___The Power of Ideas and Images

by Cliff Cobb,
Sacramento, Calif.

In a modern society, a
citizen participates 1n two
realms: the private realmof
the market, which involves
economic exchange, and the
publicrealmofgovernance,
which involves the estab-
lishment of universal rules
forconduci. Although there
is considerable interaction
between the two spheres,
their patterns of operation
are distinctive.

Powerinboth realmsis
heavily influenced by the
distribution of property.
Analysisofthe wayinwhich
concentrated ownership of
land affects private markets
hasbeenthe strengthofthe
Georgist movement. The
movement has been less at-
tentive to the methods by
which landowners are able
to dominate the public
sphere of governance.

In addition to neglect-
ing the role of economic
power in the public realm,
the Georgist movement has
also overlooked another
source of power in both the
private and public realms.
That second meansofinflu-
encing outcomesisinforma-
tion, eitherin disembodied
form as alinguistic conven-
tion or an idea or in embod-
ied form as technology or a
structured patiernofbehav-
jor. Among Georgists, there
has been at least some dis-
cussion of the power con-
ferred on those who control
information monopolies in
the privaie sector via pat-
ents and copyrights. There
hasbeen farless discussion
of how the control of lan-
guage and information gives
some peopleachanceio domi-

nate others in the realm of
governance. Since Common
Ground seeks to fight un-
just power structures, it is
important to consider how
words, images, and ideas
support them.

Information as Power
in the
Public Sector

An open system of gov-
ernment {whether called
democratic or republicanis
notcerucial here)dependson
the free flow of information.
Citizens cannot make intel-
ligent judgments about pub-
lic issues without relevant
knowledge. The capacity to
control access to crucial in-
formation is thus as great
an impediment to democ-
racy asconcentrated owner-
ship of land.

Georgists are all famil-
iar with this problem. Offi-
cial statistics and academic
ideology conspire toprevent
the public from reco gnizing
the true importance of land
in the economy. The na-
tionalincome accountsmake
land appear to be a trivial
part ofeconomic production.
Property assessments un-
derstate the true value of
land. Standard economic
models subsume land under
capital, so students never
have a chance to reflect on
the possible importance of
land. Information aboutland
value and ownershipis kept
so hidden thatitsabsenceis
not even noticed by journal-
ists. politicians, or socialre-
formers. By undermining
open. debate in that way,
there is no need for those
with power to exercise itina
more blatant manner to
maintain the status quo.
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There are many other
issues that are kept out of
the public dialogue by simi-
lar methods. Bach instance,
by itself. seems relatively
trivial. Tncombination, how-
aver, they form an impen-
otrable wall that effectively
gilences democratic pro-
cesses.

The Dying of the Trees,
a recent book by Charles k.
Little, mentions in passing
a number of cases in which
the declining health of the
forests due to acid rain has
been the subject of an ongo-
ing disinformation cam-
paign. For example, sugar
maple growers of Vermont
and Quebec have become
alarmed bytheeffectsofacid
rainon the nutrient balance
in the soilsofthe region and
resulting declinesin growth
and sap production. Yet,
after performing an aerial
survey of the visual condi-
tion of maples throughout
New England, the U.S. For-
est Service declared themto
be in good health. (Govern-
ment scientists have been
under tremendous pressure
pot to find evidence of dam-
agecaused by acidrain. The
problem, as one maple
growertold Little,isthat“a
greatdealofforestresearch
isfunded by the federalgov-
ernment, by chemical com-
panies, and forest industry
companies— and it's very
difficult for people who de-
pend onthat funding tostick
their necks out.” He added
that many scientists who
publicly deny a connection
between air pollution and
forest decline will privately
admit that a relationship
eXists.

The point here is not
primarily that environmen-

tal conditionsin the United
States may be much worse
thanofficialstatements sug-
gest. The larger issue is
that it is impossible for citi-
zens to make informed
choices aboutcomplex policy
issuesunlesstheyare aware
of the biased political cli-
mate in which research is
conducted. It is important
for Georgists to recognize
thatlandissuesarenotalone
in being subject to
disinformation.

Language as Power

Tn world full of violence
and overt domination, it s
easy to overlook the signifi-
cance of ideas and images.
Although brute force is the
most visible form of power.
language and other sym-
bolic forms of communica-
tion are more effective ve-
hiclesofinfluenceinthelong
run. Information manage-
ment, which includes con-
trol over publicly recognized
symbols and the definition
of words. plays an impor-
tant role in keeping privi-
lege invisible and relatively

free from attack.
In his book Power and
Powerlessness, John

(Gaventa describes suc-
cinctly the relevance oflan-
guage to power. He begins
witha simple question: Why
areoppressed peoplesooften
quiescent (acceptingoftheir
lot in life)? He discusses
three explanationsfor their
nonresistance. The liberal
or pluralist explanation is
that they are satisfied (be-
cause otherwise they would
speak up and organize). The
radical explanation is that
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those in power can prevent (through
intimidation)the oppressed from voic-
ing grievances. The third explanation,
based on communications theory, is
the most psychologically sophisticated.
It suggests that power can function
without any observable trace and with
no resistance if the oppressed can be
peychologically defeated.

The resistance of the powerless is
stifled most effectively not by threaten-

ing violence, but by inculcating the -

oppressed with the langnage, symbols,
values, and attitudes ofthe oppressors,
The oppressed then accept their condi-
tion because it appears natural, or-
dained by God, or simplyinevitable. On
that basis, the oppressed are convinced
that they deserve their ill treatment.
An extreme formofthigisthe Stoclkholm
Syndrome, whereby captives or bat-
tered wives come to identify with their
tormentors. Less extreme forms in-
clude the ancient belief in the divine
rightof kingsand modernbeliefs about
private property.

The ultimate form of power goes
one step further by obliterating the
possibility of imagining resistance. Ifa
person feelsoppressed and blames him-
self or herself, that still presupposes
that he or she isaware that something
is wrong, that something is out of
order. But if people are robbed of the
language by which to identifyand name
theiroppression, they canbe completely
oblivioustoit. Then thereisno possible
escape. An impoverished language
that can admit of no possibilities be-
yond immediate experience isthe most
profound sort of prison. Liberation is
unthinkable because the forms of op-
pression lie literally outsideof thought.
Depriving people of a language ad-
equate to their experience is the most
suffocating form of oppression. (This,
by the way, iswhy battlesoveridentity
politics are so intense. They are ulti-
mately battles over the most intimate
formsofpower: the language and other
symbolic gestures by which people de-
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fine their experience and give 1t mean-
ing.)

This sort of analysis helps to ex-
plain why the Georgist movement has
remained marginalized for much of
this century. Middle class Americans
have absorbed an ideology that con-
fusescomfortwith the capacity for self-
governance and consumption with the
developmentofcharacter. The impov-
erishment of language is so pervasive
that our ability toimagine alternative
worlds is stunted. With a diminished
senseofhistory, with religion relegated
to sentimentality, with art debased to
entertainment, and with an educa-
tional system designed to anesthetize
ratherthanexcite theimagination, we
Americans have been trained to be
oblivioustowhat we are missing. Under
those circumstances, the unequal dis-
tribution of land and power does not
seemremarkable. [t hascometo seem
natural that expertsand elites should
run our lives, that we should be grate-
ful for their beneficence, and that pas-
sivity is the normal conditionofhuman
existence.

The Next Stage
of the Movement

The battle for justice or liberation
is not confined to the economic arena.
The politics of meaning ison aparwith
the politicsofland. In fact, the two are
related. Landed elites have histori-
cally controlled the most prestigious
and influential institutions of educa-
tion, worship, and propaganda, and the
latter have dutifully provided the lan-
guage and symbols that have given
legitimacy to elites.

An essential task for the Georgist
movement is to divorce the power of
language and image from the power of
property. In part that must be done
through the laborious process of col-
lecting facts and presenting arguments
that challenge established modes of
thought and behavior. It also means
that some of the political campaigns
waged by Common Ground should per-

haps be over the misuse of langnage
and the burying of information, not
just the use of land and government-
granted privilege. Equal access to
information should be as central to our
platform as the public collection of
rent. As pioneers in that arena, we
should be able to attract alliesof many
political persnasions.

A New Drama

Towin the battle overinformation,
however, the movement must offer
more than sound arguments and evi-
dence that citizens have been lied to.
New facts will help, but they are not
sufficient to change minds. Only a new
mythology (an engaging story that of-
fers insight into the human condition)
can break people’s allegiance to the
myths of property rights that protect
entrenched power. Paraphrasing the
philosopher Alfred North Whitehead,
it is more important that our story
have emotional resonance than thatit
beliterally true. The Georgist message
can reach a large audience only by
being framed as a drama, not merelya
collection of ideas and facts about jus-
tice.

The Georgist drama hasgenerally
been either a noble soliloquy on tax
policy and land reform or an obscure
melodrama depicting a struggle be-
tween workers and landowners. The
first approach has fit well with the
liberal drama ofincrementalist reform:
the system is healthy and just needs
minor adjustment. The second ap-
proachisparallel to the Marxist melo-
drama of class conflict, except that
“capitalists” are more identifiable to
the public as villains than landlords.
Moreover, Marxism has always had
the advantage ofbeing apocaplyptic—
its story is explicitly about the fulfill-
ment of haman destiny.

Neither the liberal nor the Marxist
dramatic formhasbeen especially suc-
cessful for Georgists. A new one 1s
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continued from page 10 For example, in the notes for a class on Liberation

needed. In addition to the theme of justice, it must also Theology.andl Land Reform, Lindy Davies makesa poignant

address the confusion people feelabout personaland collec- observation: ﬁHgnry George’sdreamwere tocome true and

tiveidentity. more consumer items were to flow through the marke(.,
would people be happier? Would not more consumerism
simply accelerate the alienation that comes from specializa-
tion and the processofvaluing things as commodities? How
does the Georgist paradigim help people cope with the sense

. that their lives are rootless and out of control—and that
status anxiety is an incurable disease?

Without a response to the existential anxieties of our age,
we will remain a small, sectarian group on the fringe of
serious public debate. With a set of appealing answers, by
contrast, the movement could move beyond its one-or two-
dimensional image and claim center stage. We could offer
people notonly a house tolive in, but aplace tocall home. We
could promise not only more jobs, but a sense that work has
meaning. Finally, we could make it clear that the value of
life, not the value of land, is our ultimate reason for joining
together to make a new world.

(Pictured below are CLiff Cobb, author of above article, n,nd Gerry
Shaw (see page 8) together at the C.G.(J. conference in Ottawa,
Ontario, Ocl. 1896.}




