich owners, a 
larger middle class of  skilled technicians, and a 
vast body of  unskilled laborers whom the state 
must compel to labor. 

Allan Carlson’s Third Ways (2007) is a lively 
account of  Chesterbellocian distributism and 
other family-centered economic movements. 
Especially interesting is his description of  perhaps 
the most decentralist of  all national govern-
ments, that of  Alexander Stambolisky’s Bulgarian 
Agrarian National Union. It was in power (under 
desperate circumstances) from 1919 to 1923, and 
expired when Stambolisky was murdered by the 
Communists.

For a clear statement of  criteria for a free soci-
ety, and an antidote to rigid ideologies of  both Left 
and Right, Henry Calvert Simons’ trenchant essay 
“A Political Credo” remains a classic. It appears as 
the lead chapter in his collection, Economic Policy 
for A Free Society (1945). While not an explicit plea 
for decentralism, it recognizes the importance of  
voluntary associations and distributed property, 
and the evils of  collectivist centralization. If  I were 
asked to recommend one short piece to a reader 
interested in acquiring a foundation for under-
standing U.S. social and economic policy, this 
would be that piece.

Modern political decentralists of  the Left face a 
problem that does not much afflict their conserva-
tive counterparts. The Left is concerned that no 
self-governing locality makes doctrinal mistakes. 
Thus, Left decentralists tend to endorse lots of  
centrally established ground rules: no ecologi-
cal damage, no racial oppression, full equality for 
women and gays, living wages and protection for 
labor, no Wal-Mart and McDonald’s, etc. 

Right decentralists — sometimes grudgingly 
— agree that there must be some overarching 
rules to prevent grassroots tyranny, but they are 

darkly suspicious of  a Center imposing ever-more-
alien mandates on cultural communities seeking 
to evolve in their own way. For instance, the Right 
has little concern over locally prescribed manifes-
tations of  conscience, such as obligatory affirma-
tions of  faith and values, an established church, 
and exclusion of  “undesirables” from civic life. 

Two recent works from decentralist-oriented 
Leftist authors make serious efforts to avoid exces-
sive centralist mandates upon local communities. 
Michael Shuman’s Going Local: Creating Self-Reliant 
Communities in the Global Age (2000) synthesizes the 
arguments for why communities should resist the 
temptations of  globalization and instead strengthen 
their economies through locally owned companies, 
import substitution, new community financial insti-
tutions, and smart local policymaking.  He makes 
the case, from a progressive political viewpoint, for 
devolving political and economic power.

America Beyond Capitalism: Reclaiming our Wealth, 
Our Liberty, and Our Democracy (2005) by my long-
time friend Gar Alperovitz is a sweeping analysis 
of  what’s wrong with modern-day America — 
globalization, financial concentration, opulence, 
imperialism, etc. — and makes a well-argued case 
for creating a “pluralist commonwealth” in its 
place. Alperovitz founds his argument on the need 
for universal state-guaranteed economic security, 
an expansion of  civil society, and (surprisingly) the 
necessity of  people having more free time. True 
to the socialist tradition, his prescription requires a 
redistribution of  wealth enforced from the center, 
but it abandons the Leninist insistence of  totalitar-
ian control from the center by a correctly think-
ing vanguard. Alperovitz has been thinking on this 
subject for 40 years, and has a very creative and 
inventive mind. His wide-ranging book deserves 
serious attention even from those who believe that 
a government made powerful enough to achieve 
such redistribution will inevitably use its power for 
inhumane and destructive purposes.

Finally, I hope I may be excused for mention-
ing a homegrown volume, The Vermont Papers: 
Recreating Democracy on a Human Scale, by Frank 
Bryan and me (1989). This (if  I may say it) interest-

VT Free Media, continued from page 10
ing work proposes to decentralize Vermont into 
some 40 self-governing shires, to which the state 
would devolve perhaps three-fourths of  its pres-
ent responsibilities. “Let forty flowers bloom” as 
an example to the nation and the world! With the 
passage of  two decades, some of  the policy discus-
sion has become obsolete, but the basic decentral-
ist philosophy and the description of  the proposed 
Vermont of  shires remains valid and — Frank and 
I still hope — inspirational.

This quick tour of  decentralist thought neces-
sarily neglects many valuable English-language 
works by such authors as Paul Goodman, Ralph 
Borsodi, Andrew Greeley, Louis Brandeis, Allen 
Tate, Wendell Berry, Arthur Morgan, Jane Jacobs, 
Edward Goldsmith, Ivan Illich, Henry George, 
James Warbasse, Michael Zwerin, Herman Daly, 
Morgan Doughton, and James Robertson. It also 
overlooks two authors whose indispensable writ-
ings celebrate, among other things, the decen-
tralist vision: Alexis de Tocqueville and Thomas 
Jefferson.

Centralism’s apologists will always find an 
eager audience among those who seek to win 
supreme power, whether in government, finance, 
industry, labor, religion, education, and other 
arenas. The decentralist appeal to keep power and 
property widely distributed among people and 
communities has little appeal for the Alexanders, 
Napoleons, Hamiltons, Lenins, Mao Tse Tungs, 
and Nassers of  world history. Thus, decentralism 
is never likely to become a reigning philosophy. 
Indeed, it is difficult to find any modern American 
politician who has made an explicitly decentral-
ist appeal, untainted by the “states rights” defense 
of  racial segregation. (The best recent candidate 
may be Ronald Reagan, but his accomplishments 
failed to match his inclinations and occasional 
rhetoric.)

But the decentralist tendency never goes away. 
Like grass growing up through cracks in aging 
concrete, the human urge to “bring things home 
where we can watch over them” is always likely to 
be with us. Perhaps the best we decentralists can 
do is constantly strive to give it room to flower. •
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Fritz Schumacher used to tell the story of  the 
three professionals sitting around arguing 

about whose was the oldest profession. The doctor 
said that his was the oldest because God operated 
on Adam to remove his rib to make Eve. The archi-
tect, however, declared that even before that God 
built the world out of  chaos. Yes, said the econo-
mist, but who do you think made that?

Yes, indeed, economists have made chaos, and 
they have done it on a worldwide if  not universal 
scale, and for some reason are richly rewarded 
for it. They have created a system, in both capi-
talist and socialist guises, that favors the using up 
of  the world’s resources at ever-faster rates, that 
encourages their processing in ways that produce 

pollution and waste, that puts wealth into ever-
fewer hands in the countries of  the favored few, 
that allows for great sickness, poverty, igno-
rance, and starvation across the world, and that 
celebrates every single one of  what this culture 
knows as the Seven Deadly Sins.

(For those of  you who have forgotten the 
Church’s teachings, those are pride, greed, lust, 
anger, gluttony, envy, and sloth. Yes, even sloth: 
for the couch-potato consumers.)

There must be a better way. And, of  course, 
there is, and has been for a very long time. It is 
a society based on small self-sufficient regions, 
empowered communities, vibrant neighbor-
hoods, gainfully employed families, individual 
self-satisfactions, decentralized politics, local 
economies, sustainable organic agriculture, 
cooperative work, environmental humility, 
and careful nurturing of  the earth. It is the way 
many people have lived, probably in most places 
and for most of  the time, for the greatest part 
of  the last eight thousand years, punctuated by 
some periods of  empire and kingship, until the 
rise of  capitalism five hundred years ago. 

It was nearly a hundred years after the ravages 
of  industrial capitalism had spread across the 
United Kingdom that a group of  people in 
England began to talk about this sort of  society, 
and they gave it the name of  Distributism. It was 
a largely literary movement, with giants like 
Hillaire Belloc and G.K. Chesterton, and it set 
out in careful and inspiring terms what the good 
society would look like, giving a framework and 

disPErsiOns Beyond Capitalism and Socialism  Kirkpatrick Sale

a name to what had long been seen as an ideal, 
or at least more reasonable, way of  life. It did 
not have a great deal of  success, on the ground 
as it were, because of  all the centralizing, big-
government 20th-century forces stacked against 
it, but it suggested the ways people might orga-
nize their lives insofar as those forces permitted 
it and the kind of  world to be working for.

It was called Distributism because it held 
that in the ideal society ownership and prop-
erty would be distributed as widely as possible, 
to individuals, families, and co-ops, and not in 
the hands of  governments and corporations 
of  either capitalist or socialist bent. It sought 
to work out the principles of  late-19th-century 
Catholic “social justice” teachings, as outlined 
particularly by Leo XIII’s Rerum Naturum of  
1891, in which he attacked the “excesses of  
capitalism” overtly as being responsible for the 
“misery of  the working classes.” Its solution was 
not so much the abolition of  capitalism, the sort 
of  thing that socialists were on about at the turn 
of  the century, as the abolition of  large institu-
tions of  capitalism and a return to an economy 
built on guild craftsmen, small family farmers, 
and village-level trading.

You may recognize in this many of  the elements 
of  agrarianism, a parallel movement largely in 
the United States, that similarly deplored the 
evils of  industrialism and urged a return to a 
society based on small-scale agriculture. Its sense 
that farming and an interaction with nature is a 
moral good, fosters family and village closeness, 
and allows life on the human scale, is carried 
over into most Distributist writing. Its classic 
statement, I’ll Take My Stand, was published in 
1930, around the time the Distributists were 
writing some of  their most important books 
in England — e.g., Chesterton’s The Outline of  
Sanity (1927) and Arthur Penty’s The Elements of  
Domestic Design (1930).

The Distributist philosophy is still alive today, 
though it is not always named Distributism, and 
so, surprisingly enough, are some of  the actual 
elements of  it, taking shape at the edges of  the 
dominant society. 

To suggest but a few, there is the bioregional 
movement, deep ecology, farmers markets, 
community-supported agriculture, organic 
farming, homegrown gardens, local- and slow-
food movements, alternative currencies, alterna-
tive medicine, alternative energy, intermediate 
technology (Schumacher was directly influenced 
by the English Distributists), Buy-Nothing Day, 
simple living, home schooling, neo-Luddism, 
worker ownership, anti-globalization, anti-free 
trade, environmental interest groups, ecological 
restoration, eco-villages, land trusts, and land 
preservation. All of  these would be welcomed 
by Distributists as living out their legacy.

What’s more, if  the predictions for the future 
prove to be accurate — peak oil and the end of  
long-haul transportation, global warming and 

the end of  agribusiness — the world and its 
destructive capitalist/socialist economy will be 
forced to change radically and in the direction of  
Distributist principles.

As James Kunstler puts it in The Long Emergency, 
when these crises hit, national and supranational 
economies will disintegrate and the focus of  soci-
ety will have to return to the town or small city 
and its supporting agricultural hinterland. It will 
require us to downscale and re-scale virtually 
everything we do and how we do it, from the kind 
of  communities we physically inhabit to the way 
we grow our food to the way we work and trade 
the products of  our work. Anything organized 
on the large scale, whether it is government or a 
corporate business enterprise such as Wal-Mart, 
will wither as the cheap energy props that support 
bigness fall away.

And then, of  necessity, the world will recon-
struct itself  on the lines of  a more human-scale, 
community-based, local-resource-dependent 
societies, something that the Distributists 
would recognize as what they’d been talking 
about all along. 

This column is adapted from an introduction to 
Beyond Capitalism and Socialism, a series of  essays 
on Distributism edited by Tobias J. Lanz and published 
earlier this year by IHS Press (IHSPress.com), special-
izing in books on the social teachings of  the Catholic 
Church. •

Distributism held that in the ideal 

society ownership and property would 

be distributed as widely as possible, 

to individuals, families, and co-ops 

— not in the hands of governments 

and corporations of either capitalist or 

socialist bent. 

If predictions prove accurate — 

peak oil and the end of long-haul 

transportation, global warming and 

the end of agribusiness — the world 

and its destructive capitalist/socialist 

economy will be forced to change 

radically in the direction of Distributist 

principles.

VC 24.indd   24 6/30/08   12:08:26 PM


