John McClaughry
Bringing Power Back Home:
Recreating Democracy on a Human Scale

John McClaughry brings to the grass-roots citizen activism espoused
by E. E. Schumacher a uniquely Yankee twist. A founding member of
the Schumacher Society and chairman of its board of directors, heisa
former member of the Vermont state House and Senate. Currently he
is president of the Ethan Allen Institute and the Institute for Liberty
and Community in Vermont. He also serves as town moderator for his
hometown of Kirby. In the early 1980s he served as a senior policy ad-
visor in the Reagan White House. In 1989 he co-authored, with Frank
Bryan, The Vermont Papers: Recreating Democracy on a Human Scale, from which
this lecture draws.

Adamantly independent and an individualist in his political views,
McClaughry has described himselfas a libertarian, agrarian, distribu-
tist, Jeffersonian, Republican decentralist. As such, he believes strongly
in “that peculiarly American spirit of creative self-help, mural aid
typified by the frontier barn raising.”

Much of his thinking is based on his experiences in Kirby with its
population of just under three hundred. There he has learned that
when the seat of power becomes remote, citizens become the subjects
of a central power. This being the case even in independent Vermont,
it is McClaughry's intent to restore participatory democracy.

Because John McClaughry's work is not merely theoretical but
involves committed service in the political life of his town, county,
and state, his career can be singled out as the embodiment of Schu-

macher’s decentralist politics in action.
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I am going to begin today on the topic of recreating human-scale democracy by
giving you a small-town Vermont fable. This fable, however, is true, and it
happened in my town of Kirby, Vermont.

We are a small town, population 285. We have no village store or post office.
Our 285 residents have five different postal addresses. We have as public buildings
only the town hall, which was donated by a church back in 1934, and the town
shed adjacent to the town hall.

The town shed, which is the centerpiece of this little fable, was built in the late
1930s to accommodate a horse-drawn grader that grades dirt roads (I mention its
purpose for the benefit of those of you who are from the asphalt jungles). In due
course, however, graders got motorized and got longer, and it came 10 pass that
the town owned a grader about four feet longer than the shed. Now, working
outside on a piece of equipment in a Vermont winter is no fun, as the road
commissioner ruefully reported on several occasions, SO We decided we needed a
town shed that was insulated, partially heated, and big enough to accommodate
the grader and the ten-wheel dump truck.

Acting on that decision, the road commissioner bulldozed down the old shed
and had a contractor come and pour a foundation that was about eight feet wider
and four feet longer than the old town shed. Then, on the appointed day, after he
got some framework up, about rwenty-five Kirby residents, men and women,
showed up with tools and began to putup the siding, roofing, door frames, and so
on, which is the way we do thingsin a small town where nobody is cash rich and
everyone hates to pay higher property taxes to hire people to do things like that.

It was a Saturday morning We had some staging provided by one of the
contractors who lived in town, and we went (o work putting up the siding. The
older ladies in town who were not able to climb up on scaffolding provided a2
potluck lunch and supper for the workers. We got most of the work done on

Saturday, and Sunday we came back to do the last part of it.

On late Sunday afterncon, when the final stages were being completed, there
mysteriously appeared a short, earnest gentleman who announced that he was
from one of the state’s environmental agencies and had some business with us.
The work stopped. He gave a speech, directed toward Buster Wood, our chief
selectman and a dairy farmer, which went something like this: “You are building
a building on town property without having a permit under 10 V.S.A. Chapter
151, and I am here to inform you that you are going to pay a five hundred dollar
fine for your insubordination

By this time there were twenty-five men standing about watching this action.






