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“The Declaration of Independents is a refreshing political book in that it kind of, well, hates politics, and it’s worth reading on this issue alone. . . . An important read with solid insight into today’s political mess. . . . Gillespie and Welch are full of optimism for the future.”

—RealClearPolitics.com

“An enthusiastic, entertaining libertarian critique of American politics, brimming with derision for the status quo and optimism for the future.”

—Kirkus

“One of the best written books on this subject and one of the most insightful. . . . Provocative and substantive. . .a book worth reading that can shake up some core assumptions that many Americans maintain.”

—Michael Medved, nationally syndicated
talk show host and columnist

“A fun and ultimately positive look at how anti-authoritarianism, entrepreneurship, and independence have led to one revolution after another in the way we think about the world, the products we buy, and the jobs we end up getting (or creating for ourselves). . . . It’s a good book, a well-written, easily accessible manifesto on how libertarian ideas and anti-authoritarianism can help change the world, and how they will one way or another, whether we like it or not. Just as importantly, the book is uplifting, optimistic and full of energy.”

—Forbes.com

“Refreshingly optimistic. . . . The book succeeds, not least because it gives life to the animating ideas behind this often-misunderstood approach to politics. But, perhaps more importantly, because it reminds those Americans who have grown despondent watching political elites continually jockey for control over the lives of others, recklessly spend taxpayer money, and write, enact and enforce laws that have very little to recommend them, that it doesn’t have to be this way.”

—The Daily
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FOREWORD TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

We’re writing this foreword to the paperback edition in spring 2012, months after the presidential primary season got under way in places such as Iowa and New Hampshire, those mythical Brigadoons of the American political process that appear just once every four years and momentarily assume an archetypal representativeness of the nation that’s directly inverse to their small population and actual influence. As an incumbent president, Barack Obama is sitting pretty (and on top of hundreds of millions of campaign dollars that he has not yet begun to spend). On the Republican side, the battle for the nomination has been longer and more drawn-out than expected.

As Herman Cain could tell you—if anyone could find him these days—predicting partisan politics is a mug’s game. Just last fall, the former Godfather’s Pizza magnate and talk-radio personality was barreling full-speed ahead toward becoming the second consecutive African American president of these United States. There was no stopping the “Cain Train,” and a country weary of recession and bailouts and partisan gridlock was jumping aboard the irresistible bandwagon of a man given to quoting lines from the cartoon series Pokémon.

Cain’s mighty campaign was derailed first by what even his supporters knew all along but refused to acknowledge: other than a winning personality, he had no qualifications for the job he was seeking. His “9-9-9” tax plan seemed more like a pizza-delivery deal than a serious revenue program, and YouTube proved too cruel a mirror, showing Cain blanking on just whose side President Obama favored in Libya. Multiple policy-related brain burps combined quickly with revelations of past legal settlements for sexually inappropriate behavior (and a former mistress going public) to send the social conservative packing not just from the 2012 election but from public view altogether.

Other Republican candidates—Texas governor Rick Perry, Minnesota representative Michele Bachmann, among others—experienced poll-topping boomlets that popped as quickly and decisively as Charlie Sheen’s promotional tour for tiger blood. Such is partisan politics, more transitory than a shooting star, less substantive than a butterfly’s wings. Remember this the next time you catch the onetime darling of the 2008 election cycle, actor and former Tennessee senator Fred Thompson, pitching reverse mortgages at 2 AM on the least-watched channels in your cable or satellite package.

Yet if partisan politics are as volatile as the future of the euro on any given Monday, the longer-term trends described in The Declaration of Independents have only become clearer since the hardcover was published in the summer of 2011.

The essential starting point of our analysis is that—for perfectly rational reasons, and mirroring what’s happening in the broader culture—fewer of us want to define ourselves as Democrats or Republicans. According to Gallup and based on 20,000 interviews during 20 polls in 2011, “a record-high 40 percent of Americans identify as Independent.” The decline in party loyalty has been continuing since the early 1970s and, unlike the Cain Train, it’s not getting derailed. “Voters bolt top political parties,” announced USA Today on the front page of its December 23–26, 2011, weekend edition. “More than 2.5 million voters have left the Democratic and Republican parties since the 2008 election, while the number of independent voters continues to grow,” wrote Richard Wolf, further noting that the trend toward disaffiliation from Team Red and Team Blue is most “acute in states that are key to the [2012] presidential race.” This “decades-long trend” means that, like every other recent national election, the winner will be, in the words of North Carolina elections director Gary Bartlett, “whoever is attractive to the unaffiliated voter.”

Without making a huge fuss about it, voters have been declaring their independence for a very long time. As they slough off conventional political identities, they continue to embrace the seemingly endless shift toward increasingly personalized lifestyle options and choices available to them in their nonpolitical lives. Down the street from our offices in Washington, DC’s Dupont Circle is a burger joint that recently installed a soda machine that allows diners to customize whatever they’re drinking. You can start with caffeine-free Coke, say, and add a shot of vanilla and raspberry, then top it off with orange soda or even, God forbid, Mr. Pibb. Such indiscriminate mixing and mongrelizing is totally up to you.

That proliferation of relatively banal choices extends to far more important ones: survey after survey, poll after poll show increasing margins of Americans becoming more tolerant and pluralistic about their neighbors’ choices in sexual partners, religious preference, and use of marijuana (a majority of the country, for the first time, now believes that pot prohibition, like liquor prohibition before it, is bad policy). Last fall, Gallup found that fewer than half of Americans believe “the government should promote traditional values in society,” a finding that is consistent with a steady decline in public support since October 2001 for the government playing this role. Where once there was a single way of living respectably (or peacefully) among your neighbors, there are now as many choices as you can imagine, whether we’re talking about varieties of Pop-Tarts or varieties of people.

In other words, the sour economy has not soured our libertarian impulses toward an ethos of live and let live. The purpose of this book is to marry that thoroughgoing embrace of individualization, personalization, and experimentation to the policies that govern too many of our most important decisions: where our kids go to school, how we find (and pay for) health care, how we plan our retirements, and more. Since publication of the hardcover edition of this book, the country’s mood has turned darker toward politicians and politics. Last fall, Gallup found that 56 percent of Americans felt the federal government had “too much power” versus just 8 percent saying it had “too little” (35 percent thought it had “about the right amount”). At the same time, levels of support for bailouts, stimulus spending, and President Obama’s health-care reform have all been sliding.

That general and growing discontent with government undergirds at least to some extent the Occupy Wall Street movement, which didn’t exist when The Declaration of Independents was first published. Although smaller in number and more confrontational in tactics than the Tea Party (discussed at length in Chapter 11, “The Permanent Nongoverning Minority”), the left-leaning protesters in New York, DC, Oakland, and other cities around the country share with their right-leaning counterparts the same outrage at preferential treatment for politically connected businesses, industries, and constituencies. You might think that savvy politicians of whatever stripe would pick up on what has long been evident to everyone outside the Boston-New York-Washington corridor: the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP) and related bailouts to particular parts of the economy (ranging from automakers to green-energy outfits) don’t play well with the great unwashed for the simple reason that they offend our sense of basic fairness. That the bailouts have not helped the economy is surely another reason for opposition. With the exception of lonely pols such as Ron Paul, astonishingly few top-level officeholders get that basic point.

Where the Occupy movement splits from the Tea Party—probably fatally, as a long-term political and cultural movement—is that its attacks on bailouts for “the 1 percent,” or Wall Street, or whomever, have typically been followed by me-too demands. Protests against funneling taxpayer dollars to “banksters” are immediately drowned out by calls for student-loan forgiveness, free health care, jobs for life, or, in the most extreme cases, the abolition of money altogether and a return to a barter economy.

As we discuss, the new technologies that have powered up protest politics from the antiwar movement in the early 2000s to today’s marijuana legalization movement to the Tea Party work best when tightly organized around a single issue, not a bundle of overlapping and often mutually exclusive positions that define traditional coalitional politics. Once Howard Dean shifted from being an antiwar candidate to being an antiwar, antibusiness, anti-whatever candidate, his insurgency lost its animating force and unique selling proposition. And when, again like Dean, the protest bloc ends up in a mutual love fest with one of the two major political parties (as happened with Occupy LA and the highly progressive Los Angeles City Council), that’s when radical movements disappear and legacy political apparatuses lumber on into our increasingly broke future.

Groups such as the Tea Party or Occupy can only remain viable to the extent they remain independent from establishment parties. In effect, they must hold the parties hostage to votes that would not merely not be cast but thrown in the direction of unelectable candidates who hold unorthodox views on the issues that are most mangled by both parties when in power. Given the ways that traditional Democratic special interests, especially organized labor in the form of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), are working to influence the Occupy movement, it seems highly unlikely that the group will play a decisive role in 2012 or beyond. The Tea Party, which clearly tipped the 2010 midterm elections toward small-government candidates in dozens of congressional races, faces a similar challenge. If it is to remain potent, the small-government uprising on the right must continue to stiff-arm the GOP unless and until Republicans finally begin to spend less at all levels of government.

Which brings us to a final reflection on developments since The Declaration of Independents was first published. For us, the most surprising response to the book was what readers and reviewers universally characterized as our unbridled optimism, a sense that the world, for all its problems, was getting better and better. The Washington Post’s George Will cheered us on as “incurably upbeat journalists,” while former George H. W. Bush adviser James Pinkerton, writing in The American Conservative, largely dismissed Declaration as an out-of-touch “survey of human history inexorably chugging toward Liberty Station.” At every one of our speaking engagements, readers would either thank us for offering a reprieve from doom-and-gloom scenarios or upbraid us for our unrealistic enthusiasm.

When we sat down to write this book, we didn’t realize just how rare it was to have generally positive thoughts both about the recent past (especially the 1970s) and the future (despite politics, not because of them, of course). In our epilogue, we unironically entertain the hope that the “future’s so bright, I gotta wear shades,” especially if the concrete policy steps we lay out in these pages are taken seriously. If that marks us as odd ducks in a realm of discourse where the body politic is treated to routine warnings of Apocalypse Forever should the other guys win the latest midterm, then so be it. Part of escaping the pit beneath the two-party pendulum is not just to deny but to actively laugh at a hyperventilating political world in which national weatherization programs and banning the construction of mosques are treated like urgent national priorities. At the same time, we want to emphasize that public policy dead-ends can in fact be escaped, often more quickly and easily than we dare to hope. As Václav Havel, whose funeral in December 2011 included a stirring set by the once-banned rock group Plastic People of the Universe, put it at the end of his famous 1978 essay “The Power of the Powerless,” “The real question is whether the brighter future is really always so distant. What if, on the contrary, it has been here for a long time already, and only our own blindness and weakness has prevented us from seeing it around us and within us, and kept us from developing it?”

Still, on one major issue, we do plead guilty to excessive optimism. We thought that more Americans, especially the earnest ones who fill our city halls, statehouses, and federal legislature, more fully grokked the unsustainability of the twenty-first century’s endless spending increases. Consider just the federal level. In constant 2005 dollars, the government spent about $1.85 trillion in 1991, an amount that rose slightly to $2.1 trillion in 2001. In 2010, the total was $3.1 trillion. Although the federal government has not (and will not) pass a budget for the third straight year in 2012, the two main plans currently on the table envision spending either $4.9 trillion or $5.8 trillion (in current dollars) in 2022. The feds are already borrowing about 40 cents of each dollar they spend and there is simply no credible way to generate the revenue for even the lower of those two numbers (which represents the dreams of the supposedly small-government Republican party). Financing government spending through massive borrowing, inflation, or anything other than raising the necessary revenue to pay for it in the here and now is not just bad economic policy but a form of theft from our children and grandchildren, who will be stuck with the tab for meals they never ate and toys they never played with.

When we first started thinking about writing The Declaration of Independents, we thought the conversation about reducing the size and scope of government—about getting the government out of the bedroom and the boardroom, about spending less but doing more for the truly needy, about ending failed nation-building abroad and domestically—was much further along than it is. The recognition that we’re only at the start of that vital and necessary discussion, rather than in the middle of it or, heaven forbid, near its conclusion, gives us serious cause for pause—though never for pessimism or resignation.

Nick Gillespie

Matt Welch

March 2012


PROLOGUE
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PURSUING HAPPINESS, NOT POLITICS

When was the last time you read the Declaration of Independence? Go ahead and call it up; give it a quick scan—we’ll wait. Focus less on the detailed bill of particulars against King George (“He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant”!), disregard completely the bit about “the merciless Indian savages,” and concentrate instead on the two majestic, throat-clearing paragraphs at the top. Particularly this, the most influential English-language formulation of liberty, written during the 1700s: “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.”

You don’t have to be one of those guys who dresses up in knee breeches and tricornered hats on the Fourth of July to feel, lo these many years later, the refreshing blast of radical Enlightenment thought contained within those three dozen words. Here is the source code not just for the revolutionary moment being heralded but for the very notion that individual rights precede—and therefore should be explicitly protected from—government. Jefferson and the other signers based their righteous complaints of injustice on the foundational insight that we are all born not just naked but equal and free, laying more than the groundwork for the bloody business at hand. They created a self-replicating sequence that led to the assertion in 1848 by the radicals at Seneca Falls that women were part of the deal and the deliverance, as well as to what Martin Luther King called, nearly two centuries later, the “promissory note” of full civil rights for the descendants of Jefferson’s slaves. The world would never be the same. And by enumerating three specific unalienables at the top of the don’t-tread-on-me list, these eighteenth-century hotheads laid out some intellectual bread crumbs for those of us looking for a fresh way out of the desultory state of American affairs in this to-date-disappointing twenty-first century.

Note what Button Gwinnett, Caesar Rodney, Richard Stockton, and all the other signers did not include on the short list of worthy endeavors no government should thwart. The document says nothing about pursuing politics. It does not read, “Life, liberty, and the watching of Meet the Press.” No, the men chafing and gnawing at the crown’s leash elevated above all other pursuits the quest for happiness, as defined by each individual, by his own lights. It was a declaration-within-the-Declaration that existential meaning derives neither from the whims of a sovereign nor from enlistment in some grand national project or even humble civic initiative but rather from the most atomized level of being: the personal, private, idiosyncratic human heart. Liberty was both a means and a destination—a process and a goal worthier than specific policy results. Happiness was aspirational; it was all about the journey, the pursuit.

In 2011, we do not equate happiness with politics; the mere juxtaposition of the words feels obscene. And for good reason: Politics, as John Adams’s great-grandson Henry famously observed, “has always been the systematic organization of hatreds.” Every election cycle—and we are always in an election cycle—we are urged to remember that deep down inside we really despise the opposing gang of crooks. We hate their elite (or Podunk) ways, their socialist (or fascist) economics, their reliance on shadowy billionaires with suspect agendas. In a world where mutual gains from trade have lifted a half billion people out of poverty in just the past half decade, politics is one of the last remaining zero-sum games of I win, you lose, where the victor gets to spend everyone else’s money in ways that appall the vanquished, until they switch places again after the next election. We instinctively know that our tax dollars aren’t being spent efficiently; the proof is in the post office, or the permitting offices at city hall, or the neighborhood school. We roll our eyes when President Barack Obama announces a new national competitiveness initiative in his State of the Union address just five years after George W. Bush announced a new American Competitiveness Initiative in his, or when each and every president since Richard Milhous Nixon swears that this time we’re gonna kick that foreign-oil habit once and for all. And yet, the political status quo keeps steering the Winnebago of state further and further into the ditch.

A growing majority of us have responded to the stale theatrics of Republican and Democratic misgovernance by making a rational choice. We ignore politics most of the time and instead pursue happiness by falling in love, starting a home business, making mashups on YouTube, going back to school, bumming around Europe for a year or three, playing fantasy baseball, or tricking out our El Caminos. Through these pursuits we eventually find almost everything that is wonderful and transformative about our modern lives: the Internet, travel, popular (and unpopular) music, the spread of freedom and prosperity around the globe. The Declaration’s most famous pursuit has delivered specific outcomes that eighteenth-century minds could not have divined, though the insight was there all along: People acting peacefully, mostly left to their own devices and not empowered by the state to force others into servitude, will create riches far more meaningful and vast than the cramped business of tax-collecting, regulation-spewing, do-as-I-say-or-else governments.

As robust and infinitely varied as our private universes may be, however, they no longer provide a reliable refuge from the destructive force of politics. Today, there is only one real policy issue facing the country, and unfortunately it threatens each and every one of us, even (especially?) those of us not yet born: We are out of money. At least forty-eight of the fifty states are running shortfalls, many of them staggering. Cities, counties, and states are on the hook for an estimated half trillion dollars’ worth of pension promises for which they haven’t socked away any money. New Jersey can’t build tunnels, California pays more in debt service than it does in funding its once-enviable universities, and the president’s home state of Illinois is in receivership. The U.S. budget situation is much worse than that of Greece, a country that has been wracked with violence and instability after bondholders refused to keep propping up its fiscal fantasyland. We are one sharp turn in international market sentiment away from a crisis none of us has ever lived through.

The president himself says we’re confronting “an untenable fiscal situation”; yet, in the face of a $1.5 trillion deficit and a decade-long spending binge that hiked federal outlays by 62 percent in real terms, he cannot screw up the courage to suggest more than $400 billion worth of spending cuts—over the next ten years. Meanwhile, the allegedly limited-government Republicans refuse to get anywhere near a “radical” plan from Rep. Paul Ryan to balance the budget by 2063. It is a bizarre snapshot in time, in which sizable majorities think the government is doing too much and spending too much, where bailout-supporting Democrats and Republicans alike were bounced out of office in 2010 by a new Tea Party movement centered on cutting the size and scope of government, and where even Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke, nicknamed “Helicopter Ben” for his belief that showering down fiat currency will solve all economic woes, is saying, “If current policy settings are maintained. . .the federal budget will be on an unsustainable path.” Yet, still the prospect of imminent fiscal catastrophe is not focusing minds in Washington or in the fifty state capitals or in countless town halls on the need to change politics-as-usual. It is a turbulent moment, one that cannot, by definition, last much longer as is. Something has got to give.

This is another reason to reread your Declaration, especially the first ten words: “When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary. . .” Sadly, it has become necessary to become political. We didn’t want to get into politics, but politics got into us. The country is flat broke, the economy is in miserable shape, we’re still fighting two wars, the Social Security “trust fund” is now in permanent deficit, and all this debt-financed bounty will get even more expensive as foreign and domestic investors lose their appetite to lend us more money. The normal course of human events may be to pursue our private happiness as we see fit, but in 2011 we are in urgent need of course correction.

The moment does not call for dumping tea into Boston Harbor, or taking up arms against the Redcoats (the Red Sox are another matter altogether), or, God forbid, canvassing your neighborhood to elect the next Christine O’Donnell or Alvin Greene. The moment calls for political engagement, to be sure, but not traditional partisan activity.

That original American source code contains something worth pondering today. What if the private pursuit of happiness is the way to address the problems that have become necessary to solve? What if we were to foist the lessons, creativity, openness, and fun of our fantabulous nongovernmental modern world onto the unwilling and unaffordable bureaucracies keeping us down? What if we were to declare independence, not from a country or government but from the two political parties that have been dividing up the spoils for far too long?

Welcome to The Declaration of Independents. We’ve been expecting you. Maybe you are now, or will soon be, a member of what has become over the past forty years the largest bloc of American voters: independents. You have an unfavorable opinion of Congress, and you don’t think too kindly about bailing out Wall Street and car companies, letting Big Pharma write the new health-care law, or having the Federal Communications Commission regulate the Internet. Yet, this sort of thing keeps on happening. Why?

This book intends, in part, to document the fact that the two major parties are not what they say and that you are right to be angry with their false claims about core beliefs. It is a shock to tender ears, we realize, but by any meaningful yardstick, Democrats do not care about free speech, and Republicans do not care about free enterprise. They are much more concerned with convincing you that the other guy is a Nazi than they are about relaxing government’s control over activities it has no business meddling in. Political independence in and of itself is a private and public virtue, with potency that only grows with each passing year. Thinking for yourself is much more work than setting your compass by the direction of the tribe, but, oh, the liberation. Suddenly the world looks a good deal more ridiculous, tawdry, and intellectually beatable. And the same technologies that have jazzed up the rest of our lives and roiled every American industry you can name have made it exponentially easier for like-minded single-issue coalitions to swarm together and wreak holy havoc on a political establishment that hates, above all else, uncertainty.

The Declaration of Independents aims to let you know that you’re not crazy, that there are people out there who might not agree with you on everything but who share your distaste for twenty-first-century politics and your fear about the fiscal guillotine careening toward our necks. In fact, these people—some Democrats, some Republicans, some independents, and some part of an increasingly familiar subspecies known as libertarians—have been among us all along, laying down their own source code for life, liberty, and the pursuit. Because history is written mostly by people who love politics, we know far less than we should about the trailblazers who have made life richer and more democratic for all Americans over the past forty years, in part by prying apart the clenched fist of government.

Yet, the revolutionary actions of these cultural, technological, and business innovators—the folks who created everything from the Pill, to venti macchiatos, to Wikipedia, to you name it—suggest a bold way out of our current mess, one that embraces rather than rejects the fact that Americans are the most culturally diverse people in the world and that we have an abiding faith that the pursuit of happiness will create a world that is richer, more interesting, and goddamned breathtaking in its particulars. Eventually, those same forces and insights that democratized our lives by decentralizing power to the individual will come knocking at the front door of a seemingly immovable political status quo. First, though, we have to realize that even the most permanent-looking bureaucracy isn’t remotely permanent at all.
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CHAPTER 1
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BEYOND DUOPOLY

The human brain is capable of memorizing 67,890 digits of pi, composing side two of Exile on Main Street, and inventing a dog-to-human translation device called the Bowlingual. Yet, we often brilliant, always innovating bipeds find it impossible to imagine changing the trajectory of the world we think we live in by more than a few degrees at any given moment. Whatever dominates today we assume will dominate tomorrow. This is true for our private lives, this is true for commerce, and this is especially true for politics.

Tectonic shifts in the course of human events are almost never predicted ahead of time, even by the very terra changers who stomp on the cracks. When asked in August 1989, only a few months after the electrifying demonstrations in Tiananmen Square, whether the communist East Bloc would ever be democratic and free in his lifetime, Czech economist Vàclav Klaus said no. Less than five months later, he was the first finance minister of a free Czechoslovakia. Morgan Stanley trader Howie Hubler lost $9 billion on a single stock market bet in 2007, not because he didn’t think the bubble of mortgage-backed derivative securities would pop but because he couldn’t conceive of the price reduction exceeding 8 percent. For all but the last ten days of 2007, the famed Iowa Electronic Markets (IEM) trading system for predicting major-party presidential nominees established as its clear Republican favorite famous ex-mayor of New York Rudy Giuliani. Yet, when it came time for people to actually vote in the primaries and caucuses, Giuliani lost in more than forty states to Ron Paul, a mostly obscure obstetrician-congressman whose name never even showed up on IEM’s 2008 election trading board despite his ending up with the fourth greatest number of delegates. Massive, fast-paced change, whether liberational, destructive, or just plain weird, is always and everywhere underpriced.

You may have heard of confirmation bias, whereby people choose to notice and believe whatever rumors, news stories, and quasi-academic studies confirm their basic worldview. Well, get your mind around existence bias, where the mere fact of a person’s, business’s, political party’s, or country’s existence is taken as unspoken and unchallenged proof that the same entity will exist in largely the same form tomorrow, the next day, the next month, the next decade, forever and ever, amen—this despite the fact that the Western world, and the United States in particular, stands out in the history of Homo sapiens as the most vigorous producer of constant, dynamic change. Dig up the time capsules for every decade preceding us, and you’ll find retrospectively laughable anxieties about seemingly intractable threats that no longer exist.

At the dawn of the new millennium, for example, the overwhelming majority of media observers agonized over how mere mortals could cope with the advent of the new Big Brother–style corporate behemoth called AOL Time Warner. As it turned out, the company set new records for financial losses before disbanding altogether. A decade before that, the question wasn’t whether the Japanese would own and operate the U.S. economy but whether the American workplace would be free of insidious group calisthenics led by Toshiro Mifune types. The graduating class of 1980 could not imagine a world without inflation and the growing communist threat, and its 1970 counterpart forecasted constant Southeast Asian war fed by an endless military draft.

In 2011, it’s tempting to give in to the pessimism and existence bias of the moment. Unemployment has reached levels not seen since the 1978–1982 recession, and unlike in that era of Federal Reserve Bank–imposed austerity via heightened interest rates, the economy has not been dosed with any medicine that hints at a better tomorrow. Debts and deficits are reaching levels not seen since World War II, when, as you might recall, we were fighting a world war—against Hitler. And as bad as the current fiscal picture looks, there is rare unanimity across the discipline of economics—as well as inside the administration, from President Barack Obama on down—about one singularly unhappy fact: As the first wave of the baby boomers born between 1946 and 1964 start to retire and go on the public dole, things will only get much, much worse.

Yet there is a glowing ember of real hope in this gloomy picture, and it lies, paradoxically, right alongside our inability to detect it. The same revolutionary forces that have already upended much of American commerce and society over the past forty years, delivering us not just from yesterday’s bogeymen but into a futuretastic world of nearly infinite individual choice, specialization, and autonomy, are at long last beginning to buckle the cement under the most ossified chunk of American life: politics and government. A close if idiosyncratic reading of recent U.S. history gives us a blueprint for how to speed up that process of creative destruction in the realm of public policy. Because it’s not true that nobody predicted such history-altering innovations as the Internet, successful and nonviolent resistance to totalitarianism, and the home-brewing renaissance, among a thousand other happy developments in the modern world. If we listen carefully to the theoreticians and practitioners who helped midwife these giant leaps toward the decentralization of power and the democratization of mankind, they have some surprisingly consistent things to say about changing or working around restrictive regimes and—above all—altering the mind-set that tolerates and perpetuates them. As any revolutionary will testify, there are structural impediments galore to our personal and global pursuit of happiness. Before we can sweep those roadblocks away, we have to declare our independence from the forces that conspire to keep us less than free and recognize that the status quo has no inalienable right to keep on keeping on.

Nothing in twenty-first-century life seems as archaic, ubiquitous, and immovable as the Republican and Democratic parties, two nineteenth-century political groupings that divide up the spoils of a combined $6.4 trillion annually in forcibly extracted taxpayer money at the federal, state, county, and municipal levels. While rhetorically and theoretically at odds with one another at any micromoment in time, the two parties manage to create a mostly unbroken set of policies and governance structures that benefit well-connected groups at the expense of the individual. Americans have watched, with a growing sense of alarm and alienation, as first a Republican, then a Democratic, administration has flouted public opinion by bailing out banks, nationalizing the auto industry, expanding war in Central Asia, throwing yet more good money after bad to keep housing prices artificially high, and prosecuting a drug war no one outside federal government pretends is comprehensible, let alone winnable. It is easy to look upon this well-worn rut of political affairs and despair.

But what if that is existence bias talking? What if the same elements that extend the incumbents’ advantage threaten to hasten their demise? Luckily, economists have a particular fondness for studying what Democrats and Republicans have become: the longest-lived duopoly in American history. Remember A Beautiful Mind, the story of the madly brilliant Nobel Prize–winning economist John Forbes Nash? Nash was all about duopolies, coming up with an “equilibrium” theory explaining that two powerful competitors frequently end up locked in a stable, mutually beneficial dance of tit-for-tat strategy. Experimental economists, who love crafting duopoly simulations, tend to be less conclusive, finding that duopolists’ behavior largely depends on unique circumstances. But while the Nash equilibrium and its descendants are useful in explaining how duopolies collude with one another to carve up captive markets, such formulas generally fail to address the most interesting moment of all: how customer-unfriendly collusion produces an inevitable consumer revolt and technology sweeps one or more of the dominant players into the dustbin of history.

In a widely circulated 2009 paper surveying the vast economic literature on the topic, the late Larry F. Darby presented a list of classic duopolies for discussion. Tellingly, several no longer existed, including MCI and AT&T (MCI, then known as WorldCom, became history’s largest bankruptcy in 2003) and Macy’s and Gimbels (Gimbels was the country’s—and the world’s—dominant department store chain in the 1930s; it ceased to exist in 1987). As such examples illustrate, there is nothing inherently stable about two organizations dominating a particular market in the hurly-burly of modern American life. In fact, there is plenty of reason to suspect that such arrangements are, if anything, unstable—particularly if and when technology allows captive consumers to flee.

It’s worth taking a closer look at a single such case, one of the duopolies on Darby’s list: Kodak and Fujifilm. Like the Democratic Party with the House of Representatives, Kodak was, for much of the twentieth century, synonymous with color photography. We even dreamed in company terms: Memories captured on film were “Kodak moments,” and the Dow Jones Industrial Average listed Eastman Kodak for more than seven decades. At one point the company enjoyed an amazing 96 percent share of the U.S. market for photographic film. Such was its dominance that the federal government sued Kodak for antitrust violations not once but twice, producing out-of-court settlements in 1921 and 1954. As recently as 1994, long after Japan’s Fujifilm had entered the scene, the Justice Department argued that the antitrust settlements should remain in force, since Kodak had “long dominated” the industry, still enjoyed a U.S. market share of around 75 percent, and could “greatly outsell its rivals despite charging a higher price” (careful observers and participants of capitalism may notice in that latter claim a wonderful market opportunity).

Fujifilm began competing with Kodak globally in the 1970s and seriously in the United States after the 1984 Olympics. Though always the junior partner on Kodak’s home turf, the conglomerate held its own enough that the duopoly soon attracted academic studies such as “Entry, Its Deterrence, and Its Accommodation,” “Vertical Restraints and Market Access,” and “Advertising Collusion in Retail Markets.” The underlying assumption was that you could assume the duopoly’s equilibrium for the foreseeable future. Even those who noticed Kodak faltering in the late 1990s at the dawn of the digital age were still apt to say, as Fortune magazine did, “The Kodak brand remains solid gold, and its quality is not in dispute.” No one could conceive of a photography world without Kodak playing its customary leading role.

This, stunningly, is no longer true. Eastman Kodak share prices tumbled from $60 in 2000 to $40 in 2001, then to $10 in 2008; by 2011, they were below the $4 mark. The Dow Jones kicked the stock off its bedrock industrial average in 2004. Kodachrome—subject not just of a hit Paul Simon song but of the 1954 antitrust settlement that the federal government was trying to maintain four decades later—vanished from stores in 2009, and developers stopped processing the stuff for good on New Year’s Day 2011. The company has closed scores of plants, laid off more than 10,000 employees, and reported quarterly losses for years on end.

What happened? Technological advances gave consumers choices that Kodak’s fat bureaucracy was unwilling to provide. Writing in the Wall Street Journal in November 2006, William M. Bulkeley explained how the implications of this insight ranged far afield from the world of processing photographs:

Photography and publishing companies shouldn’t be surprised when digital technology upends their industries. After all, their business success relied on forcing customers to buy things they didn’t want. Photo companies made customers pay for 24 shots in a roll of film to get a handful of good pictures. Music publishers made customers buy full CDs to get a single hit song. Encyclopedia publishers made parents spend thousands of dollars on multiple volumes when all they wanted was to help their kid do one homework paper. The business models required customers to pay for detritus to get the good stuff. . . . Eastman Kodak and Fuji Photo Film had a highly profitable duopoly for 20 years before digital cameras came along. They never dreamed customers would quickly abandon film and prints.

When given real choice, especially the choice to go elsewhere, consumers will drop even the most beloved of brands for options that enhance their experience and increase their autonomy. We have all witnessed and participated in this revolutionary transfer of loyalty away from those who tell us what we should buy or think and toward those who give us tools to think and act for ourselves. No corner of the economy, of cultural life, or even of our personal lives hasn’t felt the gale-force winds of this change.

Except government.

Think of any customer experience that has made you wince or kick the cat. What jumps to mind? Waiting in multiple lines at the Department of Motor Vehicles. Observing the bureaucratic sloth and lowest-common-denominator performance of public schools, especially in big cities. Getting ritually humiliated going through airport security. Trying desperately to understand your doctor bills. Navigating the permitting process at your local city hall. Wasting a day at home while the gas man fails to show up. Whatever you come up with, chances are good that the culprit is either a direct government monopoly (as in the providers of K–12 education) or a heavily regulated industry or utility where the government is the largest player (as in health care).

Unlike government and its subentities, Kodak can’t count on a guaranteed revenue stream: If consumers abandon its products, sales will be zero, and the company will disappear. The history of private-sector duopolies and even monopolies is filled with such seemingly sudden disappearing acts: The A&P supermarket chain—if you’re under forty years old, you probably haven’t even heard of it—enjoyed a U.S. market share of 75 percent as recently as the 1950s. Big-box music retailers and bookstores were supposed to bestride the land like colossi at the turn of our new century, but Virgin mega-stores have all but disappeared, and Borders has just gone bankrupt. Dominant newspapers in one-paper towns were able to book some of the economy’s highest profit margins for four decades—more than 20 percent a year, on average, positively dwarfing such hated industrial icons as Walmart—yet with the explosion of Web-based competition, these onetime mints are now among the least attractive companies in the economy.

There is a positive correlation between an organization’s former dominance and its present inability to cope with twenty-first-century change. As technology business consultant Nilofer Merchant has aptly put it, “The Web turns old industries on their head. Industries that have had monopolies or highly profitable duopolies are the ones most likely to be completely gutted when a more powerful, more efficient system comes along.” This book is about hastening the inevitable arrival of that more efficient system on the doorstep of America’s most stubborn, foot-dragging, reactionary sector—government at the local, state, and especially federal levels—and its officially authorized customer-hating agents, the Democrats and Republicans.

We believe the most important long-term trend in American politics is the four-decade leak in market share by the country’s political duopoly. In 1970, the Harris Poll asked Americans, “Regardless of how you may vote, what do you usually consider yourself—a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or some other party?” Fully 49 percent of respondents chose Democrat, and 31 percent called themselves Republicans. In 2009, those figures were 36 percent for Democrats and 26 percent for Republicans. The only real growth market in politics is voters who decline political affiliation, with independents increasing from 20 percent of respondents to 31 percent. These findings are fully consistent with Gallup surveys as well. In January 2011, Gallup released its latest study on the question of political affiliation and reported that the Democrats were at their lowest point in twenty-two years (31 percent), while the GOP remained stuck below the one-third mark at 29 percent. The affiliation now with the highest marks? Independent, at 38 percent and growing.

Voters free from the affiliation of party membership are more inclined to view political claims with the skepticism they so richly deserve, to hear the dog whistle of tribal political calls as deliberate attacks on the senses rather than rousing calls to productive action. By refusing to confer legitimacy on the two accepted forms of political organization and discourse, they also hint strongly that another form is gathering to take their place.

When duopolies bleed share of a captive market, something potentially revolutionary is afoot. The Bush-Obama era of bailout economics and perennially deferred pain has produced a political backlash that has been evident every time voters have had an opportunity to vent. When blue-state California was allowed in May 2009 to pass judgment on its political class, via a five-part budget-fix referendum (including “onetime” infusions of income tax and lottery proceeds) that a nearly unanimous cross section of major politicians, newspapers, and interest groups supported, the slate lost by an average of thirty percentage points, despite opponents being outspent by an average of seven to one. Eight months later, unknown Republican Scott Brown won Teddy Kennedy’s old Senate seat in a three-to-one Democrat Massachusetts. Congressmen mostly canceled their traditional August town hall meetings in 2010 after getting too many earfuls in 2009, GOP establishment candidates for Senate were upended by Tea Party insurgents from Delaware to Kentucky to Nevada, and at the several antigovernment rallies the two of us have attended, protesters have been most enthusiastic when declaring their lack of major-party affiliation.

For the first time in recent memory, participants in the political process, many of them newly engaged, are openly imagining and pushing for a world other than the one they currently live in. A certain spell is on the verge of breaking, with impacts we can only guess at.

In considerably graver circumstances, Václav Havel wrote about a similar, if more severe, phenomenon. The year was 1975, the regime was totalitarian, and the writer was about the only human on the planet who foresaw the process by which communism could suddenly collapse. Greengrocers in Prague, Havel noted in his essay “The Power of the Powerless,” displayed “Workers of the World, Unite” signs in their store windows as part of the “dictatorship of the ritual,” in which ideological statements no one pretends to believe in are mandated under threat of force to keep citizens too demoralized to effect political change. But what if, suddenly, people stopped going through the motions? “The entire pyramid of totalitarian power, deprived of the element that binds it together, would collapse in upon itself, as it were, in a kind of material implosion.” The Declaration of Independents is a call to wave away the clouds of obfuscating political malarkey, to call things (in Havel’s phrasing) “by their proper names,” identify governance for what it is, expose how it sells itself, and inject into the political sphere the same forces of innovation, individualization, and autonomy that are bettering the way we live in every other sense.

The book you are holding is organized into three sections: “The End of the World as You Know It” (Chapters 1 through 3), “The Democratization of Just About Everything, or Case Studies in Making Life Richer, Weirder, and Better” (Chapters 4 through 8), and “Operationalize It, Baby!” (Chapters 9 through 11). “The End of the World as You Know It” maps the ground of the contemporary scene in unconventional terms that have, we think, the advantage of actually corresponding with the world as it is, not as dead-enders in the GOP or Democratic Party wish it were. This first chapter reminds us that duopolies—even, or especially, those we most take for granted—not only can but do change all the time. The way that most of us talk about politics—as an epic struggle between two eternal and essentially immortal adversaries—is as misguided as assuming that entities like Kodak and Fuji, Macy’s and Gimbels, or even the Free World and the Iron Curtain will last forever. Yet, everything in our political discourse pushes us toward the worst sort of existence bias. Still, change is not only possible but constantly occurring in ways that are rarely acknowledged or fully appreciated.

Chapter 2, “The Pit and the Pendulum,” deconstructs contemporary narratives about seemingly “permanent governing majorities” that have flipped from Team Red to Team Blue and back again with all the speed and drama of a season of Survivor. The political parties and the mainstream media (itself a cartel that we will discuss at length) are heavily invested in defining everything in dualistic terms—Republican/Democrat, conservative/liberal, right wing/left wing—even though such antinomies explain less and less of our world and command less and less loyalty from ordinary Americans. It’s time to stop pretending that the two parties are actually in conflict with one another (as opposed to colluding in a power-sharing agreement at the expense of the rest of us).

Chapter 3, “The Libertarian Moment,” defines the basic adjective by which we identify ourselves and shows that throughout American history, the forces of control and centralization of the Right and the Left have been at battle with the forces of decentralization and democratization on the individual level. We emphasize that American society is well into a libertarian moment that spells death for the old way of doing things. We argue that the current moment is filled with echoes of that oh-so-loathed decade, the 1970s: bad economy, overreaching state, endless wars, unpopular politicians. Just as in the 1970s, however, a lifestyle and deregulatory revolution is bubbling under the surface, making much of our lives better—the part not controlled by statehouses and Washington, DC. We know that things are getting better every time we order online, enter a Starbucks, and attend our gay friends’ weddings and baby showers. But to seize fully the libertarian moment and move beyond a stultifying political duopoly, we need (1) to recognize all that is great and good happening around us and (2) to replace attempts to control our economic and social freedom with a decentralized governing structure that devolves power to the people, who ultimately bear responsibility for and the costs of their own decisions about health care, education, retirement, and lifestyle.

The second section of The Declaration of Independents, “The Democratization of Just About Everything,” is filled with case studies in the decentralization of power and the empowering of the individual. Chapter 4, “Keep on Rockin’ in the Free World,” begins in Europe in the 1960s, when future Czech leader Václav Havel insisted on the right of filthy, Velvet-Underground-influenced rock musicians to grow their hair out and play the music they liked under a totalitarian dictatorship. As a direct result, Havel launched a dissident movement that would eventually help topple a communist government, usher in a historic wave of global democratization and liberalization, and provide the source code for humble citizens of lousy dictatorships everywhere, from Egypt to Burma to Cuba, to stand up to their oppressors. And his inspiration to accomplish all this was a bunch of degenerate rock musicians who exported a uniquely American vision of a world beyond politics.

Chapter 5, “You Are Now Free to Move About the Country,” explains how getting beyond politics brought domestic air travel to the American masses. The story of airline deregulation and Southwest Airlines CEO Herb Kelleher is a classic example of government decontrol busting up a corporatist industry-Washington nexus that actively harmed consumers for decades, stifling anyone who had the audacity to try a new idea. It was the first big postwar case of deregulation at the consumer level, and it unfolded in a totally counterintuitive manner vis-à-vis our contemporary politics, with such heroes as Ted Kennedy, Ralph Nader, and Jimmy Carter leading the way. The Southwest story, broadly understood, points to how economic and political change happens due to the power of ideas and market forces. And airline deregulation shows how and why markets are better than mandates when it comes to spreading the spoils of free enterprise.

At Southwest, Kelleher famously transformed working conditions from dreary to fun. Chapter 6, “The Disorganization Man (and Woman),” charts how the work world has changed in every way possible since the heyday of postwar megafirms that promised cradle-to-grave jobs and relief from competition in the marketplace. In the wake of the “organization man” comes a new breed of individuals, such as baseball stat nerds Nate Silver and Bill James, who created not only highly personalized careers but even the field in which they work. Jobs have been opened up to women, minorities, and people without connections not because of government edicts but because markets reward hard work more than legacy and family connections. The result is a less structured, more fluid and individualized workplace.

Chapter 7, “Rise of the Mutants,” suggests that workplaces are more interesting, in part, because the individuals populating them are more interesting. Freed of old cultural and social identities, we’re all mutants now, and that’s a good thing. A decade before he was unmasked as a sex-addicted Buddhist, Tiger Woods blew apart every conceivable racial, ethnic, and class category as a self-described “Cablinasian” (Caucasian, black, American Indian, and Asian). In this, he is increasingly representative. Whether we’re talking about skin color, sexual preference, or self-presentation, we live in a world beyond categories, with endlessly proliferating identities that are as personally liberating as they are generally terrifying to conservative and liberal bean counters alike. There’s a reason the X-Men are so popular, and it’s not because we’re into cookie-cutter culture.

Back in the early 1980s, a parade of rock stars took to the airwaves to proclaim their right to participate in a mini media revolution: “We want our MTV!” demanded Pete Townsend, Cyndi Lauper, and others. Chapter 8, “We the Media,” looks at how the Internet and other forms of ubiquitous, low-cost communications continue to radically restructure means of personal expression and personal consumption. We are now well into our second decade of full-blown legacy-media panic, where organization men from dinosaur networks and money-losing newspapers and imperious record companies confuse their own belated job insecurity with the decline of media overall. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. The world, led by the United States, is in the midst of a culture boom in which the audience has shifted from passive receptacles to active producers, repurposing content and creating infinitely more (and better) content than ever before. Using tools created by such democratizers as Evan Williams (founder of both Blogger and Twitter), building on the do-it-yourself theories of everyone from Marshall McLuhan to Malcolm McLaren, and benefiting from the underappreciated euthanasia of the Fairness Doctrine, we the people have become we the media.

The final section of the book, “Operationalize It, Baby!” brings us back to the political arena. Politics is a lagging indicator of change in America, the last person in the room to get the joke, the last man to buy the Nehru jacket or stock in Snapple. Yet, because the political realm exercises so much influence on the basic operating of our lives via taxation and regulation, it must be reformed so that it facilitates rather than stymies the democratization of opportunity and decentralization of power. Chapter 9, “We Are So Out of Money,” makes the case that enormous political change is coming for two reasons. First, the burgeoning ranks of independent voters are sick and tired of the two main parties and ideological perspectives that don’t represent how they feel and think. In a world where our choices are limited to John Boehner and Nancy Pelosi, the survivors envy the dead. Second, and perhaps more importantly, we’re out of money at every level of government. A decade into the twenty-first century and an unprecedented spending binge, the public sector has maxed out its credit cards and our future. Despite Barack Obama’s best intentions to keep increasing the debt ceiling until it punches through the ozone layer and the GOP’s insistence that unrestrained Medicare and defense spending are equally sacrosanct entitlements, the era of big government is over, not because of politicians’ wisdom and restraint but because of their profligacy and inability to adapt to the new circumstances.

Much of The Declaration of Independents illustrates how we’ve all routed around the government in important areas of our lives. Chapter 10, “Your Mind, Your Health, and Your Retirement Are Terrible Things to Waste,” lays out policy fixes to escape the dead hands of local, state, and federal government in the areas over which they still exercise near-total control. Virtually everything in American life has gotten better over the past forty years. There are three great exceptions: K–12 education, health care, and retirement. Each is firmly ensconced in a public sector that refuses to participate in the service revolution. Here’s how to blow up the last major citadels of top-down bureaucracy.

Chapter 11, “The Permanent Nongoverning Minority,” surveys recent disruptions in politicking as usual, including the Tea Party, the controversial right-of-center populist revolt over big-government spending and corruption; the Ron Paul REVOLUTION, which made an obscure, Fed-hating, goldbug congressman-cum-obstetrician from Texas into a youth favorite in the 2008 presidential race and a New York Times best-selling author; California’s Proposition 19, the nation’s most serious attempt to legalize pot, which polled higher than expected; and the 2004 Howard Dean campaign, which revolutionized political organizing before ending in a strangled scream of defeat. How do we turn Dean’s widely mocked cry into a full-throated, Whitmanesque “barbaric yawp,” a full-throated expression of the energy and dynamism of the American people? Politicians are at their most afraid—and most responsive—when they can no longer count on blocs of votes. We can change the system by refusing to play by the rules of a game designed to open our wallets and shut our mouths. Americans who secede from political tribes, yet remain fully or sporadically involved in politics, scare the bejesus out of politicians. Through peaceful resistance, ephemerally organized swarms, blatant disregard of immoral laws, and more, we can create a permanent nongoverning minority, where blocs retain their potency by refusing to be co-opted and focusing on ways that the government is conspiring to keep them less free.

For decades in the private sector, power has been flowing out of traditional established centers toward the hinterlands; never before have individuals had so much variety, personalization, and innovation at their fingertips. This sort of centrifugal force is taken for granted when it comes to buying vegetables or coffee, trying out new clothes or new identities, or building vast do-it-yourself universes of toys, food, music, and media. It is resisted only in politics, where the last remaining gatekeepers are desperate to maintain a cobra clutch on power and money. But the same inexorable logic of choice, competition, and cooperation is coming home to roost in city halls, statehouses, and federal buildings all over the land. The question is how to speed up Judgment Day via not just the right policies but the best understanding of the recent past.

If we do declare independence not just within politics but from the politics, we will deliver on the liberatory aspirations hinted at in the epilogue, “The Future’s So Bright. . .” If we remain slavishly devoted to the status quo, to the existence bias that tells us we must put up with the false choices offered between Republican and Democrat, conservative and liberal, right wing and left wing, Kodak and Fuji, then eyewear will be the least of our worries.
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