BIG IDEAS IN SOCIAL SCIENCE
Totalitarianism, Tyranny, Despotism, Authoritarianism

Persons and groups that seek total control of a society usually claim that they rule on the basis of the Will of the People, and that they strive only to serve The People.

They promise utopias (inter-group harmony, peace, economic development) but invariably provide hell.

Totalitarian rulers invariably begin by weakening resistance of possible opposition groups through gun control; thought control (propaganda, education); demonizing adversaries; outlawing certain books, organizations, the expression of certain ideas, murder, genocide, and imprisonment.

Totalitarian regimes generally fail because: rulers become corrupt; there are splits among the ruling elites; policies become haphazard and are based on short-run thinking; policies do not work (e.g., collectivization of industry and farming) because they are contrary to human nature (individualism, ownership, freedom);  resistance increases as does coercion; opposition groups offering radical reform emerge.
http://www.blupete.com/Literature/Essays/BluePete/History.htm#Mankind
"The circumstances which have most influence on the happiness of mankind, the changes of manners and morals, the transition of communities from poverty to wealth, from knowledge to ignorance, from ferocity to humanity - these are, for the most part, noiseless revolutions. Their progress is rarely indicated by what historians are pleased to call important events. They are not achieved by armies, or enacted by senates. They are sanctioned by no treaties, and recorded in no archives. They are carried on in every school, in every church, behind ten thousand counters, at ten thousand firesides." (Macaulay, "The Task of the Modern Historian.")

John Dalberg, Lord Acton.  http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Lord_Acton
"Long before we reach our generation we see that the same issues are always present, that the same fundamental qualities of thought and character are permanently dividing men, that the struggle for the concentration of power for the limitation and division of power is the mainspring of history."12 (Lord Acton.)

Whenever a single definite object is made the supreme end of the State, be it the advantage of a class, the safety of the power of the country, the greatest happiness of the greatest number, or the support of any speculative idea, the State becomes for the time inevitably absolute. Liberty alone demands for its realisation the limitation of the public authority, for liberty is the only object which benefits all alike, and provokes no sincere opposition. 

["Nationality" in Home and Foreign Review (July 1862); republished in The History of Freedom and Other Essays (1907), p. 288]

The danger is not that a particular class is unfit to govern. Every class is unfit to govern. The law of liberty tends to abolish the reign of race over race, of faith over faith, of class over class. 

[Letter to Mary Gladstone (24 April 1881); later published in Letters of Lord Acton to Mary Gladstone (1913) p. 73]

I cannot accept your canon that we are to judge Pope and King unlike other men, with a favorable presumption that they did not wrong. If there is any presumption it is the other way against holders of power, increasing as the power increases. Historic responsibility has to make up for the want of legal responsibility. All power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men, even when they exercise influence and not authority: still more when you superadd the tendency or the certainty of corruption by authority. 

[Letter to Mandell Creighton (April [3? or 5?], 1887) - some normally reliable sources indicate April 3, and others indicate April 5]

There is no worse heresy than that the office sanctifies the holder of it. 

[Letter to Mandell Creighton (April [3? or 5?], 1887) published in Essays on Freedom and Power (1972)]

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, V. II.

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/DETOC/ch4_06.htm  

I seek to trace the novel features under which despotism may appear in the world. The first thing that strikes the observation is an innumerable multitude of men, all equal and alike, incessantly endeavoring to procure the petty and paltry pleasures with which they glut their lives. Each of them, living apart, is as a stranger to the fate of all the rest; his children and his private friends constitute to him the whole of mankind. As for the rest of his fellow citizens, he is close to them, but he does not see them; he touches them, but he does not feel them; he exists only in himself and for himself alone; and if his kindred still remain to him, he may be said at any rate to have lost his country. 

Above this race of men stands an immense and tutelary power, which takes upon itself alone to secure their gratifications and to watch over their fate. That power is absolute, minute, regular, provident, and mild. It would be like the authority of a parent if, like that authority, its object was to prepare men for manhood; but it seeks, on the contrary, to keep them in perpetual childhood: it is well content that the people should rejoice, provided they think of nothing but rejoicing. For their happiness such a government willingly labors, but it chooses to be the sole agent and the only arbiter of that happiness; it provides for their security, foresees and supplies their necessities, facilitates their pleasures, manages their principal concerns, directs their industry, regulates the descent of property, and subdivides their inheritances: what remains, but to spare them all the care of thinking and all the trouble of living? 

Thus it every day renders the exercise of the free agency of man less useful and less frequent; it circumscribes the will within a narrower range and gradually robs a man of all the uses of himself. The principle of equality has prepared men for these things; it has predisposed men to endure them and often to look on them as benefits. 

After having thus successively taken each member of the community in its powerful grasp and fashioned him at will, the supreme power then extends its arm over the whole community. It covers the surface of society with a network of small complicated rules, minute and uniform, through which the most original minds and the most energetic characters cannot penetrate, to rise above the crowd. The will of man is not shattered, but softened, bent, and guided; men are seldom forced by it to act, but they are constantly restrained from acting. Such a power does not destroy, but it prevents existence; it does not tyrannize, but it compresses, enervates, extinguishes, and stupefies a people, till each nation is reduced to nothing better than a flock of timid and industrious animals, of which the government is the shepherd.
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Cycles.  The deadly sins (part of human nature) corrupt institutions; corruption elicits shame and motives to establish justice, which leads to social change and the cycle continues.

Machiavelli

“…there are three forms, known by the names Monarchy, Aristocracy, and Democracy …(i)t is easy to pass imperceptibly from the one to the other. For a Monarchy readily becomes a Tyranny, an Aristocracy an Oligarchy, while a Democracy tends to degenerate into Anarchy. So that if the founder of a State should establish any one of these three forms of Government, he establishes it for a short time only, since no precaution he may take can prevent it from sliding into its contrary, by reason of the close

resemblance which, in this case, the virtue bears to the vice.

These diversities in the form of Government spring up among men by

chance. For in the beginning of the world, its inhabitants, being few

in number, for a time lived scattered after the fashion of beasts; but

afterwards, as they increased and multiplied, gathered themselves into

societies, and, the better to protect themselves, began to seek who

among them was the strongest and of the highest courage, to whom, making

him their head, they tendered obedience. Next arose the knowledge of

such things as are honourable and good, as opposed to those which are

bad and shameful. …  Whence it came that afterwards, in

choosing their rulers, men no longer looked about for the strongest, but

for him who was the most prudent and the most just.

But, presently, when sovereignty grew to be hereditary and no longer

elective, hereditary sovereigns began to degenerate from their

ancestors, and, quitting worthy courses, took up the notion that princes

had nothing to do but to surpass the rest of the world in sumptuous

display and wantonness, and whatever else ministers to pleasure so that

the prince coming to be hated, and therefore to feel fear, and passing

from fear to infliction of injuries, a tyranny soon sprang up.

Forthwith there began movements to overthrow the prince, and plots and

conspiracies against him undertaken not by those who were weak, or

afraid for themselves, but by such as being conspicuous for their birth,

courage, wealth, and station, could not tolerate the shameful life of

the tyrant. The multitude, following the lead of these powerful men,

took up arms against the prince and, he being got rid of, obeyed these

others as their liberators; who, on their part, holding in hatred the

name of sole ruler, formed themselves into a government and at first,

while the recollection of past tyranny was still fresh, observed the

laws they themselves made, and postponing personal advantage to the

common welfare, administered affairs both publicly and privately with

the utmost diligence and zeal. But this government passing, afterwards,

to their descendants who, never having been taught in the school of

Adversity, knew nothing of the vicissitudes of Fortune, these not

choosing to rest content with mere civil equality, but abandoning

themselves to avarice, ambition, and lust, converted, without respect to

civil rights what had been a government of the best into a government of

the few; and so very soon met with the same fate as the tyrant.

…Whereupon, whether driven by necessity,

or on the suggestion of some wiser man among them and to escape anarchy,

the people reverted to a monarchy, from which, step by step, in the

manner and for the causes already assigned, they came round once more to

license. For this is the circle revolving within which all States are

and have been governed; although in the same State the same forms of

Government rarely repeat themselves, because hardly any State can have

such vitality as to pass through such a cycle more than once, and still

together. For it may be expected that in some sea of disaster, when a

State must always be wanting prudent counsels and in strength, it will

become subject to some neighbouring and better-governed State; though

assuming this not to happen, it might well pass for an indefinite period

from one of these forms of government to another.

Claude Frédéric Bastiat (June 30, 1801 – December 24, 1850)
Man can live and satisfy his wants only by ceaseless labor; by the ceaseless application of his faculties to natural resources. This process is the origin of property.

But it is also true that a man may live and satisfy his wants by seizing and consuming the products of the labor of others. This process is the origin of plunder.

Now since man is naturally inclined to avoid pain--and since labor is pain in itself--it follows that men will resort to plunder whenever plunder is easier than work. History shows this quite clearly. And under these conditions, neither religion nor morality can stop it.

When, then, does plunder stop? It stops when it becomes more painful and more dangerous than labor.
It is evident, then, that the proper purpose of law is to use the power of its collective force to stop this fatal tendency to plunder instead of to work. All the measures of the law should protect property and punish plunder.

But, generally, the law is made by one man or one class of men. And since law cannot operate without the sanction and support of a dominating force, this force must be entrusted to those who make the laws.

This fact, combined with the fatal tendency that exists in the heart of man to satisfy his wants with the least possible effort, explains the almost universal perversion of the law. Thus it is easy to understand how law, instead of checking injustice, becomes the invincible weapon of injustice. It is easy to understand why the law is used by the legislator to destroy in varying degrees among the rest of the people, their personal independence by slavery, their liberty by oppression, and their property by plunder. This is done for the benefit of the person who makes the law, and in proportion to the power that he holds.

Richard Fernandez (Wretchard)
It’s largely forgotten now, but the key to accurate World War II fire control was the gyroscopically supplied “stable element” so that the gunnery officer could know where he was relative to a host of changing factors. For change to be applied in a controlled way, some frame of reference was necessary; hence the stable element. That stable element in society used to be provided by tradition, law and government. In a counterintuitive sense stability enables change. Without a frame of reference it is entirely possible for changes to work at cross purposes to each other so that you get a net nothing or just chaos. Just as you literally can’t go anywhere without knowing your position on the map, one might argue that you can’t have change without some stability.

I think that once the world got past a certain complexity, certain ambitious men and groups began to realize that no one could keep track of them all. The pace of technological and global change grew so great that there was the temptation to simply run with the ball. “Stop me if you can”. But I think the tipping point came when social institutions like government, the academe and the churches gave up their role as stable elements and decided to become change agents themselves. You might even argue that in a philosophical sense, it was this mania for change, which infected the financial institutions, that innovated us into this hole.  http://pajamasmedia.com/richardfernandez/2009/04/02/april-2-notes/#more-2987
In some situations, perception, not reality, rules.

April 05, 2009 

Stop Making Sense

By Randall Hoven

http://www.americanthinker.com/2009/04/stop_making_sense.html

…All this time I thought what mattered was "reality."  How wrong I've been.  Somewhere in the transition from trying to wade through the CBO's analysis of President Obama's budget and putting it aside to read some James Thurber, I had an epiphany….

Prior to my epiphany, I thought of reality as, say, things that can kill you.  Disease.  Hunger and famine.  Bad accidents.  Murder.  War.

Close, but not quite.  If we think more along the lines of murder and war, we're getting closer to the reality that counts.  I had a tendency to think that dealing with "reality" meant, primarily, the struggle of man against nature.  Wrong.  The reality that really counts is man against man.
When dealing with other men, if you can't just kill them, you need to deal with what is inside their heads, which has almost nothing to do with "reality" in the sense of man against nature.  If the other man thinks you are a devil who must be vanquished at all costs, it does you absolutely no good to know that you are, in fact, not a devil.  And the things that might convince the other man that you are not a devil have nothing to do with, say, evidence, the scientific method, or looking up "devil" in the dictionary.

You share a planet with six billion humans who could, under the right circumstances, either butcher you and your family, or help you grow next season's crop.  Next to dealing with them, knowing how to go from seed to fruit is a footnote.

If you think man-against-man problems went away in ancient times, recollect the 20th century.  One hundred million deaths can be attributed to communism alone.  Add in perhaps 21 million more thanks to Hitler.  R.J. Rummel tried to count 20th century human deaths caused by governments, not including wars between nations.  His count: over 260 million.  That was before the Congo (3.9 million), Sudan (2 million), Rwanda (937,000) and recent "famines" in North Korea (2 million), all since 1990.

Millions dead.  Tens of millions.  Hundreds of millions.  Yet modern governments are more concerned about sheep farts than, say, terrorism.

If statistics don't grab you, try out these excerpts from Communist officers themselves, via The Black Book of Communism.

…From Lenin himself: "With the help of all those starving people who are starting to eat each other, who are dying by the millions, and whose bodies litter the roadside all over the country, it is now and only now that we can -- and therefore must -- confiscate all church property with all the ruthless energy we can still muster... our only hope is the despair engendered in the masses by the famine ... this is the moment to crush the Black Hundred clergy in the most decisive manner possible, and to act without any mercy at all, with the sort of brutality that they will remember for decades."  [My emphasis.]

For a more recent example, try this excerpt from The Fate of Africa by Martin Meredith:

"During a mass for some 500 Tutsis, a killing squad burst into the church.  'The militia began slashing away,' a survivor recalled.  'They were hacking at the arms, legs, breasts, faces and necks.'  The killing lasted for two hours.  Similar massacres broke out across the country.'  'Across Rwanda, church buildings where Tutsis desperately sought sanctuary became the scene of one massacre after another.  More people were killed there than anywhere else."

When we were dealing with nature, rational thinking anchored in reality was key.  It led to those transportation, communication, health and agricultural advances, plus plenty of labor saving devices and methods.  You might think it was high-minded liberalism that ended slavery.  Was it just coincidence that an institution that had flourished for multiple millennia ended during the industrial revolution?

But when the adversary is not nature, but fellow men, rationality as normally considered is out the window.  We live in a world where Nancy Pelosi and Barney Frank are taken seriously.  Where Libya is given the chair on the Human Rights commission at the UN.  Where heads of state genuinely believe sheep farts are dangerously heating up the planet….
Here is the awful truth: it's not what is true, it's what you can convince others to believe.

He [Bill Clinton] beat an impeachment rap for one simple reason: he was popular.  It had nothing to do with being innocent, or what I had called, prior to my epiphany, reality.  He beat the rap because people liked him.

It's neither the law nor the facts, but what you can get the jury to do.

While absorbing that concept, consider that about one third of the US population thinks the phrase, "to each according to his need, from each according to his abilities," is in the US Constitution.  [It’s in the Manifesto of the Communist Party.  Marx and Engels.] One third also believes that the US government conspired in the 911 attacks.  A majority thinks sheep farts have more to do with temperature variations on earth than the ball of nuclear fire the size of 1.3 million earths that is eight light-minutes away.

And now, as stock markets plummet around the globe and our national debt is set to triple in just two years, the number of people who believe we are on the right track has tripled….
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