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About the Series 
The Our Next 250 Years series examines the forces shaping the future of American democracy. Across three volumes, Representation and Influence, Power and Control, and Incentives and Jobs, Charles Patton explores how political structure, institutional power, and economic systems interact to shape the nation’s future.
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  Chapter six
Preface


This book begins with a simple question: how power operates in modern systems and how it becomes control. 
The country has changed. A small republic of a few million people has become a nation of hundreds of millions in a fast-moving and complex world. Technology accelerates communication, and false information spreads as quickly as truth. Economic and political influence can concentrate in ways the constitutional system was never designed to confront.
These pressures are not subtle. Power is shaped by money, influence, ambition, and fear, and the consequences are often felt most by the public. When institutions grow difficult to understand or appear to serve insiders rather than the people, trust begins to erode.
Renewal does not begin with institutions alone. It begins with citizens. Who are we? What do we stand for? Are we guided by convenience and self-interest, or by responsibility to something larger than ourselves?
After leaving office, Jimmy Carter chose to be called “Citizen.” The message was simple: a nation’s strength rests not only in its leaders but in the character and engagement of its people. Citizenship is not a title. It is a duty.
Understanding how power operates is part of that duty. A free society depends on citizens willing to examine how authority is exercised, how decisions are shaped, and whether those systems remain accountable.
This book is written for those who take that responsibility seriously.
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Introduction


The American system was built on a central principle: power must exist, but it must also be restrained. The Constitution distributes authority across institutions, divides it between levels of government, and subjects it to law to prevent the concentration of power that threatens liberty. 
Power, however, rarely disappears. It shifts. In modern societies, authority often operates through systems that shape behavior indirectly. Technology platforms, financial structures, and administrative institutions influence decisions in ways less visible than traditional political authority but no less consequential.
Understanding modern governance therefore requires looking beyond elections and legislation. Power can operate through the design of systems, the control of information, the structure of markets, and the management of economic resources.
This book examines how power becomes control within modern systems. It explores how technology, economic organization, and administrative institutions shape decisions and how these mechanisms interact with constitutional limits and democratic accountability.
The discussion begins with emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and robotics, where decisions may increasingly be delegated to automated systems operating at speeds and scales beyond direct human judgment. It then turns to economic institutions and administrative government, where control over capital, markets, and regulation shapes both policy and opportunity.
The goal is not to advance ideology but to clarify how modern systems operate so citizens can judge whether power remains accountable or begins to drift beyond effective oversight.
A free society depends not only on laws and elections but also on the public’s ability to understand how authority is exercised.
Before examining these systems, one distinction is essential: power is the ability to influence outcomes; control is the mechanism used to direct them. Understanding that difference is the starting point for evaluating how authority operates.
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SECTION I — Power, Technology, and Control
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Balance of Power and Control


Distinguishing between power and control is essential to evaluating whether emerging technologies strengthen democratic governance or concentrate authority. 
Power: Power is the ability to influence, direct, or shape outcomes, events, or the behavior of others. It is the underlying force that allows a person, organization, or entity to enact change or exert influence. Power can take many forms: political, social, economic, intellectual, or physical. It can be used to empower and create constructive change, or to dominate, coerce, or manipulate.
Control: Control is the active use of power to manage, regulate, or direct people, systems, or outcomes. It is the process of maintaining authority, enforcing rules, and ensuring specific results. Control focuses on the mechanisms and strategies used to maintain influence and keep behavior or systems within defined limits.
This is not a political statement but a logical progression: The wealthy seek to protect and grow their wealth because it grants them power. They then use that power to influence the government, a process that can subordinate or further marginalize those without comparable resources.
Key Differences
Power is the potential, while control is the action. Power is the capacity to influence, while control is the deliberate effort to guide or manage that influence. For example, a manager may have the power to make decisions in a company, but exercise control when implementing policies or supervising employees.
Power can be passive, while control is active. One can possess power without necessarily exerting it. Control, by definition, involves taking active steps to direct or manage situations.
Power often operates at a broader level, while control focuses on specifics. Power may enable someone to influence a wide range of outcomes, whereas control is typically concerned with regulating particular behaviors, people, or systems.
Power can be shared, while control often implies exclusivity. Power can be distributed across a group, empowering multiple people to effect change. Control, however, typically suggests that one person or group exerts authority over another.
Interaction Between Power and Control
The distinction matters because modern systems increasingly separate influence from accountability. Institutions may possess significant power while exercising control indirectly, through rules, incentives, or control of access rather than overt command. This separation becomes especially consequential when control is embedded in systems people depend on but do not fully understand or directly control.
Under these conditions, control is often exercised through design choices, rules, automated processes, and economic structures rather than through explicit authority.
Nowhere is this separation between power and control becoming more consequential than in the rise of artificial intelligence, where decisions are increasingly delegated to systems that operate beyond direct human understanding.
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Artificial Intelligence and Protections


Artificial intelligence illustrates how power can be translated into control through systems that operate beyond direct human judgment. It consists of systems designed to recognize patterns, make predictions, and automate decisions at speeds and scales that exceed human capacity. These systems are already embedded in everyday life, including finance, healthcare, transportation, hiring, education, law enforcement, and national security. 
The challenge posed by AI is not novelty, but the relocation of judgment. As decisions once made directly by people are delegated to automated systems, issues of accountability, transparency, and limits become central. These are not speculative concerns. They are matters of governance.529
What AI Actually Does
Most modern AI systems do not reason or intend in a human sense. They analyze large datasets, identify correlations, and apply learned rules to new inputs. This makes them effective at tasks such as image recognition, risk scoring, optimization, and prediction.
Used well, these capabilities can reduce error, improve consistency, and expand access to services. Medical imaging analysis, fraud detection, logistics planning, and traffic optimization are examples where AI can assist human decision-making rather than replace it.
A critical constraint is often overlooked in public discussion: AI systems do not form intentions of their own. They can be directed toward goals, select among predefined options, or optimize toward outcomes supplied by humans, but they do not originate purpose. Responsibility therefore remains with those who design, deploy, authorize, and rely upon their use.534
Where Risks Actually Emerge
AI-related risks do not arise simply because machines are powerful. They arise when automated systems are placed in roles that affect rights, liberty, opportunity, or security without clear standards governing their use.
Common risk points include:
	OpacityMany AI systems cannot easily explain how a conclusion was reached. When decisions affect employment, credit, benefits, or legal outcomes, lack of explanation undermines due process.531

	Scale without discretionAutomated systems can apply flawed logic rapidly and consistently, magnifying errors that would remain limited if made by individual decision-makers.

	Data dependencyAI systems reflect the data on which they are trained. Incomplete, biased, or outdated data can produce distorted outcomes that appear objective but are not.

	Diffused accountabilityWhen systems are designed by one party, deployed by another, and relied upon by a third, responsibility becomes unclear unless explicitly assigned.532



These are institutional failures rather than moral ones. They reflect how systems are built, adopted, and governed.
Existing Law and Its Limits
Much of what artificial intelligence does is already subject to existing law. Privacy statutes, civil rights protections, consumer protection rules, contract law, and constitutional limits apply regardless of whether decisions are made by humans or machines.533
However, many legal frameworks were written with certain assumptions in mind: identifiable decision-makers, explainable reasoning, and clear chains of responsibility. AI systems strain those assumptions. When outcomes cannot be explained, or when responsibility is distributed across vendors, agencies, and contractors, enforcement becomes more difficult even when legal authority formally exists.532
Recognizing these limitations does not amount to an automatic argument for new regulation. It does justify examining whether existing safeguards still function as intended when decision-making is automated at scale.
Automation and Human Judgment
The critical point is where human judgment must remain decisive. Decisions involving deprivation of liberty, denial of essential services, use of force, or long-term exclusion from opportunity carry consequences that require explanation, review, and appeal. Delegating such decisions entirely to automated systems risks weakening procedural protections, even when the goal is efficiency or consistency.531
Efficiency alone is not a governing principle. Legitimacy depends on fairness, transparency, and the ability to correct error.
A Governance Lens for AI
Rather than treating AI as either a fundamental threat or an inevitable benefit, policy discussions are better served by practical questions:
	Who is accountable when an automated decision causes harm?

	What explanation is owed to those affected?

	Where must human review be mandatory rather than optional?

	How are errors detected, reported, and corrected?

	What limits prevent systems from expanding beyond their original purpose?



These considerations are not barriers to innovation. They recognize that power exercised through automation must still be constrained.529
Evidence and Implications
When AI systems are used to support low-risk, advisory, or reversible decisions, existing oversight may be sufficient. When they are used to make binding decisions affecting rights or liberty, additional safeguards are justified by the facts, not ideology.530
Acknowledging that distinction is not alarmism. It reflects long-standing principles of limited authority applied to new tools.
A durable approach to AI does not require fear or enthusiasm. It requires clarity about where intention resides, who is responsible for outcomes, and what recourse exists when systems fail. Without that clarity, automation risks weakening accountability rather than strengthening institutions.
When systems begin to act on those decisions rather than simply inform them, the exercise of power and control moves from influence into direct effect.
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The Rise of Robotics


Robotics extends automated decision-making into the physical world, where systems act directly on people, property, and the environment. As digital systems increasingly shape decision-making, communication, and surveillance, the next phase of technological change moves from screens into the physical world through robotics. Unlike software systems that influence outcomes indirectly, robots operate in shared physical spaces and act directly. 
This shift introduces governance concerns that differ in kind, not just degree, from those associated with artificial intelligence alone. Robotics combines automated decision-making with physical presence and force. That combination places authority, accountability, and constitutional limits at the center of public concern.535
Robotics in Daily Life
Robots are no longer confined to factories or specialized industrial settings. They are increasingly present in everyday activities, including cleaning, caregiving, logistics, delivery services, medical assistance, and transportation. In many of these roles, robotics offers clear benefits: improved efficiency, expanded access to services, assistance for individuals with disabilities, and relief in sectors facing labor shortages.
At the same time, the growing autonomy of these systems complicates responsibility. When a robotic system causes harm through malfunction, error, or misapplication, determining liability is not straightforward. Responsibility may be shared among manufacturers, software developers, data providers, system integrators, and the organizations that deploy and oversee the technology.536
Accountability and Liability
Traditional legal frameworks assume human actors who can be identified, questioned, and held responsible. Robotics challenges those assumptions when action is distributed across layers of hardware, software, data, and operational control.
The core concern is not whether robots can act but who remains accountable when they do. Without a clear assignment of responsibility, harm may be treated as a technical malfunction rather than a legal or institutional failure. That outcome undermines deterrence and public trust.536
Clarifying accountability does not require treating robots as legal persons. It requires maintaining clear lines of human responsibility for design, deployment, supervision, and use.
Robotics, Enforcement, and the Use of Force
The most sensitive applications of robotics involve law enforcement, security, and military contexts. Robots are already used for bomb disposal, hazardous material handling, reconnaissance, and surveillance in environments too dangerous for human personnel.
Proposals to expand robotic roles into patrolling, crowd monitoring, suspect apprehension, or use-of-force scenarios present distinct constitutional concerns. Physical enforcement implicates core protections related to liberty, bodily integrity, and due process.537
Delegating force to automated or semi-autonomous systems risks distancing decision-makers from the consequences of action. Even when such systems are intended to reduce harm or improve safety, their use requires careful scrutiny to ensure that efficiency does not displace accountability.
Constitutional Limits and Civil Liberties
Robotic deployment intersects directly with constitutional protections. Surveillance conducted by mobile or autonomous systems raises Fourth Amendment concerns regarding unreasonable searches and seizures, particularly when monitoring becomes persistent, automated, or difficult to detect.538
The use of robotic force also implicates Eighth Amendment protections against cruel and unusual punishment, as well as Fourteenth Amendment guarantees of equal protection and due process. Systems that operate based on flawed data or biased assumptions risk producing discriminatory outcomes that are difficult to challenge once embedded in automated enforcement.537
These concerns do not imply that robotics is incompatible with constitutional governance. They underscore the importance of ensuring that constitutional limits apply to how technology is used rather than merely to who operates it.
Control, Consent, and Oversight
A recurring risk in robotic deployment is gradual expansion beyond original purpose. Systems introduced for narrow, high-risk tasks may later be adapted for routine use without renewed public consent or updated oversight.535
Effective governance requires:
	Clear authorization for specific uses,

	Transparent standards governing operation,

	Mechanisms for review and appeal,

	Enforceable limits on scope and expansion.



Without these safeguards, control over physical enforcement and surveillance can shift quietly from accountable institutions to technical systems insulated from public scrutiny.
Limits, Accountability, and Oversight
Robotics should be evaluated based on where and how it is used, not on abstract fears or technological optimism. In controlled environments with clear supervision and limited authority, robotics can enhance safety and effectiveness. In contexts involving force, liberty, or persistent monitoring, higher standards of justification, oversight, and accountability are warranted.
The concern is not whether robotics will continue to advance. It is whether the authority exercised through robotic systems remains subject to the same constitutional limits, legal accountability, and democratic oversight that govern human action.
A durable approach to robotics does not require resisting innovation. It requires maintaining clarity about responsibility, restraint in delegation of force, and commitment to the constitutional principles that define legitimate authority. Without that discipline, technological capability risks outpacing the structures that give its use legitimacy.
As these systems become more capable and more widely deployed, their impact extends beyond physical action into the structure of work, production, and economic power.
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SECTION II — Economic Systems and Power









  
  Chapter fourteen
Banking and Financial Control


As economic value becomes more concentrated, control over credit, capital flows, and liquidity becomes a key mechanism through which power is exercised. 
The Federal Reserve
Debate over centralized banking authority dates to the founding of the republic and intensified during the presidency of Andrew Jackson.
The Second Bank of the United States, chartered in 1816, served as a repository for federal funds, acted as the government’s fiscal agent, and helped regulate state banks and currency stability.59-30
When Andrew Jackson became president, he moved to rescind the bank’s federal charter. In his veto message, he argued that the bank concentrated the nation’s financial strength in a single institution, exposed the government to potential foreign influence, benefited wealthy commercial interests over farmers and laborers, exercised undue influence over Congress, and favored certain regions of the country over others.
Like Thomas Jefferson, Jackson supported an ‘agricultural republic’ and believed the bank improved the fortunes of an ‘elite circle’ of commercial and industrial entrepreneurs at the expense of farmers and laborers. After a titanic struggle, Jackson succeeded in destroying the bank by vetoing its 1832 re-charter by Congress and by withdrawing U.S. funds in 1833.181-03
After the bank’s closure, federal funds were placed in state banks. Credit expanded rapidly, much of it weakly backed, contributing to speculation and instability. Tighter specie requirements later strained the system, contributing to bank failures and the Panic of 1837.181-03
Debate over centralized banking authority continued through subsequent administrations. The Independent Treasury Act of 1846 placed government funds directly in the Treasury, tightening credit and affecting trade flows.181-05 Various national banking systems followed until 1913, when Congress created the Federal Reserve System.
Ron Paul, the libertarian Republican congressman, later argued in his book End the Fed for abolishing the Federal Reserve and returning to a gold standard.181-04 Critics respond that adherence to a gold standard did not prevent severe financial crises in earlier periods, including stock market collapses and bank runs that wiped out personal savings.
The Federal Reserve was created to regulate the money supply, reduce banking panics, and manage monetary policy through tools such as interest rates and reserve requirements. Its decisions are not subject to direct approval by the president or Congress, though Congress retains oversight authority and may amend the Federal Reserve Act.
Debate continues over the proper scope of federal intervention during economic crises. Supporters argue that government action, including temporary bailouts, may preserve jobs, stabilize markets, and prevent broader economic collapse. The rescue of large firms during financial downturns is often defended on the grounds that failure would produce widespread secondary damage.
Others argue that bailouts distort market discipline, reward poor management decisions, and encourage excessive risk-taking by signaling that losses may ultimately be absorbed by taxpayers. From this perspective, companies should succeed or fail based on competitiveness and sound management rather than government protection. This dynamic, often described as moral hazard, can encourage risk-taking when losses are expected to be absorbed beyond the firm.
Banking authority reflects a balance between stability and liberty. During periods of perceived crisis, citizens often accept expanded federal authority in exchange for economic or national security assurances. Concentrating significant economic decision-making power within a small number of officials, however, raises concerns about accountability and the limits of centralized control within a constitutional system. 
The SEC
The Securities and Exchange Commission protects investors and seeks to maintain fair and orderly markets. Despite its enforcement authority and resources, the agency has faced criticism over missed warning signs and oversight failures, including the Bernard Madoff scandal. Internal management issues have also drawn scrutiny.
In response to past failures, the SEC strengthened its whistleblower program to encourage reporting of financial misconduct. The agency enforces rules addressing fraud, insider trading, disclosure requirements, and market manipulation in order to maintain investor confidence and market integrity.
The SEC’s responsibilities have expanded as markets evolve. Environmental, Social, and Governance disclosures have been proposed or required in some markets to address climate risk, corporate governance, and social responsibility.
Supporters argue that such disclosures improve transparency about long-term risks. Critics argue that regulatory mandates in this area may extend beyond traditional financial oversight.
Balancing investor protection with market efficiency remains a continuing challenge. Ongoing debate surrounds the appropriate scope of post-2008 reforms, including provisions of the Dodd-Frank Act and regulatory burdens placed on smaller institutions. The central challenge is how to preserve stability without unnecessarily restricting economic growth.
Financial Control
Proposals for financial reform often focus on structural changes to large institutions, including separating retail banking, investment banking, and other functions. Supporters argue that reducing size and complexity may limit systemic risk and improve oversight, while critics caution that such changes could reduce efficiency and global competitiveness.
Wall Street and Financial Institutions
Wall Street functions as a central marketplace for capital formation and global investment. It facilitates capital raising, securities trading, and liquidity across markets. At the same time, it has faced recurring criticism over speculative excess and ethical lapses. Charlie Munger once described parts of Wall Street as “a denizen of thieves, and they’ll sell you what they can sell you.”59-26
Managing client assets creates inherent conflicts of interest. Oversight mechanisms attempt to mitigate these risks, yet episodes of excessive speculation and misaligned incentives continue to generate reform debates. The “too big to fail” problem remains central. Large institutions play vital roles in credit markets and global finance, but their size can amplify systemic risk.
The Dodd-Frank Act was enacted following the 2008 financial crisis to impose stricter oversight on major financial institutions and reduce systemic vulnerability. The Volcker Rule restricted banks from engaging in certain speculative trading activities using depositor funds. Proposals to strengthen or expand these measures continue, alongside arguments that excessive regulation may restrict credit availability or economic flexibility.
Stricter Regulation of High-Frequency Trading
High-frequency trading relies on advanced algorithms to execute transactions at extremely high speeds. Proponents argue that it increases liquidity and efficiency. Critics contend that it may create instability and confer disproportionate advantages on firms with technological superiority. Proposed reforms include transaction taxes, speed limits, or enhanced disclosure requirements to discourage purely speculative activity. Speed advantages can concentrate market influence among firms with advanced technology, raising questions about fairness and control.
Enhanced Transparency in Derivatives Trading
Derivatives, including futures and options, are widely used for hedging and risk management but can amplify systemic risk when poorly understood or insufficiently regulated. Limited transparency in derivatives markets contributed to instability during the 2007-2008 financial crisis. Requiring centralized clearing and stronger reporting standards could improve market visibility and reduce contagion risk. The complexity and opacity of these instruments can concentrate risk in ways that are difficult to monitor, increasing the potential for systemic disruption.
Reforming Credit Rating Systems
The financial crisis exposed conflicts of interest within credit rating agencies. Inaccurate risk assessments of complex financial products contributed to widespread losses. Reform proposals include increasing accountability, altering compensation structures, and introducing independent evaluation mechanisms to reduce conflicts of interest and improve reliability.
Separation Between Investment and Commercial Banking
The Glass-Steagall Act of 1933 separated commercial banking from investment banking in order to protect depositor funds and reduce conflicts of interest. Its repeal in 1999 permitted greater integration of these functions within large financial institutions. Advocates for renewed separation argue that restoring clearer boundaries could reduce excessive risk-taking and limit exposure of consumer deposits to speculative activity.
The Mint and Currency
The integrity of U.S. currency remains a core national interest. Counterfeiting operations, including those attributed to foreign criminal networks and state-linked actors, require continuous upgrades in security features and enforcement coordination.
At the same time, the financial system is shifting toward electronic transactions. Credit cards, digital payment platforms, and cryptocurrencies offer speed and convenience, and they reduce reliance on physical cash. However, the transition to digital currency raises concerns about cybersecurity, privacy, fraud, and regulatory oversight. Digital systems can also increase control over financial transactions, including the ability to monitor, restrict, or condition access to funds.
Cyber-based financial systems remain vulnerable to hacking, ransomware, identity theft, and other forms of digital exploitation. Strengthening cybersecurity infrastructure and regulatory safeguards is essential before digital systems can fully replace physical currency without increasing systemic risk.
The same concerns about concentration and accountability extend beyond financial institutions to the broader structure of markets, where the level of competition determines how economic power is distributed.
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