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Why Localism? Solving Problems by
Rethinking Size

Can a nation ever become too large? Can there be too many people liv-
ing under the same government? How many people can a representative
government truly represent? These questions demand an answer. Aristotle,
among other great thinkers, taught the importance of “human scale;” i.e.,
that there is a proper size for all useful things, including governments, and
that this size is relative to the human person. Although it is not common-
place to do so, we ask whether the United States today fits this definition.

The problems facing us today give us reason to believe that the U.S. has
vastly surpassed the maximum size of what can be considered human
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scale in terms of its ability to govern justly, be held accountable, and allow
communities to live as the individuals within them choose. In the place of
such centralized power over such a large number of people, we advocate
“localism,” the idea that power should devolve to the most local level that
is practical. Here are a few good reasons to support localism:

Localism is Neither “Left” nor “Right”

There are disagreements about the role of government in our lives. Wheth-
er you considers yourself politically left, right, or neither, we think local
officials should make decisions rather than bureaucrats thousands of miles
away. And whether you believe government should have a more or less
active role in governing the environment, won’t the Idaho Department of
Environmental Quality have a better assessment of local environmental
issues than the EPA? We certainly think so. And consider: It’s possible
that the endless disagreement about what should be taught in schools
could be solved by simply putting control of curriculum at the most local
level; then parents can make choices rather than a centralized entity dictat-
ing a one-size-fits-all program. In the face of ideological and political dis-
agreement, localism is the best means for bringing out the best solution
each person has to offer.

Self-Government is Only Possible Locally

In the U.S. House of Representatives, there is one member for every
722,000 Americans. This is not representative government. And even if
this “representative” accurately reflects your desires, there are hundreds of
others from different states who have competing constituencies. Why must
so many decisions about how we live be made by people we didn’t elect
and have no power over? We see this as the logical outcome of a political
order that has grown to a size beyond the human scale, because it is im-
possible to reconcile the desires of over 300 million people. In this system,
some people will inevitably be forced to live under a system that was cho-
sen for them by someone else. True republican and representative govern-
ment requires politics at a more local level.
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Localism is a Bulwark Against Tyranny

History has shown that centralization of power is the enemy of peace,
freedom, and political minorities. The large-scale consolidations of Na-
tionalism, Communism, and Fascism were behind the great wars and
atrocities of the last century. This isn’t a coincidence, but a logically nec-
essary feature - no tyrant can successfully carry out an oppressive plan
without first subjugating all competing social and political authority. In
contrast, not only are local polities too small to effectively organize and
commit such crimes, they are necessary in maintaining successful resis-
tance to tyranny and oppression of larger ones. Very rarely can one man
stand up to oppression; that is why the image of the man defiantly block-
ing a column of tanks in Tiananmen Square is so memorable. But a com-
munity, united in loyalties to a common place and a way of life, may
heroically stand or fall together as a free people.

Of the myriad political problems that
face the US, most could be largely
mitigated, if not resolved, by decen-
tralizing decision making. This is con-
sistent with an important American
ideal: that individuals and communi-
ties make decisions for themselves. A
major impetus for American indepen-
dence was a disconnected and unaccountable regime located hundreds of
miles away; we think it not altogether different from our own situation
today. If these ideas resonate with you or spark a curiosity, we invite you
to join us in the exploring localism. If you disagree, write to us and tell us
what you think. Our goal isn’t to spread propaganda, it’s to spark a discus-
sion. Localism raises many questions, both theoretical and practical, about
the very nature of the political system with live under. We hope you’ll
participate in this important debate both on these pages and online at
www.TheNewPolis.com.
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Recently, Ada County Sheriff Gary Raney wrote in the Idaho States-
man an explanation of his plans to obey any federal law regarding gun
control, since this is what he believes his constitutional oath requires.
There are several problems with his statement, both logical and historical.
Here are some excerpts (italicized, below) from the Sheriff’s statement,
followed by my replies.

[D]espite the fact that I personally oppose some of the gun control
measures currently under consideration, my oath requires me to uphold
the laws that are passed by our federal and state representatives.
When we disagree with those laws, the checks and balances built into our
government point us toward the proper remedy: changing the laws or
challenging them in the judicial branch. As to whether or not the president
has the power to issue executive orders limiting our Constitutional rights,
that is another matter to be decided by the Supreme Court, not by 44 dif-
ferent sheriffs in Idaho.

For all his talk about how seriously he takes his constitutional oath, there
is little evidence that he has read the document itself. The Constitution
lists the powers of the Congress in Article I, Section 8. Furthermore, the
Bill of Rights spells out certain things which the federal government is

Sheriff Raney Doesn’t Understand

The Constitution
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prohibited from doing (although, when drafted, it was argued that they
were unnecessary since Article I, Section 8 doesn’t give Congress the
power to make laws regarding the freedom of speech, press, etc.). If Con-
gress makes laws contradicting these restrictions, they are null and void.
Obviously, laws can’t declare themselves to be null and void - hence the
attempt to construct checks and balances.

Clearly Raney’s first proposed method doesn’t meet this criteria. What is
the point of even having constitutional restrictions if Congress can pass
any law it desires and the way to change it is to get that Congress to re-
peal such a law? Neither does his second, since very few people have the
expertise or means to successfully challenge laws before the federal
courts. Either way, the implication is that we must beg the federal gov-
ernment to follow the Constitution. Does Raney really believe that this is
the best the Framers could come up with? In addition, Raney outright ac-
knowledges that the president’s executive orders infringe on Constitu-
tional protections. But here he betrays a downright ignorance of the
American system of government: law making resides with the Congress,
not the Executive.

Further, the Constitution does not say, “The Supreme Court can decide
what is constitutional based on how they feel this week and not what the
Constitution actually says.” Thomas Jefferson and James Madison held
that state officials have both the right and the duty to interpret the Consti-
tution for themselves. So despite Raney’s wishful thinking, the 44 sher-
iffs in Idaho have every right to decide if Obama’s executive orders are
unconstitutional. Ultimately, Sheriff Raney’s inaccurate view renders the
real checks and balances of the Founders ineffective.

I did not swear to uphold just part of the Constitution. Our Constitution
includes the right to keep and bear arms, but it also includes the “su-
premacy clause” that says that every state shall abide by the laws passed
by our Congress.

Raney seems to have forgotten (if he indeed has ever known it) the most
important phrase of the Supremacy Clause, which states that the laws of
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the United States have to be made in pursuance of the Constitution. Obvi-
ously federal laws that infringe on constitutional protections are NOT
made in pursuance of it.

Many others have indulged that pressure and now we see Oregon sheriffs,
Wyoming legislators and others making hollow promises to protect you
from the intrusions of the federal government. Let me respectfully remind
you that we are the federal government, the state government and the lo-
cal government.

When the sheriff says “we” in this context, I can only assume he is talking
about all of us. But such an idea is silly. If “we” are the federal govern-
ment, why are we worried that we are going to take our own rights away?
It is not the case that anyone comes upon this idea that “we are the govern-
ment” independently. It has to be drilled into us through constant propa-
ganda, like what the Sheriff is providing here. Let me respectfully remind
the sheriff that everything the government does is by force.

Hollow promises and threats will only divert people from doing the right
thing — honoring the truth and being involved in a process whereby our
rights and liberties are protected by a respect of the law, not by rhetoric.

If any rhetoric is hollow, it is what is written above by Sheriff Raney.
What does respect for the law mean if the federal government can repeal
our rights at any time? What is the point of even having state governments
if they are simply to be like provinces ultimately run by the federal gov-
ernment? What is the point of electing a sheriff if he does only what the
federal government wants, rather than what the people who elected him
want? When it comes down to it, what Sheriff Raney is saying totally con-
tradicts the idea of self-governance: he says people in individual counties
cannot decide how they want to live; nine people in black robes who live
over two thousand miles away get to do that for us and 300 million other
people.

Sheriff Raney isn’t upholding the Constitution; he is upholding the uncon-
stitutional whims of the federal government.
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Democratic methods of decision making have many intrinsic problems
that are unique. Making optimal decisions in a democracy requires choos-
ing between many different possible voting rules. It has been shown that
outcomes can be determined simply by controlling the agenda. Voting it-
self is full of problems.

Voting is the distinguishing characteristic of democratic political decision
making. Yet it suffers from many flaws which make it undesirable. Voting
is costly. It takes time and money to produce ballots, conduct elections,
and count ballots. Extreme amounts of money are spent trying to capture
political offices. Voters must take time to prepare for and conduct voting.
In addition, voting is subject to fraud and manipulation. Agenda setters
can control what the outcomes of a vote can be, while those willing to
cheat can ensure that the vote tallies wind up in their favor. Voting is con-
ducted anonymously, giving voters the ability to steal from others via po-
litical actions without having to own up to their wickedness. Individual
voters have nearly no incentive to be well informed or to make correct de-
cisions. The voters face extremely small costs if their decisions are wrong,
but face large gains if they get political actions approved which benefit
their group.

Another undesirable trait of democracy is that due to the impersonal na-
ture of democracy, no one individual or group is entirely responsible for
outcomes of political production. Instead of directing anger at the cause of
some particular wrong in society, in most cases the government (and polit-
ical classes) itself, individuals and groups turn their anger toward each
other. Moral and philosophical differences become divisions which cause
strife and hatred in society. Cheating the government, e.g. by not paying
taxes or shirking onerous regulations, is considered immoral by most of
society. Everyone and everything is up for grabs in a democracy; nothing
is off limits.
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Comparative Analysis of Decision Making Entities
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Polis (pōlәs)
[Greek]:a state or society, especially when

characterized by a sense of community
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Variety is organization;

uniformity is mechanism.

Variety is life;

uniformity is death.

- Benjamin de Constant

The political class is highly transitive in a democracy. This causes incen-
tives to disregard the long term outlook of the society in favor of political-
ly expedient measures which pay off in the short run at the expense of the
future. Economic problems caused by political actions are blamed on pre-
vious politicians, and dealing with those problems is left to future politi-
cians. Special interests find it easy to advance their private agendas due to
the needs of politicians for vast amounts of money to spend on election
campaigns combined with the nonexistent personal costs to the politician
of enacting special interest policies. This leads to extreme amounts of leg-
islation, much of which ends up being broken or disregarded by the pub-
lic. In turn, this engenders a general disregard for the law, since there
exists no distinction between natural law and governmental legislation.

The full-length version of this submission may be read online at
www.TheNewPolis.com
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