The Politics of Extension and Intention

Also Politics, Power and Authority
Everyone is familiar with the win-lose competitive politics of extending one’s power over others as the way to govern them.   Few are familiar with the win-win co-operative politics of intending one’s power with others as a way to govern ourselves.  These contrasting politics are distinguished by their perspectives on the nature and origin of authority.

· The politics of extension wields collective authority, and is commanded by those who successfully compete for its acquisition in order to exercise worldly dominion.

· The politics of intention wields individual power, and is commanded by those who successfully co-operate in mutual empowerment for the purpose of exercising shared self-dominion.

In either case, the process called “politics” is formally defined as “the exercise of authority and government.”  The word “authority” signifies the power to govern, to command, to rule, to determine, to be sovereign, to have dominion.  This is because all such power – like the words that appear on this page – is authorized.

The root of the word “authority” is “author.”  Authority is commanded by those who are authorized to have power, and to exercise further authorship thereof.  Political processes determine in whom authority resides and the manner of its responsible exercise: who gets to be the author of what powers relative to which other persons, for what purposes and under what conditions.  These processes exist, either formally or informally, in every type of relationship: a friendship, a household, a business, a nation, or other organization.

Governmental power is authorized by the politics of succession, which historically has taken such diverse forms as brute force and/or military might, divine right, familial lineage and, more prominently in recent times, electioneering.  Likewise diverse are its strategies and tactics: deception, persuasion, charisma, deal-making, economic and social leverage, and outright conquest.  Even presumably automatic processes of familial succession are subject to political maneuvering, as the history of royalty attests.

Electioneering and other processes of acquiring dominion over the world may be characterized as the politics of extension, the competitive consolidation of others’ power on behalf of extending one’s own.  The politics of extension is a side-taking win-lose endeavor characterized by manipulation, conflict and struggle.  It assumes that power is collectively located in the external world, and is valuable in proportion to one’s ability to direct it.  From this perspective, the only “real” power is the dominion that one has over others.

The Politics of Intention

The politics of extension is self-negating, both because it is fueled by dissipation of energy in competitive activity and because its win-lose strategy of diminishing the power of someone(s) else eventually results in the diminishment of one’s own power as others in their turn gain the upper hand. Nonetheless, win-lose politics is the only kind that most human beings acknowledge.  Yet there is an alternative politics that only a very few have thus far recognized: the win-win politics of intention.  The politics of intention is self-empowering, both because it is fueled by synergism of energy in co-operative activity and because its objective is to augment the power of all concerned.

The politics of intention proceeds from the assumption that the sovereignty of my being is internally grounded, as a consequence of the volitional nature of my consciousness.  To the extent that I am mindfully choosing and directive of my intentions, I am a self-authorizing entity, a sovereign being whose empowerment is authorized by my independent choices.

I may attribute my sovereignty’s ultimate authorization to God, the life force, natural law, self-evident truth, charisma or will power.  Concerning the source of one’s internal self-dominion, no universal agreement is likely ever to exist.  The politics of intention agrees only on the locus of one’s sovereign individuality: despite all outer circumstances and conditions, ultimate self-governance proceeds from within.  In the words of William Ernest Henley’s poem, “Invictus”:

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the Pit from pole to pole, 
I thank whatever gods may be
 For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.

Beyond this place of wrath and tears
Looms but the Horror of the shade, 
And yet the menace of the years
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid.

It matters not how strait the gate, 
How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate: 
I am the captain of my soul.

The politics of intention assumes the universality and uniformity of self-dominion, meaning that sovereignty is everywhere individually self-authorized, and that all individuals are equally sovereign, self-authorizing beings.  What is not universally uniform is individual capacities and abilities, which are circumstantially varied in kind, condition and degree.  We do not all live with identical kinds and numbers of possibilities to choose from.  Some of us have a greater number and variety of opportunities immediately at hand than do others.  Hence the politics of extension and its dynamics of manipulation, conflict and struggle, as those who seek to establish equality of opportunity encounter those who seek to preserve or increase existing inequities.

Author(iz)ing My Own Story

Since my selfhood is authorized from within, I am the author of my self’s “story.”  Yet when I don’t like the way my story is going I tend to attribute this to others’ exercise of power, and hold them responsible for improving my situation.  I then endeavor to change my story by gathering the support of those who share my grievance, thereby gaining dominion over those whom I hold responsible.  Hence again the competitive politics of extension, as rival factions participate in mutual diminishment of one another’s power.

The distinction between the politics of extension and intention in relationship to our individual stories is a primary theme of every sacred scripture.  For instance, the contrast between worldly dominion and self-dominion is explicit in the eight-fold path of Buddhism, in the conversations between Krishna and Arjuna in Hindu scripture, and in the lived truth of Jesus’ teachings.  The quintessence of the Bible’s portrayal of this contrast is embodied in an alternative scenario of the predicament of Adam and Eve, which I have entitled “The Short Course”:

[etc.]

Blaming God or other people for my circumstances is so convenient in the short run that I am tempted to accept the long-run inconvenience of its consequences – especially when I can further blame the hell-of-a-story on God’s alter ego, the devil.  Yet what every scripture tells me is that true dominion is to be found within rather than in the outer world, and that the true and shortest course to all worthwhile dominion is the inward one.

Mindful Self-Dominion 

As I employ the politics of manipulation, conflict and struggle on behalf of worldly dominion, I compromise my self-dominion insofar as my energy is directed by outer conditions rather than from within.  My endeavors to succeed the dominion of those whose wielding of authority is contrary to my liking tends to distract me from succeeding with my own self-dominion.

My self-dominion is compromised whenever I assume that other persons or external circumstances create my experience of them, rather than myself.  Though others create almost all of the content of my reality, I create the interpretation thereof that exists as my experience.  No matter what, who or how many persons and other factors give rise to the circumstances that I experience, I am the one who decides what my experience means.  In so deciding, I create my own unique version of what I call "reality."  
When I am unmindful of my self-dominion, I experience reality as a realm of outer forces and control.  When I am mindfully exercising my self-dominion, I experience reality as the realm of my own dominion, subject to my own power and command from within.

The essence of spiritual wisdom is living self-accountably, neither allowing others to manipulate my ability to respond nor endeavoring to manipulate theirs.  Exercising this wisdom in conscious command of my own self-dominion is less a matter of what I do than of what I cease to do.  As a consciously sovereign being 

· I cease presuming to choose for others, and allowing others to choose for me.  Though I do choose to have others in my life, I do not make choices for them.  All of my choosing is self-choosing, by myself, for myself, as myself.  Since this is true of every person, I respect the power of choice in others accordingly.

· I cease holding others responsible for the quality of my experience, and holding myself responsible for the quality of theirs.  Even though I am constantly surrounded with circumstances generated by others, no matter who, how many or whatever else is generating these circumstances, the meaning of my experience thereof is entirely self-chosen.  I am the sole (and soul) proprietor of my experience.

· I cease making others accountable for the consequences of my experience, and likewise refrain from holding myself accountable for the consequences to others of their experience. I am accountable for others' consequences only as they affect my own.

· I cease denying the effects on others of my own choices and consequences, and do not discount the impact that their choices and consequences have on me. I hold myself accountable only for and to the realm of my own consequences, including the impingements thereon of others' consequences, while looking for the gift in every consequence, whether it be my own or someone else's. 

· I cease blaming others or myself.  Blame, no matter of or by whom, is always a diminishment or denial of my own or another's ability to respond.  The only way to obtain response ability at discount is to reduce the very ability itself. 

The basis of mindful self-dominion is conscious self-accountability.  

Direction from within is the essence of the politics of success, which is synonymous with the politics of intention.  

The politics of intention replaces the dynamics of manipulation with dynamics of co-operation..  

As I exercise the politics of mutual success I seek to have shared dominion with others rather than controlling dominion over them.

In other words, the essence of the politics of mutual success is the exercise of co-operative self-dominion, the working together (co-operation) of equally sovereign individuals.
