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are to engage in the self-help activities that actually
do increase their safety and reduce street crime. The
extraordinarily negative impact that the criminal justice system has on American society is highlighted
by the fact that for every dollar that is lost by people,
residences, and businesses to crime, the criminal justice system spends more than ten dollars. In other
words, through the extraction of taxes to support its
activities, the justice system magnifies the amount
lost by American society due to street crime by a factor of greater than ten to one.
In addition to being forced to financially support
the dead weight of the criminal justice system, Americans have to pay again if they want to engage the
services of a private company that specializes in the
protection of people and their property. There is no
question that if the criminal justice system was a
private company, its inability to provide a service
worth paying for would have caused its customers to
abandon it to the dustbin of history over a century
ago. Government "crime protection" does not have
the same incentives as private protection. Private
agencies flourish by successfully protecting their
patrons. The more they succeed, the more customers
they attract. Government law enforcement agencies
flourish by failing to accomplish their stated objectives. The truth of the matter, is that the less they
prevent crime or protect people, the more money the
government can demand from the public in the form
of taxation - to prevent crime!
This is illustrated by the fact that the loudest and
most effective public relations efforts to expand the
budgets of police agencies on the local, state, and federal level all revolve around their failure to stop
crime. The perennial plea to the legislatures is always: "If you will only give us more money, then we
will be able to catch the 'bad guys' who might do you
harm." All federal crime bills have been passed in an
atmosphere of hysteria surrounding a real or imagined threat to Americans from the designated "bad
guys" of the moment. For example, The Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act of 1996 was only
passed because of the hysterical political rhetoric
surrounding the Oklahoma City federal building
bombing in 1995. Since increased funding for the
justice system is dependent on visible failures, without competition capable of moderating their behavior, the incentive of police agencies in the United
States is to fail at reducing crime or otherwise contributing to making people feel safe.
In a competitive market environment, as you suc-

"If one takes care of the means, the end will take care of itself."

Crime and Monopoly in
America
By Carl Watner
A subscriber and long-time supporter of THE
VOLUNTARYIST, Hans Sherrer, has sent me a copy
of his book length manuscript, THE GULAG AMERICANA: THE RISE OF THE AMERICAN PENAL
STATE. The following commentary is largely based
on Mr. Sherrer's draft. For further information about
the availability of the book, send a stamped, self-addressed postcard to THE VOLUNTARYIST. Inquiries will be answered by the author as soon as a publication date is known.
Introduction

As we go to press, more than six million Americans are under the control of the criminal justice
system in the United States. Of these, nearly two
million are incarcerated in prisons and jails, and
another four million are under the constraints of
probation and parole. Due to the fact that the penal
system has grown nearly ten fold during the last 25
years, we now have more to fear from the totalitarian aspects of government "protection" than from
what we normally think of as criminal incursions
and invasions against our lives and property. The
government-run criminal justice system not only
doesn't increase the safety of Americans and their
property but actually decreases it. Most advocates
of limited government argue that the primary purpose of government is the protection of life, liberty,
and property. If that were true, then government in
the United States has failed miserably at accomplishing its stated purpose. However, its failure has only
been partial. The monolithic physical and all-pervasive legal structure that has been created in the name
of protecting Americans from street criminals has
been instrumental in the establishment of the most
powerful political entity in the history of the world.
The Criminal Justice System
Doesn't Protect You

There can be no absolute proof that free market
protection agencies would protect us more cheaply
than government monopolized services. But it is possible to show that the growth of the government
criminal justice system since the early 1970's has
had almost no appreciable effect on reducing violent
street crime and nonviolent property crime against
Americans. In a classic example of perverse consequences, the more the people believe that they are
being protected by the police, the less inclined they
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opinion is the opinion of his following, and their opinion is shaped by what they believe to be in their own
On Underwriting an Evil
interest.
By Frank Chodorov
It was always thus. Even when kings ruled by
I voted for Teddy Roosevelt in 1912.1 haven't voted "divine
right," the throne was held in place by the
in a presidential election since.
proper
juxtaposition
rival and envious nobles.
At first it was sheer instinct that dissuaded me When the ambition ofof
a
particular
noble got out of
from casting my ballot. I listened to the performance hand and an army was needed to make
respect
promises of the various candidates and the more I divinity, the money-lenders supplied thehim
war
funds
listened the more confused I became. They seemed and received their compensation, usually a grant
of
to me to be so contradictory, so vague, so devoid of land and the privilege of collecting rent from the usprinciple, that I could not bring myself in favor of ers. In the eighteenth century the rising class of
one or the other. Particularly was I impressed by the manufacturers and merchants came to the support
candidates' evaluations of one another. Neither one of the king in his quarrels with his nobles, in exhad a good word to say of his opponent, and each change for tariffs, cartel privileges and the "rights"
was of the opinion that the other fellow was not the to foreign exploitation.
kind of man to whom the affairs of state could be
Constitutionalism and the extension of the sufsafely entrusted. Now, I reasoned, these fellows were frage
did not alter the character of politics. These
politicians, and as such should be better acquainted institutions
merely increased the number of claimwith their respective qualifications for office than I ants for special
privileges and complicated the art of
could be; it was their business to know such things. balancing interests. In the early years of our counTherefore, I had to believe candidate A when he said try the politician's problem was quite simple: the
that candidate B was untrustworthy, as I had to be- pressure groups consisted of tariff-seekers, land-grablieve candidate B when he said the same of candi- bers, money-brokers, franchise-hunters and a few
date A. In the circumstances, how could I vote for others, and the balancing of interests wasfixedby
either? Judging by their respective evaluations of the size of campaign contributions. In due time,
each other's qualifications I was bound to make the thanks to professional organizers, others got into the
wrong decision whichever way I voted.
act, and the politician now has to consider the priviI put off voting from one election to another, per- lege claims of vote-laden and skillfully led proletarhaps hoping that sometime a compelling choice would ians, farmers, teachers, veterans—a host of articube offered me. I was, I believe, looking for a candi- late "minority" groups—as well as the traditional
date who would stand for a philosophy of govern- claimants. The juggling has become more intricate.
ment, something that would be above the ephemeral.
In time it dawned on me that I was being romantic,
"A good politician is quite as unthinkable
that with principles—that is, moral or philosophic
as
an honest burglar."
concepts—politics simply has nothing to do, except
—H. L. Mencken
as convenient slogans in the promotion of its busiThat this result was inevitable becomes evident
ness, which is the acquisition of power. I soon realized that the art of politics consisted in the balanc- when we consider the nature of the ballot. It is nothing of various group interests, one against the other, ing but a fragment of sovereignty. It represents a
so as either to attain or retain rulership over all. It small piece of the power which, in an absolutism, is
vested in a single person or an oligarchy. And, just as
was a juggling act.
This is no reflection on the intellectual integrity the substance of political power consists of castles
of the politician. His business does not call for any and food and pleasures for the autocrat, so does the
such quality and his supporters would be outraged holder of this fragment of diffused sovereignty spell
if he presumed to bring it into bearing. Assuming "good times." In short, the right of suffrage carries
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with it the expectation of economic welfare, and that
expectation is still the motive behind the "x" set down
along the candidate's name. We vote, in the main, by
our belly-interest.
The individual voter learned in time that the minuscule piece of sovereignty he held brought him no
profit unless it was augmented by many other pieces,
so that the total would be a bargaining power of proportions. Thus came the modern pressure group. It
is the business of the leaders of such groups to convince the aspirant for office that their following cannot be ignored with impunity. It is the business of
the candidate to weigh the relative voting strength
of the various groups and, finding it impossible to
please all, to try to buy the strongest with promises.
It is a deal. Any moral evaluation of the deal is silly,
unless we condemn politics as a whole, for there is
no way for the politician to attain power unless he
engages in such deals. In a democracy sovereignty
lies in the hands of the voters, and it is they who
propose the trading.
The vast majority of the voters are outside these
pressure groups; there are too many of them, too diversified in their interests to permit of organization.
I am one of them. I might vote for one or the other
candidate if I belonged to some such pressure group
and accepted his promise of improvement of my lot
at face value. For instance, if I were a farmer in line
for a government handout, I would certainly cast my
ballot for the candidate who, in my opinion, could be
relied upon to come through when elected, or, if I were
a member of a union, I would most assuredly trade
my vote for some advantage which the gentleman in
question promised to deliver to my organization; provided, of course, that I believed him. But, I belong to
no pressure group and am instinctively averse to accepting any advantage over my fellow man. What is
more, I am not looking for a job in the bureaucracy,
nor is my brother-in-law in line for such a job; nor
am I anxious for a government contract and I do not
own any land that might be suitable for a post office.
That is to say, I cannot profit, directly or indirectly,
from the election of either candidate. I am of the great
mass of unorganized citizens and, therefore, see no
reason for casting my ballot for one or the other.
Admitting that there is no difference in the political philosophies of the contending candidates,
should I not choose the "lesser of two evils?" But,
which of the two qualifies? If my man prevails, then
those who voted against him are loaded down with
the "greater evil," while if my man loses then it is
they who have chosen the "lesser evil." Voting for the
"lesser of two evils" makes no sense, for it is only a
matter of opinion as to which is the lesser. Usually,
such a decision is based on prejudice, not on principle. Besides, why should I compromise with evil?
If I were to vote for the "lesser of two evils" I would
in fact be subscribing to whatever that "evil" does in
office. He could claim a mandate for his official acts,

a sort of blank check, with my signature, into which
he could enter his performances. My vote is indeed a
moral sanction, upon which the official depends for
support of his acts, and without which he would feel
rather naked. In a democracy the acquiescence of the
citizenry is necessary for the operation of the State,
and a large vote is a prelude for such acquiescence.
Even in a totalitarian state the dictators feel it necessary to hold elections once in a while, just to assure themselves and others of the validity of their
rule, though the voting is compulsory and the ballot
is one-sided, they can point to the large percentage
of the electorate who underwrite their rule. In a free
election, even though the difference between the candidates is a matter of personality, or between
tweedledee and tweedledum, the successful candidate (though he might be the "lesser of two evils")
can similarly maintain that he holds a mandate from
the people. It is to the credit of a democracy that I
can choose not to vote. I am not compelled to give my
moral support to an "evil."

"If voting could change things it would be
illegal!"
Getting back to the economic advantages that the
candidates promise me, in exchange for my vote, my
reason tells me that they cannot make good on their
promises, except by taking something from my fellow men and delivering it to me. For, government is
not a producer. It is simply a social instrument enjoying a monopoly of coercion, which it is supposed
to use so as to prevent the indiscriminate use of coercion by individuals on one another. Its purpose in
the scheme of things is to protect each of us in the
enjoyment of those rights with which we are born.
Its competence is in the field of behavior; it can compel us to do what we do not want to do, or to prevent
us from doing what we want to do. But, it cannot
produce a thing. Therefore, when it undertakes to
improve the economy, it is compelled by its own limitations to the taking from one group of citizens and
giving to another; it uses its monopoly of coercion for
the distribution of wealth, not for the production of
wealth. So that, when I vote for the candidate who
promises me betterment in my economic condition, I
am condoning and encouraging some form of robbery.
That does not square with my moral values. ...
All in all, I see no good reason for voting and have
refrained from doing so for about a half century.
During that time, my more conscientious compatriots
(including, principally, the professional politicians
and their ward heelers ) have conveniently provided
me with presidents and with governments, all of
whom have run the political affairs of the country as
they should be run—that is, for the benefit of the
politicians. They have put the nation into two major
wars and a number of minor ones. Regardless of what
party was in power, the taxes have increased and so
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did the size of the bureaucracy. Laws have been
passed, a whole library of them, and most of these
laws, since they are not self-enforcing, have called
for enforcement agencies, who have interminably
interpreted the laws which created them and thus
have spawned more laws. The effect of these laws is
(a) to put restraints on the individual and (b) to concentrate in the hands of the central government all
the powers that once were assigned to local government; the states are now little more than administrative units of the national government. Political
power has increased, social power has waned. Would
it have been different if I had voted? I don't think so.
Statistics indicate that nearly half the electorate—those eligible to vote—do not exercise their
privilege. Whether such non-voting is due to apathy
or a conscious rejection of the candidates and their
philosophies of government (or the lack of any philosophy) it would be difficult to tell. Perhaps the stayat-homes might be interested in registering their
conviction if two candidates stated exactly what they
stood for, without equivocation and without offering
inducements to various pressure groups; but, in the
absence of such an experiment, the best we can say
is that a goodly number find no sense in voting.
It is interesting to speculate on what would happen if, say seventy-five percent of the electorate refrained from casting their ballots; more than that is
out of the question, for at least a quarter of the voting public are concerned with what they can get for
themselves from the election of this or that candidate; their belly-interest is entirely too strong to keep
them away from the polls. In the first place, the politicians would not take such a repudiation of their
custodianship in good grace. We can take it for
granted that they would undertake to make voting
compulsory, bringing up the hoary argument that a
citizen is morally obligated to do his duty. If military
service can be made compulsory why not political
service? And so, if three-quarters of the citizenry were
to refrain from voting, a fine would be imposed on
first offenders and more dire punishment meted out
to repeaters. The politician must have the moral support of a goodly number of votes.

A man who will trim himself to suit everybody will soon whittle himself away.
Putting aside compulsion, what might be the effect on the citizenry and the social order if an overwhelming majority should quit voting? Such abstinence would be tantamount to giving this notice to
politicians: since we as individuals have decided to
look after our public affairs, your services are no
longer required. Having assumed social power we
would, as individuals, have to assume social responsibility. The job of looking after community affairs
would devolve on all of us. We might hire an expert
to tell us about the most improved fire-fighting apPage4

paratus, or a street cleaning manager, or an engineer to build us a bridge; but the final decision, particularly in the matter of raising funds to defray the
costs, would rest with the town hall meeting. The
hired specialists would have no authority other than
that necessary for the performance of their contractual duties; coercive power, which is the essence of
political authority, would be exercised, when necessary, by the committee of the whole.
There is some warrant for the belief that the social order would be considerably improved when the
individual is responsible for and, therefore, responsive to its needs. He would no longer have the law or
the lawmakers to cover his sins of omission or commission. Need for the neighbors' good opinion would
be sufficient to induce acceptance of jury duty, and
no loopholes in the draft law, no recourse to political
pull, would be possible when danger to the community calls him to bear arms in its defense. In his private affairs, the now sovereign individual would have
to abide by the dictum of the market place: produce
or you will not eat, for no law will help you. In his
public behavior he must be decent or suffer the sentence of social ostracism, with no recourse to legal
exoneration. From a law-abiding citizen he would be
transmuted into a self-respecting man.
Would chaos result? No, there would be order,
without law to disturb it. But, let us define chaos of
the social kind. Is it not disharmony resulting from
social friction? When we trace social friction to its
source do we not find that it seminates in a feeling of
unwarranted hurt or injustice? Now, when one may
take by law that which another man has put his labor into, we have injustice of the keenest kind for
the denial of a man's right to possess and enjoy what
he produces is akin to a denial of life. Yet the confiscation of property is the first business of government.
It is indeed its only business, for the government has
no competence for anything else. It cannot produce a
single "good" and so must resort to doing the only
thing within its province: to take what the producers produce and distribute it, minus what it takes
for itself. This is done by law, and the injustice keenly
felt (even though we become adjusted to it), and thus
we have friction. Remove the laws by which the producer is deprived of his product and order will prevail.
However, this speculation on the course of events
if the individual should assume the duty of looking
after public affairs, rather than leaving it to an
elected official, is idle, or, to use a more modern term
impregnated with sarcasm, "unrealistic." Not only
would the politicians undertake to counteract the
revolutionary non-voting movement, but many of the
citizenry having a vested interest in the proceeds of
taxation would raise a hue and cry about the "duty"
of the citizen to vote. The teachers in our tax-supported schools would lecture their pupils on the lack
of public spirit on the part of their parents. Propa-
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ganda would emanate from tax-exempt eleemosynary
foundations, and from large manufacturers dependent on government contracts. Farmers' organizations, with an eye to government largess, veterans'
societies asking for handouts, and particularly the
bureaucracy, would denounce non- voting as a crime
against society. In fact, all the "respectables" would
join in proclaiming the movement revolutionary—
which indeed it would be. It would be a revolution
intended to shift the incidence of power from
officialdom to the people.
We would be told, most emphatically, that by not
voting we would be turning the reins of government
over to "rascals." Probably so; but do we not regularly vote "rascals" out? And, after we have ousted
one set, are we not called upon to oust another crew
at the next election? It seems that rascality is endemic in government. Our balloting system has been
defined as a battle of opposing forces, each armed
with proposals for the public good, for a grant of
power. As far as it goes, this definition is correct. But
when the successful contestant acquires the grant of
power toward what end does he use it—not theoretically but practically? Does he not, with an eye to the
next election, go in for purchasing support, with the
taxpayers' money, so that he might enjoy another
period of power? The over-the- barrel method of seizing and maintaining political power is standard practice, and such is the nature of the "rascality."
This is not, however, an indictment of our election system. It is rather a rejection of the institution
of the State. Our election system is merely one way
of adjusting ourselves to that institution. The State
is a product of conquest. As far back as we have any
knowledge of the beginnings of this institution, it
originated when a band of freebooting nomads
swooped down on some peaceful group of agriculturists and picked up a number of slaves; slavery is the
first form of economic exploitation. Repeated visitations of this sort left the victims breathless, if not
lifeless and propertyless to boot. So, as people do when
they have no other choice, they made a compromise
with necessity; the peaceful communities hired one
set of marauders to protect them from other thieving bands, for a price. In time, this tribute was regularized and was called taxation. The tax-gatherers
settled down in the conquered communities, and
though at first they were a people apart, time merged
the two peoples—the conquerors and the conquered—
into a nation. But, the system of taxation remained
in force after it had lost its original character of tribute; lawyers and professors of economics, by deft circumlocution, turned tribute into "fiscal policy" and
clothed it with social significance. Nevertheless, the
effect of this system is to divide the citizenry into
two classes: payers and receivers. Among those who
live without producing are those who are called "servants of the people" and as such receive popular support. These further entrench themselves in their si-

necures by setting up subtax-collecting allies who
acquire a vested interest in the system; they grant
these allies all sorts of privileges, such as franchises,
tariffs, patents, subsidies and other something-fornothing "rights." This division of spoils between those
who wield power and those whose economic advantages depend on it is succinctly described as "the
State within the State."

"Suppose you were an idiot, and suppose you
were a member of Congress; but I repeat
myself."
—Mark Twain
Thus, when we trace our political system to its
origins we come to conquest. Tradition, law and custom have obscured its true nature, but no metamorphosis has taken place; its claws and fangs are still
sharp, its appetite as voracious as ever. Politics is
the art of seizing power for economic purposes. There
is no doubt that men of character will give of talents
for what they conceive to be the common good, without regard to their personal welfare. But, so long as
our system of taxation is in vogue, so long as the political means of acquiring economic goods is available, just so long will the spirit of conquest assert
itself; for men always seek to satisfy their desires
with the least effort. It is interesting to speculate on
the kind of campaigns and the type of candidates we
would have if taxation were abolished and if, as a
consequence, the power to dispense privileges was
abolished. Who would run for office if "there were
nothing in it?"
Why should any self-respecting citizen endorse
an institution grounded on thievery? For that is what
one does when one votes. If it be argued that we must
let bygones be bygones, see what can be done toward
cleaning up the institution of the State so that it
might be useful in the maintenance of orderly existence, the answer is that it cannot be done; you cannot clean up a brothel and yet leave the business
intact. We have been voting for one "good government"
after another, and what have we got?
To effectuate the suggested revolution all that is
necessary is for citizens to stay away from the polls.
Unlike other revolutions, this one calls for no organization, no violence, no war fund, no leader to sell it
out. In the quiet of his conscience each citizen pledges
himself, to himself, not to give support to an immoral
institution, and on election day stays home, or goes
fishing. That's all. I started my revolution fifty years
ago and the country is none the worse for it. Neither
am I. El
[Reprinted from Chapter IV of OUT OF STEP. Copyright 1962 by The Devin-Adair Company, New York.
Inasmuch as I have been unable to contact the copyright holder for permission to reprint this material,
assistance is requested from anyone who knows how
to locate them.]
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Crime and Monopoly
continued from page 1

ceed, so you grow and prosper, while in the political
environment, failure is almost a prerequisite to
growth and prosperity. Consequently, the criminal
justice system is a political institution that has a life
of its own. It is a classic example of pork barrel politics at its best. Like all other political programs, the
criminal justice system is driven by the interests of
those within the political sphere who benefit from it,
and not by those outside the political realm who are
its ostensible beneficiaries. Every single person involved in or employed by it depends on Americans
believing that this political institution is the only way
they can be protected from criminals. Their livelihood depends on it. As Professor Harold Pepinsky
noted in MYTHS THAT CAUSE CRIME, two of the
strongest factors working in favor of the justice system continuing in the form we now know it are that
people are used to the presence of police and criminal courts, and that its employees would probably
create severe civil disturbances if they were to lose
their jobs.
In other words, the actions of the criminal justice system in fighting crime not only don't work,
they are not intended to work! Police, prosecutors,
and judges are not crime fighting professionals,
they are more like firemen who moonlight as arsonists making sure they don't run out of fires to
put out. In his book, ... AND THE POOR GET
PRISON, criminologist Jeffrey Reiman described
this fact in the following way: "The goal of our
criminal justice system is not to reduce crime or
achieve justice, but to project to the American
people a visible image of the threat of crime. To do
this, it must maintain the existence of a sizable
population of criminals. To do this, it must fail in
the struggle to reduce crime." The functioning of
the justice system is not complicated to understand. It is a bureaucratic organization that provides jobs and power to those involved in its administration. In short, history has proven that governmental crime fighting efforts have no attributable effects on reducing crime, but they constantly
maintain the appearance that they are nevertheless necessary to contain it. Government provision
of protective services depends on the myths propagated by the government's educational system that
the police are your friends and that "law and order" are inseparable. As John Hasnas pointed out
in Whole No. 98 of THE VOLUNTARYIST (p. 3),
"The state nurtures this [confusing myth] because
it is the public's inability to distinguish order from
law that generates its fundamental support for the
state. As long as the public identifies order with
[statist] law, it will believe that an orderly society
is impossible without the law that the state provides. And as long as the public believes this, it
Page 6

will continue to support the state almost without
regard to how oppressive it may become."
Security and the Market
Government protection, as Bob LeFevre argued,
does not protect. Government intervention makes the
situation worse, and only leads to calls for further
government intervention. Some free market economists have argued that the principles of liberty and
competition should be applied to the provision of protection and defense services. Gustave de Molinari,
the first economist to suggest this idea, pointed out
that society as a whole would suffer if the production of security, as he termed it, was not subjected to
the forces of market place competition.
The option the consumer retains of being
able to buy security wherever he pleases
brings about a constant emulation among all
the producers, each producer striving to maintain or augment his clientele with the attraction of cheapness, or faster, more complete,
and better service.
If on the contrary, the consumer is not free
to buy security wherever he pleases, you forthwith see open up a large profession dedicated
to arbitrariness and bad management. Justice becomes slow and costly, the police vexatious, individual liberty is no longer respected,
the price of security is abusively inflated and
inequitably apportioned. ... In a word, all the
abuses inherent in a monopoly or in communism crop up.
While these comments appear as if they could
have been written yesterday, they were actually published in 1849!
The single, most effective action that can be taken
to reduce crime and violence in America today is to
make people understand that the free market could
provide them with protection. All providers of protection and security should be subject to free market
competition..Make the police forces and judicial services compete for customers and earn their revenues
like all other businesses. Let the market - not the
political process - determine how much protection
people want.
It is, however, necessary to remember that
criminals will continue to exist. As Murray
Rothbard reiterates in his essay, "Myth and Truth
About Libertarianism," there is no warrant for
assuming that crime would ever totally disappear
from a free society. Whatever the nature of man,
there is no justification for the State. If all men
were disposed to be good and none had criminal
tendencies, then there would be no need for the
State. But, if all men were evil, the case for the
State would be just as weak. Who would restrain
the evildoers in government who held most of the
guns and legally held all the power to coerce others? "Whatever the nature of man, liberty is the
most moral and practical system." El
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Translator's Introduction To
THE POLITICAL ILLUSION
continued from page 8

that concerned him, he now lives in a world of images
reflecting faraway places, people, and conditions
brought to him as "information" by the mass media.
This universe is not, Ellul says, a tissue of lies, "but
it permits any and all interpretations and translations," and the graver the situation the more
"managed" and "edited" will be the version fed to the
public. The whole of these images is then translated
by contemporary men into a view of the world. ...
In the second half of the book, Ellul arrives at
what he considers the three essential aspects of the
political illusion. The first concerns control of the
state. Ellul rejects the idea that in a democracy as
we know it "the people" control the state with their
ballots. They do, he says, control to some extent who

Politics
By Ernest Howard Crosby
I
The great, living, growing, changing world of
public opinion,—
How it overshadows the little political world
of manufactured law!
In the former we are all legislators by our birthright;
We owe to it the frankest, most honest expression of our views;
For its sake we must forever insist on the fullest freedom of speech for ourselves and others.
All the mighty men of all time have been leaders in this parliament;
We rejoice in maintaining its high traditions.
II
For a maker of public opinion, an hereditary
man, what attraction can politics have?
Its dream of influence is an illusion,
For they leave their real selves behind who enter there;
Their new influence is that of their false selves.
They no longer dare to say what they believe;
They must strive to think what they think that
others think that they ought to think;
They must resign their seat in the parliament
of the world;
To rule, they must deliver themselves up,
bound hand and foot, to others;
To extend their sway they must become slaves.
The political world is a government by slaves
in quest of slaves.
If we enter it, we sell our birthright for a mess
of pottage.
(From PLAIN TALK IN PSALM & PARABLE,
1899)

is on top of the pyramid, but that does not mean control of the state; the elected representatives have no
way of controlling—or even thoroughly knowing—
the behemoth under them. To change those in office
means to change nothing: these men inevitably are
faced with le politique, which by Ellul's definition is
either dealing with ephemeral matters or moving
along "iron rails," for which reason they are not
effective leaders. And in our technological age they
are the creatures of the technical experts they employ.
The second essential aspect of the political illusion
is that of popular participation; if "the people" cannot control the state, do they not at least participate
substantially in its doings? No, Ellul says. Just as
their ballots cannot control the course of events, their
organizations, such as parties or trade unions, do not
channel popular desires so as to make them effective.
The principal reason is that these organizations
require men at the top who are professional politicians concerned with little else than the eternal
struggle to attain and retain power against rivals in
their own and all other camps. Those men are interested only in having the support of numbers, and the
hopes and aspirations of the rank and file are filtered
not up but out. Moreover, members of the rank and
file in an organization, like the citizens in a state,
are dependent upon the information fed them, and
the party or union hierarchs are expert in managing
information and in preventing all nonconforming
forces from emerging.
The third aspect of the political illusion is the
eternal, illusory quest for "political solutions." This
is the greatest pitfall of all. After peace or freedom,
education or the living standard, or even the law has
been advertised and accepted as a political problem,
people demand political solutions. But there are no
political solutions for these problems; in fact there
are none even for genuine political problems. For
while, say, arithmetical problems indeed have a solution, political problems have none; indeed Ellul's definition of a genuine political problem is that it consists
of truly contradictory given facts, i.e., that it is insoluble
in the precise meaning of that term. Political problems
merely permit equitable settlements. Yet the technicians more and more present all political problems as
solvable equations. And because we believe them, or
the politicians who obey them, we expect la politique
to find solutions for everything, and we therefore make
it and the state the guardian and executor of all valueswhich, as a result, wither away.... [v]
[Editor's Note: Despite this excellent analysis, ultimately Ellul rejects "depoliticization" or abandonment
of the state. These excerpts were taken from the 1967
edition, published by Alfred A. Knopf (New York) and
appear on pages vii-x.]

"None are more hopelessly enslaved, than
those who falsely believe they are free."
—Johann Goethe
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Translator's Introduction To
THE POLITICAL ILLUSION
By Konrad Kellen
THE POLITICAL ILLUSION is the third of
Jacques Ellul's books to be presented to the American public. The first, THE TECHNOLOGICAL
SOCIETY, was essentially an overview of the conflict
between technology and human freedom; the second,
PROPAGANDA, showed how modern man, surrounded and seized by propaganda, more often than
not surrenders himself to it only too willingly even
in democracies, even if he is educated; this third
volume, THE POLITICAL ILLUSION, examines
modern man's passion—political affairs—and the
role he plays in them and in the modern state....
And he concludes that all facets of political activity
as we know it today are a kaleidoscope of interlocking illusions, the most basic of which are the illusions
of popular participation, popular control, and popular
problem-solving in the realm of politics.
The first great evil from which most other evils
spring is politicization (the act of suffusing everything with politics and dragging it into the political
arena). In our modern world, contrary to what was
the rule in all previous ages, everything is politicized:
men seek political solutions for everything, whether
the problem be freedom or justice or peace or prosperity or happiness.
Anything not political does not arouse widespread

interest; it is not accorded any independent existence in our politicized world.
As a result of this politicization of all aspects of
life and of the orientation of all thought and energy
toward politics, men increasingly turn to the state
for a solution of their problems, though the state could
not solve them if it tried. And everywhere in the world
this increasing inclination to turn to the state leads
to three evils: boundless inflation of the state's size
and power; increasing dependence on it by the individual; and decreasing control over it by the "people"
who think they control it, whereas in reality they
merely surrender all their powers to it.
This state, then, engages in politics. But even
though the state ceaselessly talks through the mass
media—through those who represent it, whether they
are democratically elected or not—of noble things and
cherished values, momentous decisions and great
goals, essentially it deals with tinder. Two things limit
all its political endeavors: on the one hand, politics
inexorably follows certain patterns over which the
politicians have absolutely no control—they do what
they must; on the other, where a certain margin of
freedom of action remains, they deal with ephemeral,
basically unimportant things that are made to seem
important for public consumption. The political leaders merely manipulate the images among which
modern man dwells. Whereas in the Middle Ages man
had direct knowledge of the limited range of things
continued on page 7
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