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In the annals of political thought, Leopold Kohr stands as a visionary
thinker who challenged the prevailing orthodoxy of large-scale political
units. His seminal work, "The Breakdown of Nations," published in 1957,
remains a profound and incisive critique of overcentralized governance and
a compelling argument for decentralization and small-scale societies.
Kohr's insights offer invaluable lessons for understanding the challenges
and complexities of modern nation-states and point the way towards a
more just and sustainable future.

The Detrimental Effects of Large-Scale Political Units
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Kohr's central thesis in "The Breakdown of Nations" is that the size of
political units has a profound impact on their ability to function effectively
and serve the interests of their citizens. He argues that large-scale political
units inevitably lead to overcentralization, bureaucracy, and a loss of
individual freedom and autonomy.

Kohr identifies several key problems associated with large-scale political
units:

Disempowerment of Local Communities: Centralized governments
tend to concentrate power in the hands of a distant elite, leaving local
communities feeling powerless and marginalized.

Bureaucratic Inefficiency: Large-scale bureaucracies often become
unwieldy and inefficient, hindering the delivery of essential services to
citizens.

Loss of Individual Autonomy: Overcentralized governments can
erode individual freedoms and autonomy, as citizens become subject
to remote decision-making and a loss of personal influence.

Increased Conflict and Instability: Large-scale political units can
foster societal divisions and conflict, as different regions and groups
compete for resources and influence.

Kohr believed that these problems were inherent to large-scale political
units and that they could not be solved through administrative reforms or
technological advancements. Instead, he argued that the only solution was
to decentralize power and reduce the size of political units, bringing them
closer to the human scale.



The Human Scale and the Principle of Subsidiarity

At the heart of Kohr's philosophy is the concept of the human scale. He
believed that political units should be small enough to allow for direct
participation and meaningful engagement by citizens. This concept is
closely related to the principle of subsidiarity, which holds that decisions
should be made at the lowest possible level of government, closest to the
people affected.

Kohr argued that large-scale political units violate the principle of
subsidiarity, as they prevent local communities from addressing their own
needs and concerns. He believed that decentralization and small-scale
governance were essential for fostering a sense of community, empowering
citizens, and promoting civic responsibility.

The Case for Decentralization and Small-Scale Societies

Based on his analysis of the detrimental effects of large-scale political
units, Kohr makes a compelling case for decentralization and small-scale
societies. He argues that smaller political units are more conducive to:

Increased Local Autonomy: Decentralization empowers local
communities to make decisions that directly affect their lives, fostering
a sense of ownership and responsibility.

Improved Service Delivery: Smaller political units can be more
responsive to the needs of their citizens, providing more efficient and
personalized services.

Enhanced Participatory Democracy: Decentralization allows for
greater citizen participation in decision-making, promoting democratic
values and civic engagement.



Reduced Conflict and Instability: Small-scale societies can foster a
sense of shared identity and cooperation, reducing the likelihood of
social unrest and conflict.

Kohr believed that the creation of smaller political units would not lead to
fragmentation or chaos but rather to a more harmonious and prosperous
society. He envisioned a world of decentralized, self-governing
communities, cooperating with each other on a regional and global scale.

Practical Applications and Legacy

Kohr's ideas have influenced various political movements and thinkers
around the world. The regionalist movement, which advocates for the
devolution of power to smaller regions, draws heavily on Kohr's principles.
The concept of subsidiarity has also gained traction in the European Union
and other international organizations.

Practical examples of small-scale governance can be found in various parts
of the world, such as the Basque Country in Spain, the canton system in
Switzerland, and the commune system in Belgium. These decentralized
systems have demonstrated the viability and benefits of small-scale
political units in providing for the needs of their citizens.

While Kohr's ideas have gained some recognition, they have yet to be fully
embraced by mainstream political discourse. However, his work remains a
valuable source of inspiration for those who seek a more decentralized and
human-centered approach to governance.

Leopold Kohr's "The Breakdown of Nations" is a seminal work that
profoundly challenges the conventional wisdom of large-scale political



units. Kohr's insights into the detrimental effects of overcentralization and
his advocacy for decentralization and small-scale societies offer a
compelling path towards a more just, sustainable, and fulfilling human
existence. By embracing Kohr's principles, we can create societies where
individuals feel empowered, communities thrive, and the human scale
prevails.
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