
12   |   THE INSIDER      Winter 2014



Visit InsiderOnline.org    |    13

THE POLITICAL DEBATE  
WE NEED TO HAVE

By Bruce Thornton

THE MEDIA AND PUNDITS TREAT POLITICS 
like a sport. The significance of the recent agree-
ment to postpone the debt crisis until January, for 
instance, is really about which party won and which 
lost, which party’s tactics are liable to be more suc-
cessful in the next election, and which politician is a 
winner and which a loser. But politics rightly under-
stood is not about the contest of policies or politi-
cians. It’s about the philosophical principles and 
ideas that create one policy rather than another—
that’s what it should be about, at least.

From that point of view, the conflict between 
Democrats and Republicans concerns the size and 
role of the federal government, which is no surprise 
to anyone who even casually follows politics. But 
more important are the ideas that ground arguments 
for or against limited government. These ideas 
include our notions of human nature, and what moti-
vates citizens when they make political decisions. 
Our political conflicts today reflect the two major 
ways Americans have answered these questions.

The framing of the Constitution itself was predi-
cated on one answer, best expressed by Italian phi-
losopher Niccolò Machiavelli: “It is necessary to 
whoever arranges to found a Republic and establish 
laws in it, to presuppose that all men are bad and 
that they will use their malignity of mind every time 
they have the opportunity.” Throughout the debates 
during the Constitutional Convention, the state 
ratifying conventions, and the essays in the Federal-

ist, the basis of the Constitution was the view that 
human nature is flawed.

As Alexander Hamilton wrote in Federalist 6, men 
are “ambitious, vindictive and rapacious,” and are 
motivated by what James Madison called “passions 
and interests.” These destructive passions and self-
ish interests were particularly predominant among 
the masses, whose ignorance of political theory and 
history left them vulnerable to demagogues. Hence 
the people “are daily misled into the most bane-
ful measures and opinions by the false reports cir-
culated by designing men,” as Elbridge Gerry said 
during the Constitutional Convention debates.

This low estimation of the people partly explains 
the “democracy deficit” in the original Constitution, 
which allowed the people to elect directly only the 
House of Representatives. But unlike Plato, who pro-
posed an elite with superior wisdom to run the state 
justly and efficiently, early Americans believed the 
flaws of human nature were universal, and all men, 
no matter their wealth or intelligence, were cor-
ruptible. More important, they were firm believers 
in the tendency of concentrated power to corrupt, 
for power is “of an encroaching nature,” as George 
Washington and James Madison said, and is ever 
striving to increase its scope. Vanity, greed, pride, 
and selfishness, John Adams wrote, “are the same in 
all men, under all forms of simple government, and 
when unchecked, produce the same effects of fraud, 
violence, and cruelty.”
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Universal human depravity thus precluded any 
simple form of government whether democratic, 
monarchical, or aristocratic. The solution of the 
framers was the mixed government in which the 
democratic House of Representatives, the aristo-
cratic Senate (chosen by the state legislatures), and 
the monarchical president (chosen by the Electoral 
College) would along with the judiciary divide the 
powers and functions of government and thus check 
and balance the tendency of each branch to maxi-
mize its power at the expense of the people’s free-
dom. As James Madison explained in Federalist 51, 
the “separate and distinct exercise of the different 
powers of government” would allow each branch “to 
resist the encroachment of the others,” for “ambi-
tion must be made to counteract ambition.”

Equally important was the principle of federal-
ism, the protection of the power of the states evi-
dent in giving state legislatures the responsibility 
for selecting Senators and the presidential electors. 
Given the variety of conflicting interests among the 
states, Madison wrote in Federalist 10, there will be 
a “greater security afforded by a greater variety of 
parties, against the event of any one party being able 
to outnumber and oppress the rest,” and “greater 
obstacles opposed to the concert and accomplish-

ment of the secret wishes of an unjust and inter-
ested majority.” Any selfish interest or violent 
passion “will be unable to spread a general confla-
gration through the other states,” and “the variety of 
sects dispersed over the entire face of it [the nation] 
must secure the national Councils against any dan-
ger from that source.” Just as the variety of inter-
ests and passions among the people will check and 
balance each other, so too will the variety of state 
interests check and balance the power of the federal 
government.

Starting in the late nineteenth century, a dif-
ferent view of human nature and its motivations 
developed. The Progressive movement rejected 
the Founders’ assumption of the universal deprav-
ity of human nature. Progressives believed human 
nature could be improved under the environmen-
tal pressures of technological, scientific, and eco-
nomic changes. New “sciences” like sociology and 
psychology had developed that were discovering the 
material causes of human behavior whether social, 
economic, or political. From this knowledge came 
the technical means of alleviating the social and eco-
nomic disruptions attending these changes. Masters 
of this new knowledge and the techniques for apply-
ing them, if given power, could apply these insights 
into governing and managing the state, and solving 
the new problems that had arisen from industrial-
ization and technological change.

From the Progressive perspective, the Consti-
tution and its structure of checks and balances 
were outmoded. Industrialization and technologi-
cal development had created new problems that 
required a different form of federal government. 
According to Progressive president Theodore Roo-
sevelt in his 1901 State of the Union speech: 

The old laws, and the old customs which had 
almost the binding force of law, were once 
quite sufficient to regulate the accumulation 
and distribution of wealth. Since the industrial 
changes which have so enormously increased 
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the productive power of mankind, they are no 
longer sufficient.

Woodrow Wilson made the same argument. Poli-
tics must now be understood as a Darwinian pro-
cess, and the Constitution must evolve to meet new 
circumstances. “All that progressives ask or desire,” 
Wilson wrote in 1913 in The New Freedom, “is per-
mission—in an era when ‘development,’ ‘evolution,’ 
is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution 
according to the Darwinian principle.”

The limited government of the Founders, then, was 
incapable of effective government given the develop-
ments in economic and social life that were changing 
human nature. The national interest could no longer 
be served by the state governments, the free market, 
or civil society. A bigger and more powerful national 
government was necessary to control big business 
and corporations, and to more equitably distribute 
wealth and improve the general welfare. The clash 
of the various interests and passions of individuals 
and factions must be neutralized, and national unity 
must be created through a national government and 
its technocratic administration. The individual rights 
enshrined in the Constitution had to be redefined in 
terms of the larger society and its welfare.

The right to property, for example, so crucial 
for the framers, now must be “subject to the gen-
eral right of the community to regulate its use to 
whatever degree the public welfare may require 
it,” as Theodore Roosevelt said in his famous “New 
Nationalism” speech delivered during the 1912 pres-
idential campaign. Enforcing this concern for the 
“general right of the community” required a “policy 
of a far more active government interference with 
social and economic conditions.”

In his last State of the Union speech Roosevelt 
said: “The danger to American democracy lies not 
in the least in the concentration of administrative 
power in responsible and accountable hands. It lies 
in having the power insufficiently concentrated” to 
serve the unified interests of the collective people. 

STARTING IN THE LATE 
NINETEENTH CENTURY, A 
DIFFERENT VIEW OF HUMAN 
NATURE AND ITS MOTIVATIONS 
DEVELOPED. THE PROGRESSIVE 
MOVEMENT REJECTED THE 
FOUNDERS’ ASSUMPTION OF 
THE UNIVERSAL DEPRAVITY OF 
HUMAN NATURE. PROGRESSIVES 
BELIEVED HUMAN NATURE 
COULD BE IMPROVED.
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Woodrow Wilson concurred. Imagining in The New 
Freedom the progressive utopia that would come 
into being once the existing politico-social order had 
been rebuilt by what Wilson calls political “archi-
tects” and “engineers,” he describes it as a structure 
“where men can live as a single community, co-oper-
ative as in a perfected, coordinated beehive.”

To achieve these aims, the federal government 
had to grow, with agencies and bureaus created to 
administer the laws and regulations presumably 
made necessary by new economic and social condi-
tions. “There is scarcely a single duty of government 
which was once simple which is not now complex,” 
Woodrow Wilson wrote in his essay “The Study of 
Administration.” He went on to write:

The functions of government are every day 
becoming more complex and difficult, they 
are also vastly multiplying in number. Admin-
istration is everywhere putting its hands 
to new undertakings…. Whatever holds of 
authority state or federal governments are 
to take upon corporations, there must fol-
low cares and responsibilities which will 
require not a little wisdom, knowledge, and 
experience.

This wisdom, knowledge, and experience will be 
the purview of those schooled in the new sciences, 
not the traditional wisdom and practical experi-
ence of the people pursuing their various and con-
flicting interests. As Progressive journalist Walter 
Lippmann wrote in 1914: 

We can no longer treat life as something that 
has trickled down to us. We have to deal with 
it deliberately, devise its social organization, 
alter its tools, formulate its method, educate 
and control it. In endless ways we put inten-
tion where custom has reigned. We break up 
routines, make decisions, choose our ends, 
select means, [which we can do because] 

BUT THE FOUNDERS’ MAIN 
MOTIVE IN CRAFTING THE 
GOVERNMENT THEY DID  
WAS NOT TO CREATE UTOPIA, 
BUT TO PROTECT THE FREEDOM 
OF ALL FROM THE DANGERS 
OF CONCENTRATED POWER, 
WHETHER THIS POWER WAS 
EMBODIED IN THE MAJORITY  
OR IN A MINORITY.
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the great triumph of modern psychology is 
its growing capacity for penetrating to the 
desires that govern our thought.

 The instrument of this process necessarily must 
be the federal government, now enriched by the 
Sixteenth Amendment, which in 1913 instituted a 
national income tax.

The Progressives, then, discarded the Founders’ 
vision of an eternally flawed human nature, and 
the constitutional architecture that balanced and 
checked the tendency for people and factions to 
pursue their interests and maximize their power at 
the expense of others. Now a more powerful federal 
government—currently comprising over 500 agen-
cies and offices, with 2.3 million employees costing 
$200 billion annually—armed with new knowledge 
and backed by coercive federal power, will organize, 
regulate, and manage social and economic condi-
tions to improve life and create a more just and equi-
table society.

But the Founders’ main motive in crafting the 
government they did was not to create utopia, but to 
protect the freedom of all from the dangers of con-
centrated power, whether this power was embodied 
in the majority or in a minority. As Alexander Ham-
ilton said in Federalist 85:

I never expect to see a perfect work from 
imperfect man. The result of the deliberations 
of all collective bodies must necessarily be a 
compound, as well of the errors and prejudices, 
as of the good sense and wisdom, of the indi-
viduals of whom they are composed. 

A powerful minority of federal technocrats unac-
countable to the people is no exception to the maxim 
that “power is of an encroaching nature,” its growth 
always coming at the expense of freedom.

These are the two visions behind the politics of 
debt and government spending that are necessary 
for financing a technocratic big government. The 

outcome of the budget negotiations in January and 
February will reflect which idea triumphs: that of 
government limited to protect the autonomy and 
freedom of flawed humans, or that of big govern-
ment creating a better world for perfectible humans 
through entitlement spending financed by taxes and 
debt. That is the debate we need to be having.
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