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Practical Politics

Storm at Glencoe Scotland. Credit: Paul Cosgrove
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Starting Point/ The Ghosts of Melos

The Peloponnesian War was fought between 431 and 404 BC. It was the World War of

its time, a vast play for political, commercial, and cultural supremacy of the

Mediterranean. The protagonists were Athens and the Delian League on one side and

Sparta and the Peloponnesian League on the other. The conflict, chronicled and
passed along to us by Thucydides, forced every

island and city -state to take sides . Melos, with

ties to both combatants, tried to abstain from Hiiod

the fight and remain independent. Here is some

of what they said:
Athenians: 0 € owwill not think it
dishonorable to submit to the greatest city
in Hellas, when it makes you the moderate
offer of becoming its tributary ally,
without ceasing to enjoy the country that
belongs to you; nor when you have the
choice given you between war and
security, will you be so blinded as to
choose the worse. And it is certain that
those who do not yield to their equals,
who keep terms with their superiors, and
are moderate towards their inferiors, on

the whole succeed beg$tino |

Melians: 0 Ou r r e sAthkeniahsi i®time,
same as it was at first. We will notin a
moment deprive of freedom a city that has

431 B.C.
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been inhabited these seven hundred years; Alliances in the Peloponnesian War, 431 B.C.

but we put our trust in the fortune by which Credit: Wikimedia Commons.
the gods have preserved it until now, and in

the help of men, that is, of the

Lacedaemonians; and so we will try and save ourselves. Meanwhile
we invite you to allow us to be friends to you and foes to neither
party, and to retire from our country after making such a treaty as
shall seem fit to us both. ¢

The Athenians, inventers of Western democracy, starved the island into submission,

killed the men, and sold every Melian woman and child into slavery.

In the greater sweep of the 27 -year Peloponnesian War, the incident at Melos was

minor. Melos was in the way of rampaging elephants. With subtlety and nuance,
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however, Thucydidesd | ong dialogue records th
choices presented by the Athenians: slavery or death, small numbers confronting

superior strength, neutrality versus cooptation. What th e Athenians ultimately said

to the Melians was this: might will always make right, the strong will always do what

is in their power to do, the weak must ultimately submit, and if you are not with us

you must be against us.

The ghosts of Melos are still a round. The
Melian dialogue is a central tenet of the

realist school of international affairs and a
much studied text by American
neoconservatives. But there are other
examples of non-aligned politics that could
also be studied to better effect . Switzerland ,
with its 650,000 -man defense force and
airplanes ready to launch from mouse -hole
tunnels in the Alps, has also gone to great
lengths to protect its independent status in
the community of nations. Their policies have
served them well, financially and poli tically.
Switzerland is o ne of the wealthiest countries
in the world and has a population of 7 million.
Via referendum, 100,000 Swiss can demand
that their Constitution be revised. A new
president of Switzerland is elected every year from the seven members  of the Swiss Federal
Council. The president of Switzerland in 1999 was a woman and Jewish. Her name is Ruth
Dreifuss."

Swiss Federal Council, 2008. Credit: Wikimedia
Commons.

The origins of the Swiss approach to domestic and foreign affairs date back 400

years. Before it was a country, Switzerland was a loose federation of cities, states,

and cantonments without a central government. The Charter of Wil, concluded in

1647, created a joint defense for the common
declaration of neutrality. It was a bulwark against the predations and di ~ sputes of

larger neighbors and, equally important, a way of managing its internal politics in a

democratic manner.

In contrast, Melos, the small Mediterranean city -state, was a weak pawn pleading the
moral high ground of non -alignment in the face of overw helming and brutal forces.
Their eloquent arguments were ignored and they were crushed. Switzerland, with its
defensive hedgehog strategy, suggests another approach, more muscular in its
impartiality, and one grudgingly respected by others who are in every  way bigger and
stronger.
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41 Power

OoPower corrupts. Knowledge is power. Study hard. Be evil. 6 Anon (Wikiquote)

In physics, power is a measure of work done or energy
transferred. In the political world, it is the ability to impose

your will. In both arenas, power is an input, something you use
to accomplish bigger things. I f peoj
ends, they are squandering it. In the 1960s and 70s, Saul
Alinsky, a brilliant Chicago -based community organizer, used to
tell his people that power is not just what you have, but what
your enemy thinks you have. He was a master of gaining and
using leverage. As he demonstrated over and over, power is
rarely a blunt instrument. It is a set of diverse paintbrushes:
economic power; h uman capital mobilization power ; legal
power; exp ert and information power; b ureaucratic power and
the ability to gate -keep and control choke points; the pow er of
personality, integrity, tenacity, patience, and charisma; the
power of the press and a good story; legal fire power and the
ability to compel. You need power but the more demanding

questions center on what you plan to do with it. "

Power i s o0WBnergy Do
Transfer in a Pulley. Credit:
RN . s

) _
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42  Open Lines

0l didnoét miss the rat racéeryNaadhmanl ki nda missed the r af

Always keep channels of communication open between

adversaries. Nelson Mandela gets all the credit for turning South
Africa around. He is a genuine hero, but there were two of them
working the problem from different ends of the continuum. In his
early career as Minister of National Education, F.W. de Klerk toed
theculturaland pol i ti cal party | ine o
fact, he aggressively championed segregated universities.
Mandel ads agitations helped =set
conservative administration of
cabinet, de Klerk helped engineer a political coup and succeeded
him. Then, shuttling Mandela in and out of prison for secret talks,

de Klerk, a life -long conservative, and Mandela, a life long radical,
negotiated the end of apartheid.

F.W. de Klerk. Credit:
Wikimedia Commons.

Ly
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43 High Touch

O0Al ways be on ti me. Do as little talking as humanly po:
S0 everyone can see the president. Be sure notto gettoofat,b ecause youdl | have to sit
b a c k s eEeénordoosevelt

It sounds counter-intuitive, but issues

. _ , : ® aren6t actually that impor
is. Many issues rise to prominence
because there isndt enougl

hence a dog fight for limite d resources.
Others are a collision of principles and

phil osophies. Someti mes i
confrontation of venal and self -serving
behaviors. Sometimes itds

you become a master of good process,
you will learn patience, courtesy, go od
humor, and tim ing. You always need to

Ancient Egyptian Wall Hanging Depicting Jugglers. Credit: earn your right to p|ay in the game but

Wikimedia Commons. chips can come through respect, track

record, and friendships. Most of all you

will have to be a good juggler. Start with one ball thrown up to eye level in an arc. Add a
second ballwhenthef i r st ball is at eye | evel. Dondt throw
dondét step into the juggl e. Practice this over an
comfortably spinning more than three disks on sticks, tossing swords, throwing burning
torches in the air, and keeping five bowling pins juggled while riding a unicycle, all

effortlessly and without being out of breath.
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44  Bravado

0Sheman the whole gamut
Words spoken in the spotlight during big moments are
often filled with audacity, bluster, and belligerence. They
also get remembered. Napoleon Bonaparte, at breakfast
with his generalsonthe mor ni ng of Wat e
you Wellington is a bad general, the English are bad
soldiers and we will sett]l
George Custer, heading to Little Big Horn, pronounced:
0There are not enough | nde
Seventh Calvary. o And Con
Nathan Bedford Forrest who reputedly had 30 horses shot
out from under him and personally killed 31 people, said:
0l was a hor se aPeaplaidtheapbliticalh
crosshairs say ridiculous, ofte n regrettable, things.
Modesty works better. Keep your own rhetoric down. Help
others back off their own mistakes. Get others to brush

off the sting of insults as best as possible. Those remarks
may be forgiven but they will never be forgotten.

i

R
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45 Media

0Get your facts first, and then youMaraTwaidi st ort them a:

Therebds a story, fictional no d
successtl international stock broker who used to call
his people in Hong Kong and tell them to sell. Then
he would call his people in New York and tell them to
buy because the people in Hong Kong were selling.
He made money at both ends. Newspapers, television
stations, radio stations, and blogs are willingly
complicit in this. They love buying and selling

conflict. They thrive on fights. They make money on
them. They love expanding and widening them to
keep stories juicy and longer running. Politicians use
this all the time to their great advantage. They go on
offense to stir things up. They play defense to try

and stop things in their tracks. You can do either of
those, but there is also a third way: offering sage

and encouraging words that seek to find resolutio n
and common ground. At the right moment, media

also likes the new idea, the different involvement,

and the fresh face that could lead to closure.

One of Hunter S. Thomps
Jour nal i s mGredR: \kimedias . r,a‘;
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46 Enemies

0Be courteous to all, but intimate with few; and
conf i deGearge Washington

Washington, DC is a notoriously tough and cynical town. So
are lots of other towns as well as the head office s of most
private, academic, and non -profit organizations. After
Harry Truman became president and took up residence in
the White House, someone asked him if he had made any
new friends and he reputedl yM.s
friend, g¥&¢haatruhofgt.isdhis: the longer “ag)
you are in the game the more you will acquire
acquaintances, flatterers, supplicants, sycophants, and
contacts. You will also accrue enemies. Yet, in politics,
there are no permanent enemies or friends. The general
rule of thumb is to keep your friends close and your
enemies closer. A corollary is to never surprise your
friends. A third is to find, create, and maintain allies. You
can use all three rules for your own work and to help

others sort out their political p roblems. Want a Friend? Get s Dog.
Credit: Wikimedia Commons.

Ly
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47 Grapevine
ONinety percent of the politicians HgnrnKessingeghe ot her t en

Official channels, press conferences, and media releases tell you
very little. Many of them are ceremonial and the messages tend
to be cooked, spun, and served up so as to make someone look
especially good or bad. Half the time you already know what is
about to be said. Politics is a circuit board, a patchwork of
interconnected networks transmitting many sorts of information.
If you keep your ear close to the ground and listen for chatter on
the o0coconut wiiiearerhoe srsdd&nowy ibsooner.
You may also be able to correct some of the gossip, noise, and
exaggeration that always watfts its way around political circles.
Trust the grapevine. Stay wary of official pronouncements.

Trust the Grapevine.
Credit: Wikimedia

’ ®
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48 Bureaucracy

olf the world should blow itself wup, the | ast audible
d o n ePeter Ustinov

Bureaucracies have lives of their
own. The bureaucratic ethos seeks

stability. It values hierarchy, * b u re au C rat . Ca

obedience, procedures, and the

application of narrow ranges of

specialty and expertise. This makes Web Site for Canadian Government Jobs. Credit: http:www.bureaucrat.ca
collaboration with in and between

bureaucracies inherently difficult.

The ethos of collaboration is about making deals and building consensus. Its

predicates are equality, adaptability, discretion, and results. To get practical things

done at any level of scale you must enlist the bureaucracy, bypass it, or change it.
However, t he bureaucratic and collaborative impulses share one mutually -valued

quality: trust. Both prize reliability and the confidence that people will do what they

say. Trust, in turn, is built on recognition (being heard and acknowledged);

commitment (agreeing to reci procal behaviors); and accountability (being
opredictabl ed and doi ngthewihkages betovaen ancawitDinn T he s e
bureaucracies and those who need to work with them .

D)
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49 Loyalty

oOWhen t he

water

Plains Apache. Credit:
Wikimedia Commons.
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reaches t he Clapdp 8wansbneSe@dtary ofthe Navyow t he r af

Even through dry seasons, floods, and unexpected blockages,

politics is a navigable river. Two of its str ongest undercurrents

are loyalty and identity. The two run close together and form

sandbars, eddies, and bends. Despite all the rational facts that

attend an issue, oOidentity politicso
OO Neil s famous aphaorries m otchad té owaalsl p
actually an understatement. They are tribal. Organizations,

companies, cities, villages, neighborhoods, and organized

political units are the tribes. People will defend their tribes and

engage in complex fightsrestso further
Loyalty is the currency we pay and receive for membership in
ourt ri be. It canodt b e bloooed, t or sol d.

recognized, and acknowledged as part of any agreement or deal .
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