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{slide 1-title slide} 
Over the last few years Susan and I have independently been thinking about the same 
problem. The problem, to go back to one of Susan’s early slides, is that the American 
people do not place much trust in their government.1 No matter what your political 
persuasion, I think we can all agree that it would be desirable for the public to have more 
trust in their government. 
 
Both Susan and I see principles in the “philosophy of slow” that speak to this problem. I 
highly recommend Susan’s book Slow Democracy. I call my ideas “slow government.” 
By the way, the ideas that I am going to talk about today reflect my personal ideas, and 
are not necessarily the ideas of my employer. 
 
Before I talk about what I see in the philosophy of slow that applies to government, I 
want to define what I mean by government, just to make sure we are all on the same 
page. By government I mean the formal machinery of government. That is, the three 
branches of government that we all learned about in school—the executive, legislative 
and judicial branches—at the local, state and federal levels. 
 
I do not include in my definition of government all the voluntary ways that people work 
together to support each other, to solve problems, or to have fun. This workshop is an 
example. Everyone in this room came together voluntarily. We are not government. The 
Slow Living Summit is not government. 
 
The name for what I do not include in my definition of government is society. 
Government and society are not the same, in fact they are very different. I’ll have more to 
say at the end about the difference between government and society. 
 
But for now I want to talk about government, the formal machinery of government, and 
what the philosophy of slow has to say about it. 
 

1 See Slow Democracy p. 3. Susan Clark gave her presentation about Slow Democracy immediately 
before my presentation about Slow Government. The graph that Susan included in her presentation was 
“The Popularity of Congress Today” (9%) from this article: http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-
fix/post/congress-approval-problem-in-one-chart/2011/11/15/gIQAkHmtON_blog.html. 
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The philosophy of slow has led to slow food, slow money, slow living, and a host of 
other slow things. Just look up the entry for “Slow Movement” in Wikipedia. {slide 2} 
Perhaps next year this page will include new entries for slow democracy and slow 
government.  
 
What is slow government? Let’s use the word “slow” as an acronym. 
 
{slide 3} 
S is for sustainable. Sustainability is a key part of the philosophy of slow. It is one of the 
major themes of this conference. The concept of sustainability is a three-legged stool 
encompassing the economy, the environment, and society. Let’s talk about the 
economic/financial leg of the stool. 
 
Is our government financially sustainable? The Department of the Treasury publishes a 
Financial Report of the United States Government each year. Here is a graph from the 
most recent report, published in January 2013. {slide 4} This graph shows the amount of 
federal debt held by the public expressed as a percent of gross domestic product or GDP. 
To the left of the vertical line are actual, historical numbers. You can see that World War 
II briefly caused federal debt to exceed 100% of GDP. We are now at 73% of GDP, the 
highest we have been since 1950. 
 
To the right of the vertical line are future projections. The report says:2 
 

[T]he Government’s debt-to-GDP ratio is projected to increase 
continuously over the next 75 years and beyond if current policy is kept in 
place, which implies that current policy is not sustainable. 

 
Why does this matter? Why do we want government to be financially sustainable? 
 
Unsustainable governments bring misery. {slide 5} The riots in Athens, Greece, in 
February 2012 resulted from unsustainable economic policies.3  
 
Sustainable government is important for state and local government, too. Several 
municipalities in the United States have declared bankruptcy in recent years including the 
cities of Stockton and San Bernardino in California, Jefferson County in Alabama, and 
the city of Central Falls in Rhode Island. Detroit is run by an emergency manager, and 
even the city’s art work is being inventoried in preparation for a possible bankruptcy 
filing.4 

2 Source: http://www.fms.treas.gov/fr/12frusg/12guide.pdf p. vii. (Cut and paste address into a browser.) 
3 For Athens’ 2012 woes, including the photo in slide 5, see: 
http://www.theatlantic.com/infocus/2012/02/athens-in-flames/100244/  
4 For Detroit’s current woes see: 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324423904578523521751530436.html  
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The financial leg of the sustainability stool is critical for the other two legs. Money will 
not be available for environmental and social programs unless government is financially 
sustainable. 
 
{slide 6} 
The L in SLOW is for local. I like what Susan had to say about slow democracy. Recall 
her definition: Slow democracy is local decision making that is inclusive, deliberative 
and empowered. A key word in that definition is “local.” There are three levels of 
government: federal, state and local. A large part of Susan’s message is that we need to 
keep more of our government local. 
 
One of the people that Susan quotes several times in her book is Alexis de Tocqueville. 
Tocqueville was a Frenchman who toured the United States in 1831-32, visiting 17 of the 
then 24 states. Upon returning home he wrote a book titled Democracy in America. This 
book, which is still widely studied and quoted even today, has been called “the best book 
ever written about democracy and the best book ever written about America.” (source)  
 
{slide 7} 
Tocqueville warned of the dangers of too much centralized administration. He wrote: 
 

I am convinced that democratic nations are most exposed to fall beneath the 
yoke of a central administration. (source p. 83)  

 
Tocqueville understood that local government is essential to liberty.5 
 
I am not saying that all government should be local. What I am saying is that it would be 
desirable for government to be more local than it is today. I believe that this is consistent 
with both Susan’s message and Tocqueville’s message. And it is consistent with the 
philosophy of slow. One of the aspects of slow food is that more food should be local. 
Slow money seeks to promote local investing.  
 
{slide 8} 
O is for organic, but I do not mean agriculture. I mean the economy. An economy that is 
organic is an economy that is allowed to grow naturally. Just as one does not use artificial 
means to grow organic crops, one would not use artificial means to grow an organic 
economy. An organic economy would be as free as possible of government subsidies, 
mandates, grants, tax incentives, stimulus spending, and so on. 
 
Why does this matter? Why do we care if the economy is organic?  
 

5 See Slow Democracy p. 23 and Democracy in America Vol. 1 Chapter V in general. 
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One reason is that the artificial devices that I just mentioned confuse the price signals that 
are necessary for the economy to work. Another reason is that those artificial devices lead 
to crony capitalism. Crony capitalism is to be avoided because it leads citizens to lose 
faith in both business and government. 
 
{slide 9} 
W is for wise. I hope we all want our government to be wise. My favorite saying about 
wisdom is attributed to the ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu, the father of Daoism: 
{slide 10}  (source) 
 

To attain knowledge, add things every day;  
to attain wisdom, subtract things every day. 

 
This speaks to a simplicity that is consistent with the philosophy of slow. Our 
government should not be so complicated that we cannot understand it. There are 
hundreds of thousands of pages of laws and regulations. No one can know all the rules 
we are supposed to follow. 
 
{slide 11}  
Like an overgrown yard, perhaps some judicious trimming is in order.  
{slide 12} 
 
Several of the themes that I have talked about lead to smaller government. Sometimes the 
proponents of slow food, slow money, and slow living advocate for policies that lead to 
bigger government. My view is that it is smaller government, not bigger government, that 
is truly consistent with the philosophy of slow.  
 
Consider, for example, an analogy from slow money. Slow money is based on six 
principles. Principle #2 states: {slide 13}  (source) 
 

There is such a thing as money that is too fast, companies that are too big, 
finance that is too complex. Therefore, we must slow our money down—
not all of it, of course, but enough to matter. 

 
I believe that there is such a thing as government that is too fast, too big, and too 
complex. Therefore, we must slow our government down—not completely, of course, but 
enough to matter. 
 
Consider also one of the intellectual fathers of the slow movement, Henry David 
Thoreau. {slide 14} Thoreau’s two year experiment in simple living near Walden Pond is 
the quintessential example of slow living. Midway through that experiment, Thoreau 
spent a night in jail for not paying his delinquent poll taxes. That experience led him to 
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write his famous essay “Civil Disobedience.” The first sentence in that essay reads: 
{slide 15} (source) 
 

I heartily accept the motto, “That government is best which governs least”; 
and I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically.  

 
That pretty much sums up what I mean by slow government, except that it perhaps 
overstates the case. Slow government does not mean NO government. It does mean 
government that is more financially sustainable, more local, more economically organic, 
and wiser than our present government. 
 
Sometimes we can better understand a thing by reference to its opposite. Everyone knows 
what fast food is, and we define slow food as its opposite. People generally have an idea 
of what is meant by fast money, and we think of slow money as its opposite. In her book 
Susan defined fast democracy as “decisions made by experts for other people, living 
somewhere else.”6 Slow democracy is the opposite of that. 
 
What is fast government? Fast government is what we get when we think that the answer 
to every problem is more government, inevitably leading to more laws, more regulations, 
more government programs, more government bureaucracy, more taxes to pay for it all, 
and more government control over our lives. Slow government is the opposite of that. 
 
{slide 16} 
When fast government proposes a government solution to a problem, slow government 
says: “Let’s slow down and ask a question: Is this a necessary and proper function of 
government?” Asking this question is the heart of slow government. We can use the word 
“slow” as an acronym to help us think about this question, by thinking about whether 
government is sustainable, local, organic and wise, but the important thing is to ask, and 
answer, this question: Is this a necessary and proper function of government? 
 
We live in a democracy where many decisions are made by majority rule. That is a 
strength of democracy, but it is also a danger. Alexis de Tocqueville warned of this threat 
to democracy. Earlier I mentioned his warning about centralized administration. He also 
warned about the “tyranny of the majority.” Tocqueville understood that unrestrained 
majority rule can lead to tyranny just as surely as a dictator.7 
 
The point is that just because government can do something, it does not always follow 
that government should do something, even if it is something that the majority wants to 
do. Slow government can help us avoid the tyranny of the majority. 
 

6 Slow Democracy p. 34. 
7 See Slow Democracy p. 29 and Democracy in America Vol. 1 Chapter XV in general. 
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Slow government holds that government is not the solution to all our problems, but recall 
my definition of government. By government I mean the formal machinery of 
government. Left out of this definition is society—that part of life where we come 
together voluntarily to work, to learn, to do good, or to have fun. 
 
Government and society are not the same. In fact they are opposites.  
 
“Wait,” you say, “fast food and slow food are opposites, fast money and slow money are 
opposites, but how can government and society be opposites?” 
 
Government and society are opposites because the essence of society is that it is 
voluntary while the essence of government is that it is compulsory. You can’t get more 
opposite than that. 
 
But they are complementary opposites. Neither is complete without the other. And 
together they create community, and civilization. 
 
{slide 17} 
Like all complementary opposites, we can think about government and society in terms 
of the yin and yang of Daoism. With this framework in mind, let’s return to the original 
question that bothered Susan and me: Why are we so unhappy with our government? It 
may be because we have introduced disharmony between the yang of government and the 
yin of society. We have allowed government to crowd out society so that more and more 
of life is governed by compulsory rules, and less and less of life is allowed the freedom of 
voluntary action.  
 
Communities, and civilizations, with too much government and too little society are 
brittle. They are not resilient. One of the major themes of this conference is resiliency.  
The way forward, the way toward more resiliency, may be a rebalancing of government 
and society using the philosophy of “slow.” 
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