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INSIGHT

By Pierre Lemieux

Politicians and policy 
experts like to talk 
about “root causes”: 

of crime, homelessness, 
poverty, rising prices and 
other problems. If they 
want to understand the 
root cause of political po-
larization, they might want 
to consider the whole pic-
ture and look in the mirror.

In a book published 40 
years ago, economist and 
political philosopher An-
thony de Jasay (1925-2019) 
proposed an explanation 
that did not receive the at-
tention it deserved. Born in 
Hungary and trained as an 
economist at Oxford Uni-
versity, de Jasay spent 
most of his professional life 
as a banker and financier in 
France. He published his 
first book, “The State,” in 
1985; it was republished in 
America in 1998.

In de Jasay’s view, poli-
tics is necessarily polariz-
ing. It is just a matter of 
degree. The larger the 
scope of the state (the en-
tire apparatus of govern-
ment), the more politics 
you have. And more poli-
tics leads to more polariza-
tion.

With the state extending 
its reach nearly continu-
ously since what de Jasay 
called “the brilliant 19th 
century,” you may even be 
surprised that polarization 
has not yet reached the 
breaking point (though 
some may argue it came 
close with the advance of 
communist parties in West-
ern European countries af-
ter World War II).

The link between the size 
and scope of the state and 
the growth of political po-
larization rests on a simple 
fact: individuals are not 
identical. We have different 
desires, needs, tastes and 
values.

Government policies, 
however, are necessarily 
one-size-fits-all. They im-
pose, or aim to impose, the 
same laws and rules on ev-
eryone, creating dissatis-

faction and discontent 
among those whose prefer-
ences are ignored or re-
jected.

Understandably, the dis-
contented then demand 
laws — subsidies, tax pref-
erences, affirmative action 
and other legal privileges 
— that favor their side. Es-
pecially in democratic soci-
eties, this leads politicians 
out of power to seek to re-
gain it by promising to 
grant these favors and priv-
ileges, which triggers new 
discontent on the other 
side.

This messy process con-
tinues, with each side con-
stantly upping the ante.

Consider a “cultural” ex-
ample. The left mandates 
diversity, equity and inclu-
sion policies, even impos-
ing them on private 
companies and organiza-
tions. The right prohibits 
DEI, including private DEI. 
Each side employs the 
power of the state to pre-
vent the discrimination it 
doesn’t like. In the process, 
government power grows, 
becoming more threaten-
ing to everybody.

Virtually all politicians 
try, in their own interest, to 
satisfy their political con-
stituencies, party or tribe. 
Politicians become drudges 
trying to pull promised mir-
acles for their clients, who 
remain dissatisfied and un-
grateful. Despite their fa-
vored stations in life, 
politicians are also not 
happy and complain non-
stop.

In short, the more the 
state intervenes in the 
economy — that is, in peo-
ple’s lives — the more it be-
comes true that it cannot 
help anybody without hurt-
ing somebody else.

The state — what de Ja-
say calls “the adversary 
state” — takes sides in all 
disagreements. As a result, 
polarization increases, and 
increases again, and again.

What will be the end-
game? De Jasay was not op-
timistic. Being continuously 
asked to give without tak-

ing anything away, to inter-
vene without harming, the 
state will finally have to na-
tionalize the whole econ-
omy, he suggested.

It could look like “state 
capitalism,” starting slowly 
with a handful of compa-
nies, such as U.S. Steel, In-
tel, MP Materials and 
Vulcan Elements. However, 
the more workers are di-
rectly or indirectly em-
ployed by the state, the 
more they will vote for 
themselves less work and 
higher wages. At some 

point in the brave new 
world of state capitalism, 
de Jasay suggested, demo-
cratic elections will be abol-
ished, and we’ll all become 
property of the state, as 
slaves were owned by their 
plantation masters.

Impossible in America? 
Perhaps. Let’s hope.

Yet, given the govern-
ment’s relentless growth in 
both size and power over 
many decades, the end of 
individual liberty is not as 
utterly inconceivable as 
many had thought. That’s 
why polarization is likely to 
increase, rather than de-
crease, in the years ahead.
———
Pierre Lemieux is a research 
fellow at the Independent In-
stitute and an economist 
with the Department of Man-
agement Sciences at the Uni-
versity of Quebec in Canada.

By Richard Lorenc

Most Americans 
would be over-
joyed if politicians 

and political activists would 
cool their rhetoric. Despite 
the claims of activists on 
both the left and right, all 
policy questions aren’t “life 
or death,” and those on the 
“other side” aren’t neces-
sarily ignorant and evil.

Although political con-
flict is inevitable, we each 
have the power to steer  
disagreements away from 

name-calling and rhetorical 
head-butting. If we want the 
activists and politicians to 
behave differently, the citi-
zens need to behave differ-
ently as well.

First, we need to grow 
personally and make sure 
our school-age children do 
the same. Some argue we 
are experiencing the dawn 
of the post-literate society, 
where reading and writing 
are being made redundant 
by primarily passive com-
munication methods. Artifi-
cial intelligence tools are 
relieving us of the active 
search for knowledge and 
can even write persuasively 
on our behalf with a few key 
prompts.

To have better, fuller, 
more informed interactions 
with others, we need pa-
tient temperaments and in-
teresting ideas. You can’t 

obtain these through doom 
scrolling — only through 
new experiences in both the 
world around us and in our 
own minds.

We also need to be more 
tolerant of those who dis-
agree with us, and teach our 
children tolerance as well. 
We need to open our minds 
to other points of view. 
Sometimes the other side 
makes sense; it may even be 
right on occasion. Is that 
simple truth being taught in 
schools?

We need to assume good 
intentions. Too often, we 
argue or fight because we 
think other people are dis-
honest, ignorant or evil. 
The truth is: People can, 
and usually do, have sin-
cere and well-informed 
opinions that differ from 
our own.

We need to check our 
premises and our facts. 
None of us is infallible. It’s a 
good idea to challenge our 
ideas regularly. Another 
lesson that should begin in 
school.

We need to avoid ascrib-
ing ideas and beliefs to oth-
ers based on assumptions, 
hearsay, innuendo or their 
personal background or 
physical appearance. 

When we do so, we do them 
an injustice and stymie 
meaningful engagement.

We need to engage with 
others — especially those 
outside our usual echo 
chambers. During the pan-
demic, discussion “salons” 
regained popularity, with 
people getting together, typ-
ically outdoors, for some 
face-time “IRL” (in real life). 
As life returned to normal, 
the practice declined. Such 
in-person get-togethers are 
essential — and almost al-
ways are more civil than on-
line conversations because 
we’re sharing space with 
others.

We need to get comfort-
able with disagreement. As 
Michael Reitz wrote re-
cently in the Detroit News: 
“A sad reality in American 
culture right now is that 
we’re uncomfortable with 

disagreement. We encoun-
ter a differing opinion, and 
our instincts are to avoid, 
dismiss or demonize the 
other person.”

This behavior is now 
spilling over into schools 
and classrooms, with many 
social studies teachers, ac-
cording to Emma Hum-
phries, chief education 
officer of iCivics, saying 
they fear having classroom 
discussions veer into politi-
cally sensitive territory. We 
shouldn’t fear disagree-
ment; it’s a valid outcome of 
any conversation worth 
having.

We need to listen respect-
fully. Too many of our inter-
actions today are regarded 
as winner-take-all contests: 
“Heads I win, tails you lose.” 
In many cases, we fail to lis-
ten because we’ve already 
decided how to respond. In-
stead of employing rhetori-
cal tricks to score points 
against those with whom 
we disagree, we should 
treat political conversations 
as exchanges of ideas.

Civil exchange is critical 
as we approach the 250th 
anniversary of the United 
States. After the Revolution-
ary War, founding father 
Benjamin Rush, a medical 
doctor, noted that the war 
was over, “but this is far 
from being the case with 
the American revolution.”

Even today, Americans 
who see in this continuing 
American “revolution” a 
path toward increased free-
dom for all have options. 
While many politicians, ac-
tivists, podcasters and oth-
ers will attempt to keep us 
at odds, don’t take the bait. 
Do your part to curb it.

If we hope to bequeath 
an ever-more perfect Amer-
ica to children, listen more 
carefully, and set a good ex-
ample by turning down the 
volume — and the heat as 
well.
———
Richard Lorenc is CEO of 
Lexandria, an education non-
profit that seeks to reignite 
the American spirit via inno-
vative classroom content.
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Can political polarization be stopped?
YES

We need to cool our political tempers — and we can

NO
Polarization mirrors the growth of government, and will worsen

Protecting rule of law spurs justices’ new alliance 
By Chief Justice Mark E. 
Recktenwald (Ret.)

The Bill of Rights was 
ratified on December 
15, 1791, to “extend[] 

the ground of public confi-
dence in the Government” 
and prevent abuse of its 
power. It enshrined civil lib-
erties that are now funda-
mental to our American 
identity.

Yet today, we are facing 
unprecedented challenges 
to the rule of law in our na-
tion. The rule of law is more 
than an abstraction. It is the 
bedrock upon which our 
justice system is built, and 

guarantees that 
all people will be 
treated fairly 
when they come 
before the courts.

The recent at-
tacks on the rule 
of law are deeply 
troubling, be-
cause they erode 
public confidence 
in a legal system 
that has served 
our nation well for 
nearly 250 years. 
They range from describing 
judges who rule against the 
government as “Radical Left 
Lunatic[s],” who are 
“crooked” and should be  

impeached, to 
punishing per-
ceived enemies 
by pursing crim-
inal prosecu-
tions, to 
sanctioning law 
firms who repre-
sent disfavored 
clients, and po-
tentially defying 
court orders. 
None of this is 
normal — nor 
should it be.

As the chief justice of the 
Hawaii Supreme Court for 
15 years, I saw firsthand 
how the justice system is 
supposed to work. Our 

courts make decisions 
based on the law and facts 
of each case, regardless of 
the wealth, popularity or 
political affiliation of the 
parties — providing justice 
to thousands of people each 
year. This is because we 
have independent judges 
who call it like they see it, 
and lawyers who aren’t 
afraid to take on unpopular 
clients.

To preserve this system, 
we must fiercely protect the 
values that are embodied in 
the United States and Ha-
waii constitutions. With the 
rule of law hanging in the 
balance, and the power of 

the government being used 
to punish those who dis-
agree or dissent, your voice 
matters more than ever.

The constitution cannot 
speak up for itself. So, if 
Americans who value their 
justice system don’t defend 
it — then who will?

Now that I have retired 
from the bench, I feel com-
pelled to speak out about 
threats to the integrity and 
fairness of the judicial sys-
tem. I am joining more than 
45 other former chief jus-
tices to form the Alliance of 
Former Chief Justices, so we 
can speak with one voice 
about the importance of 

protecting the rule of law. 
We have chosen today — 
Bill of Rights Day — to an-
nounce that effort. We are 
working with Keep Our Re-
public, a nonpartisan civic 
education organization 
(https://keepourrepublic.
org), to get the word out 
about our work.

I urge you to join us in 
voicing your support of the 
rule of law. The freedoms 
set forth in the constitution 
are precious, but their sur-
vival is not a given. It is only 
with our collective vigilance 
that they will continue to 
protect us for another 250 
years.
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Mark E. Reckten-
wald recently  
retired as chief jus-
tice of the Hawaii 
Supreme Court.


