
Political “Unity” is Neither Necessary Nor Desirable

“[T]o restore the soul and to secure the future of America,” President Joe Biden said in his
inaugural speech, “requires more than words. It requires that most elusive of things in a
democracy: Unity. … This is our historic moment of crisis and challenge, and unity is the
path forward.”

The bad news:  Where politics is concerned, “unity” is a pipe dream.

The good news: Where human flourishing is concerned, the ersatz “unity” demanded by
politicians like Joe Biden is neither necessary nor desirable.

There’s nothing wrong with unity as such. Unity is desirable when it’s voluntary, unanimous
and based on shared values and interests. Otherwise, people should just do their own
things.

Nor is politics as we know it about unity as such. It’s about ruling, and about making sure
those who disagree with the rulers don’t GET to do their own things. That produces unity of
a sort, among those who support the rulers. It also produces polarization between those
who do and those who don’t.

Carl von Clausewitz’s aphorism, “war is the continuation of politics by other means,” is
equally applicable in reverse.  Politics does not bring an end to Hobbes’s “war of all against
all.” It merely recruits the fighters into competing armies, waving different flags and
wearing different uniforms.

Such polarization might be ugly, but not as ugly as prospective political unity. Such unity
would look like George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four: A society united under the rule of a
single party dedicated to stamping out not only dissent but the very possibility and concept
of dissent. Thankfully, that’s never happened (even with millions dead or dying behind
barbed wire, the Third Reich’s “unity” was contested by its Hans and Sophie Scholls).

Polarization is not the opposite of unity. The two are simply complementary sides of one
coin. One both produces and requires the other. To transcend one, we must transcend
both. And we can, by trading them in for another coin, the two sides of which are freedom
and peace.

How do we get there? Through deescalation and decentralization.

To the extent that politics is war, and it is, the more things government controls, the more
things we have to fight about. And the more things there are to fight about, the more we’re
going to fight. Every new thing to fight about produces new internally unified, mutually
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polarized factions.

If we want freedom and peace, we have to reduce the power of government (anarchists
and voluntaryists would eliminate that power entirely). If we have less to fight about, we’ll
fight less.

In addition to reducing the power of government as a whole, spreading that power out
through devolution, secession, even panarchism (“competing governments” in overlapping
geographies) would allow voluntarily “unified” groups to live their way without demanding
that others do likewise. Less to fight about. Less fighting. The first two have been done
many times. The third is worth a try.

What’s not worth continued trying is coerced “unity” under Joe Biden or anyone else.


