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EDITORIAL 

W"th each passing week the evidence mounts that the 1980 election was 
a crucial moment in a counterrevolution that has been gathering for 

more than a decade. There is no secret about its targets. The counterrevolution is 
aimed at liberalism and its works. But that does not convey the radical nature of 
the change occurring in the deep structure of American political life. 

Liberalism has been a continuous and powerful force in the American polit
ical tradition since the Revolution. Most of the categories by which Americans 
have interpreted their political history are liberal. Twentieth-century America is 
primarily a creature of the liberal administrations of Wilson, FDR, Truman, 
Kennedy, and Johnson. The country's political culture has been shaped by liberal 
notions of freedom, toleration, pluralism, equality, justice, and power. Liberal
ism has also been primarily responsible for setting the legislative agenda for the 
past several decades. The agenda included assorted social-welfare benefits; im
provements in wages and working conditions; the encouragement of organized 
labor; vast agricultural subsidies as well as programs aimed at improving the 
quality of rural life and culture; a huge system of federal financial support for all 
levels of education and for both private and public institutions; the beginnings 
of a national health program; a system of consumer protection and education; 
and a program to safeguard citizens and their environments from the poisonous 
effects of industrial processes and products. 

The repudiation of liberalism makes the election more than a normal event 
in the life of a two-party system. Institutions, policies, and expectations, many 
of which had been implanted for almost a half-century, have been marked for 
eradication or drastic pruning. "I don't think people are entitled to any service," 
declared Reagan's chief budget officer, and added, "I don't believe that there is 
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any basic right to legal services. . . ." Perhaps the strongest evidence for the 
counterrevolutionary character of the forces that have come together around 
Reagan is the virtual nonexistence of any organized resistance by the Democrats 
in Congress. It was only yesterday that politicians and commentators were be
moaning the built-in features of our constitutional system that made leadership 
impossible and prevented any program from being pushed through Congress 
without first having to pay tribute to every congressional chieftain. The total 
collapse of the Democrats before a budget that defecates on every Democratic 
program of the last fifty years and the obscene haste with which many Democrats 
have tried, like mindless Stakhanovites, to outdo the Reaganites by raising de
fense appropriations while lowering social services and food-stamp programs 
have contributed to the impression of a political miracle: suddenly the system 
works smoothly and rationally, which says something about what social forces 
and programs the constitutional arrangements are disposed to serve and what 
ones not. 

With all signs pointing toward relatively easy passage of the Reagan pro
gram, commentators have been comparing these early months of the Reagan ad
ministration with the "100 Days" ofFDR's first term when many basic New Deal 
programs were enacted. There are, however, some revealing differences that 
bring out the serious and counterrevolutionary quality of Reaganism. For one 
thing, the New Deal had a list of programs but no coherent ideology; Reaganism 
has both. For another, the New Deal created rather than destroyed institutions 
and expectations; it took away some power from industrialists, but not much, 
and very little, if any, from the banks. The Reagan program aims at demolishing 
vast structures of benefits and protections which, until recently, constituted the 
only system of power in the hands of the poorer classes. Finally, while the New 
Deal made some progress in providing a measure of social and economic security 
to the many, Reaganism is, quite simply, a counterrevolution in favor of sharper 
inequalities among classes and races. 

In another vital respect comparisons with the New Deal are somewhat mis
leading because, necessarily, they concern mainly economic programs and these 
can be quickly reversed or modified if need be. The last Keynesian, we should re
member, was Richard Nixon. What is more importantly at stake are political 
and individual liberties. Historically liberals have borne the main burden of pro
moting and defending individual freedom, the rights of minorities and dissent
ers, academic freedom, cultural pluralism and experimentalism, the rights of 
women, and sexual freedom. The forces ranged behind Reaganism have under
stood freedom primarily in tenps of property rights and the absence of regula
tion. The administration and its supporters have served notice of their intention 
to reverse the gains in some areas (abortion, freedom of information), allow 
others to erode by malign neglect (legal services, voting rights), and to encourage 
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positively those government agencies that systematically spy upon and harass 
citizens, especially citizens who express radical opinions and join radical groups. 
As for the attitude of Reaganites toward the value of democratic participation, 
Reagan's top aide, Edwin Meese, gave a glimpse of the new civic ideal at a press 
conference. When asked if, in view of impending changes in the direction of for
eign policy, the people would be encouraged to participate in the discussion, he 
replied, "Yes, every four years." 

What are the elements that make up the new ideology of counterrevolution? 
Before trying to answer that we should note that there is every reason to believe 
that the administration will continue the policies of previous administrations 
and invest huge sums to promote new technology. This means that the new order 
promises to be a combination of dazzling technological progress (space shuttles, 
computer chips, lasers, and genetic engineering) and political and cultural reac
tion. A particular set of ideological ingredients is needed to support this kind of 
order because, unlike most previous power structures in history, the emerging 
structure is composed of elements which are inherently unable to generate moral 
and political values, much less the kind of passionate convictions that political 
orders seem to depend upon. The main elements of the power structure are: cor
porate capitalism, managerial bureaucracy, and science-technology. Each ele
ment, in its own way, prides itself on being "objective," value-neutral. None has 
broad appeal; none needs popular approval; and each is authoritarian. This sys
tem of power needs an ideology that can compensate for the political and moral 
deficiencies of a technocratic, secular, and elitist outlook. 

What are the elements that have been collected in the counterrevolution to 
give it moral and political fervor? 

First, there is an aggressive patriotism whose stridency seems in inverse pro
portion to the widespread realization that Americans lack an instinctive sense of 
shared beliefs, memories, culture, and a common fate. We can mobilize patriotic 
demonstrations but we lack a sense of common nationality. Racial, religious, 
cultural, and linguistic differences seem to block any instinctive feeling that we 
are all members of the same collectivity. Unlike nationality, patriotism is neither 
political nor cultural. It is a rawer, simpler sentiment. The patriot admires power 
and seeks to identify with it because secretly he feels powerless. Above all, pa
triotism feeds on resentments: at having been defeated by a nickel-and-dime 
country of small Orientals; at having its wars fought by a military force with a 
disproportionate number of blacks; and, more recently, at being held up to ridi
cule and for ransom by a mob of political extremists and religious fanatics. 

Then there are the fundamentalist and evangelical groups which have taken 
a more pronounced political turn in recent years. The Moral Majority may share 
no ontological assumptions with scientists and technocrats, but they do admire 
the same virtues of discipline and hard work, and feel no shame at possessing 
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power or profits when these result. Further, the puritannical qualities of the 
Moral Majority make them the perfect complement to the anti-welfare thrust of 
the new political economy. The patriots and the religious crusaders have found 
their common motto in the Oklahoma bumper sticker that reads "God, Guns, 
and Guts." 

If we wonder how it is possible for the Creationists to join with the Darwin
ians, the revelationists to ally with technocrats, and the fundamentalists with the 
multinationalists, the answer is precisely in the irrelevancy of the former to the 
latter. In this new order science, bureaucracy, and corporations are not to be 
constituted or defmed by religion, only supported by it. No one has yet claimed 
that the well-advertised prayer meetings in corporate board rooms are going to 
transform TRW into a Christian corporation. 

One of the most interesting, if not important, contributions to the ideology 
of reaction is that of the intellectual, especially the academic intellectual. From 
roughly 1932-72 it is probably accurate to say that most academics were New 
Deal sympathizers, and that insofar as there were mandarins to defend and de
fme liberal culture they were in the academy. Today all of that is changed. One 
symbol is Professor Jeane Kirkpatrick, our U.N. representative, who combines 
a Hubert Humphrey-liberal background with a fondness for defending regimes 
which torture as a matter of principle. The other symbol is collective: it is all 
those independently minded defenders of academic integrity who once warned 
that the professoriat was being corrupted by its "student nigger-lovers" and that 
the gravest threat to American politics lay in ideological extremism, but who 
now float comfortably in think-tanks subsidized by corporate wealth and stir 
themselves on ocCasion to sign right-wing manifestoes against "international ter
rorism" and in favor of the murderous regime of El Salvador. 

The counterrevolution in the making is of formidable proportions. With 
the collapse of the Democratic Party and the desperate efforts of its leaders to 
join the rush to reaction, some things seem apparent. The ease with which the 
Reagan administration is rolling back fifty years of liberal progress-which rep
resented social programs that were modest, even by the standards of European 
socialism-suggests that genuine democrats have little to gain from continuing 
to press for change through the conventional national institutions of political 
parties, elections, Congress, and the presidency. Corporate power and resources 
have totally won that game; the only matter in doubt is which corporate alliances 
will gain the most. The counterrevolution has helped to crystallize the choice: 
for in destroying liberal culture, corrupting its political institutions, and attack
ing liberal freedoms the counterrevolution has inadvertently exposed and sharp
ened the alternative. Historically, liberalism is the compromise version of de-
mocracy, willin to tr · £ r re resen at10n, to modi 
equ ty to allow for meritocratic elites, and to suffer the delusion that the mor-
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ality of public ch~~QuhlheJJJSt~tly_a,yQiQ~Q .. 1w.r~!&~.gE~~ system of illc~n
tiVes. 'l'Iie counterrevolution has, in effect, narrowed the chofce:aemoci:ac'for 

1Iiecorporate state. 
The democratic prospect may seem bleak, but despair is a luxury that dem

ocrats cannot afford. Since the present political system is likely to remain an en
emy of freedom, equality, and participation, and since its repressive powers are 
formidable, democratic resistance should be expressed in constructive actions 
aimed at creating alternative modes of common life. Most individuals possess the 
basic resources needed to found new, more democratic relationships: some skills, 
energy, and the moral sense to participate in the exercise of power. Contrary to 
the cheerless advice of disillusioned radicals of the '6os that the right course was 
to prepare for "the long march through institutions," today's democrats must 
begin to disengage from the many forms of dependency that make them accom
plices in the legitimation of reactionary power. 

Sheldon S. Wolin 
May 8, 1981 



TBEME 
NOTE 

W live in a time and place where all of our common problems are pre
ented as economic in character. From the erosion of U.S. power 

to make the world over in its own image-or to fit its presumed needs-to the 
rising perception of crime in our cities and towns, the state of the economy is rit
ualistically evoked to provide a universal cause for any particular distress. Nat
urally, once the economy assumes this status, the solution to every social prob
lem is sought in the field of economics. Keynesian or newfangled supply-sider, 
New Dealer or monetarist, the economist has never had it so good. While eco
nomics as a social theory proves itself less and less able to comprehend the world 
it has helped make, those in power parade an endless stream of economic whiz 
kids, armed with complex econometric models, simpleminded curves, and fore
casts tailored to the political programs of their sponsors. "The economy," to the 
economist, is an abstraction, but it is one that affects most of us in nonabstract 
ways: in higher prices, unemployment, greater debt; in short, in increasing 
powerlessness. 

An economy is a sometimes simple, sometimes complex set of institutions 
and social relationships that works to meet the material needs of a society. But it 
is also a system of power. Power is involved in decisions over who will get what, 
who will work for whom, and under what conditions. When public discourse is 
carried on in terms of incentives, or supply and demand,· or interest rates, it is 
carried on in a language that systematically tries to exclude these two fundamen
tal aspects of the economy. By reducing the economy to the consequences of in
dividual choice-whether to consume or save or invest a tax cut, for example
the language of economics excludes the social and historical nature of the insti
tutions that make up the economy; not only commodity markets, but barter, gov
ernmental redistribution, subsistence agriculture, and household production as 
well-all of which coexist in a changing constellation in any economy. And this 
public discourse shunts aside the power behind administered prices, plant relo
cations, price subsidies, and the systematic depoliticization achieved through a 
culture of consumerism. By presenting the idea of the economy as a mechanism, 
the economist-mechanics are able to promise renewal through adjustments to 
the machine to "get the economy moving again." 
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r·r1e federal budget, in part symbolically, has become the battleground in the 
J. ~ar between factions in our political economy. Now baldly cast as the ad

vocates of unbridled incentives for production versus more moderate defenders 
of the welfare state, both sides recognize that the social legacy of the New Deal 
was the (partial) empowerment of formerly excluded groups. As William Con
nolly argues, even when the opposing sides are defined this sharply, their respec
tive programs converge at one unquestioned point: the virtue of economic 
growth. While the supply-siders, with a mixture of evangelical and technocratic 
single-mindedness, assault the defensive positions of the working class and the 
poor in order to spur growth in the GNP, their liberal counterparts, giving ground, 
put forward their own plans for "reindustrialization" in the belief that only eco
nomic growth makes social legislation legitimate-they don't notice that it is also 
what makes it necessary. 

Efficiency and growth are the bywords of economics. They are also values 
-though they are rarely presented in that way-and as such they conflict with 
other values that cannot find expression in economic terms. Staughton Lynd re
minds us of this when he draws our attention to the remarkable series of events 
that occurred in Youngstown, Ohio-events remarkable not because they in
volve an all-too-familiar corporate abandonment of a working-class city, but be
cause of the resistance they have engendered. As long as profit is the measure of 
our collective well-being-and in the case of U.S. Steel we are speaking of whether 
or not a policy is profitable enough-the life and death of our communities will 
depend upon decisions reached in corporate board rooms in some undetermined 
place "out there." There is no room in a ledger for the values embodied in com
munity. Indeed, when an economic ideology takes hold the way monetarism has 
gripped the British government, the possibility of any but the most abstract of 
economic concerns being brought to bear on national policy is progressively 
eroded, as Michael Best and Jane Humphries show all too clearly. And when 
moral support for the economic world view is-forthcoming, it manifests itself in 
a thin political philosophy of inequality, dissected here in the second installment 
of Philip Green's·critical response to the antistatists. 

-N.X. 



POLITICAL 
ECONOMY 

The Politics of 
Reindustrialization 

WILLIAM E. CONNOLLY 

Te fragile consensus that sustained expansion of the American welfare state j_ ~~r forty-five years has now dissolved. Many see the achievements of the 
welfare state as a nightmare; and no liberal is now prepared to argue that a new 
version of the New Deal, Fair Deal, New Frontier, or Great Society can be devel
oped and packaged for use during the next presidential campaign. The official de
bate revolves not around the question of whether to contract the relative size of 
the welfare state, but rather around where and how to cut the "fat" out of public 
spending for civilian programs. 

The sources of public disaffection from the welfare state are numerous. But 
one source, coming as a surprise to most liberals, deserves special notice. A variety 
of recent welfare programs and clients, spawned between 1960 and 1980, pose a 
threat to the self-identity of traditional welfare-state supporters who are white, 
earn relatively modest incomes, have fairly steady jobs, and live family-centered 
lives. While the latter group continued to benefit from a variety of programs, the 
effect of the new policies on their sense of dignity and self-respect rendered many 
of them extremely ambivalent about the size of the state, its role in the economy, 
and its effectiveness in carrying out its ascribed role. These vulnerable constitu
encies did not need too much political coaxing to bite the hand that had slapped 
them in the face. 

If a person's identity is centered on the relation between work and family; if 
one believes (or, better, struggles to believe) that one bears a large share of credit or 
blame for the kind of person one becomes, the character one develops, the income 
one earns, the values endorsed by one's children, and the opportunities placed 
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within their reach, then public programs and rhetoric that jeopardize this identity 
will be construed as attacks on the self one has become. Thus, if school busing for 
purposes of racial integration disconnects the school from the neighborhood, par
ents lose the ability to influence through housing decisions and local participation 
the kind of education their children will receive. The sense of self-reliance on the 
part of one constituency is sacrificed to the effort to provide equal opportunity for 
another. If welfare programs are extended to new groups on the grounds that indi
viduals are not personally responsible for their dependency, working men and 
women can no longer. take much personal credit for the independence they have 
achieved. If women and minorities are given special breaks in landing their small 
number of good jobs available on the grounds that they have been discriminated 
against historically, white, male, lower- and middle-class workers are made to feel 
that they deserve to be stuck in the lowly jobs they now have. Seen from the per
spective of these latter constituencies everyone else is now treated either as merito
rious or as unjustly closed out from the ranks of the meritorious. If ecologists de
mand policies that appear to threaten the jobs or limit the consumption possibili
ties of blue-collar workers, environmentalism is likely to be seen as one of the priv
ileges of the privileged classes. If liberals and radicals respond to rising crime rates 
with rehabilitation proposals for criminals and gun-control legislation for every
one else, the breadwinner's self-restraint in abiding by the law begins to look fool
ish, and his sense of helplessness in the face of criminal assault is enhanced. And if 
taxes on working people are increased for the apparent purpose of promoting 
these policy objectives, they are doubly assaulted: they are asked to pay for pro
grams that invalidate the sense of dignity, self-reliance, and responsibility avail
able to them in the current order. 

The perception informing each of the these liberal initiatives has of course 
been correct. Minorities and women do face unwarranted discrimination; unem
ployment, poverty, and underemployment are rooted in structural defects in the 
political economy; street crime is bred by the conditions of existence in the under
class; the environment is ravaged by the patterns of production and consumption 
that prevail in America. But these perceptions, formed within the network of as
sumptions and priorities that constitute the welfare state, have also filtered out 
the ways in which the programs selected to redress these evils also demean a large 
class of citizens who face their own insecurities and anxieties in contemporary 
America. 

The welfare liberalism of the last few decades has been blind to the disjunc
ture between the sense of injustice many Americans feel when confronted with 
the plight of excluded minorities and the hostility they feel toward the specific 
public remedies for that injustice. This blindness has helped to set up the welfare 
state to be the principal object of public disaffection and to give the New Right a 
moral advantage in the competition for public support. 
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The persistence of wide support for Social Security confirms this reading. 
The Social Security System faces serious problems of equity as well as finance. It 
takes a large and visible chunk from the weekly paycheck of the worker; it is even 
possible that those paying into it today will not receive a comparable return to
morrow. But public acceptance is still intact because the program is designed to 
support all participants and because the participants believe that the current 
beneficiaries have earned their benefits through a lifetime of work. The fiscal 
crisis of this system has not produced a political crisis because it coheres the 
standards of justice and dignity shared by the participants. 

Welfare-state liberalism emerged as a series of responses to defects and in
justices in the development of capitalism. Inspired by democratic senti

ments, it defined itself against certain effects of capitalist development: against 
its cycles of inflation and unemployment, its ruthless treatment of those who 
could not fit into its shifting standards of success, its destruction of the natural 
supports of human life, its tendencies to close many out of effective citizenship. 
The natural adversary of welfarism is the philosophy of unfettered market com
petition, a philosophy that minimizes the role of the state except in the areas of 
military development and internal security. 

Welfarists shared with marketeers a commitment to the priority of economic 
growth. The welfare state cannot accumulate the revenues it needs to redress the 
adverse effects of private enterprise unless the private system provides it with a 
large tax dividend; and the tax dividend depends on the success of economic ex
pansion in the private sector. The welfare state is thus deeply dependent on the 
system it seeks to regulate; it must subsidize and nourish the private economy 
even while it strives to tame and regulate it. This ambiguous relation goes a long 
way toward explaining why the attempts of the welfare state to secure justice 
produced effects that eventually eroded the support of needed constituencies. 

This structural ambiguity could go largely unnoticed during an earlier period 
because the ideal of the universalization of private affluence then seemed inher
ently more realizable than it seems today. The state did not seem locked into the 
pursuit of growth; that pursuit seemed to be tied to its effort to support the quest 
for private affluence and to rectify the accompanying injustices. 

These two goals encouraged welfarists to adopt some of the most fundamen
tal assumptions and priorities of their major political adversaries. These were not 
topics for debate but common premises from which the debate proceeded. The 
terms of debate that favored welfarism during four decades of state expansion 
now place it in a defensive posture. Today the connection between liberalism and 
welfarism threatens to suffocate the most humane commitments that have ener
gized both. 
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The major threat to welfare liberalism does not now come from its traditional 
adversary, the marketeers, but from the new ideology of reindustrialization. 

The doctrine was first outlined in a Business Week issue modestly calling for the 
"reindustrialization of America";1 it has received more evangelical treatment in 
George Gilder's Wealth and Poverty. 2 The two statements complement each 
other, the first developing aspects of the doctrine that will appeal to managerial 
elites and the second adding those that will mesmerize partisans of the Moral Ma
jority.3 The two texts together avoid many of the pitfalls into which marketeers 
have repeatedly stumbled in their debates with welfarists. The reindustrialists, for 
instance, are wary of monetarism because it often works to stifle private invest
ment and industrial expansion. Unlike the marketeers, the new industrialists 
openly support a positive role for the state in the economy, not in aiding the poor 
or protecting the natural environment, but in subsidizing the private expansionary 
process. They demand tax reform, not to redistribute income from the rich to the 
poor but to free investment by the rich. They acknowledge that the escalating de
fense budget is inflationary but accept this as a necessary burden to be borne by 
the leader of the free world. They don't worry too much about deficit spending by 
the state as long as its predominant purpose is to expand long-term productive ca
pacity in the private sector. They are not concerned about monopolistic or oligop
olistic corporations. Even if one unit dominates a product field, the possibility of 
entry by a new competitor will goad the giant to maintain efficiency and cost ef
fectiveness. And-finally-the point where sibling rivalry between reindustrialists 
and marketeers becomes most pronounced: the new industrialists do not view in
flation as the most fundamental social evil to be avoided; inflation becomes a vir
tue when it supports a new burst of industrial expansion and the redistribution of 
income toward the upper levels of the economy. 

The reindustrialists outbid the marketeers and welfarists in their devotion to 
economic growth; they insist that it be given the highest priority. The state must 
exercise new initiatives (including those opposed by market monetarists) and elim
inate unproductive subsidies (primarily those traditionally supported by welfar
ists) in pursuing this objective. 

Reindustrialists are single-minded, and that may eventually be their undoing. 
They have gained the upper hand today because of the dazzling future they prom-
1 Business Week, June 30, 1980. 

2 George Gilder, Wealth and Poverty (New York: Basic Books, 1980). 

3 Business Week confirms this connection, saying that "Wealth and Poverty is indispensable 
for anyone who wishes to understand the intellectual basis for widespread changes that have al
ready altered the direction pf American politics and will help shape public policy in the 198os" 
(December 29, 1980). I suspect that often Gilder ~upports proposals-especially with respect to 
the poor-that Business Week cannot officially endorse but that cohere with their desire to sub
ordinate all other concerns to the overriding priority of industrial expansion and economic 
growth. 
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ise; their ability to shed some of the most obvious liabilities of the traditional mar
ket vision of the economy, the failure of welfarists to sustain high rates of growth, 
and the rancor many people feel toward the most visible programs of tlfe welfare 
state. The reindustrialists will probably fail in getting large parts of their program 
through or fail in obtaining the promised results from those parts of the program 
enacted. But their failure will not suffice to return welfarism to power. Reindus
trialization today stands to welfarism as the New Deal did to the laissez-faire per
spective in the 1930s. Even its failures will look positive by comparison with the 
discredited alternatives posed by its demoralized adversaries. Welfarists are today 
reduced to opposing reindustrialization programs with abstract expressions of 
"compassion for the poor and the needy." And many old welfarists are eagerly de
veloping their own more modest versions of reindustrialization. 

The reindustrialists themselves devote most of their attention to the incen
tives they hope to initiate on the supply side of the economy to spur private invest
ment, work effort, productivity, economic growth, and a more favorable position 
in the international economy. They would curtail business regulation ("deregu
lation"), subsidize businesses with a promising future in the international 
economy, reduce taxes on capital and savings, increase depreciation allowances, 
decontrol oil and natural gas prices, subsidize a shift from oil to coal, give private 
management more help in improving worker productivity, and sharply increase 
military production. The result, it is claimed, will be a more productive economy, 
eventual improvements in the standard of living for productive Americans, and 
an expanded military establishment that will assure the flow of essential foreign 
resources into the American economy. Indeed, what the reindustrialists now say 
the economy needs to spur growth is approximately what, for decades, a set of 
neo-Marxists have prophesied would emerge as the new imperatives of advanced 
capitalism. 4 

Even the incentive side of the program imposes harsh sacrifices on constit
uencies that have recently gained an insecure foothold within the American sys
tem. Merely consider some of the complaints about government regulation ad
vanced by the editors of Business Week. The problem with the Foreign Corrupt 
Practices Act is that it "severely limits corporate payments of fees to obtain con
tracts abroad." 'frade embargoes launched on behalf of human rights "limit sales 
of grain and high technology equipment to the East bloc." The Nuclear Prolifera
tion Treaty "limits exports of nuclear reactors and materials to countries that 
might produce a bomb." Human rights policy "limits trade with certain countries 
that violate human rights cases." Antitrust laws "prohibit U.S. corporations from 
establishing joint trading companies." Health safety and environmental regula-

4 I have in mind primarily the studies by James O'Connor, The Fiscal Crisis of the State (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1971), and Jiirgen Habermas, Legitimation Crisis (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1973). 
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tions increase domestic costs of compliance and "enforce strictU .S. standards for 
overseas operations of U.S. companies." The incentives devised to reindustrialize 
thereby insinuate a series of profound moral reversals into the normal operation 
of the political economy. The old taboos become the new virtues. 

But the incentive proposals are matched by a further set of sacrifices and dis
ciplines to be imposed on those who are superfluous to the reindustrialization 
game plan or without the strategic location needed to resist it effectively. The call 
for selective sacrifice is now couched within the traditional language of a social 
contract to which all rational parties ought to consent. We need, they say, a "re
modeling ... of the social contract," one that reflects the "understanding that our 
common interest in returning the country to a path of strong economic growth 
overrides other conflicting interests." Some of the signatories are asked to scale 
down the inflated expectations they have developed over the last two decades. Too 
much has been expected of the civilization of productivity. It has been asked to 
"support an ever rising standard of living; create endless jobs; provide education, 
medical care and housing for everyone; abolish poverty; rebuild the cities; restore 
the environment; satisfy the demands of blacks, Hispanics, women and other 
groups."5 

Some of these demands must be delayed; others must be forgotten. For the 
next decade or so the whole society must shift its priorities from consumption to 
investment. Workers must scale their wage demands to the rate of increase in pro
ductivity. Welfare recipients, at least in Gilder's version of the doctrine, must re
ceive lower levels of support so that welfare will become "unattractive and even a 
bit demeaning."6 The excessive concern with "quality of life" issues (pollution, 
toxic wastes, health and safety on the job, the integrity of the natural environ
ment, the safety and quality of products on the market) must be deflated. Ration
al modes of work organization and control must be extended into the upper 
reaches of private and public employment so that these tasks emulate "the cogni
tive style of the industrialist instead of the humanist."7 The state must resist the 
urge to aid old cities and old industries, allowing surplus residents to migrate to 
more promising areas, Finally, those at the bottom of the income-security hier
archy must give up the dream of a more egalitarian society; able-bodied men and 
women stuck at the bottom must "work harder than the classes above them" in 
order for some of them "to move up" into a higher position in a stratification sys
tem that itself must be extended rather than contracted. Because the "average 
worker exerts himself at half-capacity" he must do better than he h~ in the past, 
while low-income workers, trying to improve their lot, must do considerably bet-
ter than the new aver~ge. ·· 

5 Business Week, June 30, 1980. 

6 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. 1 17· 

7 Ibid., p. 211. 
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Clearly the new social contract contains a new set of asymmetrical a~ree
ments. One set of signatories-such as high-technology industries, the military
industrial complex, workers irt growth industries, and residents in western and 
southern states-are to consent to a new set of incentives; while others-such as 
low-income workers, urban residents in the frost belt, minorities, women in lower 
and middle levels of the work force, environmentalists, liberal-arts educators, 
public-sector employees in nonmilitary areas, welfare recipients, civilian retirees, 
the unemployed, the sick, the mentally ill, and the maladjusted-are asked to 
bear up under new burdens and constraints. Not only will particular constituen
cies be unimpressed with these contract proposals, but most citizens will be ad
versely affected by the changes in their daily lives accompanying deregulation. 

Surely the reindustrialists suspect that some parties to this contract will sign 
only under duress. The legitimacy of the civilization of productivity has been 
based largely on its promise to bring all members of society into the charmed circle 
of private affluence while preserving democratic citizenship, the quality of the na
tural environment, the right to a decent education, and a dignified life for old 
people. We are now informed, and rather casually at that, that growth is still the 
means and consumption the name of the good life, but that the means necessitate 
exclusion of many from the rewards. The end of growth is no longer the universal
ization of affluence, but selective austerity, intensification of social discipline, and 
a deteriorating natural and social environment. The new captains of industry are 
relentless. 

Do the ideologists of reindustrialization expect those who did not draft this 
new contract to consent to it voluntarily? Or do they have other ways in mind of 
converting this contract proposal into an offer the losers can't refuse? 

Well, the reindustrialists contend that it is rational for all parties to sign be
cause no alternative scenario can cope with the problems of unemployment, infla
tion, stagnation, and worker motivation that plague the economy. When one 
looks closely, though, it becomes clear that the captains of industry expect some 
constituencies to resist the needed disciplines. They have techniques available to 
help those who at first do not heed the voice of reason to meet their social respon
sibilities. Fortunately for the new industrialists, those most in need of disciplinary 
control are also those who have the least market and political leverage in the 
American political economy. Several disciplinary techniques can be applied in a 
setting where the current alternatives to reindustrialization have been discredited 
by historical experience. 

First, tax revolts will work wonders. As citizens react to high taxes, large por
tions of which are ticketed for, business subsidies, highway expenditures, and the 
military, or are designed to rectify the adverse social effects of private productiv
ity, the state will cut back services and support to those clients with the weakest 
political leverage. The cutbacks will thus fit broadly into the pattern recom-
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mended by the reindustrialists. It will shift resources from unproductive to pro
ductive activities. 

Second, once the reindustrial agenda is launched, inflation itself can be de
ployed to redistribute burdens and benefits in the desired directions. Inflation is 
an acceptable tool to reindustrialists since "most of the greatest episodes of eco
nomic history-from the commercial revolution to the industrial revolu
tion-occurred in the midst of rising prices and rising debts."8 It is not inflation but 
the purpose it serves that is crucial to this scenario: 

If the United States diverts the proceeds of its inflation tax into the crea
tive core of capitalist growth-the new research and industry of the fu
ture-both the problem of inflation and the problem of growth will dis
appear. If we continue to subsidize the dying parts of the economy and 
the deadening growth of bureaucracy, inflation, and torpor will persist 
regardless of all the heroic discipline of debt and money. 9 

When inflation occurs, workers in the more productive industries can be al
lowed to bargain for higher wages. But those with less leverage in the public sector, 
in less productive private industries, and in nonunion market firms can be held 
back. And the state, in the name of efficiency, can refuse to index welfare, retire
ment, and Medicaid payments to the rate of inflation. Inflation thus contains cre
ative potential for disciplinary control of selected constituencies. Artfully de
ployed, it can divide people by class, market location, generation, and regional lo
cation, and it can redistribute income and wealth from the lower toward the upper 
end of the continuum. Moreover, because the distributive effects of inflation are 
not so directly attributable to public decisions, they can to some degree be pro
duced without public identification of political responsibility. Anyway, this, I 
think, is the hope lurking between the lines of the reindustrialization texts. 

Third, the welfare apparatus of the state need not be dismantled completely; 
that would deprive the state of a depository ofdisciplinary controls to be em
ployed in the cause of reindustrialization. For the agencies that provide services to 
clients also provide centers for state surveillance and management of the depend
ent clientele. It is unlikely that most agencies will meet the fate of those specifically 
entrusted with the regulation of business (e.g., the Environmental Protection 
Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration). In other cases, 
where the primary contact is with welfare recipients, teenagers, delinquents, crim
inals, and the maladjusted, the police function of the agencies will be extended 
and tightened, and welfare services will be reduced to the minimum level needed 
to maintain contact w!th the client populations. 

8 Ibid., p. 229. 

9 Ibid., p. 231. 
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I mplicit in the explicit call for a new social contract is the real message of rein
dustrialization: despite more than a hundred years of capital accumulation, 

the old promises on behalf of the productive society can no longer be made. The 
plan to reindustrialize America contains the implicit admission that the effort did 
not work as expected the first time around. It must be planned both more restric
tively and more comprehensively the second time through-restrictively with re
'Spect to the beneficiaries to be drawn in by incentives and promises for a better 
future, comprehensively with respect to the modes of disciplinary control to be 
imposed on those to whom present incentives cannot be given or promises made 
with credibility. 

If the program for the reindustrialization of America were converted into 
practice, it would mean the de-democratization of America. For it would place the 
most crucial economic decisions beyond the reach of public accountability and 
would shunt constituencies and public needs that do not fit into the reindustriali
zation syndrome toward the margins of economic life and social legitimacy. If re
industrialization gains hegemony, public elections will persist. But the range of 
options debated will be narrow, and the state's capacity to discipline those who do 
not exercise self-discipline will be extended. A number of cautious journalists and 
social scientists, predictably, will ignore the gap between the production of social 
evils and the generation of legitimate issues. They will continue to cultivate a stu
died innocence about the historical course we are on by equating democratic poli
tics with electoral competition. 

W:hat are the alternative visions to reindustrialization now that welfarism 
has been pushed into a defensive posture? One is the politics of radical 

protest spawned during the 196os and showing signs of revival today. But protest 
politics flourishes best when it faces a healthy liberal establishment that believes 
that justice and the good life can be fostered by the welfare state. As long as the 
liberal doctrine retained a powerful presence in our politics, particularly as long as 
it celebrated the progressive possibilities within the order, radical protest could 
hope to mobilize liberal efforts to prove that space for progressive action actually 
existed. The liberals made promises on behalf of that order; dissident pressures 
then compelled them to recognize injustices previously hidden and to fmd ways to 
live up to the promises they had made. It was a cozy relationship of mutuality and 
interdependence, even if neither party identified as many virtues in its partner as it 
found in itself. 

If the decline of welfare liberalism proceeds very far, the next wave of radical 
protests-provoked by foreign adventurism or by the new disciplines imposed by 
reindustrialization-are likely to provide a pretext for repressive responses by the 
state and the measures may well be legitimized by the larger populace. If the pro-
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tests disturb the progress of reindustrialization in a setting where its premises and 
priorities have filtered into the old liberal doctrine, the protests will appear to 
undercut the only rational response available to the issues facing the country. The 
legitimacy of the protests will be undercut by the weakened credibility of welfare 
liberalism, and the state will be empowered to put them down in the name of rea
son. When the liberal host becomes sick the radical parasite is not apt to remain 
healthy either. 

The emergence of reindustrialization thus demands a reconstitution of liber
alism and a redefinition of the priorities and strategies of radicalism. The reconsti
tution must acknowledge the moment of truth in the widespread disaffection 
from the welfare state; it must reaffirm the respect for political democracy, human 
dignity, and an inclusive economic life that have animated most radicals and lib
erals in the modern era; and it must reconsider the fundamental economic prem
ises and priorities that have governed American liberalism, at least from the era of 
the New Deal to that of the Moral Majority. The comments that follow are de
signed to contribute some ideas to the dialogue to be pursued. 

The commitments welfarists have shared historically with their market ad
versaries are those most in need of reassessment. The idea that public support of 
private economic growth would provide the populace with steadily increasing af
fluence, happiness, freedom, and security now seems questionable in the light of 
both recent historical experience and mainstream projections concerning the fu
ture of the civilization of productivity. More pertinent to liberal welfarism itself, 
the idea that public support of rapid growth in the privately incorporated econ
omy would generate a tax dividend to be used to rectify the adverse "side effects" 
(the phrase reveals how marginal these effects were presumed to be) of that 
growth now needs reconsideration. The agenda has placed welfare liberalism in 
the defensive posture it now fmds itself. For the new captains of industry are more 
relentlessly committed to the common priority of growth and they can now blame 
the inflated size of the state budget for the hardships that face the economy. To
day, commitment to the priority of growth is commitment to the intensification of 
discipline and selective austerity; liberals who continue to give primacy to the first 
end will eventually be drawn into complicity with the means to its realization. The 
point is, first, to communicate this fact politically to people whose daily experi
ence already validates it, and, second, to show how persisting features of the polit
ical economy that now lock the populace into the illusory pursuit of growth can be 
reconstituted. 

There are many sources of the growth imperative, but one of them is particu
larly important for those who seek to accentuate democratic control over 

the political economy. For it explains why the populace allows itself to be drawn 
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into the orbit of the growth syndrome even though its own experience increasingly 
reveals the illusions inside the pursuit. The patterns of consumption that prevail in 
theUnited States establish the appearance of affluence while they increase the dif
ficulties many individuals and families face in making ends meet. People cannot 
meet the costs of housing, energy, transportation, education, health, insurance, 
private security, taxation, retirement, cultural life, and recreation without the 
promise of a steady increase in income levels. They cannot do so because the social 
infrastructure of consumption in the affluent society progressively converts 
former luxuries and privileges into imperatives of consumption. Political support 
for the priority of growth is mobilized by constant pressure on the family budget 
generated by these changes in the infrastructure of consumption; and the direc
tion in which growth proceeds constantly generates new shifts in the infrastructure 
of consumption. By "the social infrastructure of consumption" I mean publicly 
and privately generated rules and effects that, in the strongest sense, allow some 
forms of consumption and disallow others and, in the weaker sense, encourage 
some forms while discouraging others. Examples: The publicly instituted highway 
system, in conjunction with the location of shopping malls, workplaces, and 
supermarkets, renders the automobile-along with its costs of purchase, fuel, in
surance, maintenance, and periodic replacement-a necessity for participation in 
the common life of the society. Public and private energy policies make oil, natur
al gas, coal, and nuclear power necessary objects of consumption for most Ameri
cans. The organization of advertising makes it impossible to buy goods without 
paying expensive advertising costs. The shorter life of "durable goods" necessi
tates more frequent replacements over the life of one individual or family. A 
health insurance scheme that leaves fee-setting power in the hands of physicians 
while it partially collectivizes payment helps to generate a medical system that is 
expensive, dependent on high technology, and curative rather than preventative in 
its emphasis. Product "improvements" that complicate commodities (the car, 
household appliances) require special tools and skills fortheir repair and mainten
ance, and render more and more "handymen" unhandy. The social processes that 
generate high rates of crime increase private and public costs of security. Rules 
governing employment of the elderly increase private and public expenditures for 
retirement. Industrial production processes and product priorities produce new 
costs of securing clean air, pure water, fertile soil, and scenic beauty. 

These examples merely illustrate ways in which shifts in the social infrastruc
ture of consumption constantly expand the private expenditures and public tax 
levels required to allow a majority of the populace to participate in the common 
life available in the society. 

The new captains of indiistry come close to.acknowledging the logic of this 
negative dialectic and perilously close to lifting the cover of legitimacy off the civi
lization of productivity. For they now contend that the economy that once prom-
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ised to bring everyone within its Circle of benefits and privileges must now pro
mote growth by freezing large segtnents of society out of its paradigmatic benefits. 
One reindustrialist is quite blunt about it: 

A decade of public and private belt-tightening is therefore needed if all 
the obsolescent elements are to be replaced and others adapted to the 
current environment: otherwise the slow economic growth, decline in 
productivity, inflationary pressure and other well known signs of the 
strained economy will persist .... If our industrial base is to grow along 
the lines I have outlined, public and private consumption must be sacri
ficed to some extent. 1o 

The word has reached the apologists for the civilization of productivity, 
though it is still stated timidly and without awareness of its historic implications. 
The pursuit of private affluence through the expansion of private capital does 
produce riches, but it also obstructs realization of the good life that was supposed 
to accompany them. As the pursuit continues, the end recedes~ as the end recedes, 
the disciplines needed to maintain the pursuit intensify. The end of growth is not 
fulfillment of the dream of affluence. The moment for that dream has passed, 
though many will strive to hang onto it for an hour or two longer. The old hope 
can no longer inspire a vision of the common future we are building; it can only in
spire a yearning, a nostalgia; for a past condition in which such a belief in that 
future was possible. And because the old end is drained of its connection to the 
good life, it will be increasingly difficult to mobilite workers, consumers, and de
pendents of the welfare state to accept the new disciplines and sacrifices required 
to sustain it. A web of covert evasions and resistances will continue to unfold-the 
emergence of the "underground economy" is just one index of this phenomenon
and private and public bureaucracies will try to penetrate more deeply into the 
fabric of everyday life to contain these movements. 

The hegemony of growth, reflected in the obeisance both major political par
ties give to it, is less and less sustained by popular belief in the future it will foster; 
it is today sustained more by the social infrastructure of consumption that impels 
people to support official policies of disciplinary control at the political level while 
they struggle to evade them in private life. This picture of our condition is forming 
in the minds of many Americans. But it will neither crystallize into a political doc
trine nor foster a progressive social movement until credible proposals to reconsti
tute this infrastructure are developed. 

We can approach this challenge by considering the differences between ex
clusive and inclusive goods. An exclusive good cannot be extended to the popu
lace as a whole without ( 1) decreasing the private value of the good to those who 

10 Amitai Etzioni, New York Times, June 29, 1980. 
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have already received it, (2) increasing the private costs of its use, (3) accentuating 
the adverse social effects of its use, and (4) increasing the costs borne by the state 
in trying to rectify these adverse effects. Inclusive goods reverse each of these ef
fects. There are, certainly, few goods that fit within either category perfectly, but 
there are significant differences between alternative forms of transportation, 
housing, health care, food supply, and insurance. The universalization of the 
automobile, for instance, receives low grades on this scale by comparison to the 
universalization of rail, transit, and bus systems. Similarly, a medical system based 
on high technology and insurance payments to physicians who set their own fees is 
much more costly to extend to the entire populace than one organized around 
membership in a prepaid plan, preventive health care, and salaried medical staff. 
It might be said that the American civilization has been constructed around the il
lusory hope of universalizing exclusive goods, and that reindustrialization repre
sents an attempt to restore the health of the economy by restricting a larger share 
of exclusive goods to a smaller proportion of the populace. 

Inclusive goods promote an infrastructure of consumption that eases the 
public pressures for constant economic growth and incorporates more members 
into the good life it makes possible. The shift toward inclusive goods would thus 
support democratic practice in two ways: by easing the economic pressures that 
stifle public exploration of alternatives to reindustrialization, and by extending to 
all members the security and dignity needed for participation as citizens in the 
common life. 

There are certainly other ingredients to be included in a post-welfare-state 
perspective on the democratic Left. But, I believe, any such perspective must pay 
close attention to the intimate relations among the prevailing organization of con
sumption, the difficulties people face in making ends meet, the sources of disaf
fection from the welfare state, and the political appeal of reindustrialization. Per
haps the serious liabilities of reindustrialization can be exposed most dramatically 
by a perspective that articulates these connections politically and identifies ways to 
render our economic life more inclusive. 
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Reindustrialization: 
Brownfield 

or Greenfield? 
STAUGHTON LYND 

Each autumn.fr~m '9'(7 to 1979 in Youngstown, Ohio, a major steel mill 
announced Its mtent1on to close. 

At 8 A.M. on a Monday in September 1977, the presidents of local unions 
representing production and maintenance workers of Youngstown Sheet & Thbe 
in the Mahoning Valley received phone calls. They were asked to come to the 
company's offices at 10. On arrival they were handed a statement simultaneous
ly being released to the media. It said that more than 4,ooo workers at Sheet & 
Tube's Campbell Works were to be permanently terminated. The layoffs began 
by Friday of that same week. 

In November 1977, the Lykes Corporation, the conglomerate that owned 
Youngstown Sheet & Tube, and the Ling Temco Vought Corporation, the con
glomerate that owned Jones & Laughlin Steel, announced plans for a merger. 
The merger had to be approved by the U.S. Department of Justice. The United 
Steelworkers of America and the Ecumenical Coalition of the Mahoning Valley 
formally requested that if the merger of Lykes and LTV were approved, the fol
lowing conditions should be attached: 

1. The merged corporation would commit itself not to close permanently 
any substantial producing unit of any of its plants without first obtaining per
mission from the Justice Department. 

2. The Justice Department would make it clear that permission for such 
closure of a substantial producing unit would be given only upon a showing by 
the merged corporation that (a) severe losses would be experienced if the facility 
were not closed, and (b) there was no way to obtain funds for modernization of 
the facility (including community or government loans or loans guaranteed by 
the government). 

In June 1978, the Department of Justice approved the merger without at
taching conditions. That same month Local 1462 of the Steelworkers, represent
ing production and maintenance workers at the Brier Hill Works of Youngstown 
Sheet & Tube, requested to meet with J & L officers to discuss the fate of Brier 
Hill after the merger. Workers at Brier Hill were concerned because the product 
they made there, a component for seamless pipe, was manufactured more effi-
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ciently at a J & L plant in Aliquippa, Pennsylvania, less than seventy-five miles 
away. The workers feared that the merged steel companies would require only 
one of the two mills and that Brier Hill would be closed. J & L officers refused to 
meet with them at that time. In October 1978, the merging companies sent a joint 
prospectus to their stockholders stating that Brier Hill would indeed be closed 
after the merger. That was how the Brier Hill workers got the news. 

A little over a year later, in October 1979, local union officers at U.S. Steel's 
Ohio Works in Youngstown became concerned about rumors that their mill 
might be closed. A forum was held in Cleveland on November 1, 1979, attended 
by several local union officers from Youngstown and by Frederick Foote, a pub
lic relations representative for U.S. Steel. Bob Vasquez, president of Local 1330, 
the Ohio Works local, asked Mr. Foote whether the Ohio Works was to be 
closed. Mr. Foote answered, as he was quoted in the paper the next day: "We 
have said all along that the plant has been profitable, and there are no plans for a 
shutdown."1 

1\venty-six days later U.S. Steel announced that the Ohio Works and its sis-
ter mill in Youngstown, the McDonald Works, would be closed by June 30, 
1980. There was no advance notice to the workers. Upon hearing the news they 
immediately sought to set up a meeting with national U.S. Steel management in 
Pittsburgh. Finally, on December 20, a meeting took place between two repre
sentatives of U.S. Steel labor relations, and the presidents of the two production 
and maintenance locals at the Ohio and McDonald works. The workers offered 
to give up $5oo,ooo a month, or $6 million a year, in incentive pay if the company 
would reconsider its decision. A week later they received a phone call to the effect 
that the company did not believe further discussion would be fruitful, because 
the decision to close the mills was irrevocable. 

I. have a friend and neighbor in Youngstown who work~d in the open heart11 at 
the Brier Hill Works for twenty-odd years until it closed in December 1979. 

He was the vice-president of the Steelworkers' local union there. 
One day in late August or early September 1977, John and I were talking, 

and he asked me if I'd seen a story in the paper about a speech given by Stewart 
Udall, the former Secretary of the Interior. John said that Udall had thrown out 
the concept that it was preferable for industrial modernization to take place in 
what he called a "brownfield," as opposed to a "greenfield." 

In a "greenfield" industrialization, a company goes into a hitherto rural area 
and builds not o:n:Iy a new industrial facility, but also the surrounding social 

~ 

1 Loca/1330, USWA v. U.S. Steel Corp., 'franscript of Proceedings, pp. 57-58. Warren Tribune 
Chronicle, November 2, 1979. 
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community-the roads, the sewers, the schools: all of the things that are neces
sary for people to live as well as work. An example of greenfield development is 
the huge new steel mill proposed by U.S. Steel in Conneaut, Ohio. In the 
"brownfield" model, one goes into an area (if we're thinking of steel) like Pitts
burgh or Youngstown or Lackawanna, and seeks a way to rebuild the industry 
without disrupting the community that exists there. 

And John said, "Staughton, this is what we ought to be thinking about the 
steel crisis. A brownfield rather than a greenfield model is preferable, if possible." 

U der cover of arguments about the obsolescence and noncompetitiveness 
of particular mills and particular locations, the American steel industry is 

giving up the steel business altogether. The United States is losing the ability to 
supply its steel needs because steel companies are investing outside the steel in
dustry. Investment in steel is profitable; indeed, it appears that the American 
Steel industry may be the most profitable in the world. 2 But investment in steel is 
not as profitable as investment in, Say, the chemical industry or downtown 
realty, and therefore U.S. Steel and other steel companies have been putting 
their new investment dollars elsewhere than in steel. 

In thecaseofU.S. Steel, 37 percentofitsinvestmentin the years 1975-1979 
was in expansion and growth of nonsteel businesses. 3 In the latter four of these 
five years; the company's nonsteel assets grew So percent to $4.7 billion, while 

2 In 1977 the Federal'frade Commission found that for the period 1<}61-1971 the United States 
had the highest profit rate, Japan the second highest, and the European Community the lowest, 
when profit was measured by net income as a percentage of sales. When profit was measured by 
net income as a percentage of equity, the profit rates of the United States and Japan were ap
proximately equal, and that of the European Community again the lowest. The United States 

·Steel Industry and Its International Competitors: '!rends and Factors Determining Interna
tional Competitiveness, Federal Trade Commission, 1977, pp. 504-05. In 1980 the federal Of
fice of Technology Assessment (OTA) reported that in the period 1969-1977 net income as a 
percentage of net fixed assets in five major steel-producing countries was: 

United States ...................................... : . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6. 7 
Japan........................................................... 1.7 
West Germany.................................................... 2.9 
UnitedKingdom.................................................. -5.3 
France(1972-1976).;,.............................................. -8.3 

Technology and Steel Industry Competitiveness, Office of Technology Asses~ment, 
1980, p. 126. 

3 U.S. Steel Annual Report, 1979, p. 9· 
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steel assets increased only r3 percent to $5.9 billion and steel-making capacity 
actually decreased. 4 In 1979, the same year in which the shutdowns of the Youngs
town Works and other steel facilities were announced, the company opened a 
new joint-venture shopping center near Pittsburgh containing the largest en
closed mall in Pennsylvania and, a few weeks after the Youngstown shutdown 
announcement, signed a letter of intent with Tenneco Chemicals, Inc. to build 
world-scale chemical facilities in Houston. 5 Of the steel facilities whose closings 
were announced in 1979, at least the New Haven wire mill appears to have con
sistently turned a modest profit of about $5oo,ooo a year. 6 It fell victim to the 
philosophy reaffirmed by David Roderick, chairman of the board of U.S. Steel, 
in February r98r, that "new spending will go to those businesses that provide the 
highest rate of return."7 

Publicly, Mr. Roderick bemoans the possibility that the United States may 
become dependent on steel imports as it has become dependent on foreign oil. 8 

Yet in the meantime the company continues to cut back its steel capacity. There 
is at least the possibility that the industry, led by its largest company, is deliber
ately restricting steel output so as to be able to charge higher prices. Certain 
financial analysts recommended this strategy just before the wave of shutdowns 
began in I977· Charles Bradford, steel analyst for Merrill Lynch, advised: "The 
announced expansion plans of the United States steel industry do not make any 
sense to us unless an equal amount of antiquated facilities are closed."9 The Ar
gus Research Corporation of New York City was more blunt: 

By contracting their capacity base, American steel producers will 
concede a still larger share of the U.S. market to foreign suppliers, but 
along with this will go increased power to set pricing patterns. This is 
not unlike the situation that developed in the domestic oil industry 
earlier in this decade, after which petroleum prices soon began to rise 
sharply. We expect the same pattern to occur in steel prices. 10 

4 "Big Steel's Liquidation," Business Week, September I7, I979· Technology and Steel Indus-
try Competitiveness, OTA, p. 8o. 

5 U.S. Steel Annual Report, I979• p. I I. 

6 "U.S. Steel Closing Down," New Haven Advocate, December 5, I979· 

7 "The Turnaround at U.S. Steel," New York Times, February I9, I981. 

8 David Roderick, "Is There an OSEC In Our Future?" Speech before the Purchasing Man
agement Association, Houston, Texas, September I I, I979· 

9 Charles A. Bradford, "Japanese Steel Industry: A Comparison with Its United States Coun
terpart," June 24, 1977, p. 26. 

10 "Steel: An Industry in Flux," Argus Research Corporation, August 31, 1977, p. 2. 
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Tax incentives for investment have been offered by some as a potential solu
tion to steel industry problems. However, there is absolutely no assurance that 
the kind now under consideration in Congress for industry in general11 will result 
in steel industry modernization. Steel companies may take such windfall dollars 
and invest them outside steel. Joel Hirschhorn, project director for the Office of 
Technology Assessment steel study, comments: 

Federal policies toward the steel industry mostly benefit the large 
integrated companies. Nevertheless, these producers are likely to con
tinue to diversify and get out of steelmaking .... Measures such as 
refundable tax credits may only hasten non-steel investments by large 
steelmakers who have decided to diversify .... 12 

As a piece of social planning, the pending tax legislation in Congress is like 
throwing paint at a wall and hoping for a picture. 

The steel industry defends its practice of facility and community abandon
ment as follows: Plant closings, we are told, are unpleasant but necessary, just 
like surgery. American industry must be modernized so as to compete with Euro
pean and Japanese imports. The way to modernize, according to industry 
spokesmen, is to close down old facilities and build from the ground up in new 
locations. And government must do its part by removing restrictions on steel 
industry price increases, relaxing overzealous programs to clean up the environ
ment, and reforming tax laws to make more capital available. 

Beneath the surface of the industry's analysis is the long-standing conven
tional wisdom that capital should have unrestricted mobility. Only if businesses 
are free to shut down, and free to move elsewhere, it is argued, will entrepreneurs 
make investment decisions most calculated to keep industries like auto and steel 
competitive in the world economy. In this view the factors of production should 
be located wherever they will yield maximum profit. 

Many voices urge this way of looking at things. Mayor Richard Caliguiri of 
Pittsburgh concedes that Pittsburgh has no concrete plans for retraining laid-off 
steelworkers or teaching skills to unemployed blacks. He suggests, in fact, that it 

I I The Jones-Conable bill, H.R. 4646/S.B. I435· would permit industry to accelerate deprecia
tion of new investment for tax purposes. At present, investment is depreciated over an esti
mated useful life of about fifteen years. J ones-Conable would permit depreciation of buildings 
in ten years, with 70 percent taken in the first five years; and depreciation of machinery in five 
years, with 52 percent taken in the first two years. Congressman Vanik (D.-Ohio) has estimated 
that this bill would cost the federal government $I22 billion in taxes over the first five years. 
Congressional Record, November 27, I979· 

I2 Joel Hirschhorn, "Putting Steel into Steel," New York Times, December I7, I98o. 
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may be better for the city's disenfranchised to go elsewhere. ''I'd rather have less 
people with high incomes than more people with relatively low earning and spend
ing power," he has said.I3 

This argument was echoed by the company attorney for U.S. Steel at the 
close of the trial in Youngstown. He claimed that workers who had lost their jobs 
could transfer to other U.S. Steel plants if they desired, adding: 

They don't know what ... being out in the street really means, 
not like some lawyers do. They are not out of jobs. They only have an 
inconvenience of moving. 

Millions and millions of Americans every year move for better 
jobs and move from one city to another city but these Plaintiffs insist 
they have a contractual right not to move .... 14 

Confronted with this logic, Youngstown workers and their advocates strug
gled for words to express another viewpoint. Ed Mann said in meeting after 
meeting, "We're not gypsies." John Barbero recalled how Aneurin Bevan of the 
British Labor Party had described the uprooting of his family from Wales and 
had asked, "When do we stop running?" 

Out of the meetings, the kitchen-table arguments, the leaflet writing, and 
the lawsuits, there has emerged a more fully articulated argument for brown
field modernization. It makes the following points: 

1. Even from the standpoint of the single firm, greenfield modernization is 
more expensive than brownfield modernization. 

2. When costs to the community as well as costs to the firm are considered, 
the case for brownfield modernization becomes overwhelming. 

3. In the last analysis the case for brownfield modernization rests on values 
that cannot be measured, and expresses an ethical and political choice for a soci
ety in which "an injury to one is an injury to all." There is no economic invisible 
hand that makes the reindustrializing of America in new locations rather than 
older ones necessary or desirable. Next to antiunionism, the strongest motiva
tion for flight from existing industrial cities would appear to be the American 
penchant to abandon last year's car, last year's spouse, and last year's commu
nity. The concern for family and community so much talked about nowadays 
should express itself in a contrary presumption that modernization in existing 
sites is socially preferable. 

13 Pittsburgh Press, November 7, 1980. 

14 USWA v. U.S. Steel, transcript, p. 939· 
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Two comprehensive federal studies in the past five years have reached the .1. ~onclusion that it is cheaper for the individual steel company to modernize 
in existing locations than in new, greenfield sites. 

In October 1977, the Council on Wage and Price Stability concluded that 
"replacement of existing plants by efficient, new greenfield operations is simply 
uneconomic at today's capital costs." What the Council termed "rounding out"
that is, adding some new facilities to existing plants-is a more profitable strategy 
of expansion. Although greenfield expansion results in steel production at an 
operating cost somewhat lower than that of brownfield ("round-out'') expan
sion, brownfield's vastly lower capital cost makes the difference: it is approxi
mately $6o cheaper per ton of finished steel. The Council set out its results in the 
following table: 

Operating Costs 

Additional Capital 
Charges (including 
Equity Returns) 

Total Additional 
Costs per Ton 

AVERAGE EXISTING ROUNDING OUT NEW GREENFIELD 

CARBON STEEL OF EXISTING CARBON STEEL 

PLANT PLANT PLANT 

300 260 . 

100 

6o 117 

Alljigures in 1976 U.S. $/net ton. 15 

A report by the federal Office of Technol9gy Assessment released in the 
spring of 1980 came to siinilar conclusions. The report states: 

It is accepted that greenfield expansion provides the greatest op
portunities for installing optimum new technology and plant layout and 
offers maximum production cost savings. These advantages, however, 
usually will not offset the large capital costs .... There is agreement 
that greenfield expansion cannot be justified, either on the basis of the 
price necessary to obtain an acceptable level of profitability or in terms 
of the net increase in costs. The case of energy conservation exempli
fies this conclusion: by spending $1 1/tonne on retrofit equipment, a 

15 Council on Wage and Price Stability, Report on Economic Conditions within the American 
Steel Industry, 1977, p. 82. 
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steel company could save I. I million Btu/tonne; a greenfield replace
ment of the same productive facilities could save 8 times that much 
energy, but it would cost at least I 20 times as much to accomplish. 
Given current policies and price levels, the capital and financial costs 
are too high relative to the benefits from the best available integrated 
steelmaking technology to favor greenfield expansion. 16 

29 

This conclusion is supported with convergent data from government, uni
versity, industry, and consulting-firm studies. The following table is from the 
OTA report: 17 

Integrated Carbon Steel Plant 
Capital Cost Estimates 

for New Shipments Capacity 
1978 dollars/tonne of capacity 

YEAR ROUNDOUT GREENFIELD 

A. D. Little I975 $628 $I,296 
Fordham I975 88o I,474 
COWPS I976 7IO I,502 
U.S. Steel I976 NA I,220 
Marcus I976 630 I,5I4 
Inland Steel I977 520 956 
Mueller I978 7I5 I,2IO 
Republic Steel I979 372-636 I,367-I,3I7 
American Iron & 

Steel Institute I980 743 I,287 

The comparison can be made even more concrete. by considering the Ohio 
Works at Youngstown. William Kirwan, superintendent of the Inill, proposed a 
plan to his corporate superiors for modernization of the Ohio Works by building 
electric furnaces and a continuous caster. The estimated cost was $2o8 Inillion. 
The annual production was estimated at 70o,ooo-8oo,ooo tons of steel, so that 

16 Technology and Steel Industry Competitiveness, OTA, p. 312. A "tonne," or metric ton, is 
2,204.6 pounds. 

17 Ibid., p. 315. 
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the cost per ton of modernization would be $350-$4ooper ton. By contrast, U.S. 
Steel proposes to build a greenfield mill at Conneaut that would produce about 4 
million tons of steel and cost about $4 billion to build, resulting in a cost per ton 
of modernization of about $1 ,ooo per ton. 18 In Mr. Kirwan's words, his plan rec
ommended that "a greenfield plant be built on a brownfield site" that would cost 
"one helluva lot less dollars than a Conneaut" and be "a far more desirable short 
and long range alternative to the tremendous cost and the socio-economic im
pact involved in phasing out the plant."t9 

There is no reason to suppose that the comparative figures for the cost of 
brownfield and greenfield modernization will change significantly in the fore
seeable future. They have been relatively constant for the past quarter century. 
For example, in 1958 Bethlehem Steel estimated that an entirely new fully inte
grated plant in the Chicago area of 2,5oo,ooo tons ingot capacity would cost $300 
per ton ingot capacity as compared to $135 per ton ingot capacity for expansion 
of Youngstown Sheet & Tube's existing plant in the area. 20 

A comparison of the costs to the company of greenfield modernization and 
brownfield modernization is only the first step in an adequate analysis. 

One must also consider social costs. Even if greenfield modernization were cheap
er for the company, it might be more expensive for society as a whole. 

Late in 1978 an analysis was conducted of socioeconomic effects of the 
Campbell Works shutdown. It found that in addition to the 4,100 employees at 
the works who were terminated, at least another 3,6oo jobs would be lost through 
the secondary multiplier effect on suppliers, retail businesses, and others. Loss 
of wages to the former Campbell Works employees during the first three years 
after the shutdown was estimated at $50-70 million, and loss of wages to those in 

18 Cost data for the Conneaut plant are confused for several reasons: first, the company projects 
two (privately, four) stages of construction; second, capital costs have increased dramatically 
since U.S. Steel first made public statements about the proposed plant; and, third, estimates are 
sometimes made per ton of raw (liquid) steel and sometimes per ton of finished (shipped) steel. 
The figure given above was provided by Edgar B. Speer, then chairman of the board, in 1976 
(Industry Week, April 15, 1976). 

19 "Youngstown Works: A Fresh Look" and "1980 Facility Budget Youngstown Works," Plain
tiffs' Exhibits 69 and 70 in the U.S. Steel trial in Youngstown. 

20 United Statesv. Bethlehem Steel Corporation, 168 F. Supp. 576,616 (S.D. N.Y. 1958). The 
question may arise, why then should a U.S. Steel prefer greenfield expansion? The answer ap
pears to be that once a greenfield plant is built, it can produce steel more cheaply than a mod
ernized brownfield facility. Thus, if the company can induce the government (that is, the tax
payer) to build the plant for it by means of tax incentives, this becomes the desirable option for 
the firm. · 
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other businesses during the same period at $63.5 million. The study projected 
costs to the public sector during the same three years of $60-70 million. About 
half of these public costs were expected to take the form of local, county, state, 
and federal tax losses: in the city of Campbell, for example, the Campbell Works 
provided about 65 percent of the city's property-tax revenues. The other $35 
million in projected public costs was expected to derive from various benefit 
programs, particularly the federal Trade Readjustment Assistance act, which 
provides benefits to workers held to have lost their jobs because of imports. 21 

By January 1981, unemployment in the Youngstown-Warren Metropolitan 
Statistical Area had reached 15 ·4 percent, the highest level since the Depression. 22 

City after city in the Mahoning Valley has experienced a budgetary crisis followed 
by wage cuts and layoffs for public employees, and cutbacks in social services. For 
example, in May 1980 nearly all of Youngstown's I,ooo municipal workers, in
cluding firefighters and police officers, went on strike for pay increases the city 
said it could not provide because of revenue lost in the shutdown of the Valley's 
steel mills.23 

In Great Britain, because the steel industry is largely owned by the national 
government, it is possible to compare the savings to the government as entrepre
eur from Inill shutdowns with the costs to the government as provider of social 
services that the shutdowns entail. The Department of Applied Economics and 
Faculty of Economics at Cambridge University made such a calculation of the 
costs and benefits over five years of a shutdown program undertaken by the 
British Steel Corporation in December 1979. The calculation was as follows: 24 

21 Policy and Management Associates, Inc., "Socioeconomic Costs and Benefits of the Com
munity-Worker Ownership Plan to the Youngstown-Warren SMCA," 1978. 

22 Youngstown Vindicator, March 5, 1981. In Bucks County, Pennsylvania, where U.S. Steel's 
Fairless Works is the largest employer, Andrew Moody of Chase Econometric Association has 
forecast that a gradual shutdown of the works over a two-year period would result in the loss of 
8,ooo jobs at Fairless, r,6oo jobs in other manufacturing industries, and u,ooo jobs in non
manufacturing, with a resulting unemployment rate in Lower Bucks County of 10 to 15 per
cent, just as in Youngstown. Don Wolf, "Fairless Works: What's on Road Ahead?" Bucks 
County Courier Times, December 2, 1980. 

23 New York Times, May 3, 1980. 

24 Iron and Steel Trades Confederation, New Deal for Steel, 1980, pp. 76-79. On p. 177 this 
study cites B. Rowthorn and T. Ward, "How to Run a Company and Run Down an Economy: 
The Effects of Closing Down Steel-making in Corby," Cambridge Journal of Economics, De
cember 1979. The Iron and Steel Trades Confederation is the leading trade union in the British 
steel industry. 
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BRITISH STEEL OTHER NATIONALIZED 
CoRPORATION INDUSTRIES TOTAL 

Annual savings 
to industry £231 million £77 million £308 million 

Annual cost to industry 
in unemployment 
benefits, etc. 57 19 76 

Net annual savings 
to industry 174 58 232 

Tax loss to national 
government 408 

Additional welfare 
payments 134 

Total lost to 
Exchequer 542 

Therefore, the estimated effect of the shutdowns on the national government 
considered both as entrepreneur and as provider of social services would be £542 
minus the savings of £232, or £310 million (about $6oo million) lost per year. 
There is no reason to believe that a calculation of benefits and costs would be sig
nificantly different in an American shutdown setting. 

To fully comprehend the comparative social costs of brownfield and green
field modernization, one must also consider the increased social cost of modern
ization at the greenfield site. For example, Conneaut has a present population of 
about 15,000. Although U.S; Steel estimates that construction of the proposed 
mill would cause the population to double, others have estimated' that the in
crease in population might be close to 6o,ooo. Further, U.S. Steel has assuredlocal 
officials that the coming of the mill might make it possible to do away with prop
erty taxes entirely. 25 But James Williams, a partner in Philadelphia's Murphy
Williams Urban Planning and Housing Consultants, estimates that the develop
ment of the mill could cost each resident of Erie, Crawford, and Ashtubula 
counties $6,500 a year over a period of twenty-five years. This is his estimate of 
what it would cost the community to develop services like sewer plants, water 

25 U.S. Steel Corporation, "Highlights of U.S. Steel Corporation's Proposed Lakefront Plant," 
1979· 
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plants, fire and police protection, and school operations, including busing, roads, 
government administration, utilities, libraries, health care, and recreation.26 

Felix Rohatyn, the financier who engineered New York City's "survival," 
has said essentially the same thing. Rohatyn's words directly confront the invest
ment strategy of the American steel corporations: 

The currently fashionable notion of backing the winners instead of 
losers is as facile as it is shallow. The losers today are automotive, steel, 
glass, rubber, and other basic industries. That this nation can continue 
to function while writing off such industries to foreign competition 
strikes me as nonsense .... We cannot become a nation of short-order 
cooks and saleswomen, Xerox machine operators and messenger 
boys.27 

Still more specifically, Rohatyn echoes the analysis developed by Youngstown 
steelworkers: 

In a world where capital will be in shorter supply than energy, is it really 
a valid use of resources to have to build anew in the Sun Belt the exist
ing schoolhouses, firehouses, transit systems, etc., of the North for 
the benefit of the new immigrants in the South, instead of maintaining 
and improving what we already have in place here? Is it rational to 
think that northern cities teeming with the unemployed and unem
ployable will not be permanent wards of the federal government at 
vast financial and social cost? . . . Doesn't the notion of "taking the 
people to the jobs" completely ignore that many of those people, in 
large parts of this country, are unwilling and unable to move?28 

Even the inClusion of social costs in an analysis of the greenfield and brown
field alternatives is not enough. Cost-benefit analysis does not wholly ad

dress the issues in the debate over steel modernization, no matter what costs are 
considered. Some things simply cannot be quantified. The challenge to advo
cates of brownfield modernization is to find a precise way to talk about values 
that cannot be measured. 

26 Williams is the principal author of a federal Department of Energy report on methods to use 
for computing the socioeconomic impact of large industrial projects. 

27 FelixRohatyn, "Reconstructing America," TheNew YorkReviewofBooks, March5, r98r, 
p. r6. 

28 Ibid., p. 20. 
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To do this, it is necessary to step outside the political philosophy that de
rives social decisions from individual rights, and considers merely as another 
cost, albeit "social" cost, the destruction of "the complex nexus of family, neigh
borhood, religion and work that has provided the framework in which most 
people live out their lives-our communities."29 

The effects of investment decisions are similar to impacts on the natural en
vironment: one must consider the ecological effect of actions, not merely the ag
gregate of the action's effects on separate individuals, or on separate aspects of 
the environment, such as air, water, wildlife, and the like. This is a case where 
the whole is more than the sum of parts. The impact of a shutdown on a commu
nity cannot be found by treating separately the effect of the shutdown on em
ployment, crime, alcoholism, the divorce rate, and suicide. The effect of a shut
down on a family cannot adequately be assessed by calculating the effect on each 
family member separately, and deriving a resulting compound trajectory of 
family behavior. 

Further, although we in this country have an old and useful tradition of dis
course about individual rights and the obligation of government to protect them, 
we lack a language to talk about harm to the community. Steelworkers expressed 
this in the course of the litigation connected with the closing of U.S. Steel's 
Youngstown Works. We tried to invoke the idea of a "community property right" 
that is violated when a company comes into a community, dirties its air, fouls its 
water, asks for and receives tax breaks and other benefits to smooth its way, sucks 
up the energies of the community's young people for generations, and then tries 
to throw the community away like an orange peel and walk off. But under exist
ing law what is damaged in this situation is not a right and not property. Harm to 
the community is a fact that does not give rise to enforceable claims. 

The political philosophy of possessive individualism cannot help us, but per
haps the experience and tradition of the labor movement can. The most sacred 
concept of the labor movement is solidarity, or, more fully, that "an injury to one 
is an injury to all." This sense of connectedness, of choosing what benefits all of 
us rather than what helps one and hurts another, is the fundamental reason for 
brownfield reindustrialization. 

The greenfield model of modernization reminds one of how the rebuilding 
of cities was envisioned twenty-five years ago. At that time it was supposed that 
the best way to rebuild a city was to bulldoze areas several square blocks in size, 
disperse the residents to the four winds, and completely replace the housing stock. 
Only gradually did it become clear that this was a crude and in the long run self
defeating approa~h, tending to replace old slums with new ones. The newer 
vision of how to remake a city is to repuild the structures gradually without relo.,. 

29 Roberta Lynch, "Reagan Campaign Themes Are Now Going South," In These Times, 
March 18-31, 1981. 
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eating the people or destroying the social fabric of neighborhoods. Let the 
churches, settlements, and traditional meeting places of the community remain. 
Begin to rebuild in the least densely populated parts of an area. As new housing 
becomes available on the first micro-sites, relocate residents within the neigh
borhood. Proceeding in this fashion with, so to speak, a scalpel rather than a 
sledgehammer, cities can be rebuilt without losing their social identity. 

Twenty-five years from now, no doubt too late for many, many Youngs
towns and, perhaps, Pittsburghs, this is how every civilized nation will also be 
modernizing its industry. Several of us in Youngstown had a glimpse of that fu
ture when we talked with the editor ofthe journal of the Swedish metalworkers' 
union, Per Ahlstrom. He began by emphasizing that Sweden, like the United 
States, is a capitalist economy. Then he went on to describe the Swedish steel 
crisis and how it was resolved. Several years ago, he said, Sweden faced the same 
problems of overcapacity and low profitability that now exist here. There were 
three Swedish steel companies, two privately owned and one owned by the gov
ernment. Each was trying to carry on the whole steel-making process from blast 
furnace to rolling mill, and all were losing money. Accordingly, the Swedish gov
ernment insisted that the three enterprises rationalize their activities. At the same 
time, however, it was decided as a matter of principle that rather than concen
trate all steel-making in a single location, it would be socially preferable to pre
serve each of the three, traditional steel towns if a way could be found to do so. 
The resolution was that each company remained where it was, but each hence
forth was responsible for a single phase of steel-making. The mill closest to 
sources of iron ore in northern Sweden did the initial processing. The mill located 
on the seacoast did most of the finishing. And so on. Meantime, since all moderni
zation and rationalization tends to eliminate jobs, imaginative pmgrams were 
designed to help people leave the steel industry, not in shock and defeat, but with 
a sense of moving forward in their lives. Swedish employers were required to list 
all job openings, and a computerized printout was posted each day in the mill it
self. Persons desirous of visiting other communities where there were job open
ings were paid to do so, as were their spouses. Every steelworker was guaranteed 
two years' pay during the period of transition. The social objective, our visitor 
stated, was that no one ever be compelled unwillingly to leave a job. 

Sweden does what it does for essentially "political" reasons. In an article in 
The Nation, Helen Ginsburg quotes an unnamed Swedish official: "Swedes are 
not particularly religious but one thing we do hold almost sacred is everybody's 
right to work." The result, she continues, is that the unemployment rate in Swe
den was 1.7 percent from 1960 to 1970, and 2.1 percent from 1971 to 1979. This 
is not because the Swedish economy in general or its steel industry in particular 
are immune to the shocks affecting other capitalist economies. On the contrary, 
Sweden is more dependent than the United States on exports, and has no coal or 
oil of its own. 
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The answer is that the Swedish commitment to full employment is 
politically unassailable. Even though it has traditionally been regarded 
as an important means of raising the output of goods and services, and 
hence living standards, it is not viewed solely in economic terms. It is 
also linked to other vital social goals .... [T]he concept of"normaliza
tioli" is fundamental to the Swedish social welfare system; that is, the 
goal is to enable everyone to live as normal a life as possible and ''tore
duce the risk of isolation, loneliness and alienation." And work is con
sidered the key to a normal life. In short, a job is considered a basic 
right.30 

Listening to Per Ahlstrom in Youngstown, Ohio, was like hearing a fairy 
tale. For instance, early retirement, which is the objective of the United Steel .. 
workers of America in its collective bargaining about shutdowns, is, according 
to Ahlstrom, considered a defeat in Sweden because it deprives a person of years 
of contribution to society as a worker. 

The principle is not that industry should always be modernized where it 
presently exists. A company might carry out brownfield industrialization in such 
a way as to sacrifice social values to profit, as General Motors has in Detroit, 
where the new Cadillac assembly plant they are building will destroy I ,02 I homes 
and apartment buildings, I 55 other businesses, several churches, and one hospi
tal, and displace 3, 500 people, thereby eradicating a traditional and racially inte
grated neighborhood. 31 The principle is that economics and technology should 
be subordinated to the preservation and nurturing of community. This principle 
may be expressed in the presumption that it will ordinarily be preferable to re
build in one place, rather than to scrap and move on. 

30 Helen Ginsburg, "A National Coinmitment: Full Employment the Swedish Way," The 
Nation, December 6, 1980. 

3 1 Karl Greimel, dean of the Lawrence Institute of Technology school of architecture and an 
experienced industrial architect, testified in court .that the plant could be built in a much smaller 
space so as to save most of the "Poletown" neighborhood. For instance, instead of placing a 
mammoth parking lot adjacent to the plant, General Motors could build a multilevel parking 
structure or provide parking on the plant roof. General Motors has refused to niake such 
changes. David Moberg, "Detroit: I Do Mind Moving," In These Times, February 4-10, 1981. 
See also Williafn Serrin, "Huge New G.M. Plant, Like Many, to Get Subsidies," New York 
Times, February 25, 1981 . 
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MICHAEL H. BEST AND JANE HUMPHRIES 

0 n Tuesday, March 17, 1981, the last day of parliamentary debate on 
Chancellor Geoffrey Howe's draconian deflationary budget, a rather 

obscure Conservative Member of Parliamant from Norfolk-Northwest, with 
the rather distinguished name ofBrocklebank-Fowler, made history. He became 
the first Tory MP to resign the Whip and physically cross the floor of the House 
of Commons, the two sword lengths that have separated the government and the 
opposition since the early 19oos. Brocklebank-Fowler's defection is not in itself 
an event with which to bore one's grandchildren. But it is a sign of the times in 
Britain-times of increasing political tension and disillusionment. 

Significantly, when Brocklebank-Fowler crossed the floor, he joined not 
the Labour Party, the party of official opposition, but the Social Democratic 
Party, newly formed by right-wing ex-Labour MP's. While schisms in the 
Labour Party already threaten the foundations of Britain's two-party system, 

37 
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the Conservative Party's problems go beyond Brocklebank-Fowler. The resumed 
budget debate was already several hours old when he defected, and no one had yet 
spoken in support of the chancellor's budget. The most significant contortions of 
the afternoon were those of Mr. James Prior, the Minister of Employment, well 
known as a "cabinet wet," Mrs. Thatcher's derisive epithet for those members of 
her inner sanctum not absolutely committed to monetarist policies. Poor Mr. 
Prior evaded the issue by defending odd bits of the budget's periphery, while 
avoiding its general message. Norman St. John-Stevas, recently fired from 
Thatcher's cabinet because of his opposition to monetarism, also deliverec,l a 
scholarly indictment of the government's economic strategy, concluding that 
"man is a moral being first, an economic being second." This advice contrasted 
with that delivered by the Prime Minister earlier in March, when, temporarily in 
possession of a pulpit, she had insisted that "the creation of wealth is a Christian 
duty." St. John-Stevas was not alone. Other Conservative MP's expressed their , 
dismay and anger over the budget. Significantly, the Chancellor's closing com
ments in defense of both budget and monetarism ended in uproar. It was, as the 
Financial Times said, "One of the most bizarre Alice through the Looking Glass 
budget debates of all time." 

Precipitating the political uncertainty and realignment is a disastrous eco
nomic situation. Britain's economic performance in the 196os and 1970s was 
poor but, despite relatively slow growth from 1957 to 1967, in the last year Brit
ain's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita was second among OECD coun
tries only to the United States. By 1978, Britain had been overtaken and substan
tially outdistanced by West Germany, France, and Japan. Similarly, although 
before 1967 Britain's inflation rate was relatively moderate, it accelerated dra
matically after 1972, and in 1975 was twice the OECD average. Balance-of
payments equilibrium was, in general, better achieved, but only at the expense 
of depressing domestic demand to curb a persistent tendency for imports to ex
ceed exports. The resulting oscillations in budg~t-led expansion and contraction 
were conducive neither to a healthy investment climate nor to tractable labor rela
tions. Productivity growth was sluggish, and unemployment rose steadily from 
2.6percentin 1973-74 tomorethan6percentin 1978. 1 Mrs. Thatcherdidnotin
herit a rose garden. 

Since Thatcher has taken office, the British economy has gone from bad to 
worse. GDP has fallen by 5 to 6 percent, with manufacturing and construction 
especially hard hit. In 1980 manufacturing output suffered its largest single-year 
decline in British history. Bankruptcies have soared to record levels, as has un-

1 Richard Caves and Lawrence Krause, Britain's Economic Performance (Washington, D.C.: 
Brookings Institution, 1980). 
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employment, which official estimates now place around the 2.5 million mark, 
more than 10 percent of the work force. The substantial balance-of-payments 
surplus merely reflects the chronic weakness of the domestic economy and an 
eroded ability to import. Exports have suffered from a massively overvalued 
pound, maintained by a combination of North Sea oil, high interest rates, and 
the confidence that monetarism instills among speculators in international cur
rencies. Inflation, which the government had declared its number-one enemy, 
remains in double figures. If traditional performance criteria (unemployment, 
inflation, growth) are used as a measure, the monetarist experiment is a 
shambles. 

Yet Mrs. Thatcher and Sir Geoffrey have stuck to their guns and, via the 
budget, have blasted away again at the British economy. The budget's additional 
£4.,500 million in taxes is the largest tax increase in British history and must push 
Britain deeper into recession. Is this desperation-clinging to monetarism be
cause it's the only policy that they've got? We think not. The Prime Minister and 
Chancellor remain convinced that monetarism will work, that the lamentable 
state of the economy simply reflects the nature of the cure, a kind of short-run 
deterioration before things get better. To understand this perspective it is neces
sary to scrutinize the theoretical underpinnings of Thatcherite monetarism. 

M onetarism has a prior and distinguished history in the guise of the Quan
tity Theory of Money, the rudiments of which can be traced back at least 

two centuries before the time of Adam Sinith. 2 The modem version of monetar
ism posits three relationships that link the actions of government, the money sup
ply, and the price level: the first connects government deficit spending and the 
money supply; the second, the money supply and consumer spending; and the 
third, consumer spending and changes in wages and prices. 

The most widely publicized characteristic of monetarism-the focus on the 
money supply (variously defmed) as both an index of trends in the economy and 
an instrument of government policy-derives from the second relationship. Mon
etarists believe that the relationship between the general public's demand for 
money balances, that is, desired holdings of cash and bank deposits, and money 
income, simply the general public's income in noininal terms, is both stable and 
predictable. The stability of this relationship ensures that the demand for money 
balances grows in line with money income; indeed, the monetarists often repre-

2 Phyllis Deane, "Inflation in History," in Perspectives on Inflation, ed. David Heathfield 
(London: Longman, 1979). 
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sent the former as a fixed proportion of the latter. Thus, if the stock of money in 
existence grows more rapidly than money income, consumers find their asset 
portfolios out of balance. They fmd themselves holding too much money and 
will respond by spending, by trying to convert some of their excess money hold
ings into commodities and/or fmancial assets. Higher spending presses prices 
and wages upward. But at inflated prices and higher levels of money income, the 
theory predicts consumers will want to hold more money. Their demand for 
money balances will thus increase and so equilibrium will eventually be restored. 
The adjustment mechanism is not changes in real income or production but the 
price level. Thus the second and third relationships provide the heart of monetar
ism, old and new: the belief that changes in the money supply must eventually 
affect prices. This is the basis of the "monetarist policy role" whereby growth in 
the money supply is tied to growth in productivity. Any excess monetary growth 
is deemed to dissipate in inflation. 

But what of the first postulated relationship, that between government de
ficit spending and the money supply? Monetarists allege that failure to constrain 
the rate of monetary expansion derives from profligate public expenditure, which 
obliges the government to borrow. The expansion ofpublic debt, measured by 
the Public Sector Borrowing Requirement (PSBR), can directly add to the money 
supply and hence, as the monetarists believe, fuel inflation. Thus the monetarists 
postulate a chain of causation that runs from government spending to inflation 
via the supply of money. 

All three of the mediating processes described are problematic. First, PSBR 
does not stand in a simple monotonic relationship to the growth of the money 
supply, as is acknowledged by the Treasury and reflected in the structure of the 
accounting identity that specifies and measures the components of monetary 
growth. Specifically, the impact of government borrowing on the money supply 
depends on how it is financed. If the money is borrowed from individuals and 
nonbank institutions, so-called funded borrowing, it is fmanced by genuine sav
ings and is not inflationary, although the monet8rists argue that it still has adverse 
effects because it pushes up the cost of borrowing and "crowds out" private
sector productive investment. The part of PSBR that adds to the money supply 
is the "unfunded" component, fmanced by borrowing from the banks, which can 
then use the injection of reserve assets as the basis for credit expansion. A recent 
study demonstrates that for the last three fmancial years "unfunded" (and there
fore inflationary) borrowing was virtually zero, amounting to less than o. 1 per
cent of GDP for that period.3 Given that the same year saw an increase in the 

3 Nicholas Kaldor, "Monetarism and UK Monetary Policy," Cambridge Journal of Econom
ics, vol. 4 (December 1980), p. 305. 
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money supply of £r8 billion, it is clear that the source of monetary expansion 
must lie elsewhere than with a prodigal government. A cursory examination of the 
figures shows that bank lending to the private sector, another component of 
monetary growth, and therefore another item in the accounting identity described 
above, was the major source of monetary expansion. 

The linkage between money and spending is no less controversial. It depends 
on the motives for holding money. Keynes emphasized the role of money as a link 
between the present and the future, allowing people to avoid making commit
ments in a context of uncertainty. Post-Keynesians emphasize the availability 
and uncontrollability of the plethora of money substitutes-such as credit cards, 
trade credit, commercial bills, and so on-that characterize a sophisticated credit
money economy and that make definition, not to mention control, of the money 
supply arbitrary. 

The third linkage, the process by which changes in the money supply affect 
prices, the so-called transmission mechanism of monetary policy, remains some
thing of a mystery. The several possible linkages cited in the literature ultimately 
avoid precise specification of the way spending influences corporate and union 
decision making to impact on prices and wages. Evasion here is not surprising, 
given the disjuncture between the aggregate level of monetarist analysis and the 
micro-level at which decisions that determine the level of prices and wages are 
made. 

Milton Friedman evades these criticisms with a retreat into his own brand 
of positivism. Theoretical deficiencies are discounted; his "scientific laws" are 
derived from empirical relationships documented by behavior in the real world: 

We can know that a bird flies and have some insights into how it is 
able to do so without having a complete understanding of the aerody
namic theory involved. Similarly we know from the experience of many 
countries over many centuries that . . . when the quantity of money 
increases at a decidedly faster rate than the output over any extended 
period, the result is inflation. 4 

Friedman's bald empiricism obscures the real transmission mechanism of 
monetary policy: deflation. Attacks in recent months by public-spirited oppo
nents have forced the monetarists to "come clean" about their real aims. Fried
man, on the defensive, described the monetary transmission mechanism thus: 
"Reduced monetary growth produces a subsequent slowdown in spending, re
flected first in output and employment, later in inflation." Monetary stringency 

4 Milton Friedman, "Monetarism: A Reply to the Critics," London Times, March 3, 1980, 
p. I9. 
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adversely affects spending and depresses aggregate demand, squeezing out ineffi
cient firms and pushing up unemployment. Then come the rather heroic assump
tions about price and wage determination, which, incidentally, do not fit com
fortably with British experience. Firms facing declining demand reduce prices, 
and trade unions, intimidated by rising unemployment, are induced to accept 
lower wages. Inflationary expectations adjust downward, and eventually the 
economy moves back to the "natural" rate of unemployment, the monetarists' 
curmudgeonly version of full employment, but with a lower rate of wage and 
price increase. s 

C an monetarism, now understood as the ugly side ofKeynesianism, work? 
It is clear that it would be very costly. A simulation using the Treasury's 

own computer model of the British economy suggested that the inflation rate 
would fall by one percentage point after four years, at a cumulative cost equiva
lent to 4 percent of a single year's GDP and a year's additional unemployment 
for 2. 5 percent of the labor force. 6 This implies that the government's targeted 
8-percentage-point fall in inflation would cost over 30 percent of GDP and 5 mil
lion person-years. Surely that is not just costly but prohibitive. Walter Eltis, an 
anti-Keynesian, in a qualitative gallop through the same terrain as the Treasury's 
computer, came to much the same conclusion: "Sadly Sir Geoffrey has almost 
certainly been misled by optimistic forecasts and by monetary theory, which is 
still insufficiently thoroughly thought through and tested (to put it mildly) to bear 
the weight he has placed upon it . . . Gambles as big as this sometimes come 
off, but not often."7 In addition, deflation does not have a good historical track 

5 The "natural" rate of unemployment is "the level that would be ground out by the Walrasian 
system of general equilibrium equations, provided there is imbedded in them the actual struc
tural characteristics of the labor market and commodity markets, including market imperfec
tions" (Friedman, ibid., our emphasis). A Walrasian general equilibrium system requires very 
strong assumptions, including no economies of scale, no uncertainty with respect to the future, 
and no one buyer or seller large enough to affect prices. It is far from clear what Friedman, the 
positivist, means by "actual structural characteristics" or "market imperfections" when the 
Walrasian system has not yet accounted for a firm, a labor union, or a government. The one in
ference that saves the definition from ambiguity if not self-contradiction is that the "natural" 
rate of unemployment, while affected by institutional forms, is so in only a trivial way, perhaps 
the way the law of gravity might be affected by changes in temperature. 

6 Monetary Policy-AReportfrom the Treasury and Civil Service Committee of the House of 
Commons, 3 vols. (London: HMSO, 1981). 

7 Walter Eltis, "Gambles as Big as This Howe Budget Sometimes Come Off-But Not Often," 
London Sunday Times, March 15, 1981, p. 16. 
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record for controlling inflation. Studies of the last British experience with mone
tarism between 1935 and 1938 suggest that unemployment of 14-15 percent was 
required simply to hold wage increases to the growth of labor productivity. And 
even that unemployment rate-which would now mean over three million people 
on the dole-would only have stopped inflation from rising; it would not neces
sarily have reversed it. 

But monetarism has more to offer than a theory of inflation. Even if control 
of the money supply were sufficient to restrain price increases, it is not sufficient 
to ensure economic growth. The latter, according to Thatcher, has been stifled 
by excessive government intervention and inefficient, overmanned production 
processes. Here Thatcherism converges with those currently fashionable Ameri
can views that see the productive potential of an economy as cumulatively hob
bled by the interventions promoted by Keynesian demand management and pro
pose as an alternative a liberation of the "supply side." A returnto the "market" 
will unleash private productive initiative and thereby expand the output of goods 
and services but, Thatcher emphasizes, only after an interim, shake-out period 
during which the preconditions for expanded productivity are reestablished. 
These preconditions include the breaking of inflationary price and wage expec
tations; they also include forcing business management to shed unproductive 
workers and unions to dispense with restrictive shop-floor practices under threat 
of bankruptcy and unemployment. Thatcher, unlike President Reagan and hiS' 
supplysiders, emphasizes the necessity of this interim hardship period of substan
tial unemployment and business failure before the miracles of the market can 
assert themselves. Both justify a program of dismantling the welfare state and 
reasserting the "freedom" of the market. Fundamental here is the shared premise 
that the market, left alone, will ensure a growing economy, a productive work 
organization, an optimal mix, and a "fair" distribution of income and tasks. 

The question is, Will Thatcherism, as a theory of political economy, work 
independently of the defects of monetarist economic doctrines linking the gov
ernment deficit, the money supply, and the price level? To answer this question 
we must examine the structural characteristics of markets as they exist in the 
United Kingdom today. 

It is not clear why the British economy has performed so poorly in compari
son with its competitors. Unspecified "structural characteristics" or "social atti
tudes" are often adduced as residual explanatory factors. It is clear that Thatcher
ism conceives the market as a form of organization that can resolve Britain's eco
nomic problems once inflation has been eliminated. Unfortunately, the market 
cannot simply be wheeled in to coordinate economic activities. It is no natural 
referent, but a social form, and as such is subject to strategic response, collective 
reconstitution, and normative legitimation. Thus, in the case of Britain, an ahis
torical conceptualization of the "market" must be replaced by one that encom-
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passes the relationships among four economic agencies: the two components of 
corporate enterprise-big industrial capital and finance capital-and labor and 
the state. 

The 1968 industrial census revealed that the top 100 manufacturing com
panies-the first agency-produced nearly half of manufacturing output and 
fewer than seventy-five firms accounted for more than half of Britain's industrial 
assets-a much higher degree of concentration than that prevailing in the United 
States or Western Europe. 8 Such concentration might be presumed to facilitate 
organization among large firms and to constitute a powerful collective presence 
for industrial capital within the state. The virtual powerlessness of British indus
trial capital to counter the foreign exchange rate consequences of North Sea Oil 
and government high interest rate policies belies such an inference. Between the 
fourth quarters of 1976 and 1980 the sterling exchange rate increased by 50 per
cent, which is equivalent to a tax of so percent on exporters of British-made 
products. Self-sufficiency in energy too has t~ned into a burden for British in
dustrial capital, for her Japanese, German, French, and American competitors 
have benefited from their respective states' efforts to finance oil imports with 
manufactured goods exports. The overvalued pound has been pushed up still 
further by short-term speculative capital inflows attracted by Thatcher's high in
terest rate policies. The costs to British manufacturing have been devastating. 
For example, from December 1979 to December 1980, manufacturing output 
skidded down by 15 percent and Britain's share in world trade continued its long 
post-World War II decline. The process by which the "market" is to restore Brit
ish manufacturing growth and improve market shares lost to her competitors is 
not clear. What is clearis that government nonintervention in the foreign market 
or active government intervention to push up the sterling interest rate has greatly 
reduced the competitive strength of British manufacturing exporters. 

Ironically, these developments are a consequence of the historic strength 
and independence of British industrial capitaland particularly of its interna
tional character. British overseas production as a percentage of domestic output 
amounts to a full4o percent, which is 2.5 times the comparative U.S. figure, 5 
times that of Germany, and 8 times that of Japan.9 Comparative insularity led 

8 Stuart Holland, "Planning Disagreements," in Beyond Capitalist Planning, ed. Stuart Hol
land (Oxford: Blackwell, 1978), p. 140. The 30 largest firms, those with over 4o,ooo employee's, 
produced 35 percent of all UK manufacturing output in 1972. No other European country had 
more than 12 firms of this size operating within its national boundaries; and in only one case, 
the Netherlands, did the firms' share of manufacturing output exceed 20 percent. See the Lon
don Group of the Conference of Socialist Economists, The Alternative Economic Strategy 
(London: CSE Books and the Labour Coordinating Committee, 1980), p. 27. 

9 Multinational Corporations and World Development, UNDESA, cited in London Group, 
Alternative Economic Strategy, p. 28. 
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German, French, and Japanese capitals to coordinate their actions by develop
ing ties with their national banking systems and their national states. In compar
ison the extensive British Empire gave British capital a foreign portfolio invest
ment option. As a consequence, the character of British capital has historically 
been financial rather than industrial. Thus the City (the embodiment of British 
finance capital) has been more influential in state policies than its counterparts 
elsewhere, as reflected in the preoccupation of British governments with a 
"sound" currency and in their historic efforts to impose an overvalued pound. 1o 
In the past as today, British industry has paid the price by a combination of lost 
foreign markets and competition from cheap imports. 

Large-scale British capital emerges as considerably less organized to control 
its profitability and destiny than its counterparts in Germany, Japan, and France. 
It would be unimaginable for big industrial capital in these countries to sit by, 
disorganized, as their share in the "market" was destroyed. Only in the United 
Kingdom are capitalists so uncoordinated and disconnected from the state that 
an abundance of oil would metamorphose into a comparative disadvantage for 
industry. 11 

The relative anarchy among British industrial capitals has also promoted a 
split between individual and collective corporation rationality in the area of prod
uct selection and development. Specific needs can not only be crefl.ted and devel
oped but also catered to in a variety of ways. Successful corporate strategy in
volves coordinated decisions about the form in which products are made avail
able in the "market." If, for example, a few firms can gain a shared monopoly 
position in all forms of ground transporation, as with General Motors, and asso
ciated enterprises in the United States, they can maximize profits by eliminating 
the market for less profitable product forms such as electric trolley or interurban 

IO The most famous policy decision to sacrifice the interests of industry to those of finance 
capital was Winston Churchill's decision in I925 to return to gold at prewar parity: see Susan 
Howson, Domestic Monetary Management in Britain, 1919-38 (Cambridge, Engl.: Cambridge 
University Press, I975). For a more general discussion of the relationship between financial and 
industrial capital see Frank Longstreth, "The City, Industry and the State," in State and Econ
omy in Contemporary Capitalism, ed. Colin Crouch (London: Croom Helm, I979). 

I I William Lazonick exainines some of the reasons for the lack of coordination among British 
capitalists in the cotton textile industry and refers to studies of the steel, coal-mining, and ship
building industries that make siinilar points. See Lazonick, "Industrial Organization and Tech
nological Change: The Decline of the British Cotton Industry," mimeographed (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University, I 980). The work of Alfred Chandler on the failure of British corpo
rate enterprise to move from entrepreneurial and family enterprise to managerial enterprise for 
more than fifty years after American firms had made the transition provides the foundation for 
all such studies. See Alfred D. Chandler, Jr., and Herman Daems, eds., Managerial 
Hierarchies: Comparative Perspectives on the Rise of the Modern Industrial Enterprises (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, I98o). 
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railroads. 12 In the United Kingdom the creation of a nuclear energy market and 
obstruction of efforts to develop markets for new coal technologies or renew
able energy resources may be profitable for Babcock and Willcox, but by unnec
essarily escalating the social costs of energy it engenders higher wage demands 
and lower profits to corporations taken collectively. After the resources are allo
cated, they become embedded in a larger matrix of interdependent decisions. 
Once the car is the predominant mode of transport, then housing, occupational, 
market, and other decisions are oriented around its availability. But only the au
tomobile and oil companies benefit from the fact that restructuring a transpor
tation system, once in place, is a very costly proposition to the society. Both col
lective capital and consumers can become captive to the investment policies of 
private corporate decision makers. 

In other countries, capitalists have collectively countered the tendency to 
product irrationality and higher living costs by coordinating investment plan
ning for specific products through the state. In such cases the state can act as a 
watchdog for the interests of collective capital by subsidizing privately irrational 
but collectively rational product forms. For example, bus and rail fares to the 
Parisian are one-fourth to one-third their cost to the Londoner. 13 From here it is 
a small step to active state participation in selecting and subsidizing potential 
product "winners" on an international scale, as is done in France, Japan, and 
Germany. Here as elsewhere the failure of British industrial capitalists to coordi
nate their actions has led to a condition of collective weakness. The antisocialist 
rhetoric of Conservative governments bodes poorly for investment coordination 
and planning, but in turn Labour government intervention is opposed for fear 
that potential public accountability in some product decisions would threaten 
the immunity of the corporations from public accountability in other areas. To
day the stakes are high for British capitalists. They are caught between Scylla 
and Charybdis: either stick with Thatcher and risk bankruptcy or organize with 
labor and risk nationalization under a Labour government. 

Another probl~matic result of historic independence is underdeveloped ties 
with the second agency, the banking system. British fmance capital did not evolve 
into holding companies for industrial empires as in the United States but instead 
provided outlets for portfolio investment abroad. The City's fortunes as finan-

12 The General Motors investment strategy to eliminate alternative, less profitable product 
forms is described in Bradford Snell, American Ground 'fl"ansport: A Proposaljor Restructur
ing the Automobile, Truck, Bus and Rail Industries (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1974). For elaboration of this and other examples of product irrationality in 
the American context see Michael Best and William Connolly, The Politicized Economy, 2nd 
ed. (Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1981), ch. 4 and 5· 

13 Anotole Kaletsky, "Why Fares Are So High on London Transport," London Financial 
Times, June 23, 1980. 
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cial entrepot of the world were suddenly and dramatically refurbished by the 
emergence of a $1 trillion Eurocurrency market and petrocurrency recycling. 
United Kingdom banking is less restricted than its competitors in the industrial
ized world. Whereas in Germany and France large portions of the banking sys
tem are nationalized and all ate heavily regulated, in the United Kingdom bank
ers' freedom to maximize profits is unrestricted and largely unquestioned. 

But finance capital is not invulnerable. In the last analysis it requires a healthy 
industrial base. Expansion of credit is limited by the expansion of output, and fi
nancial markets are built on belief and trust. The fear that a major bank may be 
insolvent can create a self-fulfilling prophecy as depositors rush to withdraw their 
funds. The stability of fmancial markets is vulnerable to mere rumors of loan 
defaults by overcommitted corporations or Third World governments, or to 
failed speculative gambles in currency, real estate, or commodities. Once under
way, the fear of fmancial ruin is contagious. For this reason the state must act as 
lender of last resort and defend financial institutions when in need. 

The third agency, the labor ''market," is no less susceptible to strategic re
constitution than are commodity or fmancial markets. The comparative failure 
of British capital to attack labor organization decisively both directly within the 
plant and indirectly via the power of the state, as in the United States, or to de
velop corporate welfare programs, as in Japan, led to the political organization 
of labor on a greater scale than elsewhere. The relatively conciliatory approach 
of British capital to organized worker resistance goes back to the passage of a 
series of acts in the 186os and 187os that secured the legal status of unions and the 
rights to strike and picket without imprisonment. The craft system of labor or
ganization and the decentralized nature of collective bargaining continue to pre
dominate today in the United Kingdom, where restrictive practices do inhibit the 
domain of managerial prerogative over workplace organization in ways hardly 
imagined by trade-union counterparts elsewhere.14 • But this strength is, in part, a 
consequence of the great weakness of the trade union mO-vement: a lack of influ
ence over investment strategy. 

Capital reigns more supreme in the United Kingdom than in France or Ger
many, where international options, regulated banks, and state regional and indus
trial policies circumscribe the investment strategies of big capital. The limited 
leverage labor has over investment derives from its defense of existing jobs. Labor 
has little say in the location, amount, or form of investment. In autos, steel, 
mining, and shipbuilding this defensive policy, while successful in the short run, 

14 A recent comparison of labor organization in a number of industrialized countries con
cluded that the greater shop-floor bargaining strength of U.K. unions has constrained produc
tivity growth. See Andrew Kilpatrick and Tony Lawson, "On the Nature of Industrial Decline 
in the U.K.," Cambridge Journal of Economics, vol. 4 (March 1!}80), p. 90. 
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ultimately causes rigidity in the organization of work and limits the competitive
ness of British capital. 

An alternative investment model is provided by Lucas Aerospace, where 
workers have achieved some success in pressing for the development of socially 
useful products. Threatened with unemployment and weary of producing wea
pons of mass destruction, shop stewards have worked directly with consumer 
groups to generate proposals for energy conservation equipment, wind and wave 
energy systems, new kinds of rail vehicles and canal revitalization. This evolving 
social form combines the idealized market advantages of direct links between 
consumers and producers with planning mechanisms that democratically coor
dinate choices and set priorities. But governmental intervention remains a pre
requisite for the development of such arrangements. 

In addition to increasing unionization, inflation affects the labor "market" 
in another way that is obscured by monetarist theory. Thatcherite efforts to 
"squeeze" inflation out of the labor market by increasing unemployment have 
not been successful to date, primarily because wage demands are restricted by 
more than the pressure of unemployed workers. Social custom and moral stand
ards have acted as invisible sanctions justifying and thereby reinforcing income 
differentials in the past. Different rates of wage inflation have upset historical in
come differentials associated with a hierarchy of positions in the social division of 
labor, and hence politicized the struggle over income distribution that threatens 
further to disrupt economic production. Thatcher's success requires the market 
to be perceived as a social form that distributes incomes justly. If it is not so per
ceived, the level of unemployment required to bludgeon workers into accept
ance of reduced wage demands in a democratic polity may be very high indeed. 

The fourth collective agency is the state. Thatcherism is a political philos
ophy that attributes any and all failures of economic performance to the power 
of government to tax, spend, print, and borrow money. Therefore, the path to 
rejuvenating the British economy is one of reducing government intervention 
and increasing the role of the market. Thatcherism obscures the role that the 
welfare state has played as a scapegoat for the dislocations rooted in the lack of 
democratic accountability that characterizes the market as a social form. These 
dislocations create pressures for government intervention, but the corporate 
control of investment limits the options available to the government in response. 
As a result, Thatcherism fails on its own terms. Thatcher's efforts to rely upon 
the market have only exacerbated the economic crisis in a number of ways. 
Some examples: 

• The Thatcher government has let the foreign exchange market go. It has 
subjected manufacturing to a severe squeeze, reduced output, and induced dein
dustrialization. Given the pervasive and growing degree of import penetration, 
when-and if-economic growth resumes, imports will grow very rapidly. The 
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consequent depreciation of sterling will likely generate a new round of inflation, 
due to the rundown state of British industry. ~ 

• The Thatcher government has repudiated controls on banking, thereby 
forsaking the one instrument vital to state control in monetarist theory, the 
money supply. Private banks have resisted government monetary policy when it 
has run counter to their profitabilty. Thus the money supply is not determined by 
the state but the market. In 1980 money supply growth of over 20 percent was 
more than double the government's target, as banks capitalized on the high in
terest rates and distress-borrowing of troubled firms. To regain control of the 
money supply, the Thatcher government would have to redesign and strengthen 
public controls on the banking system. 

• As the Thatcher government has attempted to deflate the economy to re
duce the PSBR, it has indirectly increased claims on public money in three ways. 
First, every person thrown out of work has, according to Treasury estimates, in
creased total unemployment compensation by £3,500. Falling income has also 
reduced government tax revenues. Second, every increase in the interest rate to 
curb inflation has increased the costs of financing public debt. Third, by pressing 
firms to the wall, the government has had to bail out both public corporations, 
including British Leyland and British Steel, and private-sector firms such as the 
major computer company, ICL. As a result, the government's spending in 1980 
surpassed the previous year by 22 percent. The borrowing target of £8.5 billion 
for 1980-81 was surpassed in six months and may exceed £13 billion for the year. 
This dynamic lies behind the tax increases of the 1981 budget. 

• The Thatcher government has run down the public sector. Increasingly, 
people are forced to substitute private purchased commodities for previously 
public goods, a process that raises the cost of living. Net domestic fixed capital 
formation by public-sector corporations fell from £943 million in 1976 to £166 
million (at current prices) in 1979. In 1980 nearly one million people joined pri
vate health insurance plans, a half million opted out of state-financed schools, 
and this year 1oo,ooo council houses (a British form ofpll.blic housing) are sched
uled for sale. Running down the public sector will do irreparable long-term dam
age, as U.S. cities have found as they now attempt to reconstruct electrified pub
lic transportation systems sold off fifty years ago. But in the short run, as more 
needs previously met by public provision are displaced into the market, they are 
transmitted into increased wage demands, higher costs, and lower profits to cap
ital as a whole. The relief promised by offsetting reductions in local government 
taxes has not occurred. In fact, local government tax rates are being increased 20 
percent on the average in 1981. 

• As the Thatcher government has used the blunt instruments of monetar
ism to deflate the economy, it has heightened the sense of random economic vio
lence striking innocent people. Besides the massive unemployment and deterio-

,,;,' 
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ration in public services, the desperate search to reduce wage costs has increased 
sweatshop and putting-out systems of work organization. These conditions risk 
eroding the legitimacy of the market system and, in tum, the allegiance of people 
to the prevailing economic and political institutions, precisely at a time when 
Thatcher is appealing to people's national loyalty and sense of public interest to 
enhance worker productivity, limit wage demands, and curb claims on the pub
lic budget. What monetarism does not account for are the social norms such as 
public spirit, cooperation, and ethics that guide and restrain human conduct 
and thereby affect the efficiency of the "market," a point well understood by ear
lier economists. Adam Smith, for example, wrote: 

People could safely be trusted to pursue their own self-interest 
without due harm to the community not only because of the restric
tions imposed by law, but also because they were subject to built in re
straint derived from morals, religion, custom and education. 15 

The monetarists are not so sophisticated. Nor do they account for the fact that 
these social norms are themselves subject to erosion by the evolution of the mar
ket and government policies. 16 Ironically, this tendency of monetarism to gnaw 
away at self-sanctions anchored in social norms and legitimate institutions 
creates pressure for coercive monitoring by state bureaucrats. Hence the ugly 
political side of monetarism's market "freedom." 

In short, the market has failed its monetarist adherents. Celebrated as the 
solution to the ills of the welfare state, it has backfired. It is not, of course, per
ceived in this way. Instead Thatcher blames the "wets" and the immorality of 
MP's who vote for expenditures and then resist paying the bills. The growing 
number of critics blames Thatcher. Friedman opines that it has not been a true 
monetarist experiment, because it was not sufficiently deflationary to drive 
down government spending. Lurking at or below the surface is the implication 
that if it were not for democratic pressures, the market would work. 

I5 Cited in Fred Hirsch, The Social Limits to Growth (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
I976), p. I37· 
I 6 Kenneth Arrow examines the links between social norms and the efficiency of the market in 
The Limits of Organization (New York: Norton, I974), pp. 26 and 36-37. The implications of 
the market's tendency to erode social norms for state policies are explored in William Connolly 
and Michael Best, "The Decline of Economic Virtue," democracy, vol. I, no. I (January I98I), 
pp. I04-I5. 
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matcher's strategy for dismantling the welfare state involves increasing un
employment, bankrupting business, deindustrializing the country, privatiz

ing public services-and blaming democracy for resistance to these policie~. A 
truly alternative strategy would start with the proposition that curbing inflation 
without massive unemployment requires an incomes policy that limits the price
and wage-setting powers of corporations and unions. But an incomes policy has 
two prerequisites: first, a publicly accountable investment strategy oriented to 
reducing the costs of living so that workers are not squeezed by rising expenses, 
and, second, democratic processes that replenish institutional legitimacy and 
commitment to the common good. Wage and price controls administered by a 
state bureaucracy over a citizenry lacking civic virtue will be a nightmare. No 
army of government bureaucrats could enforce public policies on a populace 
guided by individual economic self-interest alone. The problem is that monetar
ism will continue to fill the vacuum created by the contradictions of liberalism 
until a democratic socialism is developed that can mobilize popular support 
around such a real alternative strategy. 



In Defense 
of the State (II) 

PHILIP GREEN 

I n the first part of this essay, I argued ~at the "fre~ market". and th~ "mini
mal state," as understood by such anttstate theonsts as Milton Fnedman 

and Robert Nozick, as well as their intellectual progeny who now contend for 
cdntrol over the U.S. government, are in fact primarily instruments for the main
tenance of inequality and privilege. 

The obvious line of defense of those instrumentalities against such an argu
ment is familiar. First, it is claimed that the rights of property protected by the 
free market and the niinimal state are fundamental. Second, it is claimed that 
the free market and the niinimal state are in any event primarily democratic in
stitutions-institutions, that is, such as would be created or have been created by 
''the people/' as opposed to welfarist institutions that are created by "govern
ment bureaucrats." In the second part of this essay I shall address both aspects of 
that defense. We shall see that the free market and the minimal state protect only 
a very special class of property rights, rather than any kind of right we can rea
sonably think of as belonging by nature to all people; and that the activities of 
the minimal ot any other (capitalist) state consist to a great degree of coercion 
exercised by that state on behalf of the rights of a minority and against those of 
the majority. 

Democrats should be especially grateful to Robert Nozick. In his develop
ment of what he calls the "entitlement theory of justice"-i.e., the theory of the 
rights of private property-he has shown more clearly than anyone before him 
(more clearly even than John Locke, who maintained a careful ambiguity on the 
origins and rights of entitlement) just how historically empty, though ideolog
ically replete, that theory is. Since the common understanding of what the 
owners of great agglomerations of capital consider to be their right to their prop-
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erty is very similar to Nozick,s, we can learn much about the ways in which we 
should or should not use the notion of property rights from a close attention to 
his argument. 

An individual is entitled to a property holding, Nozick claims, if it was origi
nally acquired in accordance with what seemed at the time to be just prin

ciples, and has been subsequently transferred by procedurally just means. Alter
natively, an individual is entitled to a holding, even if it was originally acquired 
by unjust means, if its transfer was intended as a rectification of past injustice in 
the original acquisition (and intermediate transfers), and was accomplished by 
procedurally just means. However, because state action, except for the minimal 
"nightwatchman, function of police protection, is always coercive-if all people 
could agree on such an action, no state would be needed to accomplish it-no 
"procedurally just means,, of property acquisition, transfer, or its rectification is 
legitimately to be accomplished by public intervention. Any such intervention is 
unjust; and therefore we are able to distinguish the legitimate protection of freely 
gotten acquisition of property from the illegitimate rectification of inequalities. 

All of this, however, has nothing to do with the world we live in. In that 
world, little property of note has been acquired "justly/, and no one ever agreed 
to the rules of the transfer of property presently in force. On the whole, people 
did not enter the modern "social contract, willingly, but rather were dragged 
into it by force, kicking and screaming. We do not expect abstract political phi
losophy to tell a true historical tale, but we do have a right to expect it to be based 
on more than sheer fantasy. The moral rules that underpin capitalist economy
the modern reign of inequality in the economic realm-specify that the means of 
production of goods for the use of all are rightfully and for practical purposes 
best left in the hands of persons with no accountable public position; that the 
production process can always be thought of as decomposable into the separate 
acts of the individuals who make it up, rather than being necessarily a coopera
tive effort; that human labor is a commodity and therefore ought to be sold by 
unattached individuals rather than carried on jointly by families, neighborhood 
groups, or other communities; and that trade and production are good in and of 
themselves, regardless of the value of or the need for the products made and 
traded. If we ask how these rules came to be thought of by most people as legiti
mate, the answer is perfectly obvious, though it is the obverse of Nozick,s answer. 
Private property in the means of production, the "free,, labor market, the work
place as an arena of individual strangers ("commodities,,), and the unfettered ex
pansion of production and trade came into being with the help, and only with 
the help, of massive force and violence both instituted and supported by the Le
viathan state. If there is anywhere a fortune or a large-scale productive enter-
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prise that has not been built up by means of the coercive intervention of the state 
on someone's behalf to the detfi.ment of someone else, we will have to search 
long and hard for it. Whether we look at the history of wealth and the develop
ment of industry and agriculture in the United States, the history ofland tenure 
in France, of monopolies in Germany, of the "great houses" in Japan (which at 
times have been almost inseparable from the state); whether we look at the pecu
liar development of the law of corporations in Anglo-Saxon and continental 
jurisdictions, or at the legal theory of subsoil rights in the United States, we find, 
always and only, the state, with its laws, tariffs, subsidies, licenses, grants, and 
armies, where Nozick speaks of "just" entitlements. Only in the offshoots of the 
British Empire among contemporary capitalist societies was it even a partially 
democratic state that helped to create early capitalism; not that that makes any 
difference to Nozick or Friedman, both of whom emphasize quite rightly that the 
(partially) democratic state can be every bit as coercive and unfair to ipdividuals 
and groups as any other kind; as indeed it was when it distributed legally pro
tected land or capital to individuals, e.g., railroad barons in the United States. 

"Capital," as Marx_said at the end of his history of primitive accumulation, 
wherever it is found, comes into the world "dripping from head to foot, from 
every pore, with blood and dirt." In a recent study, an economic historian de
scribes the history of the English economy since Hastings as a tale of pure and 
simple looting. They both exaggerate, but only just, for effect. 1 Where blood 
and dirt and loot have been absent, capital has dripped subsidies, grants, bribes, 
the manipulation of courts to create new legal principles, and all the other famil
iar public paraphernalia of "private" enterprise. That essential point has always 
been plain to serious students of society. Hobbes and Locke writing on the state 
of nature, Rousseau writing on the origins of inequality, Hegel writing on the ab
sence of justice among families, tribes, or even in civil society, Weber writing on 
the foundations of economy and state: all were aware that in the given order of 
things the appropriation and development of capital inevitably took place with 
the help either of force, fraud, or theft, or (chiefly) with the help of the monopo
listic coercive powers of the state. There is no other way for capital to be appro
priated, except for the unlikely discovery of newfound land. Nozick himself 
seems to recognize this when he writes, "past injustices might be so great as to 
make necessary in the short run a more extensive state in order to rectify them"2 

[my emphasis]. But all he accomplishes in this passage is to show that his famili
arity with the technical language of ethics does not extend to a familiarity with 
real politics. States don't rectify injustice except when people who've previously 
been excluded from the state seize and use its powers. The state, in other words, 

I See Marx, Capital, vol. I (Chicago: Charles H, Kerr, I926), parts 7 and 8; W. G. Hoskins, 
The Age of Plunder: The England of Henry VIII, ISOO-I547 (London: Longman, Green, 1976). 

2 Robert NoV.ck, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, I974), p. 23I. 
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is not a neutral bestower of rewards to the just, but rather an arena in which class 
and group conflict takes place, and it will not "wither away" before classes and 
groups do. 

When we turn from the question of the original acquisition of property to 
that of "just transfers," the ideology of the minimal state fares no better. Accord
ing to Nozick, the proper mode for making "just transfers" of property is the 
free market-not the coercive powers of the state. But the most important aspect 
of the free market, without which fortunes could never have been built up and 
giant corporations could not exist, is the free market for labor. Free labor, and 
the concomitant workplace organization with which we are familiar, is the ab
solute sine qua non of free capital's productivity, since capitalists are people who 
do not do their own work. The labor market-the institution that treats workers 
as commodities rather than as trained people with skills, education, and profes
sional dignity-separates the class life-styles of capitalists and their professional 
servants from those of workers. But far from being a natural development insti
tuted by popular demand, the free labor market and the associated notion (which 
Friedman and F.A. Hayek make into the foundation stone of capitalism) that 
reward for work is properly distributed on the basis of individual commodity 
contracts, have been around for only a small portion of human history, and they 
have not always or even often been welcomed by most people. People had to be 
disciplined to become what we nowadays call "workers"; they had, by what Max 
Weber described as "a long and arduous process of education," to be broken 
loose from their traditional moorings. "In the past," he adds, "this was in every 
case an extremely difficult problem."3 Nor did Weber mean to suggest, with the 
term "education," the comparatively painless disciplines of compulsory public 
schooling, a very late development in the flowering of capitalism (though it too 
has usually been put to the service of worker "education"). The ways in which 
potential workers were "educated" to accept and endorse their new fate included 
- in_addition to the authoritative, virtually coercive pressures of state-supported 
churches-new laws of vagrancy, vagabondage, and debt, the establishment of 
workhouses, prisons, and sanatoria, the destruction of housing for the sake of 
"development" and its replacement by "company" housing, the outlawing of 
workers' combinations and strikes, the forcible introduction of intense speciali
zation of labor despite steadfast worker resistance, and the occasional bloody 
massacre. None of this had to do with the "natural" protection of property, but 
rather with enabling one (small) group of people to make property of another 
(larger) group. Labor as a commodity now exists only because the allegedly 
dreaded state put its armed forces entirely at the disposal of private entrepre
neurs for a period that in some nations lasted more than a century. 

3 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Th.lcott Parsons (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958), p. 62. 
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Market capitalism, in short, is an episode in the history of international and 
civil violence; its Enabling Acts were acts of war, revolution, the restructuring of 
political institutions, and other events in the natural history of the struggle for 
political power, and for the "monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force 
within a given territory." 

That is not accidental: labor had to be tamed for capitalism to exist. Work
ers had to be inured to the idea that for better or worse, like it or not, their kind 
of life was going to be different from, and inferior to, that of other classes of 
people-and necessarily so. Without the now familiar distinctions among own
ers, professionals, and workers, capitalism could not exist-the accumulation of 
capital in private hands could not take place, as there would be no assurance of 
security for it, no assurance of a ready supply of wage workers, no assured loyalty 
from the middle class. 

To deal with this problem in Nozick's own terms, we must consider his and 
Friedman's argument that the appropriate means for rectifying an undesired 
state of affairs (in a "free society") is "compensation" arranged by the market, 
rather than interventionist public action. Capitalism can exist only when labor 
is treated as an individually interchangeable, nonhuman commodity to be sold 
freely on the market-and as a lesser social class. (We have only to compare the 
way General Motors hires a sales manager with the way it hires a welder, or the 
way it pays them for their work, or the way their work time is supervised, to un
derstand "labor" as a deliberately designed system of inferiority.) But what form 
of compensation can be paid for being a victim of this system of enforced depri
vation;· for belonging to the social class of "wage worker"? The only form of 
compensation the market can arrange, the worker already receives in the form 
of wages. Organized bargaining (which is anyhow considered an interference 
with the free market so beloved of the antistatists) can produce better wages and 
fringe benefits. But these forms of compensation cannot change the compara
tive disadvantage of the way of life of the man or woman who remains a wage 
worker. The compensation that workers really want is to not be a member of the 
working class, that is, a disposable commodity-and the very principle of the 
free market for labor ensures that that kind of compensation never will nor ever 
can be offered to workers. It can be offered to individuals, of course, in the form 
of upward social mobility for themselves or their children; but they will have to 
be replaced by others who will take over their previous class position. As to that, 
the working class as a whole can be diminished in proportion to the other classes 
by technological change, but it cannot be eliminated in a capitalist society. Capi
talism provides only market rather than communal incentives to work, and since 
the market incentives for wage labor are clearly unsatisfactory to most people, 
the market is cleared only because there are millions of available people who are 
driven to work at labor by their material circumstances. If everyone could choose 
his or her field of endeavor the way the average college or professional-school 
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graduate does, few people would choose to do the really productive work of 
society. Only in some different system, in which informal class barriers had been 
eliminated or attenuated, and entry into any career line whatsoever truly was by 
equal, free choice, would the principle of market compensation work: danger
ous work would be paid more, wearyingly responsible work compensated for by 
extended summer vacations, workers given more civic rights than nonworkers, 
etc. Then people might actually sort themselves into job categories according to 
their personal tastes, and the productive work could still get done. But that is to 
say that for the principle of compensation to function correctly, capitalism has 
to be abolished!4 

Moreover, it is also true that a "free market for labor," even leaving aside 
the question of its historical origins and the impossibility of subjecting it to the 
principle of compensation, cannot be managed without a good deal of coercion 
by the state. Again, that is because of the nature of social classes in a capitalist 
system. Let us suppose, for example, that laborers working for a manufacturer 
think that they are being underpaid, or overworked, or overexposed to carcino
genic substances. If they were sellers of a good (that is, a manufactured thing) 
they could withhold their product from the market until its price was met, and if 
their belief that the product was underpriced was correct they would clear the 
market at the higher price. Thus the market gives aid and comfort to mistreated 
sellers of goods: price rises or cutbacks in production or both are available to 
capitalists as a means of getting compensation from consumers who, for exam
ple, have insisted on some costly environmental reform but refuse to pay for it. 
As a last resort, furthermore, capitalists confronted by consumers who continue 
to refuse to pay the market price for a good can declare themselves unable to 
make a profit and shut down; society may go without a desired good, but one 
rarely hears of major shareholders in large corporate enterprises who suffer per
sonally when the enterprise goes out of business (usually, in reality, closes a sub
sidiary). The capital remains in the owner's hands, and there is always someone 
else to sell it to, and then premature retirement to be enjoyed at a hea1thy stand
ard of living. The ability of well-cushioned owners to withdraw their services 
without challenge is one of the most inalienable of the "rights of property."5 

This is not true of workers. Their withdrawal of services is the strike; but 
without having some means of legal coercion available to them they will be un-

4 The relationship between the division of labor and equality is discussed at greater length in 
chapter 4 of my book The Pursuit o[ Inequality (New York: Pantheon, 1981). 

5 Throughout Western Europe, social democratic legislation has modified and limited the 
"right" of corporations to close down plants, move operations, lay off workers, etc. The United 
States remains what Nozick and Friedman might call a "free society" in this regard-i.e., the 
right to do injury to other people remains unlimited if you have the power to do it. 
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able to make their strikes effective in a minimal (nonwelfare) state. If workers 
walk off a job, they will be replaced by other workers willing to work in danger
ous conditions, or at a speeded-up rate, or for what the strikers think to be low 
wages. The difference between their situation and that of the employer is im
mense. The workers, living off the proceeds of labor that are (per capita) much 
less rewarding than those of capital, will be in no position to withdraw from the 
economy for even a short while, as can the employer. They cannot simply quit 
work, but must force the employer to rehire them. Furthermore, the employer 
has available a pool of unemployed labor, or the putative support of private 
lending institutions to finance a period of technological improvement after 
which the strikers' labor will be unnecessary, or both. Thus the rationalization of 
class divisions that ideologues like Friedman and Nozick engage in creates aver
sion of "Catch 22." Unlike owners who are legally free to withdraw their services, 
or managers and professionals who hardly ever need to do so, wage workers, by 
the very definition of labor as a commodity rather than as a profession (and be
cause of the conditions of supply and demand attached to that definition), often 
will have to use force and violence if their withdrawal of labor is to be effective. 
In a nonminimal state, such as the antistatists decry, they might have informal 
government support in the form of unemployment compensation or welfare 
payments (where those are available to strikers), or strike funds of the kind that 
only the most gigantic unions are able to build up (though usually but a pittance 
compared to what employers of the same size have available to tide them over). 
But in the minimal, or purely capitalist state, only coercion will help striking 
workers. That is because effective withdrawal of labor entails preventing others 
from taking your place, keeping the workplace shut, etc. But then the workers 
will be attacking the property the minimal state was set up to protect. They too 
will have discovered the iron fist in the velvet glove of the minimal state. 

Let us suppose, for example, that in pursuance of Nozick's principles the 
Reagan administration were to engage (as some of its spokesmen have promised 
it will) in a budgetary or programmatic decimation of the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration, thus "releasing" workers to deal with their working 
conditions themselves. Let us then suppose, more imaginatively, that the em
ployees of an asbestos plant demand complete authority to restructure working 
conditions so as to make themselves the guarantors of their own health and safety. 

We can safely predict that their demand will be refused, on the grounds that 
any such surrender of authority would invade managerial prerogatives and be
tray the corporation's obligations to its stockholders. We can with equal assur
ance predict that any court would uphold that refusal against a lawsuit brought 
by the workers, since the refusal would merely restate the common law of capi
talism, which protects employers, in the name of the rights of private property, 
from having to accede to such demands. That law, of course, is precisely the law 
of Nozick's minimal state: the "mere" protection of "private property." 
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If the workers were then to go on strike, they would probably lose a pro
longed strike, for again in keeping with the philosophy of the minimal state 
American public law forbids such interferences with the rights of private prop
erty as mass picketing, secondary boycotts, and all the other tactics that might 
give the workers at least a small chance of overcoming their lack of accumulated 
capital. And let us suppose, finally, that having lost their strike, the workers then 
decided to sit in, to seize the plant until working conditions in it were made more 
safe. The state, and most especially any state controlled by ideologues (such as 
President Reagan) who really believe in the virtue of the minimal state and the 
free market, would send in armed forces to remove the workers. To paraphrase a 
remark of Marshall Berman's: We may stop making demands on the state, but it 
will not stop making demands on us. And the more "minimal" the state, the 
more exigently it will make this kind of demand. 

The onesidedness of the free market is revealed: it helps the sellers and ( un
der certain conditions in which unlimited free competition would really be pos
sible) even the buyers of goods, but not the seller oflabor. The only freedom most 
individuals gain from the free market is the freedom to be either rewarded or in
jured, willy-nilly, as the fates dictate. Chief among the "fates" included are the 
possessors of capital who, though themselves limited as everyone is by historical 
chance, are much less limited in the social and political choices available to them 
than are the mere possessors of personal labor power. That disparity is necessar
ily the greater, the more minimal the state, and the more unmitigated the condi
tions of capitalism. 

The ideologues of inegalitarianism, it is true, deny that class distinctions 
under capitalism are based ultimately on the kind of "might makes right" model 
I have described here. However, since no moral theory other than "might makes 
right" can explain why merely the possession of a certain kind of property should 
entitle some people to dominate others against their will, the inegalitarians must 
look elsewhere than to property rights alone for their justification. Rather, they 
purport to rest their case on an argument about moral desert, as in the phrase, 
"Jane Doe has worked hard and deserves an appropriate reward." Everyone will 
agree to that formulation, of course, but it remains unexplained why the rewards 
of hard work of one particular kind (i.e., managing the deployment of capital 
goods) must include the appropriation of power over the lives of others. 

The prerogatives and powers of ownership, as opposed to mere possession, 
are a purely social construct: there is nothing "natural" about them, any more 
than there is about IQ scores, or political aggressiveness. Nothing in the "natural 
order of things" (Locke's or anyone else's) allocates property and its rights in 
such a way that one person can~have it without being required to work on it, or 
that one person can unilaterally set the conditions for others who do work on it 
and then have that settlement enforced by armed might in the name of contracts. 
Classes are made, not given. There is nothing inherent in the nature of steel mak-
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ing that requires that someone who makes steel in his own backyard has thereby 
a "natural" right to a different class position from someone else who works with 
his own tools at a mill owned by some third person. Hard work is hard work 
wherever and however it is done; people only get divided into social classes when 
the state, through either its legislative or judicial bodies, enforces the rule that 
voters of stock in an enterprise don't have to work, and workers don't get to vote 
on the conduct of the enterprise. Property, in other words, is only an issue at all 
because, with the help of the state, it's been distributed so that not everybody 
owns some, let alone equal amounts. We need only remember that once most 
land in Europe was either owned by feudal lords or was held in common; now 
hardly any is held in either way, and the existence of a powerful, centralizing 
state antedated the new distribution. Furthermore, property is an issue because 
power over the rights of others-the taming oflabor-has accrued to it in its cor
porate form, and these powers too have been given by, and could only have been 
given by, the powerful, centralizing state. People have never become wage la
borers voluntarily; it is hard to believe that they ever will. 

The redistributive and regulatory efforts of the welfare state, though they 
do little more than soften the harsh edges of inequality, are thus the neces

sary consequences of capitalism itself-the mild price that the owners of capital 
and their professional servants must pay for being allowed to benefit from the 
incredible disparities in power and wealth that have been created on their behalf. 
The accomplishments of the welfare state (most often of the workers and their 
representatives who fought for them) may often be inadequate, but they are ac
complishments nonetheless. Chief among them have been acceptance of the 
strength of organized labor, which carries with it some job security, and a capac
ity to bargain successfully with or strike against corporations. In the society No
zick and Friedman see as just, even those accomplishments would disappear; for 
although the antistatists do not propose outlawing unions, they do propose out
lawing the closed or union shop, which is the one form of organization that has 
enabled unions to build up marketplace power, and reasonable strike funds, 
over time. 

To take another example: At one time, as the history of the "fellow servant" 
rule in Anglo-Saxon common law makes brilliantly clear, people could be denied 
legal redress for injuries obtained merely because they had been injured through 
the bad graces of an "owner." More generally, not only in the United States but 
elsewhere as well, the property rights of owners (usually corporations, of course) 
were held by courts or other protective institutions to override the people's po
tentially sovereign legislative power to regulate private property. That time is 
largely past in advanced capitalist societies (though the continual successes of 
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drug and chemical companies in avoiding serious punisbwent for negligently or 
even knowingly poisoning their workers and customers illustrates one limit on 
the progress of the welfare state). The emergence of the positive state, which writ
ers like Nozick and Friedman manage to distort into a kind of enslavement, has 
been a moment of liberation, however gradual and tenuous, for most people. 

It must be said that Nozick, unlike most other free-'matket theorists {in
cluding Friedman), is aware that there iS a problem here: that the capitalist class 
contributed at least as much if not more to the development of the Leviathan 
state than did the working class. Though he never confronts this issue directly, 
he does remark at one point that: 

Economically well-off persons desire greater political power, in a 
noillliinimal state, because they can use this power to give themselves 
differential economic benefits. Where a locus of such power exists, it 
is not surprising that people attempt to use it for their own ends. The 
illegitimate use of a state by economic interests for their own ends is 
based upon a preexisting illegitimate power of the state to enrich some 
persons at the expense of others. Eliminate that illegitimate power of 
giving differential economic benefits and you eliminate or drastically 
restrict the motive for wanting political influence~ 6 , 

Nozick~s implication that it is possible to imagine a minimal yet capitalist 
state is clearly intended to suggest that the historical connection between capital
ism and Leviathan is accidental; he implies that thinking systematically will en
able us to sever that connection, at least in theory. Unfortunately, the connec
tion is not accidental, and an analysis that cannot possibly have any meaning for 
the actual world might as well not exist. The connection is not accidenti\J, because 
capitalism itself, in order to distribute and to maintain the distribution of prop
erty, and in order to contain. potential laborers in their novel status as human 
commodities, demands the more-than-minimal state, and cannot exist without 
it. Indeed, the whole point of social contract theory is to explain how a state is 
"created" by people coming together to protect their property. If the people in 
the "state of nature" have roughly equal amounts of property, capitalism will 
never develop, since no one would need to give up his property to go to work as a 
wage laborer for someone else. Thus we cannot imagine capitalism's having 
come into existence in the first place except on the basis of an antecedent un
equal distribution of property. This being the case, it is impossible to imagine (if 
we pursue this hypothetical story) that the property-rich, who are sure to be the 
most exigent seekers after statehood, should voluntarily agree to forego the most 
tangible benefit they can derive from it-''the illegitimate use of the state by eco
nomic interests for their own ends." Especially so as they will be able to pay the 

6 Nozick, Anarchy, p. 272. 
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protective agency that Nozick describes as the prototype of the minimal state 
more than will the property-poor, and thus they will be able to "bribe" it to dis
pense unequal justice. Thus the only reason government exists in a capitalist econ
omy is to "enrich some persons at the expense of others," and it is utterly pointless 
and misleading to call governmental actions "illegitimate" when they are the very 
actions the government was instituted to implement. Whether we think of the 
hypothetical state of social contract theory or the real state of modern history, 
the bonds between property and power are indissoluble. Rousseau's account of 
the passage from the state of nature to modern society, though equally false to 
actual history, is a lot more believable than Nozick's: 

The rich above all must soon have felt how disadvantageous to 
them was a perpetual war in which they alone paid all the costs, and in 
which the risk of life was common to all while the risk of goods was 
theirs alone. . . . All ran to meet their chains thinking they secured 
their freedom, for although they had enough reason to feel the advan
tages of a political establishment, they did not have enough experience 
to foresee its dangers. Those most capable of anticipating the abuses 
were precisely those who counted on profiting from them .... 7 

The reanalysis of Nozick's model enables us to see that the so-called trade
off between "liberty" and "equality" is an ideological invention. Liberty 

for all is unattainable unless all have equal access to control over productive 
property. Throughout this discussion I have proceeded from an assumption no 
more radical than that the enjoyment of property and the ability to improve our 
lives that possessing it gives us is a good thing-the very assumption, that is, 
upon which the ideologues of capitalism have founded their defense. And pur
suing only the implications of this assumption, we have discovered that unfet
tered private property ownership of the means of production is the enemy not 
only of stable community, but even of each individual's equal right, apotheo
sized by liberal individualism, to pursue life, liberty, and property. Until their 
power to dominate society, by deploying their legal rights over the disposition of 
the surplus realized by productive capital, is taken away from owners and their 
nominees, so that the rights of disposition become instead more equally avail
able to all who work, then corporate liberty, and individual or communal liberty, 
cannot coexist. "It is not individuals who are made free by 'free enterprise,' " 
wrote Marx, "rather<it is Capital that is made free." 

7 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, "Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequallty" in Rous
seau, The First and Second Discourses, ed. Roger D. Masters (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
l¢4), p. 159-60. 



..>.·-·. 

< 

-' 

Green /In Defense of the State 63 

To be sure, the real historical situation has not been that simple. Millions of 
individuals have been and still are repressed in the name of the rights of property. 
But the original ideals that justified the liberation of capital were also phrased, 
however hollowly, so as to justify the liberation of people, and could not in the 
long run be freed from that linkage. Similarly, "The advance of industry . . . [re
placed] the isolation of the labourers, due to competition by their revolutionary 
combination, due to association."8 "Combination" may not have been revolu
tionary, but it has certainly changed the face and the prospects of capitalism. 
Trade unions and working-class parties, class solidarity, "working to rule," call
ing on public power for protection against private rule, are not some lingering 
remnants of traditionalism but are of the very essence of advanced capitalism it
self -and thus offree enterprise in its real historical development. If it is a natural 
right to be treated as a freely contracting, independent individual at one's place 
of work, it is a right that has somehow failed to commend itself to most workers. 
Individualism may be an effective myth of capitalism, an ideology that justifies 
hierarchical reward systems to those who accept their legitimacy as the price of 
liberty. But cooperation is the reality of the industrial labor process, as even most 
employers have come to appreciate. Most workers have always known that co
operation, not individualism, produces their liberty. The contemporary version 
of individualism or antistatism, then, is truly of the ivory tower-the product of 
men who have never worked to make their living, as most people do, in concert 
with others. Like the worst of the "bourgeois economists" whom Marx casti
gated, Nozick, on behalfof antistatism, analyzes a fantasy world of his own cre
ation in order to philosophize about the real social world that is wholly unlike it. 
Again the phantasm replaces the real thing: Crusoe without Friday becomes the 
hypothesized rational actor in an economy in which he could not actually sur
vive for a month without the very unindividualist institutions of modem welfare 
capitalist societies. 

The following relationship emerges, then: The incipient capitalist class 
spoke the language of free enterprise and political liberty, but practiced instead a 
restrictionist political economy, class cooperation, and the forceful suppression 
of personal liberties to garner and protect its capital. The many who saw them
selves as victims of capitalism, and even some of those with a more hopeful view 
of it, experienced and understood the reality of restrictionism, state aid to capi
tal, and corporate cooperation: they also took seriously the potentially helpful 
language of political liberty and scorned the obviously ideological and hypocrit
ical language of free enterprise. At the end of the 1970s, for example, a French 
government dedicated to freeipg the market attempted to rationalize the nation's 
sagging steel industry by cutting off all state subsidies, thus forcing the closure 

8 Marx, "'the Communist Manifesto" in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels: Selected Works, 
vol. 1 (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, HJ62), p. 43· 
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of a great many uneconomic steel mills. But the plan did not work, because it 
proved as expensive to provide unemployed workers with the retraining and re
employment they demanded as it had been to provide the original subsidies. The 
state was out of one business, but deeply into another, equally expensive busi
ness. And that was because a significant proportion of the French people, for 
whom liberty and rights are supposed to exist, had no interest i~ the Friedmanian 
version of that liberty and those rights. For practical purposes, antistatism is an 
exercise in futility in any capitalist society, except insofar as it accomplishes the 
ideological task of short-circuiting progress toward greater equality by persuad
ing some people that public action must always consist of isolated and inefficient 
stopgap measures, rather than arty programmatic attempt at social change. 

The truth about capitalism leads us in quite a different direction. In the last 
quarter of the twentieth century the majority of people in the capitalist democra
cies are not free from repression and mistreatment at the hands of governmental 
or corporate bureaucracies. But they are much freer from such repression and 
mistreatment than they were at the turn of the century, or at the turn of the nine
teenth century. There has been a significant extension of individual liberty during 
that period, and it has usually been a result of the struggle against market capi
talism, and for unionization, government regulation of business and working 
conditions, and the provision of fundamental social security. There has been a 
battle for power and the state has been the necessary battleground. After a cen
tury and a half of struggle, the capitalist welfare state is certainly much too far 
out of control, but it is not nearly as out of control of the average citizen as was 
the capitalist state of rSso. 

Once we have seen that liberty and equality ought to be conceived of as sim
ilar rather than as opposed _conceptions, moreover, a certain anomaly in the "lib
ertarianism" of these "libertarians" becomes more comprehensible. In the defi
nition of the powers of government with which we began this discussion in my 
first essay, it may be remembered, Friedman car~fully distinguishes between the 
function of preserving "law and order" and the function of "protecting our free
dom ... from our fellow citiZens." That distinction makes no sense except on the 
chilling understanding that what Friedman has in mind as the domestic enemies 
of freedom are political subversives. The whole phraseology thus reeks of the 
star chamber, the witch-hunt, the repressive apparatus of loyalty-security pro
grams, and the secret police with their "Red Squads." Despite Friedman's self
proclaimed credentials as a friend of liberty, it is hard to see his aim here as arty
thing but the intellectual prevention of socialism on the one hand, and the forcible 
protection of corporate property against direct action by workers on the other. 
It is a very convenien(definition of ''ri~ts" that makes it legitimate to suppress 
both intellectual opposition and class conflict. 

Critics have wondered how Friedman could have allowed himself evenbrief
ly to be consulted by one of the most barbaric regimes of the century; and some 
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have also found it ironic that Nozick's work was talked about with great enthusi
asm by the inhabitants of the most repressive White House in American history. 
But Pinochet and the Nixonmen may have understood Friedman and Nozick 
better than Friedman and Nozick understand themselves. They understood that 
those so-called rights of property, which are really privileges, can be defended 
quite adequately without any reference at all to traditional civil liberties or rights 
of disobedience (which may be why those real rights receive not a single mention 
in either Capitalism and Freedom or Anarchy, State, and Utopia). The first thing 
men of violence do after they have established a repressive regime is to find some 
philosopher to explain that any attempt to bring their powers under control-to 
establish both majority rule and rights for excluded or oppressed minorities-con
stitutes an invasion of individual liberty. As these words are being written, for 
example, a war is being fought in northern Brazil to determine who shall own the 
resource-rich land that is likely to be developed there during the next century. In
dian tribes are being wiped out; armed bands of "settlers" maraud against each 
other; murder is the order of the day. In the absence of a Brazilian revolution, 
before the next century is halfway over, a Brazilian political economist will be ex
plaining that any attempts to redistribute the ownership and control of those re
sources are against natural justice, an unparalleled invasion of the free market, a 
violation of individual rights, etc. He could reasonably quote Friedman and 
Nozick. 

As people search for political and economic forms beyond and more truly 
democratic than the welfare state, the antipublic ideologues offer only to pre
serve the inequalities that favor the already privileged, and to maintain individ
ualliberty in such a form that most people can never have it. "Individuals have 
rights," Nozick asserts, but does not seem to care that most people in recent his
tory have not thought they would benefit from the strict understanding of rights 
with which he is concerned. As though anticipating these arguments he adds, 
without telling us who or what is his authority, "and there are things no person or 
group may do to them (without violating their rights}."9 In his hands, therefore, 
the tragedy of social life becomes a conspiratorial and incomprehensible melo
drama: incomprehensible in that, like all bad melodramatists, he gives us no ex
planation for the wicked behavior of his characters (for him, depriving individ
uals of their rights) other than, apparently, sheer perversity. But this wicked and 
perverse violation of rights is the very behavior that all real people find necessary 
from time to time, in the defense of what they view as their own rights. Thus No
zick is for "individuals" in the abstract; but against the actual exercise of their 
liberty by real people. 

To look at the total impact of the free market, then-and this is the way 
most people have instinctively looked at it when not persuaded otherwise by its 

9 Nozick, Anarchy, p. ix. 
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propagandists-is to see it as a useful, practical tool for finding out the real pri
vate costs of products, but as a pernicious and destructive institution when taken 
as the basis for an overarching social philosophy. The operation of the free mar
ket is destructive, that is, of all chances of achieving political equality. The ap
propriation of the social surplus by a (relative) nandful of people, and the main
tenance of a commodity market for human labor-even to the somewhat limited 
extent that these modes of production still exist in modern capitalist economies, 
let alone what they would be like in Nozick's uncontrolled version-together op
erate to create and maintain two classes of political citizenship, and thus, by def
inition, unequal liberties. 

T:o be sure, it would be politically disastrous if discredited rationales of Big 
Government were to be resurrected in opposition to the ideology of anti

statism. But a coherent understanding of the history of capitalism can prevent us 
from making that mistake. Aside from the national defense sector, the bloated 
centralized state with which we are all too familiar is the outgrowth of attempts 
at economic planning and control, and of the provision of welfare. Both these 
modes of government intervention are intrinsic to the operation of capitalism 
(whether private or state capitalism); intrinsic to that system that "has pitilessly 
torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his 'natural superiors,' 
and has left no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than 
callous 'cash payment."'10 The free market can provide neither material nor moral 
civilization; only the existence of some kind of public authority and spirit of 
community can do that. If the real thing cannot be sustained, repressed as it is by 
the strenuous efforts of the business class to promote the kind of asocial individ
ualism represented by Friedman and Nozick, then we have to make do, for the 
moment at least, with the ersatz statist version. Although in principle there 
might be some other imaginable focus than public agencies for the energies we 
wish to devote to social action, in historical fact there is no other (at least not for 
the energies of mass movements). Labor-market anarchy permits, or rather en
courages, vast disparities in income that place millions of people at a subsistence 
level of income, or lower; government must then step in to rectify the situation, 
for no one else will. Private enterprise, uncontrolled by either workers or con
sumers, wreaks the havoc that economists call "externalities,'' and government 
must then step in to prevent the deterioration of the human and physical envi
ronment-for how can unrelated "consumers," an abstract and derivative collec
tivity to begin with, enforce standards on multibillion-dollar corporations with
out institutionalized assistance? Thus, though the free-market ideologues often 

10 Marx, "Communist Manifesto," p. 36. 
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try to sound as though they were simply proposing that we remove social welfare 
activities of various kinds to the private sector, they are actually proposing that 
we give them up altogether; they propose not that we do away with the coercive 
state, but rather that we give up the weapon of mass collective action-the only 
weapon that people have to counter the collective action engaged in by corpo
rate managers meeting together in exclusive clubs to construct marketing, pric
ing, and labor-market policies. What individual action will repair the ravages 
these absentee-owned corporations create as they move their operations about 
the nation or the world like pieces on a checkerboard? What voluntary, individ
ual actions can we take to restrain the fiscal ruthlessness of the medical sector, 
which in the United States has so far proven impervious to pressure from con
sumers and governments alike? (Are we, in the minimal state, to institute a boy
cott of our own health care?) It is thus ~mbarrassing but necessary to argue 
against the view, so prevalent in the United States, that government compulsion 
and government spending stifle initiative, whereas cutbacks in Big Government 
would release it. In simple fact, of course, it is not true that the size of the public 
sector is inversely related to the efficiency of the productive forces. The Federal 
Republic of Germany, for example, with a considerably larger public sector than 
the United States (that is, a larger proportion of the national product taxed away), 
and with considerable institutionalized worker "interference" in the conduct of 
business enterprise, is now a considerably more productive society than the 
UJ:i1ited States. Similarly, Japan, usually taken as a model of free enterprise be
cause of the relatively small size of its public sector, actually has an entire welfare 
state apparatus built into the organization of private industry, so that far from 
being unmitigatedly capitalist, the social structure is virtually feudal; moreover, 
Japanese industrial planning is directed very decisively from above so as to en
sure a proper national balance between exports and imports-though again, the 
postfeudal psychology of decision making and obedience makes unnecessary 
the kind of overt, coercive mechanisms that we think of as planning. 

In sum, the state, though indefensible, yet has to be defended. Or, rather, 
democratic, public control over the institutions that make a decent life for all 
possible has to be defended. The authority of the community over individual ex
pressions of property right may in most cases be best expressed in other forums 
and by other means than the centralized, hierarchical state-but that authority, 
which is bound to appear to us now as public intervention, against the individ
ual, must nevertheless be exercised. During the gas crisis in the summer of 1979, 
the Libertarian Party ran a full-page ad in The New York Times, the gist of 
which was that the administratlon should "get out of our way," and let us deal 
with the energy problem "by ourselves." By turning over the page on which that 
ad appeared, you could discover a somewhat smaller ad paid for by the Am way 
Corporation, promoting the very same message-except that in this case the "us" 
invoked was "private enterprise." Both ads were correct in their claim that gov-
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ernment intervention, that is, the system for allocating fuel oil and gas during 
shortages, had exacerbated those shortages in the first place. But that system ex
isted only because both the general public and its sometime representatives in 
government had over the years learned the very realistic lesson that private sup
pliers of energy had not the faintest interest in resolving the energy problems of 
the public, ifto do so would interfere with profits. And though most of"us" who 
were reading the Times that day had absolutely no input into either the private or 
the public system of decision making, we certainly all had and still have a much 
better chance of making our interests heard in the public system of decision 
making. That I as an individual have spent several winters with my home ther
mostat set at 60° Fahrenheit has not had the slightest impact on either the supply 
or the price of heating oil in New England; but my representative-the state, a 
small part of the system of public agency-has at least made the modest effort of 
listening to my complaints and taking them seriously. 

Or again, the editor of an antistatist review recently opposed national health 
insurance on the grounds that "we" know how to spend "our" money better than 
"government" does; and he replied to an inquisitive reader that he couldn't think 
of a single way in which "bureaucracy" has helped us to obtain the means to a 
good life. 11 Even on the face of it, that is patent nonsense. As isolated pseudo
citizens, none of us has the faintest idea how to spend our money on public health, 
or mental hospitals, or penal institutions, or national defense, or the construc
tion of dams, or the provision of mass transit or workplace safety; only trained 
people familiar with the specific problems and paid to devote time to them can 
do that. Nor does the absurdity of that assertion apply only to so-called public 
goods. Most of us of middle or low income have not the faintest idea how to go 
about allocating present income for only vaguely discerned future needs-which 
is precisely why the citizens of every industrial society find the whole bureau
cratic apparatus of social security, unemployment insurance, and workmen's 
compensation so valuable a part of the "good life," even when that apparatus is 
staffed, as it occasionally must be (since humans are imperfect), by "arrogant, 
pointy-headed bureaucrats." No one can really believe that the elderly should be 
without Medicare, that the safety legislation that helps make West German mines 
the world's safest should be repealed, that American workers were better off 
before the institution of the National Labor Relations Board; no state, no mat
ter how minimal and no matter who is in charge of it, will abolish these intru
sions on the market. Or rather, no people will voluntarily do away with agencies 
to promote their own well-being. To the extent that the move for retrenchment 
has ideological support, rather than being merely the result of cost-conscious
ness in a savagely inflationary period, we must seek the reasons for that support 

I I See Inquiry, September 4, I978. 
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elsewhere than in the obviously false proposition that uncontrolled capital is 
thought to be desirable by a majority anywhere. 

In the United States at least, those reasons are not hard to find. Most people 
are aware that something is badly wrong with the carrying out of what we now 
call government regulation and control: that it is coercive and authoritarian 
where it ought to be supportive and democratic. Fewer people, however, are 
aware of the ways in which the expansion of the obtrusiveness of government is 
directly related to the expansion of concentrated economic power, which at the 
same time creates a multitude of human casualties in its wake and counsels us to 
treat their travail as though it were their own fault-the alternative interpretation 
being so dangerous for the owners of concentrated wealth and their sympathetic 
functionaries in the state apparatus that they do everything possible to discour
age its expression. Thus if in the U.S. many of us tend to think that the problem 
is the absence of an illusory freedom from interference rather than what it really 
is-the absence of political and economic democracy-that is not just because of 
our immersion in a liberal historical tradition but also because so many billions 
of dollars are spent every year to get us to think the one thought and be unaware 
of the other. The new free-market individualism-that is, the new corporate 
apologetic-is but a part of that expenditure. These new individualists misuse 
that language of political life in order to justify the special privileges of the mi
nority to which they belong against the potential claims for more equality by 
popular majorities. 

ERRATUM: The meaning of a passage in the first installment of Philip Green's ar
ticle, "In Defense of the State," was inadvertently altered. Referring to John 
Stuart Mill, the text on page 12 of our April 1981 issue should read as follows: 

He at last saw, one might say, that, given the sociology of capitalism, 
On Liberty was a utopian document; reducing the relations between 
people (as did the spirit of his age and as do the free-market ideologues 
of today) to those of economic exchange and noninterference could 
breed civility neither in those who benefited nor in those who suffered 
from that kind of political economy. 

Beyond the question of education and civility, though, Mill saw 
that the problem for liberty was ultimately one of encouraging rather 
than discouraging the growth of communal moral sentiment. . . . 
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The War against 
Subsistence 

IVANILLICH 

H istorians have chosen Columbus's voyage from Palos as a date con
venient for marking the transition from the Middle Ages to modem 

times, a point useful for changing editors of textbooks. But the world of Ptole
my did not become the world of Mercator in one year, nor did the world of the 
vernacular become the age of education overnight. Rather, traditional cosmog
raphy was gradually adjusted in the light of widening experience. Columbus was 
followed by Cortes, Copernicus by Kepler, Nebrija by Comenius. Unlike per
sonal insight, the change in world view that generated our dependence on goods 
and services took five hundred years. 

How often the hand of the clock advances depends on the language of the 
ciphers on the quadrant. The Chinese speak of five stages in sprouting, and 
dawn approaches in seven steps for the Arabs. If I were to describe the evolution 
of homo economicus from Mandeville to Marx or Galbraith, I would come to a 
different view of epochs than if I had a mind to outline the stages in which the ide
ology of homo educandus developed from Nebrija through Radke to Corne
mus. And again, within this same paradigm, -a different set of turning points 
would best describe the decay of untutored learning and the route toward the in
escapable miseducation that educational institutions necessarily dispense. 

It took a gqod decade to recognize that Columbus had found a new hemi
sphere, not just a new route. It took much longer to invent the concept "New 
World" for the continent whose existence he had denied. 

A full century and a half separated the claim ofNebrija-in the Queen's ser
vice he had to teach all her subjects to speak -and the claim of John Amos Come
nius-the possession of a method by which an army of schoolteachers would teach 
everybody everythiRg perfectly. 

Copyright© 1981 by Ivan Illich 
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By the time of Comenius (1592-1670), the ruling groups of both the Old 
and New Worlds were deeply convinced of the need for such a method. An inci
dent in the history of Harvard College aptly illustrates the point. On the one 
hundred and fiftieth birthday ofNebrija's grammar, John Winthrop, Jr. was on 
his way to Europe searching for a theologian and educator to accept the presi
dency of Harvard. One of the first persons he approached was the Czech Come
nius, leader and last bishop of the Moravian Church. Winthrop found him in 
London, where he was organizing the Royal Society and advising the govern
ment on public schools. In Magna Didactica, vel Ars Omnibus Omnia Omnino 
Docendi, Comenius had succinctly defined the goals of his profession. Educa
tion begins in the womb and does not end until death. Whatever is worth know
ing is worth teaching by a special method appropriate to the subject. The pre
ferred world is the one so organized that it functions as a school for all: Only if 
learning is the result of teaching can individuals be raised to the fullness of their 
humanity. People who learn without being taught are more like animals than 
men. And the school system must be so organized that all, old and young, rich 
and poor, noble and low, men and women, be taught effectively, not just sym
bolically and ostentatiously. 

These are the thoughts written by the potential president of Harvard. But 
he never crossed the Atlantic. By the time Winthrop met him, he had already ac
cepted the invitation of the Swedish government to organize a national system of 
schools for Queen Christina. Unlike Nebrija, he never had to argue the need for 
his services-they were always in great demand. The domain of the vernacular, 
considered untouchable by Isabella, had become the hunting ground for job
seeking Spanish letrados, Jesuits, and Czech divines. A sphere of formal educa
tion had been disembedded. Formally taught mother tongue professionally 
handled according to abstract rules had begun to compare with and encroach 
upon the vernacular. This gradual replacement and degradation of the vernacu
lar by its costly counterfeit heralds the coming of the market-intensive society in 
which we now live. 

Vernacular comes from an Indo-Germanic root that implies "rootedness" 
and "abode." Vernaculum as a Latin word was used for whatever was homebred, 
homespun, homegrown, homemade, as opposed to what was obtained in formal 
exchange. The child of one's slave and of one's wife, the donkey born of one's 
own beast, were vernacular beings, as was the staple that came from the garden 
or the commons. If Karl Polanyi had adverted to this fact, he might have used 
the term in the meaning accepted by the ancient Romans: sustenance derived 
from reciprocity patterns imbedded in every aspect of life, as distinguished from 
sustenance that comes from exchange or from vertical distribution. 

Vernacular was used in this general sense from preclassical times down to 
the technical formulations found in the CodexofTheodosius. It was Varro who 
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picked the term to introduce the same distinction in language. For him, vernacu
lar speech is made up of the words and patterns grown on the speaker's own 
ground, as opposed to what is grown elsewhere and then transported. And since 
Varro's authority was widely recognized, his definition stuck. He was the librar
ian of both Caesar and Augustus and the first Roman to attempt a thorough and 
critical study of the Latin language. His Lingua Latina was a basic reference book 
for centuries. Quintilian admired him as the most learned of all Romans. And 
Quintilian, the Spanish-born drillmaster for the future senators of Rome, is al
ways proposed to normal students as one of the founders of their profession. 
But neither can be compared to Nebrija. Both Varro and Quintilian were con
cerned with shaping the speech of senators and scribes, the speech of the forum. 
Not so Nebrija; he sought control in the Queen's name over the everyday speech 
of all her people. Simply, Nebrija proposed to substitute a mother tongue for the 
vernacular. 

Vernacular came into English in the one restricted sense to which V arro had 
confmed its meaning. Just now, I would like to resuscitate some of its old breath. 
We need a simple, straightforward word to designate the activities of people when 
they are not motivated by thoughts of exchange, a word that denotes autono
mous, non-market-related actions through which people satisfy everyday needs 
-the actions that by their own true nature escape bureaucratic control, satisfy
ing needs to which, in the very process, they give specific shape. Vernacular seems 
a good old word for this purpose, and should be acceptable to many contempo
raries. There are technical words that designate the satisfaction of needs that 
economists do not or cannot measure-social production as opposed to eco
nomic production of commodities, household economics as opposed to market 
economics. But these terms are specialized, tainted with some ideological preju
dice, and each, in a different way, badly limps. Each contrasting pair of terms, in 
its own way, also fosters the confusion that assigns vernacular undertakings to 
unpaid, standardized, formalized activities. It is this kind of confusion I wish to 
clarify. We need a simple adjective to name those acts of competence, lust, or 
concern that we want to defend from measurement or manipulation by Chicago 
Boys and Socialist Commissars. The term must be broad enough to fit the prep
aration of food and the shaping of language, childbirth, and recreation, without 
implying either a privatized activity akin to the housework of modern women, a 
hobby or an irrational and primitive procedure. Such an adjective is not at hand. 
But vernacular might serve. By speaking about vernacular language and the pos
sibility of its recuperation, I am trying to bring into awareness and discussion the 
existence of a verna~ular mode of being, doing, and making that in a desirable 
future society might again expand in all aspects of life. 

Mother tongue, since the term was first used, has never meant the vernacu
lar, but rather its contrary. The term was first used by Catholic monks to desig-
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nate a particular language they used, instead of Latin, when speaking from the 
pulpit. No Indo-Germanic culture before had used the term. The word was intro
duced into Sanskrit in the eighteenth century as a translation from the English. 
The term has no roots in the other major language families now spoken on which 
I could check. The only classical people who viewed their homeland as a kind of 
mother were the Cretans. Bachofen suggests that memories of an old matriarchal 
order still lingered in their culture. But even in Crete, there was no equivalent to 
"mother" tongue. To trace the association which led to the term mother tongue, 
I shall first have to look at what happened at the court of Charlemagne, and then 
what happened later in the Abbey of Gorz. 

The idea that humans are born in such fashion that they need institutional ser-1. ~ce from professional agents in order to reach that humanity for which by 
birth all people are destined can be traced down to Carolingian times. It was then 
that, for the first time in history, it was discovered that there are certain basic 
needs, needs that are universal to mankind and that cry out for satisfaction in a 
standard fashion that cannot be met in a vernacular way. The discovery is per
haps best associated with the Church reform that took place in the eighth century. 
The Scottish monk Alcuin, the former chancellor of York University who became 
the court philosopher of Charles the Great, played a prominent role in this re
form. Up to that time the Church had considered its ministers primarily as priests, 
that is, as men selected and invested with special powers to meet communitary, 
liturgical, public needs. They were engaged in preaching at ritual occasions and 
had to preside at functions. They acted as public officials, analogous to those 
others through whom the state provided for the administration of justice, or, in 
Roman times, for public work. To think of these kinds of magistrates as if they 
were "service professionals" would be an anachronistic projection of our con
temporary categories. 

But then, from the eighth century on, the classical priest rooted in Roman 
and Hellenistic models began to be transmogrified into the precursor of the ser
vice professional: the teacher, social worker, or educator. Church ministers be
gan to cater to the personal needs of parishioners and to equip themselves with a 
sacramental and pastoral theology that defined and established these needs for 
their regular service. The institutionally defmed care of the individual, the family, 
the village community, acquires unprecedented prominence. The term "holy 
mother the church" ceases almost totally to mean the actual assembly of the faith
ful whose love, under the impulse of the Holy Spirit, engenders new life in the 
very act of meeting. The term mother henceforth refers to an invisible, mystical 
reality from which alone those'services absolutely necessary for salvation can be 
qbtained. Henceforth, access to the good graces of this mother on whom univer
sally necessary salvation depends is entirely controlled by a hierarchy of ordained 
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males. This gender-specific mythology of male hierarchies mediating access to the 
institutional source of life is without precedent. From the ninth to the eleventh 
centuries, the idea took shape that there are some needs common to all human 
beings that can be satisfied only through service from professional agents. Thus 
the definition of needs in terms of professionally defined commodities in the ser
vice sector precedes by a millennium the industrial production of universally 
needed basic goods. 

Thirty-five years ago, Lewis Mumford tried to make this point. When I first 
read his statement that the monastic reform of the ninth century created some of 
the basic assumptions on which the industrial system is founded, I could not be 
convinced by something I considered more of an intuition than a proof. In the 
meantime, though, I have found a host of converging arguments-most of which 
Mumford does not seem to suspect-for rooting the ideologies of the industrial 
age in the earlier Carolingian Renaissance. The idea that there is no salvation 
without personal services provided by professionals in the name of an institutional 
Mother Church is one of these formerly unnoticed developments without which, 
again, our own age would be unthinkable. True, it took five hundred years of me
dieval theology to elaborate on this concept. Only by the end of the Middle Ages 
would the pastoral self-image of the Church be fully rounded. And only in the 
Council of Trent ( 1 545) would this self-image of the Church as a mother milked by 
clerical hierarchies become formally defined. Then, in the Constitution of the 
Second Vatican Council (1964), the Catholic Church, which had served in the 
past as the prime model for the evolution of secular service organizations, aligns 
itself explicitly in the image of its secular imitations. 

The important point here is the notion that the clergy can define its services 
as needs of human nature, and make this service-commodi,ty the kind of neces
sity that cannot be foregone without jeopardy to eternal life. It is in this ability of 
a non-hereditary elite that we ought to locate the foundation without which the 
contemporary service or welfare state would not be conceivable. Surprisingly little 
research has been done on the religious concepts that fundamentally distinguish 
the industrial age from all other epochs. The official decline of the vernacular 
conception of Christian life in favor of one organized around pastoral care is a 
complex and drawn-out process constituting the background for a set of shifts in 
the language and institutional development of the West. 

When Europe first began to take shape as an idea and as a political reality, 
between Merovingian times and the High Middle Ages, what people spoke was 
unproblematic. It was called "romance" or "theodisc"-peoplish. Only some
what later, lingua vulgaris became the common denominator distinguishing 
popular speech from the Latin of administration and doctrine. Since Roman 
times, a person's first language was the patrius sermo, the language of the male 
head of the household. Each such sermo or speech was perceived as a separate 
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language. Neither in ancient Greece nor in the Middle Ages did people make the 
modern distinction between mutually understandable dialects and different lan
guages. The same holds true today, for example, at the grass roots in India. What 
we know today as monolingual communities were and, in fact, are exceptions. 
From the Balkans to Indochina's western frontiers, it is still rare to find a village 
in which one cannot get along in more than two or three tongues. While it is as
sumed that each person has his patrius sermo, it is equally taken for granted that 
most persons speak several "vulgar" tongues, each in a vernacular, untaught way. 
Thus the vernacular, in opposition to specialized, learned language-Latin for 
the Church, Frankish for the court-was as obvious in its variety as the taste of 
local wines and food, as the shapes of house and hoe, down to the eleventh cen
tury. It is at this moment, quite suddenly, that the term mother tongue appears. 
It shows up in the sermons of some monks from the Abbey of Gorz. The process 
by which this phenomenon turns vernacular speech into a moral issue can only 
be touched upon here. 

Gorz was a mother abbey in Lorraine, not far from Verdun. Benedictine 
monks had founded the monastery in the eighth century, around bones believed 
to belong to Saint Gorgonius. During the ninth century, a time of widespread de
cay in ecclesiastical discipline, Gorz, too, suffered a notorious decline. But only 
three generations after such scandalous dissolution Gorz became the center of 
monastic reform in the Germanic areas of the Empire. Its reinvigoration of Cis
tercian life paralleled the work of the reform abbey of Cluny. Within a century, 
r6o daughter abbeys throughout the northeastern parts of central Europe were 
established from Gorz. 

It seems quite probable that Gorz was then at the center of the diffusion of a 
new technology that was crucial for the later imperial expansion of the European 
powers: the transformation of the horse into the tractor of choice. Four Asiatic 
inventions-the horseshoe, the fixed saddle and stirrup, the bit, and the cummet 
(the collar resting on the shoulder)-permitted important and extensive changes. 
One horse could replace six oxen. While supplying the same traction, and more 
speed, a horse could be fed on the acreage needed for one yoke of oxen. Because 
of its speed, the horse permitted a more extensive cultivation of the wet, northern 
soils, in spite of the short summers. Also, greater rotation of crops was possible. 
But even more importantly, the peasant could now tend fields twice as far away 
from his dwelling. A new pattern of life became possible. Formerly, people had 
lived in clusters of homesteads; now they could form villages large enough to 
support a parish and, later, a school. Through dozens of abbeys, monastic learn
ing and discipline, together with the reorganization of settlement patterns, 
spread throughout this part of Europe. 

Gorz lies close to the line that divides Frankish from Romance types of ver
nacular, and some monks from Cluny began to cross this line. In these circum-
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stances, the monks of Gorz made language, vernacular language, into an issue 
to defend their territorial claims. The monks began to preach in Frankish and 
spoke specifically about the value ofthe Frankish tongue. They began to use the 
pulpit as a forum to stress the importance oflanguage itself, perhaps even to teach 
it. From the little we know, they used at least two approaches. First, Frankish 
was the language spoken by the women, even in those areas where the men were 
already beginning to use a Romance vernacular. Second, it was the language now 
used by Mother Church. 

How charged with sacred meanings motherhood was in the religiosity of the 
twelfth century one can grasp through contemplating the contemporary statues 
of the Virgin Mary, or from reading the liturgical Sequences, the poetry of the 
time. The term mother tongue, from its very first use, instrumentalizes everyday 
language in the service of an institutional cause. The word was translated from 
Frankish into Latin. Then, as a rare Latin term, it incubated for several centuries. 
In the decades before Luther, quite suddenly and dramatically, "mother tongue" 
acquired a strong meaning. It came to mean the language created by Luther in 
order to translate the Hebrew Bible, the language taught by schoolmasters to 
read that book, and then the language that justified the existence of nation states. 

Today, "mother tongue" means several things: the first language learned by 
the child, and the language which the authorities of the state have decided ought 
to be one's first language. Thus, mother tongue can mean the first language 
picked up at random, generally a very different speech from the one taught by 
paid educators and by parents who act as if they were such educators. We see, 
then, that people are considered as creatures who need to be taught to speak prop
erly in order "to communicate" in the modem world-as they need to be wheeled 
about in motorized carriages in order to move in modem landscapes, their feet no 
longer fit. Dependence on taught mother tongue can be taken as the paradigm of 
all other dependencies typical of humans in an age of commodity-defined needs. 
And the ideology of this dependence was formulated by Nebrija. The ideology 
which 'claims that human mobility depends not on feet and open frontiers, but 
on the availability of "transportation" is only slightly more than a hundred years 
old. Language teaching created employment long ago; macadam and the sus
pended coach made the conveyance of people a big business only from about the 
middle of the eighteenth century. 

A s language teaching has become a job, it has begun to cost a lot of money . 
./"'\:words are now one of the two largest categories of marketed values that 
make up the gross national product (GNP). Money decides what shall be said, 
who shall say it, when and what kind of people shall be targeted for the mes-
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sages. The higher the cost of each uttered word, the more determined the echo 
demanded. In schools people learn to speak as they should. Money is spent to 
make the poor speak more like the wealthy, the sick more like the healthy; and 
the minority more like the majority. We pay to improve, correct, enrich, update 
the language of children and of their teachers. We spend more on the profes
sional jargons that are taught in college, and more yet in high schools to give 
teenagers a smattering of these jargons; but just enough to make them feel de
pendent on the psychologist, druggist, or librarian who is fluent in some special 
kind of English. We go even further: we first allow standard language to degrade 
ethnic, black, or hillbilly language, and then spend money to teach their coun
terfeits as academic subjects. Administrators and entertainers, admen and 
newsmen, ethnic politicians and "radical" professionals, form powerful interest 
groups, each fighting for a larger slice of the language pie. 

I do not really know how much is spent in the United States to make words. 
But soon someone will provide us with the necessary statistical tables. Ten years 
ago, energy accounting was almost unthinkable. Now it has become an estab
lished practice. Today you can easily look up how many "energy units" have gone 
into growing, harvesting, packaging, transporting, and merchandising one edible 
calorie of bread. The difference between the bread produced and eaten in a vil
lage in Greece and that found in an American supermarket is enormous-about 
forty times more energy units are contained in each edible calorie of the latter. 
Bicycle traffic in cities permits one to move four times as fast as on foot for one
fourth of the energy expended-while cars, for the same progress, need 150 times 
as many calories per passenger mile. Information of this kind was available ten 
years ago, but no one thought about it. Today, it is recorded and will soon lead to 
a change in people's outlook on the need for fuels. It would now be interesting to 
know what language accounting looks like, since the linguistic analysis of con
temporary language is certainly not complete, unless for each group of speakers 
we know the amount of money spent on shaping the speech of the average per
son. Just as social energy accounts are only approximate and at best allow us to 
identify the orders of magnitude within which the relative values are found, so 
language accounting would provide us with data on the relative prevalence of 
standardized, taught language in a population-sufficient, however, for the 
argument I want to make. 

But mere per -capita expenditure employed to mold the language of a group 
of speakers does not tell us enough. No doubt we would learn that each paid word 
addressed to the rich costs, per capita, much more than words addressed to the 
poor. Watts are actually mor~ democratic than words. But taught language 
comes in a vast range of qualities. The poor, for instance, are much more blared 
at than the rich, who can buy tutoring and, what is more precious, hedge on their 
own high-class vernacular by purchasing silence. The educator, politician, and 
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entertainer now come with a loudspeaker to Oaxaca, to Travancore, to the Chi
nese commune, and the poor immediately forfeit the claim to that indispensable 
luxury, the silence out of which vernacular language arises. 

Yet even without putting a price tag on silence, even without the more de
tailed language economics on which I would like to draw, I can still estimate that 
the dollars spent to power any nation's motors pale befor those that are now ex
pended on prostituting speech in the mouths of paid speakers. In rich nations, 
language has become incredibly spongy, absorbing huge investments. Generous 
expenditure to cultivate the language of the mandarin, the author, the actor, or 
the charmer have always been a mark of high civilization. But these were efforts 
to teach elites special codes. Even the cost of making some people learn some 
secret languages in traditional societies is incomparably lower than the capitali
zation of language in industrial societies. 

In poor countries today, people still speak to each other without the experi
ence of capitalized language, although such countries always contain a tiny elite 
who manage very well to allocate a larger proportion of the national income for 
their prestige language. Let me ask: What is different in the every day speech of 
groups whose language has received-or shall I say absorbed? resisted? survived? 
suffered? enjoyed? -huge investments, and the speech of people whose language 
has remained outside the market? Comparing these two worlds of language, I 
want to focus my curiosity on just one issue that arises in this context. Does the 
structure and function of the language itself change with the rate of investment? 
Are these alterations such that all languages that absorb funds show changes in 
the same direction? In this introductory exploration of the subject, I cannot 
demonstrate that this is the case. But I do believe my arguments make both 
propositions highly probable, and show that structurally oriented language eco
nomics are worth exploring. 

~ught everyday language is without precedent in preindustrial cultures. The 1. ~urrent dependence on paid teachers and models of ordinary speech is just 
as much a unique characteristic of industrial economies as dependence on fossil 
fuels. The need for taught mother tongue was discovered four centuries earlier, 
but only in"our generation have both language and energy been effectively treated 
as worldwide needs to be satisfied for all people by planned, programmed pro
duction and distribution. Because, unlike the vernacular of capitalized language, 
we can reasonably say that it results from production. 

Traditional cultures subsisted on sunshine, which was captured mostly 
through agriculture. The hoe, the ditch, the yoke, were basic means to harness 
the sun. Large sails or waterwheels were known, but rare. These cultures that 
lived mostly on the sun subsisted basically on vernacular values. In such socie-
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ties, tools were essentially the prolongation of arms, fingers, and legs. There was 
no need for the production of power in centralized plants and its distant distri
bution to clients. Equally, in these essentially sun-powered cultures, there was no 
need for language production. Language was drawn by each one from the cul
tural environment, learned from the encounter with people whom the learner 
could smell and touch, love or hate. The vernacular spread just as most things 
and services were shared, namely, by multiple forms of mutual reciprocity, rather 
than clientage to the appointed teacher or professional. Just as fuel was not de
livered, so the vernacular was never taught. Taught tongues did exist, but they 
were rare, as rare as sails and sills. In most cultures, we know that speech resulted 
from conversation embedded in everyday life, from listening to fights and lulla
bies, gossip, stories, and dreams. Even today, the majority of people in poor 
countries learn all their language skills without any paid tutorship, without any 
attempt whatsoever to teach them how to speak. And they learn to speak in a 
way that nowhere compares with the self-conscious, self-important, colorless 
mumbling that, after a long stay in villages in South America and Southeast 
Asia, always shocks me when I visit an American college. I feel sorrow for those 
students whom education has made tone deaf; they have lost the faculty for hear
ing the difference between the dessicated utterance of standard television English 
and the living speech of the unschooled. What else can I expect, though, from 
people who are not brought up at a mother's breast, but on formula? On canned 
milk, if they are from poor families, and on a brew prepared under the nose of 
Ralph Nader if they are born among the enlightened? For people trained to 
choose between packaged formulas, mother's breast appears as just one more 
option. And in the same way, for people who were intentionally taught to listen 
and to speak, untutored vernacular seems just like another, albeit less developed, 
model among many. 

But this is simply false. Language exempt from rational tutorship is a dif
ferent kind of social phenomenon from language that is purposefully taught. 
Where untutored language is the predominant marker of a shared world, a sense 
of power within the group exists, and this sense cannot be duplicated by language 
that is delivered. One way this difference shows is the sense of power over lan
guage itself, over its acquisition. Even today, the poor in nonindustrial countries 
all over the world are polyglot. My friend, the goldsmith in Timbuktu, speaks 
Songhay at home, listens to Bambara on the radio, devotedly and with some un
derstanding says his prayers five times a day in Arabic, gets along in two trade 
languages on the Souk, converses in passable French that he picked up in the 
army--and none of these languages was formally taught him. He did not set out 
to learn these tongues; each is <5ne style in which he remembers a peculiar set of 
experiences that fits into the frame of that language. Communities in which 
monolingual people prevail are rare except in three kinds of settings: tribal com-
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munities that have not really experienced the late Neolithic, communities that 
for a long time lived through exceptional forms of discrimination, and among 
the citizens of nation-states that, for several generations, have enjoyed the bene
fits of compulsory schooling. To take it for granted that most people are mono
lingual is typical of the members of the middle class. Admiration for the vernac
ular polyglot unfailingly exposes the social climber. 

Throughout history, untutored language was prevalent, but it was hardly 
ever the only kind of language known. Just as in traditional cultures some energy 
was captured through windmills and canals, and those who had large boats or 
those who cornered the right spot on the brook could use their tool for a net 
transfer of power to their own advantage, so some people have always used a 
taught language to corner some privilege. But such additional codes remained 
either rare and special, or served very narrow purposes. The ordinary language, 
until Nebrija, was prevalently vernacular. And this vernacular, be it the ordinary 
colloquial, a trade idiom, the language of prayer, the craft jargon, the language 
of basic accounts, the language of venery or of age (for example, baby talk) was 
learned on the side, as part of meaningful everyday life. Of course, Latin or San
skrit were formally taught to the priest, court languages such as Frankish or Per
sian or Turkish were taught to the future scribe. Neophytes were formally ini
tiated into the language of astronomy, alchemy, or late masonry. And, clearly, 
the knowledge of such formally taught languages raised a man above others, 
somewhat like the saddle lifts the free man above the serfs in the infantry, or the 
bridge lifts the captain above the crew. But even when access to some elite lan
guage was unlocked by a formal initiation, it did not necessarily mean that lan
guage was being taught. Quite frequently, the process of formal initiation did not 
transfer to the initiate a new language skill, but simply exempted him henceforth 
from a taboo that forbade others to use certain words, or to speak out on certain 
occasions. Male initiation in the language of the hunt or of sex is probably the 
most widespread example of such a ritually selective language de-tabooization. 

But, in traditional societies, no matter how-much or how little language was 
taught, the taught language rarely rubbed off on vernacular speech. Neither the 
existence of some language teaching at all times nor the spread of some language 
through professional preachers or comedians weakens my main point: Outside 
of those societies that we now call Modern European, no attempt was made to 
impose on entire populations an everyday language that would be subject to the 
control of paid teachers or announcers. Everyday lang11age, until recently, was 
nowhere the product of design; it was nowhere paid for and delivered like a com
modity. And while every historian who deals with the origins of nation-states 
pays attention to the hn.position of a national tongue, economists generally over
look the fact that this taught mother tongue is the earliest of specifically modern 
commodities, the model of all "basic needs" to come. 
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Before I can go on to contrast taught colloquial speech and vernacular speech, 
costly language and that which comes at no cost, I must clarify one more 

distinction. Between taught mother tongue and the vernacular I draw the line of 
demarcation somewhere else than linguists when they distinguish the high lan
guage of an elite from the dialect spoken in lower classes, somewhere other than 
the frontier that separates regional and superregionallanguages, somewhere else 
than restricted and corrected code, and somewhere else than at the line between 
the language of the literate and the illiterate. No matter how restricted within 
geographic boundaries, no matter how distinctive for a social level, no matter 
how specialized for one sex role or one caste, language can be either vernacular 
(in the sense in which I here use the term) or of the taught variety. Elite language, 
trade language, second language, local idiom, are nothing new. But each of 
these can be formally taught and the taught counterfeit of the vernacular comes 
as a commodity and is something entirely new. 

The contrast between these two complementary forms is most marked and 
important in taught everyday language, that is, taught colloquial, taught stand
ardized everyday speech. But here again we must avoid confusion. Not all stand
ard language is either grammar-ridden or taught. In all of history, one mutually 
understandable dialect has tended toward predominance in a given region. This 
kind of principal dialect was often accepted as the standard form. It was indeed 
written more frequently than other dialects, but not, for that reason, was it 
taught. Rather, diffusion occurred through a much more complex and subtle 
process. Midland English, for example, slowly emerged as that second, common 
style in which people born into any English dialect could also speak their own 
tongue. Quite suddenly, the language of Mogul hordes (Urdu) came into being 
in northern India. Within two generations, it became the standard in Hindustan, 
the trade language in a vast area, and the medium for exquisite poetry written in 
the Arabic and Sanskrit alphabets. Not only was this language not taught for sev
eral generations, but poets who wanted to perfect their competence explicitly 
avoided the study of Hindu-Urdu; they explored the ~ersian, Arabic, or Sanskrit 
sources that had originally contributed to its being. In Indonesia, in half a gener
ation of resistance to Japanese and Dutch, the militant fraternal and combative 
slogans, posters, and secret radios of the freedom struggle spread Malay compe
tence into every village, and did so much more effectively than the later efforts 
of the Ministry of Language Control that was established after independence. 

It is true that the dominant position of elite or standard language was always 
bolstered by the technique of writing. Printing enormously enhanced the colo
nizing power of elite language. But to say that because printing was invented elite 
language is destined to supplant vernacular variety results from a debilitated im
agination-like saying that after the atom bomb only superpowers shall be sover
eign. The historical monopoly of educational bureaucracies over the printing 
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press is no argument that printing techniques cannot be used to give new vitality 
to written expression and new literary opportunity to thousands of vernacular 
forms. The fact that the printing press could augment the extent and power of 
ungovernable vernacular readings was the source of Nebrija's greatest concern 
and of his argument against the vernacular. The fact that printing was used since 
the early sixteenth century (but not during the first forty years of its existence) 
primarily for the imposition of standard colloquials does not mean that printed 
language must always be a taught form. The commercial status of taught mother 
tongue, call it national language, literary standard, or television language, rests 
largely on unexamined axioms, some of which I have already mentioned: that 
printing implies standardized composition; that books written in the standard 
language could not be easily read by people who had not been schooled in that 
tongue; that reading is by its very nature a silent activity that usually should be 
conducted in private; that enforcing a universal ability to read a few sentences 
and then copy them in writing increases the access of a population to the content 
of libraries. These and other such illusions are used to enhance the standing of 
teachers, the sale of rotary presses, the grading of people according to their lan
guage code, and, up to now, an increase in the GNP. 

Vernacular spreads by practical use; it is learned from people who mean 
what they say and who say what they mean to the person they address in the con
text of everyday life. This is not so in taught language. With taught language, the 
one from whom I learn is not a person whom I care for or dislike, but a profes
sional speaker. The model for taught colloquial is somebody who does not say 
what he means, but who recites what others have contrived. In this sense, a street 
vendor announcing his wares in ritual language is not a professional speaker, 
while the king's herald or the clown on television are the prototypes. Taught collo
quial is the the language of the announcer who follows the script that an editor was 
told by a publicist that a board of directors had decided should be said. Taught 
colloquial is the dead, impersonal rhetoric of people paid to declaim with phony 
conviction texts composed by others, who themselves are usually paid only for 
designing the text. People who speak taught language imitate the announcer of 
news, the comedian of gag writers, the instructor following the teacher's manual 
to explain the textbook, the songster of engineered rhymes, or the ghost-written 
president. This is language that implicitly lies when I use it to say something to 
your face; it is meant for the spectator who watches the scene. It is the language 
of farce, not of theater, the language of the hack, not of the true performer. The 
language of the media always seeks the appropriate audience profile that the 
sponsor tries to hit and to hit hard. While the vernacular is engendered in me by 
the intercourse between complete persons locked in conversation with each other, 
taught language is syntonic with loudspeakers whose assigned job is gab. 
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The vernacular and taught mother tongue are like the two extremes on the 
spectrum of the colloquial. Language would be totally inhuman if it were totally 
taught. That is what Humboldt meant when he said that real language is speech 
that can only be fostered, never taught like mathematics. Speech is much more 
than communication, and only machines can communicate without reference to 
vernacular roots. Their chatter with one another in New York now takes up 
about three-quarters of the lines that the telephone company operates under a 
franchise that guarantees access by people. This is an obvious perversion of a legal 
privilege that results from political aggrandizement and the degradation of ver
nacular domains to second-class commodities. But even more embarrassing and 
depressing than this abuse of a forum of free speech by robots is the incidence of 
robotlike stock phrases that blight the remaining lines on which people presum
ably "speak" to each other. A growing percentage of speech has become mere 
formula in content and style. In this way, the colloquial moves on the spectrum 
of language increasingly from vernacular to capital-intensive "communication," 
as if it were nothing more than the human variety of the exchange that also goes 
on between bees, whales, and computers. True, some vernacular elements or as
pects always survive-but that is the case even for most computer programs. I do 
not claim that the vernacular dies; only that it withers. The American, French, or 
German colloquials have become composites made up of two kinds oflanguage: 
commodity-like taught uniquack and a limping, ragged, jerky vernacular strug
gling to survive. Taught mother tongue has established a radical monopoly over 
speech, just as transportation has over mobility or, more generally, commodity 
over vernacular values. 

A resistance, sometimes as strong as sacred taboo, prevents people shaped 
by life in industrial society from recognizing the difference with which we are 
dealing-the difference between capitalized language and the vernacular, which 
comes at no economically measurable cost. It is the same kind of inhibition that 
makes it difficult for those who are brought up within the industrial system to 
sense the fundamental distinction between nurture from the breast and feeding 
by bottle, between literature and textbook, between a mile moved on my own and 
a passenger mile-areas where I have discussed this issue over the past years. 

Most people would probably be willing to admit that there is a huge differ
ence in taste, meaning, and satisfaction between a home-cooked meal and a TV 
dinner. But the examination and understanding of this difference can be easily 
blocked, especially among those committed to equal rights, equity, and service 
to the poor. They know how many mothers have no milk in their breasts, how 
many children in the South Brgnx suffer protein deficiencies, how many Mexi
cans-surrounded by fruit trees-are crippled by vitamin deficits. As soon as I 
raise the distinction between vernacular values and values susceptible of eco
nomic measurement and, therefore, of being administered, some self-appointed 
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tutor of the so-called proletariat will tell me that I am avoiding the critical issue 
by giving importance to noneconomic niceties. Should we not seek first the just 
distribution of commodities that correlate to basic needs? Poetry and fishing 
shall then be added without more thought or effort. So goes the reading of Marx 
and the Gospel of St. Matthew as interpreted by the theology of liberation. 

A laudable intention here attempts an argument that should have been rec
ognized as illogical in the nineteenth century, and that countless experiences have 
shown false in the twentieth. So far, every single attempt to substitute a universal 
commodity for a vernacular value has led, not to equality, but to a hierarchical 
modernization of poverty. In the new dispensation, the poor are no longer those 
who survive by their vernacular activities because they have only marginal or no 
access to the market. No, the modernized poor are those whose vernacular do
main, in speech and in action, is most restricted-those who get least satisfaction 
out of the few vernacular activities in which they can still engage. 

The second-level taboo which I have set out to violate is not constituted by 
the distinction between the vernacular and taught mother tongue, nor by the de
struction of the vernacular through the radical monopoly of taught mother tongue 
over speech, nor even by the class-biased intensity of this vernacular paralysis. 
Although these three matters are far from being clearly understood today, they · 
have been widely discussed in the recent past. The point at issue which is sedu
lously overlooked is quite another: Mother tongue is taught increasingly, not by 
paid agents, but by unpaid parents. These latter deprive their own children of the 
last opportunity to listen to adults who have something to say to each other. This 
was brought home to me clearly, some time ago, while back in New York City in 
an area that a few decades earlier I had known quite well, the South Bronx. I went 
there at the request of a young college teacher, married to a colleague. This man 
wanted my signature on a petition for compensatory prekindergarten language 
training for the inhabitants of a partially burnt-out, high-rise slum. Twice already, 
quite decidedly and yet with deep embarrassment, I had refused. To overcome 
my resistance against this expansion of educational services, he took me on visits 
to brown, white; black, mostly single-parent so-called households. I saw dozens 
of children dashing through uninhabitable cement corridors, exposed all day to 
blaring television and radio in English, Spanish, and even Yiddish. They seemed 
equally lost in language and landscape. As my friend pressed for my signature, I 
tried to argue for the protection of these children against further castration and 
inclusion in the educational sphere. We talked at cross-putposes, unable to meet. 
And then, in the evening, at dinner at my friend's home; I suddenly understood 
why. This man, whom I viewed with awe because he had chosen to live in this hell, 
had ceased to be a parent and had become a total teacher. In front of their own 
children this couple stood in loco magistri. Their children had to grow up with
out parents, because these two adults, in every word they addressed to their two 
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sons and one daughter, were "educating" them-they were at dinner constantly 
conscious that they were modeling the speech of their children, and asked me to 
do the same. 

For the professional parent who engenders children as a professional lover, 
who volunteers his semiprofessional counseling skills for neighborhood organi
zations, the distinction between his unpaid contribution to the managed society 
and what could be, in contrast, the recovery of vernacular domains, remains 
meaningless. He is fit prey for a new type of growth-oriented ideology-the 
planning and organization of an expanding shadow economy, the last frontier 
of arrogance which homo economicus faces. 



The U.S. and 
Latin America: 

Empire vs. Social Change 

ELDON KENWORTHY 

The Reagan administration's policy on El Salvador is clear. ''The insur.1. ~ency in El Salvador," the State Department has stated, is "a textbook 
case of indirect armed aggression by Communist powers." In an interview with 
Walter Cronkite, President Reagan left no doubt as to who those "Communist 
powers" might be: "the Soviets are, you might say, trying to do the same thing in 
El Salvador that they did in Afghanistan, but by using proxy troops through 
Cuba and guerrillas."1 Since injustice in that small country "has existed for dec
ades," argues U.N. Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, it can hardly be the source 
of recent turmoil there. The source is the "introduction of arms from the out
side."2 We are told that revolution ("terrorism," in the Reagan lexicon) has come 
to El Salvador from the outside and has as its ultimate target "the whole of Cen
tral and possibly later South America and, I'm sure, eventually North America."3 

The policy is clear. What needs explaining is why this policy seems so at var
iance with what is actually happening in El Salvador. To observers on the scene, 
to most academics who study the region, to many Europeans, Canadians, Mexi
cans, and others, Washington's interpretation seems an inversion of reality: the 
weak and small country transformed into the large and powerful adversary, the 
indigenous revolutionaries recast as imported terrorists, a brutal regime pre
sented as both reformist and-through particularly bizarre sophistry-the de
fender of human rights. (Terrorists deny their victims' rights; the junta kills ter
rorists; hence the junta promotes human rights.) In an interview published in 
The New York Times on December 7, 1980, Kirkpatrick claimed, "it's a terrible 
injustice to the Government and the military [of El Salvador] when you suggest 
that they were somehow responsible for terrorism and assassination." 

1 New York Times, March 4, 1981. 

2 Newsweek, March 16, 1981. 

3 President Reagan at his March 6, 1981 news conference. 
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Washington preaches this inverted image not out of simple ignorance-al
though ignorance must be sown to make the image stick-but out of necessity. 
This is the only way realpolitik can coexist with post-Vietnam public opinion, the 
only way the competing claims of empire and democracy can be served. Before 
making this case, however, the paradigm into which Washington fits El Salvador 
needs some description, a paradigm in which "credibility'' is a key concept. 

Short of optometric textbooks, the best guide to the official view of the Sal
vadorean conflict may be the Iliad. Washington sees the world through a mythic 
vision comparable to Homer's. If there is fighting on the ground it is not the work 
of mortals with scores to settle. Rather, visible reality manifests the hidden spar
ring of the gods, those Olympian superpowers who do so much through proxies. 
Washington and Moscow signal each other via El Salvador, Poland, Chile, and 
Afghanistan. Unless one side prevails in all situations to which it has reasonable 
access, its "credibility'' with the other will suffer. 

Examined closely, credibility is a mythic concept. We have it when we think 
they think we mean business, and we must defend it at every opportunity when 
we think they might think we have lost it. Viewed from the clouds that encircle 
the Olympus of geopolitics, "Events that used to be local," Henry Kissinger re
marks, "assume global significance."4 What is actually happening, of course, is 
a strange giving over of power to others, or at least to our image of them, in a 
way that is reminiscent of David Riesman's other-directed man. 

While the gods are busy signaling each other, they are also massaging do
mestic and international public opinion. One of the lessons Washington draws 
from Vietnam is that sustained intervention abroad, in proxy situations where 
the "true" adversary is masked, may not be "understood" by the public. Without 
public understanding, youth refuse induction, Congress grows restive, presi
dents decline reelection, and our involvement consequently winds down, dam
aging credibility. To portray the Salvadorean opposition as homogeneously com
munist, externally supported, and linked to our major adversary leaves nothing to 
chance. No complex explanations to befuddle the public's mind. In congres
sional testimony in February, the Acting Assistant Secretary of State for Inter
American Affairs, John Bushell, repeatedly referred to "the other side" and "the 
worldwide Communist network" in discussing El Salvador. What could be 
simpler? 

There is a problem, however, that goes deeper than this difficulty in leading 
the public through a maze of proxydom and anticipated damage to credibility. It 
is the dilemma long faced by Britain and now confronting the United States: how 
to reconcile democracy at home with empire abroad. Concretely, the "friendly" 
Third World governments that most consistently support Washington are, with 

4 Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979), p. 68. 
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notable exceptions, among the world's more repressive regimes. It's not easy to 
accept these governments as fellow members of the "free world." South Africa 
free? South Korea? Pakistan? Pinochet's Chile? It's harder still to convince tax
payers and parents to expend money and blood to maintain these regimes in 
power. In the great geopolitical game the rulers of Argentina, the Philippines, 
Indonesia, and Guatemala bat on our side, albeit low in the order. At home 
where they have real power, these rulers contradict the very values on which our 
claim to world leadership is based. That's the contradiction of empire and 
democracy. 

More than most presidents, Carter admitted the dilemma. His human 
rights policy drew a distinction between friendly governments that shared our 
basic values and those that didn't. A price had to be paid for this distinction: the 
alienation of some friendly governments, and the administration's own incon
sistency when it came to countries too strategic to offend. Reagan and Haig have 
reverted to three older ways of trying to reconcile the democracy-empire dilem
ma. These three tactics, I would suggest, take us a long way toward understand
ing Washington's distorted presentation of the Salvadorean situation. 

One element in this presentation, we have seen, is the renaming of the 
drama: what is internal becomes international. If we are being tested by "the 
other side," our very survival is at stake. Under such circumstances, who would 
question the credentials of an ally? A second tactic is to recast the players, not 
only turning the rebels into foreigners but turning the rightists into reformers. If 
our "friends" are reformers, the contradiction between empire and democracy 
evaporates. Thus Washington's need for friendly reformers in Latin America 
was voiced by John F. Kennedy two decades ago, when it appeared that the dic
tator Trujillo's son might try to succeed him in the Dominican Republic. 

"There are three possibilities," [Kennedy] said, "in descending order of 
preference: a decent democratic regime, a continuation of the Trujillo 
regime or a Castro regime. We ought to aim at the first, but we really 
can't renounce the second until we are sure we can avoid the third.''5 

Unfortunately, what Washington wants and what Latin America delivers are not 
the same. From the 1950s on, polarization has grown, leaving little that Wash
ington can comfortably trust to remain in the center. Elected democratic regimes 
have moved to the left in economic policies, refused to ostracize Cuba, and insti
tuted steps toward democratic socialism (Bosch, Goulart, Allende, Manley). So 
safety counsels an alliance with the Right, Kennedy's second option, coupled 
with pressure on that group to clean up its act, at least publicly. The result is what 
we see in El Salvador today: a rightist regime, its power lodged in the military, 
with a facade of civilian reform Washihgton can use to satisfy domestic and in
ternational public opinion. 
5 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., A Thousand Days (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), pp. 704-05. 
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In and outside of Washington, so much effort has been expended selling the 
centrist image of the Salvadorean junta that some explanation of this characteri
zation of it as rightist is in order. I shall return to this point later, outlining the 
evidence for and against the reformist label. Here, however, I take up the third 
and final way of trying to escape the empire-democracy contradiction: replacing 
present with future. 

Should the Left triumph in El Salvador, Henry Kissinger asserted in a speech 
delivered March 9, 198 I, there will be "infinitely more suffering" than if "the al
ternative" prevails. Autocracies, Jeane Kirkpatrick lectures us, may evolve into 
democracies, whereas totalitarianism is irreversible. Almost by definition in 
Kirkpatrick's scheme, only Marxism degenerates into totalitarianism (so quickly 
is fascism forgotten). This tactic permits Washington to identify with the people 
of a Latin American country, claiming to act in their best interests even if they 
are not cognizant of it. So when the U.S. Senate published irrefutable evidence 
of high-level Washington involvement in destabilizing the democratically elected 
government of Salvador Allende, President Ford simply said we acted "in the 
best interests of the people of Chile." 

The obvious advantage of this tactic is that it is irrefutable. A prediction 
about the future cannot be disproved in the present. And if on the basis of that 
prediction Washington acts so as to exclude the feared option, then who is to say 
whether it ever would have materialized? Kissinger's belief that Allende would 
have destroyed Chilean democracy, if such were required to keep his coalition in 
power, now is accepted as fact within the United States. At General Haig's con
firmation hearings, a National Public Radio newscaster treated it that way. 

These three solutions to the empire-democracy dilemma share one require
ment: ignorance. They work to the extent that the U.S. public knows little about 
Latin America. Perhaps this explains why nearly every incoming administration 
finds it hard to appoint an Assistant Secretary of State for this region and why 
the person eventually chosen invariably is unknown to the community of schol
ars specializing in Latin America. 

To know too much about the region is a liability in Washington, as Ambas
sador Robert White found out. Policy can more convincingly be articulated by 
men such as William P. Clark, the number-two man at State, initially respon
sible for coordinating the Reagan administration's response to El Salvador. A 
friend of Reagan's and a former judge on the California Supreme Court, Clark 
knows nothing about the region. He lumps Mexico with Guatemala and Belize 
as dominoes the Cubans hope to topple "in their divine plan."6 Never mind that 
Mexico and Cuba maintain cordial relations, or that Mexico supports the Salva
dorean leftist coalition as the force most likely to bring long-term stability to El 

6 New York Times, March 13, 1981. 



90 Explorations 

Salvador. Even with the aid of most of Central America, Cuba's undermining 
the monolithic, experienced, and wealthy Mexican regime is as likely as Iceland's 
toppling the Canadian government. 

What obvious truths about Latin America must be suppressed for U.S. 
policy to make sense to its citizens? Returning to the central question

Why revolution?-the first obvious truth is that armed insurrection has long 
been part of the Latin American political process. If U.S. citizens talk of "critical 
elections," Latin Americans speak of revolutions. In some countries practically 
each generation has had "its" uprising, attempted or successful. Revolutionary 
leaders are popular heroes (Marti, Zapata, Sandino, Guevara). Thus revolution 
is not, as North Americans view it, some immaculate conception that launches a 
nation, thereafter to be revisited only in ritual. 

Equally indigenous to the region are Marxist movements, which formed in 
most countries more than half a century ago. 7 Avowed communists have served 
in governments, led unions, taught in universities, won Nobel prizes. There have 
been good Marxists and bad-though fewer corrupt ones than is the norm in other 
political parties. The point is: Marxism has become as indigenous to the region 
as the revolutionary and nationalist traditions to which it frequently is joined. 

But why do Latin Americans turn to revolution-and sometimes to Marx
ism-rather than to less costly forms of political change? The answer is simple: 
the other forms frequently don't work. The Kirkpatrick statement with which 
we began stated correctly that injustice has a long history in El Salvador, a coun
try where the leading cause of death is "undiagnosed," followed by gastroenter
itis, diarrhea, and dysentery, preventable diseases that arise with extreme pov
erty and governmental indifference. So why revolution now, asks Ambassador 
Kirkpatrick, if not caused "by the introduction of arms from the outside"? 

Part of the reason is the steady accumulation of population exacerbated by 
the "soccer war" of 1969, which forced many Salvadoreans to return from Hon-

7 El Salvador's Communist Party, formally launched in 1930, grew out of attempts to organ
ize peasants and workers in the 1920s. Its leader was Agustin Farabundo Marti, a close associ
ate of Sandino. As with the Nicaraguan leader, Marti symbolizes the link between the current 
struggle and six decades of opposition to the system. With the plutocracy weakened by the De
pression, the Salvadorean Communist Party gained strength in 1930-31. Denied electoral vic
tories at the local level, the party planned an uprising in 1932. The general who recently had as
sumed power, General Hernandez Martinez, was not content to kill off the organizers of the 
half-aborted outbreak. The killing continued for weeks, until 4 percent of the population, 
mostly peasants, had been massacred. Death squads active in El Salvador today sometimes take 
the name of this general. And how did Hernandez Martinez attend the problems of the popu
lace during his twelve-year reign? During a smallpox epidemic he had green lights strung 
throughout San Salvador to stop the disease from spreading. 
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duras. 8 (Compare El Salvador's population density of 180 people per square kil
ometer with the United States's 23.) A large part of the explanation, however, 
rests with El Salvador's experience with reform. Salvadoreans have seen reforms 
announced and aborted many times. Civilian reformers never got beyond the 
ballot box. The all-out test of this strategy occurred in 1972, when the principal 
opposition parties coalesced in a National Opposition Union (UNO) led by the 
popular mayor of San Salvador, Jose Napole6n Duarte. The government stopped 
counting ballots when it was clear Duarte would win, later announcing the inevi
table victory by the official candidate, the inevitable army officer. Duarte ac
cepted the verdict, despite rarik-and·flle UNO calls for a general strike. Since 
that time there have been no honest elections in El Salvador. 

To many Salvadoreans, the coup of October 1979 offered the last test of one 
remaining possibility for peaceful reform: a government dominated by younger 
officers less tied to the plutocracy than their seniors. This strategy also had been 
tried before and had failed (e.g., 1944, 19(io, the reforms of 1976). After half a 
year, when the principal civilian reformers had deserted this latest effort at army
induced reform, declaring it bogus, it seemed as if the last chapter had been writ
ten in a text called "Change from Above: A Farce." What was there left to the 
Salvadorean people but acquiescence in inequity or revolution? 

Reform works when elites are willing to make concessions. Elites resist con
cessions when the gap between them and the masses is as vast as it is in El Salva
dor. If democracy were deeply institutionalized, giving the many leverage with 
the wealthy, concessions might still occur. What North Americans forget is that 
elections are not binding in Latin America. They are reversed by military coup 
so regularly that the mere threat of a coup (known as a planteo) is sufficient to 
deter most civilian reformers. All an elite needs to perpetuate its privileged posi
tion, then, is an alliance with key officers. In a country such as El Salvador a 
symbiotic relationship develops, military officers being cut into business and 
prestige while the "Fourteen Families" (the economic elite) are granted immu-
nity from reform. _ 

The ideology that glues this alliance together and also, if played right, that 
commits Washington to pick up the tab, is anticommunism. Thus any challenge 
to the status quo is labeled commmunist, even if carried out by Catholic clergy. 
To the Latin American military mind an opponent is an enemy and an enemy is 

8 This misnamed war might better be regarded as a precursor of the Malthusian conflicts to 
come in the Third World. El Salvador has the region's highest population density and popula
tion growth. These factors combined with the inequitable land distribution and political repres
sion led a quarter of a million Salvadoreans to resettle in n~ghboring and less populous Hon
duras. Resentment over this influx mounted, particularly in the 196os, when a regional com
mon market generated other tensions between the two countries. The war erupted when the 
Honduran soccer team was attacked in El Salvador. 
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to be killed. The free use of the communist label in such polarized situations as 
El Salvador contributes to the free use of assassination. 

North Americans too fear communism and are prone to talk about it as an 
ominous force in the world. For most U.S. citizens, however, this remains ab
stract, distant. Should they meet a visiting Russian or Chinese, they are courte
ous; most do not advocate a preemptive strike to rid the world of communist 
power. Received in El Salvador, Chile, or other parts of Latin America, however, 
this highly symbolic anticommunism becomes deadly real. It leads to the slaugh
ter of "sympathizers," including those who merely call for human rights. More 
than one U.S. congressman has returned from Latin America stunned to discover 
that the right wing there is not our right wing. Having dealt with the Salvadorean 
military at close range for some time, ex-Ambassador White doesn't mince words: 

To the extent that you emphasize a military solution in El Salvador, 
you are going to be buttressing one of the most out-of-control, violent, 
bloodthirsty groups of men in the world. They have· killed-at a mini
mum-s,ooo or 6,ooo kids, just on the mere suspicion that they were 
involved with the leftists. 9 

Couldn't reform come from the private sector, even though the political 
channel is blocked? The argument for the draconian policies of several Latin 
American governments parallels that used by supply-siders here: unleash a pri
vate sector that will produce an upsurge in production, which in turn will trickle 
down to the masses in the form of new jobs and products, new opportunities for 
mobility. But here again, a theory with some grounding in U.S.historical experi
ence does not find an echo in Latin American reality, the key difference being 
Latin America's turning outward for markets and technologies. This outward 
orientation has generated economies that provide the opportunities desired by 
the middle and upper classes. It contains, however, no incentive for income re
distribution, for labor absorption, or for production geared to the needs of the 
poorest half of the population. 

Where oriented outward, capitalism fails that portion of the population 
that doesn't have the price of admission to the market. With unemployment 
caused by capital-intensive technologies introduced by the multinationals, and 
without the welfare systems found in postindustrial societies, poor people can
not buy what they need. Few of their skills are marketable in the new industries, 
while the land on which they might grow food has been taken for large-scale ex
port crops. Aptly termed "the marginals," this 20 to 40 percent of the population 
-in El Salvador it is nearer the higher figure-may find seasonal employment on 

9 New York Times, March8, 1981. 
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large estates or may sporadically sell services extremely cheaply to workers for
tunate enough to hold regular jobs. Beyond this, the poor are redundant. 

The pattern repeated throughout Latin America, then, in countries at sur
prisingly different levels of industrialization, is increasing economic rationality 
accompanied by increasing social marginality. In human terms, basic needs are 
neglected while luxuries proliferate. Quite simply, the rich get richer and the poor 
poorer. That's the way the market functions under these conditions-which need 
not be taken as an indictment of market mechanisms elsewhere. As of I975• four
fifths of the Salvadorean population earned less than the $704 estimated in I 980 
to be the minimum a family of six (the average size) needs to survive for a year. 10 

Two percent of the population, at the other pole, received roughly half the nation
al income. It is hard to believe that the private sector can remedy this inequity, for 
in Brazil, where there has been a decade of rapid economic growth matched only 
in South Korea, the richest .I percent of the population still receives more than 
the poorest so percent. Income inequality has been growing in Brazil, as it has in 
virtually every other Latin American country experiencing industrialization. 

The common element in this description of why reform persistently fails 
and why, therefore, revolution sporadically flares up in Latin America is the out
ward orientation of its elites. They make up in support abroad for what they lack 
in support at home, in their own hinterland and shantytowns. Infusions from 
abroad sustain a style of economic development that benefits a minority, a re
pressive apparatus that frustrates democracy, and an anticommunist ideology 
that is used, more cynically than outsiders realize, to justify these privileges. 
Fresh infusions from abroad absolve the militaries and the plutocracies from 
coming to terms with their own national realities. 

From this perspective, it is apparent that the external force eroding democ
racy in Latin America is the United States-its government and several of its 

-, large corporations. No wonder, then, that Washington's rhetoric must scramble ,_ 

) the picture, recasting the parts and substituting hypothetical futures for the pal-
pable present. 

So when President Reagan escalates military aid to the Salvadorean junta 
from $10 million to $35 million and asks Congress for $2I3 million for this and 
surrounding countries next year, he is signaling a commitment to support the 
Salvadorean right on its terms. By refusing to let his subordinates confer with 
representatives of the left, Reagan signals the junta that it too need not negotiate 
a way out of this bloodbath. Introducing Huey helicopters and Green Beret ad
visers is, again, an escalation that tells the Salvadorean hardliners they need not 
seek any but a military solution. Against this, the automatic weapons and mor
tars the guerrillas receive from abroad (purchased from u.s. mafiosos operating 

10 Robert Armstrong, "A Revolution Brews," NACLA Report on the Americas, March-April 
1980, p. 19. 
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through Panama as well as donated by Vietnam, Ethiopia, Bulgaria, etc.) are no 
match. 

The United States need not take sides in Latin American civil wars. All we 
need do, to paraphrase a Reagan campaign slogan, is get our government off 
their backs. Once done, getting other governments to follow suit will not prove 
difficult. But apparently the Republican administration believes the Salvadorean 
left will walk away from the struggle once it discovers how outclassed it is in hard
ware. But why shouldn't the revolutionaries counter with a request to the Soviet 
Union for sophisticated weapons to match those of the U.S.-supplied junta? 
While one might not know it from Washington's rhetoric, so far the rebels have 
not requested materiel aid of the Soviets. As several commentators have pointed 
out, including the anonymous "dissidents" within the U.S. government, the 
Reagan-Haig policy risks creating the very outcome it claims to want to avoid: 
the introduction of real Soviet influence into Central America. 

Thus far little evidence has been given for saying the Salvadorean junta is .l ~iscast as a reformist center. Again, some sense of the historical trajectory 
of this and other Latin American countries is necessary before discrete facts, 
such as promulgation of land reform, can be understood. Of the many who rush 
into print to extol El Salvador's "sweeping land reform," how many, I wonder, 
have taken the trouble to find out that agrarian reform was tried in El Salvador 
once before (in 1976), with little lasting effect? 

Casting the Salvadorean junta in a centrist, reformist role is a viable inter
pretation-for a brief period from the October 1979 coup to the following April. 
In no case can this fiction be sustained past the purging of Colonel Adolfo Ma
jano, leader of the reformist element in the army, later in 1980. Virtually every 
member of the original junta who was serious about reform resigned in the first 
year, perceiving that real power lay in the hands of Minister of Defense Garcia 
and his fellow rightists, such as Colonel Gutierrez. After leaving the junta, key 
reformers have been assassinated by death squads that move through govern
ment security cordons with impunity. Others left the country, some to assume 
leading roles in the coalition supporting the revolutionaries, seeing this as the 
only remaining vehicle for reform. 

Neither in title nor in reality is President Jose Napole6n Duarte in com
mand of the military, which is dominated by right-wing officers. He joined the 
junta after the principal civilian reformers resigned and was cast in the presiden
tial role to placate Washington's need for a centrist, civilian image. While leader 
of the opposition co'alition in 1972, Duarte's present political base is small, for 
the simple reason that many who backed him then now support the Revolution
ary Democratic Front (FDR), which is linked to the guerrillas. Even a portion of 
Duarte's own party, the Christian Democrats, has gone over to the FDR, leaving 
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him with fewer than four thousand active supporters inside his own party. As 
long as Washington insists on a centrist fa~ade before giving aid to the junta, of
ficers Garcia and Gutierrez will tolerate Duarte. 

The rightist nature of the junta is most apparent in its unwillingness to curb 
the vigilante violence of both its own security forces and the death squads. The 
latter operate with impunity during the nightly curfews policed by the former. 
Indeed, there is probably considerable overlap in personnel. Amnesty Interna
tional found "no evidence that such groups [the death squads] existor operate 
independent of the government's own security forces."11 Duarte publicly ac
knowledged that little is being done to curb vigilante violence, saying to do so 
might undermine the military's morale. While the pro-reform Colonel Majano 
was forced into exile, ex-major Roberto D'Aubisson can hold press conferences 
inside the country threatening a coup should Duarte begin talks with the left. 

The best case for the junta being reformist rests on the agrarian reforms an
nounced in March and April of 1980. To date just under three hundred of the 
largest estates have been transformed into cooperatives owned by those who 
worked on them. While impressive, this reform affects less than a sixth of the 
rural population, and many of the new cooperatives are dominated by salaried 
employees of the old owners, not by field-workers. A second reform (Decree 
207) transfers small holdings to the peasants who had been working them as ten
ants or sharecroppers. Progress under this "land-to-the-tiller" program has been 
problematic: few titles have actually been transferred, and many tenants are 
being evicted before they lay claim to their land. Those who know the situation 
well doubt that peasants used to rotating the parcels they rented can make a liv
ing tied to a single plot that is typically around two acres. The U.S. architect of 
this program, Roy Prosterman, whose previous experience has been in Asia, be
lieves more intensive cultivation will result, generating higher yields on less land. 
Much of Salvadorean soil is poor, however, suggesting that more intense use will 
exacerbate erosion and sterility. 

Phase two of the agrarian reform affects estates in the 370-to 1,235-acre 
range, which includes most of the valuable coffee lands. James C. Stephens, Jr., 
the Oxfam-America consultant on rural El Salvador, correctly describes phase 
two as "the heart of the agrarian reform process."12 Unless this decree is imple
mented, the power of the rural elite will not be reduced and little progress will be 
made in ameliorating the plight of that half of the rural population not affected 
by either phase one or land-to-the-tiller. To date phase two remains a dead letter, 
no doubt because Inilitary officers themselves own many of the coffee estates. 
Duarte lacks the power to pusf! ahead on this front. Empowering him would re-

11 AI-USA, January 1981. 

12 NACLA Report on the Americas, January-February 1981, p. 38. 
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quire the mobilization of the peasantry, some heavy leaning on the military by 
Washington, or both. The army is firmly opposed to the former, while the Reagan 
administration has explicitly said it will not push social reform in Latin America. 

The head of the largest peasant union was assassinated last January, inside 
an international hotel with supposedly tight security. Some twenty field-workers 
from the government's Agrarian Transformation Institute have met a similar 
fate, as have dozens of peasants who stepped forward to assume leadership roles 
in the cooperatives. Only in name has the junta dissociated itself from the con
tinued attacks on grass-roots rural organizations by the paramilitary ORDEN, 
the Treasury Police, and other security forces. 

Successful agrarian reform in Latin America never has been, as Prosterman 
describes his land-to-the-tiller program, "self-implementing."13 A strong com
mitment by the central government always has been necessary to fight legal bat
tles over titles, to supply credit and technical assistance, and to counter intimida
tion by a rural constabulary in the pay of large landowners. This commitment, 
in turn, rarely has held firm without the political mobilization of the benefici
aries of land reform. The political clout necessary to make this tentative begin
ning in agrarian reform in El Salvador was supplied, in large measure, by the 
Carter administration and the ambassador on the scene, Robert White. While 
saying it supports the reform, the new administration has removed White, shifted 
emphasis from economic to military assistance, and, as stated above, given clear 
signals that it will not actively promote social reform in Latin America. 

The prognosis for agrarian reform in El Salvador, then, is for a repetition 
of the experience of the Alliance for Progress. Then as now, no regime laying 
claim to a reformist image could afford to be without agrarian legislation. Only 
to the extent that the reforms extricated landlords looking to bail out, however, 
did this plethora of paper have any positive impact upon the peasantry. Success
ful agrarian reform in Latin America is rare and always has required a strong, 
sustained commitment by a unified coalition in unchallenged control of the state. 

The Reagan administration, I have argued, is served by the appearance of re
form in El Salvador, even though many of Reagan's supporters view any reform 
as socialistic. The substance sought by the Reagan team, however, is stability 
achieved by pacification, in contrast to the long-term stability that requires the ex
tirpation of old inequities. Had they been in office at the time, according to a 
paper written by Jeane Kirkpatrick, "the administration would have been inclined 
to greet the coup of October 1979 ... with mixed feelings," since conservatives 
view El Salvador as a country in which "authority . . . is weak, stability fragile 
and order much easiet to destroy than reconstruct."14 In short, had they been in 

13 New York Times, February 8, 1981. 

14 Jeane Kirkpatrick, "The Hobbes Problem," paper delivered at the American Enterprise In
stitute, Washington, D.C., December 1980. 
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power then, the Reagan team might have aided General Romero, the specialist in 
repression who unleashed the death squads on El Salvador, instead of supporting 
the junta that gave rise to the limited land reform we see now. 

Not written for general public consumption, Kirkpatrick's paper provides a 
glimpse of how the conservatives in power regard Central America. As its title, 
"The Hobbes Problem," indicates, the overriding concern is with order. Order is 
the "highest value," and while Kirkpatrick lays claim to the Western philosophical 
tradition, citing Rousseau and John Stuart Mill among others, little is said of 
other values in our tradition, such as justice and representation. For whatever 
reason, Central America is treated as an area where order is enough. To achieve 
this end, apparently all forms of force are justified. I say "apparently" because 
Kirkpatrick claims Carter's "doctrine of human rights ... makes illegitimate 
the use of force by governments." But surely that doctrine was critical of only 
some forms of force, not all. Kirkpatrick's censure of the human rights policy on 
these grounds does not make sense unless one assumes that she believes that all 
forms of force-including systematic torture and murder-are necessary for a 
state to maintain order and are, by virtue of their necessity, justified. I would 
argue that any state that cannot maintain sufficient order without terrorizing its 
own citizens is, almost by definition, illegitimate, inept, or both. Such states de
serve to fall rather than to be perpetuated. 

If we enter Central America by the constricted path Kirkpatrick lays out, 
concentrating on order, we still confront the following anomaly, which weakens 
not just the U.N. ambassador's analysis but, more importantly, Reagan's policy. 
By any objective criteria, the three most stable regimes in the Central American
Caribbean area today are the Mexican, Cuban, and Costa Rican. In all, the pre
condition for stability was revolution, including the destruction of the old mili
tary establishment. The regimes the Reaganites support in Central America do 
not meet this precondition. If long-term stability is what the Reagan administra
tion seeks, it is backing the wrong parties and processes. Oyer the long haul, there 
is a practical, no less than moral, association between order and social justice
if we recall that the justice that matters is situational, defined by people in mate
rial conditions unlike our own . 



The Japan Myth 
Reconsidered 

SHUICHI KATO 

The image of Japan today is ambiguous. On the one hand there is the 
rather threatening image of the samurai country that turned out to be, 

for some mysterious reason, an economic giant; on the other there is the attrac
tive model of the superindustrial society that has successfully solved many of the 
difficult social problems still being faced elsewhere. The former is a popular 
view, promoted by the media, widely held in business circles, and often supported 
even by governments; the latter is an opinion recently articulated by some West
ern experts who advocate learning from Japanese institutions for the purpose of 
remolding their own societies. 

In Asia, the" Japanese threat" has been interpreted in various ways. During 
the Cultural Revolution, Chinese officials talked much about the potential threat 
of "revived Japanese militarism," while in Southeast Asia, Thai students and 
Malaysian intellectuals are warning of ruthless exploitation of natural resources 
by Japanese companies. In South Korea, those opposing the dictatorial regime 
have been criticizing Japanese and American support of the military government 
as an indirect threat to their basic human rights. There is everywhere in Asia a 
sense of alarm concerning Japanese economic domination coexisting with an 
expectation of Japanese help for local industrial development. 

In North America and in Europe, the" Japanese threat" is the massive inva
sion of industrial products into the home markets and into other areas where, tra
ditionally, Western products once prevailed. Hence the trade conflicts between 
the West and Japan, which in turn have enhanced the popular image of aggres
sive Japan, the country of samurai armed with modern technology. 

Against this oversimplification, some experts have offered a more sophisti
cated view, explaining the mechanism that supposedly brought about the coun-

98 
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try's "economic miracle," and presenting the case as a model for other industrial
ized societies. These experts emphasize the close relationship between govern
ment and business, "lifelong employment," the process of collective decision
making, loyalty of the employees to the company, trade-union collaboration with 
management, political stability and social order, and the educational system 
that operates beautifully to supply industry with a horde of disciplined laborers. 
Those holding this view tend to exaggerate the positive aspects, because they are 
arguing against the widely accepted negative cliches about Japan. 

But are the "positive" aspects really positive? And for whom? Even if they 
are, is it realistic to treat them separately from their negative components? 

Let us first consider the structure of Japanese society as a whole, what this 
structure means for an individual Japanese, and, finally, the direction this coun
try is likely to take in the future. 

J apanese society today, as before, is characterized by competitive groupism. 
Groupism, a high degree of integration of each member into the group, im

plies the member's strong loyalty, primarily for the group and secondarily for the 
leader. If the group's interests clash with the leader's personal concerns, the group 
prevails and either replaces the leader or deprives him of his decision-making 
power. If the group's interests clash with the personal concerns of a member, the 
member, in principle, sacrifices those concerns, however vital they may be to 
him. Groupism offers a strong feeling of togetherness and a sense of security for 
the individual in the event of a crisis. These groups are typically goal-oriented, 
competing with other groups for the same goal, working with maximum effi
ciency, assigning the most competent persons to the key positions. Hence there is 
also a competition among members inside the group. Qualification for key posi
tions includes not only professional ability, but also, and perhaps more often, 
the ability to maintain the "harmony" of the group, in other words, the ability to 
get along smoothly with others. Either way, the intragroup competition strongly 
motivates each member to work hard. It could be argued that Japan is distin
guished from the individualistic West by its groupism, and from the status
oriented, static communities still widely prevailing in the Third World by its goal
orientation, competition, and resulting dynamism. 

This competitive groupism has been and still is perpetuated by the educa
tional system. In a country where more than half the students go on to colleges 
and universities, high school education is geared to university entrance examina
tions. Students are encouraged to compete, and are technically trained in the 
single skill of getting higher marks than others in examinations, without being 
asked to develop intellectual initiative. There are winners and losers, but all re-



100 Explorations 

spect the same ru1es, all aim at the same target, and few can afford to reflect on 
the ultimate validity of either. This educational system, largely under the control 
of the increasingly centralized power of the government, thus supplies to Japan
ese employers each year a host of well-disciplined young laborers, prepared to 
work hard and ready to be integrated into any community without questioning 
the structure and goals of that community, be it government bureaucracy or a 
private company. 

Although the educational system perpetuates competitive groupism, it did 
not create it. Competitive, goal-oriented groupism is deeply rooted in the coun
try's cultural tradition. The popular story of the Forty-seven Samurai is a good 
illustration. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, a high official of the 
shogunate humiliated a feudal lord who was serving in the castle of the shogun. 
The lord lost his temper, drew his sword, and tried to kill the official, succeeding 
only in giving him a slight injury. As the drawing of a sword was strictly forbid
den in the castle, the lord was sentenced to death, while the official remained un
punished. Two years later, the group of forty-seven 1 retainers of the executed 
lord made a surprise attack on the well-guarded residence of the official and suc
ceeded in killing him in revenge. Although all were ordered by the government 
to die by suppuku, the loyalty of these samurai was highly praised by their con
temporaries. A series of plays, for the puppet theater and for Kabuki-and, 
more recently, for film-have been produced on the theme of this tale of revenge. 
The theme was popular before and after the Meiji restoration, before and after 
the Pacific War: great social changes have not affected its popularity. What is 
striking about the story is the extraordinary contrast between the elaborate 
means by which the group achieved its purpose, and the triviality of the purpose 
itself. Wer..e they devoted to a cause? Yes. Had they ever examined the cause? 
Never. Even outside the Kabuki theater, the "Forty-seven Samurai syndrome," 
may serve to explain many phenomena in modern Japan, their merits and limi
tations alike. 

For a business enterprise, the goal is simple and clear: maximum profit. 
Here the system works with efficient organization, a disciplined labor force, 
trade unions that cooperate with management, a government that intervenes on 
behalf of industry, and last but not least, politicosocial stability that creates a 
predictable market situation, minimizing the risk of business ventures. In conse
quence, Japan continues, despite its litnited natural resources, to expend its share 
in the overseas market, develop high-level technology, maintain a high growth 
rate, and hold down inflation and unemployment-even after the "oil shock" and 

1 There were forty-seven in the mid-eighteenth-century play Kanadenon Chushingura, forty
six samurai in history, because one of the group dropped out before the surprise attack. But this 
is not the point here. 
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subsequent depressive trends in the rest of the world. All this has provoked am
bivalent reactions in the West: protectionism against Japanese exports together 
with arguments in favor of the "Japanese model." Protectionism may work for 
the Western industries temporarily and to a certain degree, but it will probably 
not work in the long run. And it will only make competition against Japanese 
goods that much harder in the overseas markets beyond Western control. 

As for applying the "Japanese model," there are two difficulties. First, the 
merits and the demerits are intermingled. Second, a model that works in the 
Japanese cultural context is not necessarily compatible with radically different 
cultures. 

Japan's economic dynamism contrasts sharply with its political stasis. Politi-
cal goals, unlike those of business, are never clearly defmed. "National interests," 
for example, are defined differently by different people. Political entities are ex
pected to be efficient not only in reaching a given goal, but also in evaluating and 
setting goals. It is important to know both what do to and how to do it. Where 
Japan's organizational system is highly efficient in developing means when the 
ends are fixed, her political decision-making is virtually immobile. The choice of 
words-political immobility or political stability -may be a matter of taste. One 
thing, however, is certain: Japan's economic success has made her increasingly 
antidemocratic. 

Since the end of the Occupation the ruling elites have so strengthened their 
position that a democratic transfer of power to an opposition party has become 
virtually inconceivable. The triumvirate of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), 
business, and government bureaucracy is the system under which the country is 
managed; even in the unli~ely event that an opposition party or coalition gained 
a parliamentary majority and formed a cabinet, it would still not have gained the 
full power to rule, and would soon be shown to be helpless. The situation of the 
opposition somewhat resembles that of a union inside a vast corporation. It 
makes demands and sometimes gains concessions, but it cannot take power with
out fundamentally altering the system itself. So, year after year, the governing 
managerial elites pass power back and forth among themselves, all the time in
creasing and centralizing their control over people's lives; corporate control over 
workers, police control over citizens, and the Education Ministry's control over 
the children. 

\"I ~at have the last two decades of economic growth within this increasingly V V ~tidemocratic political context brought to the individual Japanese? 
All recent public opinion polls have indicated the relative satisfaction of most of 
the population. There are many reasons for this. 
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First, rapidly growing industry has provided better food, better clothing, 
and an abundance of gadgets. Having started with a very low standard of living 
in the 195os, a great majority of the people now naturally consider themselves 
reasonably well off. 

Second, postwar egalitarianism, which is not only compatible with but en
forced by traditional groupism, has worked to miniinize visible differences be
tween the rich and the poor. Most employees live in small apartments, but their 
employers don't live in such luxury either; their homes are far more modest than 
those of their Western counterparts. The same can be said of income, as well as 
cultural background. A clerk and the president of his company may have gradu
ated from the same school, speak with the same accent, play golf, and watch 
baseball on television. 

Third, groupism provides security for the individual. The "lifelong employ
ment" system eliminates the possibility of being fired. An individualrarely finds 
himself alone in a hostile society: family, relatives, even old classmates may help 
out in case of serious trouble. And the streets are safe at night, a fact that is related 
to the mentality nutured by groupism and reinforced, of course, by the house
by-house surveillance system of the omnipresent police force. 

Fourth, economic prosperity has depoliticized the population, making 
them politically passive, fostering a desire for the status quo, diverting their at
tention from social problems to new gadgets. This is, of course, enforced by ad
vertising, the commercialization of information, and intended and unintended 
political manipulation. The average individual in Japanese society cannot easily 
formulate his dissatisfactions. 

Yet some do protest. Rapid industrial development in densely populated 
Japan has polluted the air and water to such a degree that some regions have be
come almost uninhabitable, and many people have suffered and even died from 
disease caused by chemical wastes from the factories. Hence protest movements 
begun in the 1 97os by victiins, ecologists, and residents of the affected and poten
tially affected areas continue today. These movements have sometimes succeeded 
in stopping the construction of an airport, a high-speed railway, a freeway. 

The misery in the midst of the affluent society, however, is not only for the 
inhabitants of polluted regions, but also for all those integrated into the system 
as minorities: old people, invalids, retarded children, working women (not liter
ally a minority, but severely discriininated against in the employment system), 
people of the burakumir ("discriminated villages"), and Korean residents. These 
groups are at best neglected and at worst directly threatened by the society, and 
many of them, especially the burakumin, have organized protests and self
protection movements. 

Another afflicted group is the high school students, who, as noted above, 
suffer under an educational system that is totally and exclusively geared to the 
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university entrance examinations. The universities are organized in a status hier
archy, with the University of Tokyo at the pinnacle. Graduation from one of the 
top universities is the main avenue to power. Parents and teachers often exert 
such strong pressure on young students, and so eagerly expect their success in ex
aminations, that if they once fail to enter a certain university they will take the 
same test again and again each year until they finally succeed, though they could 
easily have gotten into another university at once. Every year the newspapers re
port several cases of high school students who commit suicide after failing in en
trance examinations, and a few more cases of students who murdered their par
ents, or tried to, after having been chastised for such failures. Protest against the 
system by students themselves so far hardly exists. Their desire to resist the pres
sure sometimes expresses itself in the act of dropping out of the school system al
together.But the overwhelming majority of young people finish high school 
(which is not compulsory in Japan) and more than half of those proceed on to 
universities. This means that at one time in their youth almost all educated Jap
anese have played the same game. It is no wonder that intellectual initiative and 
independence of mind have become rare qualities. 

After the long years of education, a young Japanese is next subjected to 
strong pressure from his employer to become integrated into the community by 
conforming to the norms of the company. As mentioned above, the community
company provides the security for individual employees. (It is interesting that 
college students~ use the expression "to go out into society" when they mean "to 
find employment in a company.") At the same time it demands conformity. Re
gardless of their professional specialization, all employees must belong to the 
trade union-the union that typically cooperates with management and rein
forces the sense of togetherness. Employees are expected to wear the same kind 
of clothes and ties as others, to adopt the most popular hobbies, to take off 
exactly the same number of days (usually fewer than five) in the summer holiday, 
to have the same political opinions and to vote for the same conservative party as 
others, especially their superiors. 

If one doesn't conform, what happens? At first, nothing drastic. But a 
gentle, gradual process of psychological ostracization will follow. The noncon
formist will not be fired, probably not even removed to another position (al
though that may happen). Instead, he will find his place of work increasingly un
comfortable, depressing, eventually almost intolerable. And the possibility of 
promotion will be closed. 

So conformism is dictated by the individual's self-interest. Inside the 
company there are no dissidents. All participate equally in the company's collec
tive decisions, but no one has freedom of expression of political opinion, nor 
even of personal aesthetic taste. (I remember when I was in Manhattan, when
ever I saw from a distance two men side by side wearing the same clothes, I al-
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ways knew that they were either New York police or Japanese trading company 
employees.) 

If democracy has something to do with minority rights, and if forced con
formism is democratic, then there is no democracy at all inside the community
company in which the average Japanese spends a great deal of his time. What, 
following work, is waiting at home? Family and TV. And the TV only reinforces 
the status quo. Of course there is the vote-but what is one day of democracy out 
of hundreds of days of nondemocracy?" 

Even the higher rate of consumption doesn't necessarily mean a greater 
amount of money for each household. On the one hand, much of this new con
sumption takes place indirectly under the control of the company, in the form of 
company-sponsored housing, vacation tours, company golfing expeditions, 
drinking parties, and the like. On the other hand, the combined power of adver
tising and conformism lure and persuade the people to buy more than they can 
afford-mortgages and credit make them spend even their future earnings. Most 
individual consumers, to be sure, regard themselves as reasonably well-off, but 
at the same time also feel that they are forced to work for money that is never 
sufficient. 

The postwar history of Japan can be divided into two periods: (1) 1945-196o, 
the period of econmnic recovery from the damage of the war, during which 

the national purpose was summed up in the motto "peace and democracy"; and 
(2) I960-198o, the period of rapid industrial expansion, during which the na
tional purpose was depoliticized and expressed in the mottoes "double the na
tional income" and "economic growth first." 

At the end of the Pacific War, the Japanese government bureaucracy was 
still working. But industry was paralyzed, cities were in ruin, and political par
ties and trade unions hardly existed. Under these conditions, the Occupation 
policy operated through the Japanese bureaucratic machine to attain three goals: 
demilitarization, democratization, and sufficient econmnic recovery to make 
the country self-sustaining. The Imperial Army was totally disbanded, and Ja
pan's security was guaranteed under the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty. The new 
constitution imposed by the Occupation, and the revised legal system as a whole, 
emphasized for the first time in Japanese history two basic values: fundamental 
human rights and egalitarianism. Political parties and trade unions were reac
tivated. Economic recovery began with American aid. 

Then the Korean War broke out. Operating from military bases in Japan, 
America shifted the priority of the Occupation policy from demilitarization and 
democratization to industrial recovery and rearmament. Japanese business did 
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not fail to profit from the war in Korea; some say that war procurements pro
vided the take off for Japan's economic recovery. But the whole nation resisted 
American pressure for rearmament, and the Yoshida government made a partial 
compromise by creating a small body of armed guards, called first the Police Re
serves, then the Self-Defense Forces. 

By the end of the Occupation and in the subsequent decade, Japan emerged 
with the latest equipment in its factories and a GNP that had already surpassed 
the prewar level. Business was more than recovered; bureaucracy, far from be
ing damaged, was strengthened by the Occupation; political parties still stag
gered behind, enjoying, however, their formal importance in the parliamentary 
system. Japan in 1960 was being governed by a powerful establishment consist
ing of the government bureaucracy, big business, and the conservative party. 
The popular sentiments for peace, the antimilitaristic and antinuclear feeling, 
were strong enough to forclose the open promotion of heavy rearmament by the 
reactionary government. As for democracy, Japanese society, through the first 
period of the postwar era, went further in the direction of egalitarianism-a proc
ess that had been started before, first by the Meiji reform ("all Japanese are equal 
as subjects of the sacred Emperor"), then by the war effort ("all men and women 
are equally to serve the country"). Egalitarianism was applied to arable lands 
(land reform), family heritage (the revised civil code), education (mass higher 
education), TV sets and automobiles (mass consumption). All organizations
universities, administrative offices, trade companies-became much less hier
archical than before. The internal structure of the group changed greatly, from 
vertical (tate) to horizontal (yoko), but the importance of belonging to the group 
didn't change at all. 

What really evolved in Japanese society after the war was a new intragroup 
structure. While absolute loyalty to the superior was no longer typical, what did 
not change-proving the continuity of long tradition-was groupism itself, in 
the sense that the group interest always prevails over the individual member's in
terests, ideals, or principles. The idea of human rights, particularly those of the 
minority, was not traditionally Japanese, and neither the people in general nor 
the powerful in particular were converted to it. Groupism is perfectly compat
ible with egalitarianism but incompatible with rigorous respect for human 
rights, particularly those concerning the minority, the dissidents, the ostracized. 
The Japanese word henjin, meaning literally "a person different from others," is 
considered pejorative. 

In 1960 the Ikeda government, successor to the Kishi government (which 
had been brought down by the popular movement against the ratification of the 
Revised Security Treaty), used all its available cards-renewed industrial equip
ment, strength of the politicoeconomic establishment, egalitarian social struc
ture, and the traditional value of groupism-to embark on a "double the income" 
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policy. Here the second period of postwar Japanese history began. In the next 
two decades, Japan pursued economic growth as its national purpose-working 
hard, polluting the environment, destroying historical sites, obliterating the tra
ditional beauty of town and countryside, extracting natural resources from the 
Third World, pushing massive exports into the international markets. Today the 
goal of growth has largely been achieved. The country is now economically pow
erful. And the people, depoliticized, apparently subscribe to the status quo, and 
are consequently more governable than before. 

Concerning the future, two questions may be posed. Is it possible for Japan 
to continue on in the same way? And how should Japan's economic power be 
used? 

The answer to the first question is clearly no. Many factors support this 
conclusion: limited supplies of natural resources and a growing awareness of 
their limitation, particularly in the Third World; mounting trade conflicts with 
North America and Europe, important markets for Japanese exports; and sig
nificant political changes that-could produce violent reactions against Japanese 
economic domination, as has already occurred during the Iranian revolution and 
the subsequent Iran-Iraq war, and in anti-Japanese demonstrations that occur 
whenever the Japanese premier tours Southeast Asia. These dangers to Japan's 
overseas investment and, what is more, to her oil supplies, may be multiplied al
most endlessly. She is also subject to other feelings of uneasiness, already mani
fested in the U.N. General Assembly, about the widening gap in living standards 
between the few developed countries and the rest of the world (the so-called 
North-South division). 

If the answer to the first question is negative, and Japan will not be able to 
have economic growth as its national purpose for the future, what could the new 
national purpose be? Two mutually exclusive goals for the coming decades are 
conceivable: remilitarization, and advancement of democracy (to be accom
plished by centralizing power, developing respect for the rights of minorities, and 
working to narrow the gap between the North and South). Both choices imply 
considerable expenditure. Let us briefly examine each. 

Currently pressing for a higher military budget are the Self-Defense Forces, 
the leaders of the Japanese arms industry, elements within the conservative 
parties, and Washington. 

In the short run, the sole obstacle to remilitarization is popular sentiment. 
The depoliticization of the majority of the people over the last twenty years has 
not been unconditional. After reaching its peak in 1960, postwar antimilitarism 
had gradually peterec:I out, but it has not disappeared. On the whole, the people 
accept the status quo, which means that they accept not only the existence of the 
Self-Defense Force, but also its steady, gradual growth. But any sudden growth 
in the military would tend to repoliticize the people, probably resulting in a 
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strong resurgence of antimilitarism. 2 Any serious scheme of rearmament would 
have to impose itself either through a violent confrontation with the opposing 
majority or through a long process of manipulating the popular will. 

In the former case, the regime would emerge from the confrontation with a 
much more oppressive and authoritarian character than before, which likely 
would mean the destruction of postwar democracy. (This is not mere specula
tion. It is known that the strategic plans for such an operation-involving some 
military units to fight abroad in violation of the constitution, and others in the 
cities to put down the inevitable popular protests-have been worked out in de
tail by the Self-Defense Forces). 

In the latter case, a success in changing the antimilitaristic feeling would in
evitably mean rising nationalism and a changed attitude toward nuclear arms, 
because antimilitaristic and antinuclear feeling are inseparable in popular senti
ment. This nationalism would likely be oriented toward an independent defense 
policy, which in turn would generate arguments for nuclear armament. 

The U.S. government certainly would not welcome the idea of nuclear 
bombs in Japanese hands. But if the "more arms for Japan" policy succeeds, 
things will take their inevitable course, and it will be too late for even the United 
States to stop it. Thus, in the long run, Japan will be armed by conventional and 
nuclear arms; the strain on the economy will be formidable; the tension between 
Japan and America will increase, as will that between Japan and Asia. Japan 
will again emerge as a garrison state, this time armed not only with conventional 
weapons, but also with nuclear devices. 

Of course, there is an alternative, at least theoretically. Through it was na
tural enough, after the devastation of the war, for the nation to put all its energy 
into economic recovery, today the economy is more than strong enough to sup
port a shift of attention to other things, in particular, to politics. Internationally, 
Japan could use its economic strength to work toward narrowing the gap between 
the North and the South, thus helping to create a world in which general disar
mament would be feasible. But such a project will never be undertaken, except 
hypocritically, until Japan itself is first redemocratized from within. Where 
might such a democratization movement begin? Possibly with the veterans of 
the popular movements of the 196os and early 1970s, many of whom haven't 
really changed their political views. These people are scattered throughout vari
ous occupations, and might conceivably act as a catalyst for the reactivation of 
the citizens' movement. 

2 The latest public opinion poll, taken by the Yomiuri Shimbun on January 23-25, 1981, 
shows more than half the respondents opposed to a higher budget for the Self-Defense Forces; 
more than 70 percent opposed revision of article 9 of the constitution, which forbids armed 
forces. 
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Another important source of change is the various local movements that 
are continually cropping up around the country, especially outside the big cities. 
These movements, which typically arise in opposition to pollution, to land con
fiscation, to the construction of airports, freeways, or nuclear power plants, 
quickly find themselves confronting the full power of Japan, Inc., an experience 
that often converts them from local interest groups into national movements for 
democratic decentralization. All the power and organizational skill of the coun
try's governing elites has failed to prevent these local movements from arising 
and continuing. If anything, their number is increasing. 

These movements, though various in character and quality, have one con
viction in common. They all hold something to be of higher value than national 
economic growth, and they all insist that it is they, the local people, rather than 
the central authorities, who have the right to choose. In this sense they are point
ing toward a different direction in Japan's development: toward the decentrali
zation of political and economic power, the recognition of underprivileged 
minorities, and an environment favorable to a richly democratic political life. 
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Wen New York City ran out of money in April 1975, marking the 
official beginning of its fiscal crisis, an era in American politics 

ended. No other city so fully reflected the liberal values that had dominated the 
domestic political agenda of the 19(ios. To many observers, the failure of New 
York to make good on the promise of its social programs signaled the bankruptcy 
of liberalism itself. The fiscal crisis led to a reassessment of the proper role of 
government action and the limits to social policy. Today this process stands sub
stantially complete, as it results in a set of lessons that will guide policymakers in 
government, business, banking, and labor. Thus Felix Rohatyn, the banker who 
became the architect for much of New York's recovery plan, writes a series of 
candid essays on the need for austerity and sacrifice. Thus a new administration 
in Washington warns that the profligacy of the past-"carried to extremes by New 
York City only a little sooner than by the rest of the country-can no longer be tol
erated. In other aging cities, officials look at what New York has done since 1975 
for-answers to their own inflated budgets. As before, New York serves as the 

· model, only now as the chastised repenter rather than the licentious spendthrift. 
Into these efforts to interpret the meaning of recent events in New York en

ters Charles Morris, with the most comprehensive study to date of the causes of 
the fiscal crisis. Morris, too, wants to draw lessons about the failure of rational 
government action and The Cost of Good Intentions. And because he is a care
ful analyst, his book presents a formidable challenge to those who would defend 
liberalism. But Morris ultimately goes further than his own evidence allows: he 
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overlooks or misunderstands factors that were important in urban political life 
during the '6os, and he misstates the nature of the fiscal crisis. Nevertheless, The 
Cost of Good Intentions provides an historical context that allows us to set the 
record straight. Much can be learned from New York: lessons about the prob
lems of older cities, about the limits on city governments, and, most importantly, 
about popular self-government and democratic responsibility. The current dia
logue about New York ignores these themes. We must restore them before the 
wrong lessons become the basis of future urban policy. 

M orris sets out to explain how the city found itself with a huge budget def
icit in 1975, a condition he identifies as the fiscal crisis. His account 

revolves around the two administrations of Mayor John Lindsay, in the years 
1¢6-1973· Lindsay presided over a period of "shattering change for-the city" 
when the mayor himself"attempted to be a spokesman-indeed almost a national 
rallying point-for new approaches to urban government" (pp. 171, 13). Morris 
served in the second Lindsay administration in a succession of managerial posi
tions. His study represents les& an attempt to vindicate Lindsay-for Morris 
makes many harsh judgments-than an effort to get at the root causes of the fis
cal crisis. The events of 1975 and after were so spectacular, Morris fears, that 
they overshadow the deep-seated origins of the crisis. By retracing the Lindsay 
years, he hopes to show that elected officials in this period lost control over the 
city, leading to decisions and policies that later culminated in disaster. 

To present the Lindsay record, Morris divides his study into two sections. 
The first is devoted to a narrative of city politics in the Lindsay era. He places 
special emphasis on the new elements in New York's political economy, including 
the expansion of governmental functions at all levels, the challenge posed by the 
influx of new racial minorities, and the trend toward public-employee unioniza
tion. Each element found an expression in the city's budget: during Lindsay's 
first term operating costs grew more than 15 percent annually. Another factor 
was added after 1g69, when the city's economy went into decline. In this pattern 
of budget growth and poor economic performance, Morris uncovers the seeds 
of the 1975 crisis. Faced with higher costs and static revenues, the second Lindsay 
administration adopted a series of precarious budgets. The city papered over real 
deficits with increased short-term borrowing, inaccurate revenue and spending 
estimates, and other budget gimmicks. Personal and partisan conflicts appeared 
to rule out any basic restructuring of the city's fmancial practices. Instead, the 
Lindsay administraiion chose to enlist the support of state officials, the banks, 
the unions, and the city council by renouncing spending cutbacks "as a feasible 
budget balancing alternative" (p. 154). By late 197~ as the Beame admin
istration carried the dubious budget practices to extremes, it had become clear to 
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the financial community that the city's ability to pay back its borrowings could 
not be guaranteed. The closing of the credit markets was only a matter of time. 

The second section of Good Intentions analyzes the Lindsay administra
tion's overall performance and its responsibility for the 1975 crisis. Morris ar
gues that Lindsay ought to be judged by comparison with the record of other 
cities during the same period. To the degree that New York resembled other 
cities, Lindsay should not be blamed for the crisis, which Morris regards as a 
unique event. Only by examining the things New York did differently does it be
come possible to draw up a Lindsay balance sheet. Even then we must distin
guish between the actions under the control of city government and those im
posed upon the city. 

New York shared a long list of problems with other cities. For all the blame 
heaped on city employees since the crisis, the best evidence suggests that their 
wages, pensions, and fringe benefits grew at a slightly slower pace than did those 
of employees in other major cities. Morris notes that in cities generally, public
sector labor costs grew more rapidly than costs in the private sector. Welfare rolls 
began to expand rapidly in New York in the early '6os, but by 1973 other cities 
had caught up and New York's case load was about average. On the revenue 
side, the stagnation in the tax base was precipitated by the economic downturn 
that set in around 1970. Here New York followed a national trend that earlier 
had struck cities dominated by a single industry. New York, once thought to lead 
a charmed existence because of its economic diversity, lost 34o,ooo jobs between 
1969 and 1974. 

Where New York differed from other cities was in the scope of its budgetary 
responsibilities. The city paid for a range of programs and services not normally 
covered by a municipality. The state government mandated some of these re
sponsibilities upon the city, notably 25 percent of the cost of welfare and Medi
caid payments. Because then-Governor Nelson Rockefeller miscalculated (or 
misrepresented) the true cost of state programs, these contained no proper con
trols to limit expenditures. Together welfare and Medicaid added nearly a billion 
dollars to the city's operating budget in the mid-1970s. In a similar vein, the fed
eral government provided categorical grants to establish specific programs that 
then required gradual state and local takeover. Money from the state and federal 
governments also meant dependency: intergovernmental aid became an indis
pensable source of revenue for New York City. But this left the city vulnerable to 
policy shifts at other levels of government, as happened when both Albany and 
Washington moved to limit aid early in Lindsay's second term. Finally, the city 
imposed some unique expenses,upon itself in the areas of higher education and 
health care. Beginning in 1970, for example, the city made available a free col
lege education to every high school graduate, a measure that produced a fivefold 
cost increase (to $2oo million) in four years. For these types of programs Morris 
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holds the Lindsay administration responsible. The capacity of the city to pay for 
something like open enrollments, he contends, was never even considered 
(p. I92). 

Certain lessons emerge from The Cost of Good Intentions. Some are rather 
modest; no one could argue with the claim that a city needs a functioning ac
counting system so that it pays its bills and collects its revenues on time. New 
York slid into a budget crisis partly because city officials did not know how bad 
fmances really were. Morris also defends a more significant conclusion that cities 
need to be spared from costs imposed by other levels of government. If New 
York State paid the entire nonfederal share of welfare and Medicaid payments, 
as most states do, then the city's budget gap would have virtually disappeared. 
Partisan politics have long hindered reform of these practices. For example, un
der a proposed new state constitution in I ¢'7, the state would have gradually as
sumed the city's welfare burden. Voters, however, rejected the constitution be
cause conservatives had included an amendment allowing state aid to parochial 
schools. The state legislature, dominated by suburban and upstate representa
tives, has consistently refused to act on its own. 

But Morris sees a larger meaning in the record of the Lindsay administration. 
New York under John Lindsay represented the fullest expression of modern liber
alism: a faith that any social problem, any challenge facing government, could be 
solved by the application of sufficient intelligence and the commitment of ade
quate fmancial and technical resources. This sense of rational omnicompetence 
had become "the quintessential liberal dogma" (p. 37). It was a confidence the 
Lindsay administration shared with the authors of the New Frontier and the Great 
Society. The Lindsay record therefore stands as a verdict on an entire mode of 
thought. In New York City the rationalist approach produced not solutions but 
polarization, tension, and uncontrolled budget growth. This failure in turn leads 
to doubts about the capacity of any government to find rational answers to social 
probleins of the least complexity. By making rationalism the focus of his study, 
then, Morris can treat the I975 crisis as the decisive test-and defeat-of the 
modern liberal ideal. 

Unfortunately, while Morris attaches an enormous importance to rational
ism, he neither explains it very well nor develops its implications. To say 

that the Lindsay people thought "enthusiasm and intelligence" could solve all 
problems (p. 3 I) does not take us very far. From the actual practices of the Lind
say administration, ~however, the nature of the liberal-rationalist approach can 
be deduced. The rational method begi:qs by stating a problem-urban decay, bu
reaucratic inertia, poverty-as an outcome, then seeks to modify this outcome 
by varying in an ordered manner some set of inputs. Thus, to achieve a llew out
come, the rationalist government calls upon technical expertise, money, new ad-
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ministrative systems, and even coilllilunity action programs. Each potential re
sponse shares in common the status of a technique, to be manipulated with pre
cision by highly trained specialists. Rationalism, in other words, represents a 
managerial approach to public policy. 

The efforts directed at management reform by the Lindsay administration 
show the rationalist method to its best advantage. Confronted at the outset by a 
near collapse of the city bureaucracy, Lindsay promised reform based on the use 
of"'high efficiency' business methods" (p. 46). Borrowing a page from Kennedy's 
New Frontier, the mayor brought in waves of young administrators, supple
mented by specialists from the Rand Corporation. The newcomers applied a 
variety of management techniques, ranging from project management teams to 
Program, Planning, and Budgeting Systems (PPBS, a Robert McNamara inven
tion). City departments were combined into a dozen "superagencies" to reorgan
ize service delivery and improve policy coordination. By Lindsay's second term, 
management performance began to respond, largely through concentration on 
basic services. 

If the Lindsay administration showed what a rationalist approach could ac-
complish, the application of the method to all aspects of city government also 
revealed its severe limitations. Was the purpose of day care to allow welfare 
mothers to work or was it to educate children? The answer to this question would 
dictate the appropriate management strategy. But rationalism refers only to the 
mechanisms applied to a specified problem; identification of the desired out
come remains external to the rationalist framework. Thus, when faced with am
biguous or competing policy options, the administrator finds that the rationalist 
method fails him. He is instead forced to apply his techniques indiscriminately 
to every program goal that presents itself. Meanwhile, though rationalism is not 
equipped to select between demands made upon the political system, the confi
dent strutting of the rationalist managers has the ironic effect of encouraging cit
izens to raise new and more extensive challenges for the managers themselves. 
Lacking some selection principle, the Lindsay administration dissipated its ener
gies to satisfy competing priorities and committed resources to many false starts. 
Moreover, where successfully applied, the rationalist method resulted in rapidly 
expanding programs and sharply rising costs. Cumbersome bureaucracy had 
served as a natural check on spending. As the Lindsay "whiz kids" cut through 
red tape and upset standard procedures, the city began to build. hospitals and 
schools, spend more on welfare, and open new health clinics. No one in the ad
ministration objected, since money was simply another policy instrument. But 
the expansionist tendencies implicit in rationalism work only so long as a gov-
ernment can afford them. " 

For Morris the Lindsay years represent rationalism on trial, with the fiscal 
crisis serving as the ultimate verdiCt. The triumph of the method in management 
reform suggests to him that "city government is for the most part a fairly dull and 
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mundane business, a grab-bag collection of routine housekeeping and regulatory 
functions" (p. 204). Too often, though, rationalism led the city into commitments 
it could not possibly keep. The hospital system, the city university system, anti
poverty programs, and day care-in each instance the belief that "the most intract
able problems would give way before the resolute assault of intelligent, committed 
people" (p. 23) pushed the city into practices that soon led to crisis. The lesson 
Morris sees is that these kinds of problems are just as likely to solve themselves 
through normal social processes as through government action (pp. 78-79). New 
York illustrates the folly behind the rationalist faith-a city condemned by its con
fidence that it could fmd a shortcut to everything. 

"'"rhe rationalist hypothesis is intriguing, and it does capture an important .l ~uality about the Lindsay era, but on balance Morris fails to sustain the 
claim that this approach to public policy led the city directly into the 1975 crisis. 
Other factors contributed to the emergence of a budget gap, factors that Morris 
himself acknowledges without seeming to grasp their full significance. In partic
ular, public-employee unionization, economic decline, and political fragmenta
tion of the metropolitan area combined to leave successive city administrations 
without hope of fiscal stability. Taken together, these elements far outweighed 
any independent effect rationalism exercised on the city's budget. 

1. Unionization in the public sector. Morris attributes the rapid increase in 
labor costs during the Lindsay administration to the mayor's decision to make la
bor relations a test of the rationalist approach. He eschewed the backroom style of 
his predecessor Robert Wagner for modem labor-management negotiating mech
anisms. Fact-fmding panels and arbitration replaced glad-handing and personal 
favors for labor leaders. Because the new techniques resulted in larger settlements, 
Morris concludes that rationalist methods were responsible for much of the in
crease in public-employee compensation. But to blame rationalism for the rapid 
rise in labor costs is farfetched. Morris understates the more convincing explana
tion: Beginning in the 1950s, labor-management relations had been transformed 
by the growing strength and militance of public-employee unions. Unionization 
originated in the functional specialization and collective self-identification of em
ployees that occurs in modem urban bureaucracies. For a time, jurisdictional dis
putes and professional Inisgivings (notably among teachers) limited the power of 
the unions in New Y:ork City. Once these barriers fell, however, New York experi
enced a surge in labor costs. 1\vo factors made it especially difficult for the city to 
fmd affordable settlements. First, the growing minority representation in the city 
work force produced explosive tensions within the unions. Old-line leaders, often 
white ethnics, fought to maintain control; a favorable contract settlement became 
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a matter of survival, ruling o'ut behind-the-scenes compromises with a city admin
istration. Second, unlike workers in the private sector (especially in competitive 
industrie~), public employees did not feel constrained by any "bottom line" or 
profit margin. City budgets appeared expandable through the simple expedient of 
higher taxes. How could city officials point to any figure and say "This is it" when 
no market pressure seemed to make it so? Moreover, few politicians in New York 
-or anyplace else-have had the stomach to face a strike that would close down 
essential services. The power that unionization puts into the hands of city workers 
best accounts for the growth in labor costs in New York that began in the days of 
Wagner and has continued to the era of Ed Koch. 

2. Economic decline and the Lindsay tax policy. Thanks to a diverse job base 
and a growth in public-sector employment, New York City's economy remained 
in robust health through the 1C}6os. Public officials believed the rhetoric about the 
inherent strength of the city economy. Shortly after taking office, the Lindsay ad
ministration restructured the city's tax policies to make revenues more sensitive to 
change in overall economic activity-"change" at that time implied growth alone. 
The new revenues thus gained completely offset the enormous spending increases 
of Lindsay's first term. However, this policy of tying revenues to growth meant 
that revenues would stop growing or even decline during a recession. 

As it turned out, New York had only delayed the forces of decline. When the 
national economy slid into a recession in 1'}69--'70, the city found itself especially 
hard pressed. Former areas of economic growth, particularly the fmance, insur
ance, and real estate (FIRE) sectors, suddenly began to lose jobs through exten
sive computerization and the closing of brokerage houses. New office towers, part 
of a speculative building boom, displaced small manufacturing plants, then stood 
empty for years because capacity exceeded demand. With so many jobs perma
nently lost, the city economy never fully recovered. Government costs continued 
to mount during the 1970s while revenues failed to keep pace, leaving the Lindsay 
administration to scramble after the solution to an ever larger budget gap. City of
ficials erred by supposing the recession to be a temporary phenomenon. But this 
confidence can be blamed less on their rationalist optimism than on the fact that, 
before the 1970s, Americans had never had to deal with the complexities of stag
flation. A brief economic recovery in 1972 served only to reinforce the mistaken 
faith that the city economy was basically sound. Recession soon returned, costing 
the city an estimated $1.5 billion in lost revenues before the 1975 crisis. 

3. The suburbs and political fragmentation. Three things happened to the 
jobs that left New York City in the early 1970s: some disappeared, as marginal busi
nesses closed; some relocated to 'the Sun Belt; and most moved to the surrounding 
suburbs. Suburban growth is the flip side of the city's economic decline. To a cer
tain extent the city government can be held responsible for this. Morris claims that 
Lindsay alienated many whites with his one-sided view of racial probleins (pp. 
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81-82). The white middle class also found itself with the heaviest state and local 
tax burden in the country, so that it seemed to be fmancing every one of Lindsay's 
new programs. But suburbanization had begun long before Lindsay took office; 
and while suburban growth in part reflected the changing racial composition and 
political balance in the city, federal policies also contributed by promoting high
way construction and individual home ownership. The balance of responsibility 
does not rest with the city. 

Suburbanization represented a problem for New York because the city was 
denied tax revenues needed to sustain the victims of economic decline. The New 
York metropolitan area is fragmented into a host of separate political communi
ties and special districts-more than a thousand-each with its own autonomous 
tax jurisdiction. Enter a Lindsay administration committed to a measure of redis
tribution of social values. As a matter of principle, the Lindsay regime believed 
business and the middle class ought to bear a larger share than previously of the 
cost of city government. As a matter of practicality, these officials doubted 
whether either group could afford to leave the city proper. Leave they did, how
ever, on those federally funded highways, to single-family houses and spacious in
dustrial parks. There they still enjoyed easy access to the Manhattan business cen
ter while paying taxes to local governments that spend money on common munici
pal functions rather than social programs. Lindsay tried to counter this with a 
commuter income tax, but his proposal was undermined by the state legislature. 
His experience indicates the futility of trying to impose redistributive social pol
icies at the local level in the face of federal policies and political fragmentation that 
encourage suburbanization. All this Morris curiously ignores. 

Unionization, economic decline, and political fragmentation-these three 
elemertts made budget stability in New York impossible after 1970. Each was a 
consequence of trends long evident in urban political economies. This suggests 
that the crisis in New York was not primarily the result of policies developed dur
ing the Lindsay years by managers held in the grip of rationalism. For Morris to 
imply that their ideology had a decisive effect in unbalancing the city's budget asks 
rationalism to assume a burden that the evidence does not support. We need to 
look elsewhere-at New York's turbulent political life-to appreciate the signifi
cance of the rationalist ethos. 

The first Lindsay election brought to the fore another ideological current that 
had begun to influence city politics during the Wagner years: democratiza

tion. As Wagner lost his grip, he founa himself confronted with new demands 
from groups previously barred from any significant involvement in the political 
institutions governing New York. Morris attributes this political expansion to the 
growing awareness on the part of blacks and Puerto Ricans that they had been 
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treated unfairly by city government. But these new demands in fact came from 
every neighborhood of the city, from all the ''little people" excluded from political 
discourse for the past thirty years during which New York lay under the domina
tion of the likes of Robert Wagner, Robert Moses, the Democratic party machine, 
the construction unions, and other well-organized interests. Sometimes manipu
lated, usually ignored, New York's citizens pleaded not just for better services but 
for public institutions that would respond to them. Lindsay seemed to listen when 
he promised to do battle against the "power brokers." 

The democratizing impulse pointed toward a restructuring of city govern
ment to allow both political and administrative decentralization. Democratiza
tion, however, was not just a matter of more widespread participation. As Jane 
Jacobs insisted in her enormously influential work, The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities, democratization entailed responsibility every bit as much as in
volvement. If city dwellers wanted to expand the scope of political membership, 
they would have to pay the price by making hard choices about how to allocate 
scarce public resources. Take neighborhoods and their needs seriously, Jacobs ar
gued, but do not patronize them by pretending there are no limits to what govern
ment can do. Democratization leads to a more equitable and representative public 
policy, not universal satisfaction. She proposed a thorough political decentraliza
tion for New York to allow those directly familiar with local conditions and prob
lems to make major planning and land-use decisions traditionally under the juris
diction of the Board of Estimate and City Planning Commission. Equally impor
tant, these elected district governing bodies would impose an authority organized 
along geographical lines over the many "vertical" functional agencies responsible 
for service delivery. Such agencies otherwise respond only to the mayor, if they re
spond to outside voices at all. What Jacobs's district governments would sacrifice 
in overall city coordination-coordination is largely a myth in New York City in 
any event-they would gain in knowledge of neighborhoods and responsiveness to 
their needs. 1 

Concerned citizens and city officials long have recognized the practical logic 
underlying Jacobs's solution. For more than twenty years, for example, the com
munity boards have been charged with representing districts about the size of her 
proposed governmental units. But these voluntary organizations, consisting of 
appointed members and lacking formal veto or budget power, are a pale shadow 
of what a district authority needs to be. With only advisory responsibility, com
munity boards cannot be required to balance competing neighborhood needs or 
to trade off service delivery coordination for local responsiveness. 

The Lindsay administration took office, then, with the intellectual ground-

r Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Random House, 
rCJ(ir), chapter 21. 
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work laid for substantive democratic reorganization, with some decentralization 
efforts already in place, and with the eager support of neighborhood and minority 
organizations. Any systematic democratization of city politics still would have to 
overcome major obstacles, especially the polarization between blacks and whites 
that hindered discussion of either's legitimate grievances. Nevertheless, the many 
successful examples of interracial neighborhood preservation groups and tenants' 
coalitions should have suggested that the gap between races could be bridged. The 
most serious barrier to democratization turned out to bethe Lindsay administra
tion itself. City officials, including Morris, never recognized the democratizing 
current simmering beneath city politics for what it was. The mayor read every so
cial conflict through the prism of race, often ignoring the aspirations and fears of 
struggling white neighborhoods. Thus the city focused its decentralization efforts 
on the minority community and allowed "community control" to be unfairly iden
tified as a black demand. Lindsay did try to respond to the democratic challenge in 
these terms. But when his attempt to permit black control over the mostly black 
school district of Ocean Hill-Brownsville backfired, the mayor drew back from 
community control of major public institutions and systems. Thereafter efforts to 
improve government responsiveness took the modest form of administrative de
centralization of selected service delivery operations. City government implicitly 
assumed that no common ground between subcultures and neighborhoods could 
be found. 

The Lindsay administration's cool attitude toward democratization cannot 
be wholly explained by its preoccupation with the question of race. Rather, the 
administration misunderstood the democratic impulse because it c!ashed directly 
with Lindsay's rationalist approach to government. For, unlike rationalism, de
mocratization is not a managerial method; it is frankly and deliberately political. 
Democratization implies social priorities chosen through messy processes, some
times bruising debates, pointed controversies. And the setting of priorities en
tails a recognition that not all problems can be solved. With this emphasis on the 
act of choosing, the democratic mode makes it difficult for an administrator to 
find a fixed outcome from which he can track back through PPBS programs or 
project teams to the necessary inputs. Instead, the management specialist must 
wait for the political dialogue to resolve itself so that the outcome to be modified 
is defined for him. At root, then, democratization and rationalism attach differ
ent goals to a political system. Democratization emphasizes the role of citizens in 
formulating problems, admits to the legitimacy of their participation, and in
sists they bear responsibility for making choices. A rationalist approach maxi
mizes administrative efficiency, treats participation as a technique, and attempts 
to solve all problems fed into a political system. Given the rationalist orientation 
of the Lindsay people, the fate of the democratizing current in New York was 
foreordained. 
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Ironically, the triumph of rationalism assumed a particular form that con
tributed directly to the 1975 budget crisis. The Lindsay rationalists tried to pre
empt the democratic challenge by offering new programs to all comers. Com
mitted to solving every problem, the administration found itself encouraging 
and legitimizing new demands, yet unable to turn its back on established constit
uencies. In retrospect, the failure to experiment with a variety of democratic for
ums that might order the claims on public resources stands out as key factor in 
Lindsay's downfall. Obliged to pay for everything promised, his managers in
stead turned their attention to revenue-expanding techniques, including dubi
ous gimmicks and borrowing. The practices used to resolve the conflict between 
rationalism and democracy set in motion the chain of events that destabilized 
the city's budget. 

New York City suffered from two crises in the 1970s. We must distinguish 
between them before we can speak of the lessons they teach. By defining 

the credit shortage and budget gap of 1975 as the fiscal crisis, Morris chooses a 
formulation that highlights the uniqueness of New York. From this formulation 
it follows that the solution to the crisis lies in reduced spending, stricter account
ing practices, and renewed creditworthiness. But suppose we argue, along the 
lines suggested by James O'Connor some years ago, that the New York City fis
cal crisis instead involved the disparity between growing service demands and 
rising costs in the public sector, and the city's inability to pay for these because of 
a stagnant tax base. 2 Such a disparity arose because the process of capital accu
mulation began to bypass the city. Businesses departed for other communities 
with lower taxes, encouraging the flight of the middle class. New York was left 
with a large "surplus population" cast aside by an economy with too few entry
level and low-skill positions. This population required some combination of 
public-sector jobs, expanded social services, and additional welfare expendi
tures. At the same time, the aging physical plant and transit system fell into dis
repair, making New York a less attractive place to do business. With this decline 
the loss of capital accelerated. Thus trapped in a vicious circle, New York began 
to resemble a hundred other older cities of the Northeast. Expressed in these 
terms, the fiscal crisis is a permanent condition common to urban political econ
omies, rather than a specific example of slovenly and careless government. 

If we accept this definition of the fiscal crisis, then what happened in New 
York in 1975 was something else-afinancia/ crisis. In response to a fmancial cri
sis, a city can balance its budget according to proper accounting procedures and 
restore fmancial integrity and creditworthiness; all this New York has done. But 
the need to support extensive services and a physical infrastructure remains, along 

2 James O'Connor, The Fiscal Crisis of the State (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1973), intro
duction and chapter 3· 



120 Contested Terrain 

with the inability to pay for these. Here the distinction between the two crises be
comes crucial: while the problems in New York City have lost their unique budge
tary form, the underlying decline of the city, the fiscal crisis, continues unabated. 
Mayor Koch may bleat about the rebirth of the city ("I feel it!''), but in poor neigh
borhoods and the "outer" boroughs no evidence of rebirth exists. 

The fmancial crisis is not without meaning: it precipitated a solution to the 
predicament caused by rationalism's Pyrrhic victory over democratization. Con
fronted with an acute budget crisis, the city needed to delegitimize the demands 
that had been established in the Lindsay era. A political strategy and an ideolog
ical campaign emerged out of the maneuverings between the banks, the state and 
federal governments, the unions, and the mayors. To balance the city's budget, 
the Emergency Financial Control Board (EFCB), a nonelected body, was given 
the authority to review and reject any proposed spending plan and all labor agree
ments. Nearly one of every four city jobs was eliminated, tuition was imposed for 
the city university, hospitals were closed, and programs and basic services were re
duced. The budget cuts and layoffs (which fell heaviest on minority groups) came 
in an ideological climate marked by self-chastisement for past excesses. This two
pronged approach has met little resistance. By legitimizing demands rather than 
political responsibility, Lindsay left all the new claimants without the democratic 
forums or other means needed to play a part in the post-1975 reorganization. 
Measures taken since 1975 have reduced access to the political system, allowing 
the city to ignore demands it once encouraged. To every plea for public help, 
Mayor Koch responds, "There is no free lunch." 

New York's two crises each suggest important lessons for American cities. 
The fiscal crisis demonstrates that the problems of older cities are mostly not of 
their own making. We expect cities like New York to pay for too many services 
needed by too many people. Political fragmentation of metropolitan areas, the 
flight of jobs and people to the suburbs or the Sun Belt, federal policies promoting 
suburbanization-all these factors mean that the burdens imposed upon a New 
York City will be beyond its capacity. On the other hand, the fmancial crisis 
teaches about the cost of trying to meet social needs without creating fully demo
cratic political arrangements. Democratization is painful and tumultuous, yes, 
but necessary if a city government wants to enlist from its citizens the kind of ac
tive support needed to deal with the urban challenge. For all his compassion, John 
Lindsay's approach to politics was not progressive, but the reverse: managerial, 
technocratic, and paternalistic. No more than any other official, from Wagner to 
the EFCB, would he trust the citizens of New York to solve their own problems. 

~ 

These are not the lessons that guide policymakers today. Instead, officials 
everywhere learn from New York City that it is time for a general retreat 

from government initiative. The critique Morris develops of liberal-rationalist 

.f 
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government thus emerges, in simplified form, as the cornerstone of a new public 
philosophy. Other cities have begun to apply a strategy, pioneered by New York, 
that combines budget cuts with efforts to attract private capital. On a larger scale, 
a parallel strategy defines the Reagan administration's approach to the growth of 
the federal budget. Felix Rohatyn has proposed that the austerity/market strategy 
become the basis for national urban policy in the 198os. 

New York City today has a recovery plan that seeks to entice capital invest
ment back to the central business district. Thus far the "Fortress Manhattan" 
strategy has provided no benefits to the poor and the displaced, and it seems un
likely to do so. But because the most troubled areas of the city are on its geograph
ic and psychological periphery, the recovery program gives an appearance of suc
cess. Some new jobs have been created in industries dependent upon the Manhat
tan commercial/ financial core. This idea of attracting the middle class back to the 
downtown district appeals to other cities operating under the same budget con
straints as New York. Given the dependence of local governments on private 
economic activity, the strategy makes some sense. But most older cities lack even 
the few relative advantages enjoyed by New York. Worse, by misrepresenting its 
own economic well-being, the city fosters the illusion that all citizens benefit from 
this recovery strategy. For this belief there is just no evidence. 

The effort to combine public austerity with private reinvestment as a national 
policy finds two noteworthy advocates in Ronald Reagan and Felix Rohatyn. 
First, Reagan advances this strategy as a means for coping with the expansionary 
consequences that the rationalist method has produced in Washington. The no
tion that government cannot solve complex problems but only adds burdens-a 
message Morris reads out of the Lindsay record in New York-now becomes the 
ideological justification for delegitimizing demands on the federal budget. Sec
ond, with specific reference to declining cities, Rohatyn proposes to take advan
tage of the experience gained in New York since 1975. Unlike Morris, Rohatyn 
focuses on the underlying condition of fiscal crisis that New York shares with 
other cities across the country. Arguing that this situation calls for a national ap
proach, he calls for a new Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to provide 
capital infusions to older cities in exchange for their cooperation in controlling ex
penditures. 3 The model he uses is the Municipal Assistance Corporation ("big 
MAC''), one of the supervisory agencies created to regulate New York's budget. 
Rohatyn interprets the events leading to the 1975 budget crisis as reflective of a 
lack of political will: to escape the demands on its budget, a city needs outside au-

3 Felix Rohatyn, "The Coming Emergency and What Can Be Done About It," New York Re
view of Books, December 4, 1980, p. 23; Rohatyn, "Reconstructing America," New York Re
view, March 5, 1981, p. 18. See also Rohatyn, "The Older America: Can It Survive?" New York 
Review, January 22, 1981. 



122 Contested Terrain 

thority. MAC reduced a $1 .8 billion deficit and restored discipline "with a mini
mum of social disturbance."4 Similarly, a new RFC "that is publicly accountable 
but is run outside of politics" would have to impose temporary austerity on cities 
seeking its help. 5 This mechanism would limit demands on city governments, giv
ing them time to plot a response to the chronic weaknesses of the urban economy. 

Each of the strategies arising from the new public philosophy shares this in 
common: a fear of the consequences that follow from inflated popular expecta
tions. Rohatyn warns, "To cries of a new elitism or fear of creating a new 'estab
lishment,' I say that where we are going otherwise is infinitely worse. "6 The various 
solutions worked out under the austerity/market approach are not democratic. 
But how could we expect otherwise? This, too, is part of the legacy of the rational
ist triumph under John Lindsay. The abbreviated experience with democratiza
tion in New York leaves few illustrations, few models to which we can refer. This 
failure to allow people to set limits on themselves leaves no ideological or institu
tional defense against the policies of Rohatyn or Reagan or Koch. 

Like John Lindsay, Morris cannot grasp what democratization might have 
meant for New York City. He participated in an administration that ad

hered to an ideology grounded in a different-and opposite-set of concerns. 
The thoroughgoing rationalism of the Lindsay people stifled the democratic 
alternative in practice and blocked it out of our thinking about cities. Today 
when we talk about urban policy, democracy is not an issue: in the hands of the 
austerity strategists, New York teaches lessons about authority, discipline, and 
externally imposed limits-lessons with frightening implications for city dwellers 
and their aspirations. Such a climate begs for the recovery of democratization as 
an approach to urban government and policymaking. For while liberalism may 
have failed in New York, democracy was never given a chance. 

4 Rohatyn, "The Coming Emergency," p. 20. 

5 Rohatyn, "Reconstructing America," p. r8. 

6 Rohatyn, "The Coming Emergency," p. 24. 
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ll Jt Whitman's contention that the greatest poet would be the age transv V ~~ured was very much the claim that Herman Melville made when he 
said that "great geniuses are part of the times, they themselves are the times, and 
possess a corresponding color."1 This shared outlook was not the one Alexis de 
Tocqueville had foreseen for the American writer. Projecting the consequences 
of America's fundamental ideology, he predicted that among democratic na
tions, "The destinies of mankind, man himself taken aloof from his country and 
his age and standing in the presence of Nature and of God, with his passions, his 
doubts, his rare propensities and inconceivable wretchedness, will become the 
chief, if not the sole theme of poetry." He based this on his observation that 
legends and old traditions are not agreeable to a democratic people even when 
they do exist, because fundamentally the people have ceased to believe in the 
meanings conveyed by the legends, however much they may be delighted by 
their picturesqueness. And, more importantly, since democratic language, 
dress, and daily action are resistant to literary idealization and since men ask of 

1 Herman Melville, "Hawthorne and His Mosses," in The Apple-Tree Table and Other 
Sketches (1922; reprinted, New York:,Greenwood Press, n.d.), p. 68. 

From Literary Democracy by Larzer Ziff. 
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great literature that it give them the ideal behind the apparent, the great Ameri
can writers, when they arrived, would treat of the "hidden depths of the imma
terial nature of man."2 

Although Whitman and Melville both explicitly expressed a contrary no
tion, their major works may very well be read as evidence on Tocqueville's be
half. For all the pictures drawn from daily America, "Song of Myself' drama
tizes Myself and every reader he contains against the backdrop of ultimate 
reality; and a novel in which representatives of the many nations of mankind 
combine upon a ship to pursue a whale of metaphysical dimensions seems more 
a piece with the literature of man standing in the presence of nature and of God 
than with the literature of man as a creature of his times. Emerson and Thoreau 
seem even more starkly to fulfill Tocqueville's prophecy, and Poe, as strikingly 
different from them as he is, nevertheless studiously avoided the settings of his 
actual American world. Hawthorne alone appears to be apart, but his insistence 
on the license of romance, while it does not make him an exception that proves 
the rule, certainly goes far toward qualifying his exclusion from it. 

It may be said, however, that just as Tocqueville in the 183os was prophesy
ing for the coming decades, so Whitman and Melville in those decades were 
prophesying for the ones ahead, not speaking of their own or their contempora
ries' work. There is some point to this, but finally it is not sufficient. The occa
sion of Melville's remarks was a review of Hawthorne's Mosses from an Old 
Manse, and the occasion of Whitman's was the introduction of his own poems. 

That their outlook and that ofTocqueville are reconcilable may still be con
sidered, however, if it is remembered tl!.,at American writers as yet had no socjfll 
ex erience to report but · n intense interest in the first rinci les of so
cial relations . pictures of social life do not abound in their pages, never
theless they do concern themselves ~ith th.e teqns on wnidl m:~ ShoU1t1 com-
biri~:-If t~I}Ot]ePf~~k"~ici~!i~l~-~~~·-- -

' Finally, however, there are two points of view in lillllteal5ut sigmhcant op-
position, and that of Tocqueville was pretty much represented by Emerson 
(though without reference to Tocqueville). Consequently Emerson was unable 
to take the novel seriously as a characteristically American art form, since that 
genre depended upon a social density that was secondary to the idea for which 
America stood. Indeed, Tocqueville himself finally presents abstractions, or at 
least projections, of what democratic life means based on his detailed observa
tion of the beliefs and practices of the Americans. Their society, as he studies it, 
is not coequal with his subject, democracy, but is a metaphor for its fullest 

2 Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Colonial Press, 1900), vol. 2, p. So. 

3 This is the argument in Harold Kaplan, Democratic Humanism andAmerican Literature 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972). 
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meaning. It is not as yet sufficiently complete to represent rather than suggest, 
and his task is to amplify the suggestions. In that amplification, he did not con
sider the possibility that the American writer, like himself, might also approach 
social actuality in some detail as a metaphor for the hidden whole rather than ab
stracting man from it. Coming from outside America, Tocqueville understand-

i ably believed his outlook was available only to the outsider. He;: did not antici
pate the way in which a culture's major writers could themselves becotne out
siders, at least in point of view. Although very much of the culture, they could 
develop (or have forced upon them) a persona apart from the mainstream. Man 
in the abstract was really the man in the talk of the politicians and journalists im
mersed in the American vortex. For all their commitment to what are called the 
hard realities, these orators and writers were the retailers of generalized figures 
called democratic man, or conimon man, or free man, or the American. The 
great writer, especially the great novelist, would be born into that vortex but 
would have worked himself into a position apart from it. He would be a native
born outsider. 

That Tocqueville did not consider that possibility is not surprising. Al
though writers, like other artists, have a popular reputation for being different 
from their fellow men in the way they live as well as the way they work, this, in 
the main, is a modem notion. In traditional societies the artist had a well-defmed 

lace and spoke from within it. But his place in American society seemed to be 
either no place or the marketplace; either, that is. he was to be a writing preacher, 
professor, or cobbler, or he was to be a journalist. What was not clear to Tocque
ville, or to anyone else in the period, was that, despite .the want of established 
lines of patronage and despite the absence of a finely articulated society, the 
American writer too would struggle to practice bis art professionally-free of 
other jobs and of enslavement to the popular demands of journalism ...... and that 
since there was no predetermined place for him in his society, he would make of 
that necessity a virtue and assume the literary powers of an outsider together 
with the economic hazards. 

None so clearly exemplifies this phenomeno~ as H~rm~ Melville. As a 
common seaman he was already on tbe margm of his society when he be

gan writing 'JYpee, the book of adventures that his nascent genius improved into 
episodes symbolic of America's deepest anxieties about savagery and civiliza
tion, mythic location and historical location. Emerson, another widow's child, 
had drawn some of the same parallels before him': 

In the Fejee islands, it appears, cannibalism is now familiar. They 
eat their own wives and children. We only devour widows' houses & 
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great merchants outwit & absorb the substance of small ones and every 
man feeds on his neighbor's labor if he can. It is a milder form of can
nibalism.4 

But he told this to his notebook, and there it existed as a wry comment, shrewd 
but unresonating. Melville, beginning with experience rather than thought, con
verted it into symbolic drama, as he did another of Emerson's notebook com
ments, his copying with approval the observation of a friend: "You send out to 
the Sandwich islands one missionary & twenty-five refutations in the crew of the 
vessel."5 The ideas were in the heads of every thinking American, but they 
achieved expression in the lived drama of a young American who came to the 
event unstructured by preconceptions. As a result his tale is symbolic rather than 
didactic. The abstractions it yields are only secondary products of its emotive 
effect. 

When young Melville went east to the Atlantic rather than west to the fron
tier, he chose, perhaps without much forethought, to accept his bottom position 
in society rather than contest it. The compensation he most desired for his lot 
was a sense of social identity, membership in, even solidarity with, a vital com
munity that, because of his failures to earn a living on land, he had not acquired. 
This need drew him more strongly than did the desire to succeed financially with 
the hard work it entailed and the burden it inevitably placed upon him of com
peting with others rather than cooperating, or facing enforced solitude and en
forced cheerlessness if he went west to Greeley's opportunities. When in late life 
he looked back on the choice, he reflected that frontier settlers were, in the main, 
kindly but ungenial in their hardworking existence. Sailors, although they too 

Chad left home, had done so in acceptance of economic powerlessness and in 
preference for companionship over success. They frequented the "free-and-easy 
tavern-clubs" in "old and comfortable sea-port towns" and, more importantly, 
they enjoyed comradeship afloat. To work before the mast was to belong to a 
community that extended its cohesiveness beyond work to all the sociabilities of 

-..., 'I" 

life. Despite the treacheries that life could visit on one, the flower of life was geni-
ality, "springing from some sense of joy in it."6 lf the price of picking that flower 
was permanent residence at the bottom it was not too much for certain men with 

.::1· certain needs to satisfy. Even when Melville became a known author and devel
,,p oped definite economic ambitions, his literary voice managed always to retain 

· this affability, this sense that being in the lowest layer was not in itself so bad a 

4 Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, Belknap Press, 1961-), vol. 7, pp. 421-22. 

5 Ibid., vol. 4, p. 23. 

6 Herman Melville, "John Marr," in Collected Poems, ed. Howard P. Vincent (Chicago: 
Packard, 1947), p. 161. 
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matter. There were true evils abroad compared with which mere social position 
was nothing. From this attitude there springs the peculiar air of amiability that 
plays about even the darkest dramas-the shrug and smile of Ishmael when he is 
kicked. Men who find too many slender matters inexcusable, Melville seems tol 
say, will not recognize the truly inexcusable when they encounter it. _j 

Before Melville, Richard Henry Dana had embarked on a cruise as a com
mon seaman, and Dana, like Melville, was possessed of a social background and 
an education much closer to that of the officers under whom he served than to 
the crew of which he was a member. Meeting his duties fully and winning his 
place in the community were challenges that Dana met triumphantly, a vital test 
of his worthiness to enjoy the same privileged position he had on land. In that 
way Dana foreshadowed the muscular Christianity of Theodore Roosevelt some 
fifty years later, although in justice to Dana it must be noted that forever after he 
was sensitive to the plight of abused workers and remembered it in his abolition
ist activities and in his legal efforts on behalf of brutalized seamen. Still, he con
ducted these activities as an enlightened gentleman with an acute sense of how 
the other half lives rather than as a brother of the downtrodden. In his account 
of his years before the mast he briefly contemplates the possibility that he will be 
stranded in California and compelled to remain a mariner for life, but when he 
does so, although he is a laborer, he automatically envisages his career as that of 
a captain. But none of Melville's sailor-narrators-in 'JYpee (1846), Omoo 
(1847), Redburn (1849), White-Jacket(185o), or Moby-Dick(1851)-envytheir 
officers, however much they may resent specific commands, and none in con
templating his future aspires to rise above his membership in the crew, however 
much he may desire specific distinction within it to be achieved by earning a post 
valued by his peers. 

Since Melville's sailors go to sea principally to find the community denied ( 
them on land, they do not fear a loss of identity in becoming members of the 
ship's society and acceding to its regulations and rituals. Rather, they fear being 
locked into separateness even there. A major theme of both Redburn and 
White-Jacket is the protagonist's difficulty and eventual success in achieving the 1 

merger he desires. There is nothing like being found a misfit on land to give one a 
sufficiency of differentness. The sea is for those who find alienation more intol-
erable thanthe poverty thatca~s~a it. . . . . -----·---~·~--~····' 

As a consequeDce,rutnough th~ organization of any ship is one of rigid au
tocratic hierarchy for which there is but one obvious political model-absolute 
monarchy-ship life nevertheless serves Melville as a microcosm of human soci
ety. Political democracy can only with high elaboration be analogized with the 
way a ship is governed, and before Moby-Dick Melville's excursions into this 
analogy have but slight success. When he concentrates on questions of freedom 
and authority the voyage theme must be put aside: the ship is abandoned in 
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Tjlpee; a mutiny cancels the voyage in Omoo; and in White-Jacket the theme of 
political democracy compels a shifting of the narrator's specific concerns and a 
depiction of the world of the forecastle where the mate's qualifications are con
sidered to be superior to the captain's. But Melville's primary theme is that of 
social not political democracy, the inherent dignity in the common man, and the 
way communities are shapoo by this quality; and this theme is served by the crew 
alone with the officers functioning as remote capricious agents of fate who affect 
the entire community, so that their government does not essentially alter the dy
namic of relationships among crew members. 

Melville had no model to look to for the rendering in fiction of the demo
cratic man as democratic man. Before him Cooper had addressed the problem, 
but Cooper did not see that such a theme, new to the novel in English, necessi
tated a new form. He was content to intrude such a concern into structures that 
closely imitatedthe novel of manners. When Natty Bumppo first appears in The 
Pioneers (1823), he does so to fill the need for one of a number of minor types 
reflecting the range of American society. That novel is presented in the tradi
tional frame of courtship, within which Cooper attempts to demonstrate that 
even the American village, when it comes of age, will best be organized in terms 
of social distinctions voluntarily accepted by the lower as well as the privileged 
classes. His model village, Templeton, requires for its social furnishings exam
ples of each class from the bottom up, and this hierarchy-from hunter through 
woodcutter through farmer through craftsman through tradesman through 
professional man to squire-can be read both spatially as an anatomy of society 
and temporally as a recapitulation of American history. The classes have a 
chronological as well as a social relationship to one another, the higher arriving 
later. Natty is created to flll the dual role of the white man first on the land and 
the landless man at the bottom of the social ladder. 

As he begins to move in the novel, however, Natty displays such virtues of 
democratic integrity that Cooper, to his credit, allows him greater range than the 
framework of the plot requires. Having thus discovered him, Cooper returned 
to him as the central character in four succeeding novels. Even in these, however, 
he retained the outline of the novel of manners, and even in these he finally pa
tronized Natty from the viewpoint of a squire who recognizes the good stuff of 
which those lower in society are made. Their virtues are a sound base on which to 
build a democratic society, but the edifice must be modified by the refinements 
of civilized life. The plain, democratic man in Cooper is finally expressive only 
when flltered through the consciousness of the complicated civilized man who 
stands firmly on the top of the structure. 

Cooper did not, then, offer his fellow upstate New Yorker formal clues as 
to how to express the democrat as hero. But his Natty parallels Melville's sailors 
in notable ways, and if the parallels do not demonstrate influence, they certainly 



? ' 

Ziff I Landlessness 129 

suggest a significant similarity in the way these two authors, concerned beyond 
their fellows with democracy in the novel, viewed the sources of that system. AI~ ..,.---
though Natty represents a central value in American life, he is not the product of 
American society nor does he live within it. Rather, he inhabits a middle ground 
between the settlements and the wilds. That in his simple dignity he is the moral 
equal of the very best man in society is a result of his having learned from nature 
and nature's creatures. Inherent value in the common man depends for its ripen-
ing on a degree of direct exposure to the natural environment. At the same time, 
Natty is of European descent, a Christian with an ultimate racial loyalty to the 
white and an ultimate dread of descending into the pagan behavior of the In-
dians whom he so greatly admires. He traverses uneasily the territory between 
civilization and primitivism, too white to be swallowed by the forest and yet too 
wild to stay in the town. As civilization advances he flees it, the path he clears 
into the wilderness becoming a trail blazed for settlers who will follow. 

The middle ground occupied by the pathfinder between contrasting cul
tures and the assignment of his democratic virtues to his natural location rather 
than to his training in a democratic society (which, for Cooper, yields mainly 
bigots and demagogues) parallels Melville's handling of the common seaman as 
a truer democrat than any republican on land. Like Natty he has fled the settled 
regions of his world and again like Natty his flight away from civilization is an 
advancement of it, since he flees in ships that chart the way for missionary and 
merchant and eventually carty them as passengers. Again like Natty, his inherent 
dignity has been matured by a life lived in alert response to the voice of nature. 
That response had been developed for survival and then extended into contem,. 
plation, rather than being bred by a political system. And finally the Melville 
hero too is fascinated by and feels an affinity with the primitive people he en
counters. Still, despite his distrust of civilization, he has a deeper horror of being 
swallowed by primitivism. 

Such strong parallels do not so much suggest Cooper's influence upon Mel
ville as indicate the notable fact that the two American novelists who were most 
concerned with the character of the democratic man both traced this definitive 
quality to his exposure to nature and his avoidance of established society rather 
than to American political circumstances. The ultimate relationship of his dem
ocratic bearing to the democratic assertions of his society was that he stood as an 
example of the dignity and worth of the common man, on whom a society could 
possibly be built; he was not, however, its result, and indeed that society, as con
stituted, threatened rather than enhanced him. 

The society of the crew was a democratic one because it postponed political 
questions about the mechanics of government in a·republic to the prior question 
of the social relations to be developed among men who were called by the de
mands of nature into an instinctive selfhood and yet who were also by nature ' 
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gregarious and in need of community rather than political power. Melville was 
concerned centrally with the sociology rather than the politics of democracy, 
and after JYpee and Omoo he essayed a direct, unliterary approach to it and re
lated topics. Mardi (1849), in title at least, promised to be like its predecessors, 
only to reveal to astounded readers that the voyage undertaken in its more than 
five hundred pages is allegorical, a tour of the modern world in the guise of a 
cruise among Pacific islands, with each shore visited the counterpart of a civilized 
nation. Instead of developing appropriate symbolic vehicles for his thoughts on 
philosophy, art, religion, history, or politics, Melville offered them in extended 
monologues and lengthy dialogues engaged in by characters who possessed 
nothing so much as the leisure in which to talk for as long as Melville wished. 
The book was a commercial disaster and Melville in frustration ·heeded the 
warning, for a time at least. He turned back to sea adventures in Redburn and 
White-Jacket in order to regain the audience he had been losing. 

But he was bitter at the failure of Mardi, attributing it to the imprudence of 
trying to tell Americans the-{ruth. He wrote his friend Evert Duyckinck that 
Mardi proved that" author an never-under no conceivable circumstances 
be at all frank with hi. readers/; He may have been right, but he certainly under
estimated the sheer u · ty of the work compared with his earlier narra
tives. There was indeed matter in the book to offend American readers, but few 
of them penetrated far enough to reach it. 

What Melville expressly says about the United States in Mardi is that its 
amazing success stemmed from its possession of abundant natural resources and 
ample geographical space rather than from its political system. He says that if 
the country were as straitened in area and natural resources as Great Britain, it is 
likely that the government would be far more despotic than Britain's. The United 
States had not yet passed any significant political test. When it reached the end 
of its space and exploited the last of its cheap resources, then the test would come 
of its vaunted democracy. Until then Ar.tericans Inight well consider whether 
other political systems were not better suited to people otherwise situated. 

History, Melville suggests, unless it is more correctly perceived, will work 
against the American idea, most obviously in the exhaustion of the land but just 
as importantly in the spread of civilized habits among a once wild or at least im
perfectly tamed population. Thanks to her geographical position America is the 
savage of civilized nations, and thanks to her savagery she is the home of equal
ity. But as that equality is-rhe result of savagery rather than of the history Ameri
cans are making, they may very well find they have lost their equality once their 
history has been made. ~~~@l.democrac~i~~~ffe.~s!gfJ'!imJ.tiY..~~~~~~~f;~ 

,] ""~ ~"·----
~-~--~}~)-.. )) "d 

7 Herman Melville, The Letters of Herman Melville, ed. Merrell R. Davis and William H. Gil
man (New Haven: Yale University Press, r9(jo), p. 9(>. 
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not the cause of a free society. If political theory recognizes this it may be shaped 
to serve freedom after literal'";avagery has passed by nurturing the savage in each 
breast. 

In order to point the lesson that the essential issue lies in the way men permit 
one another to exist regardless of the governmental structure they have estab
lished, one of Melville's characters presents to the citizens of Vivenza (the 
United States) a document they shred in outrage. The document proclaims that 

freedom is more social than political. And its realJelicity is not to be 
shared. That is of a man's own individual getting and holding. It is not, 
who rules the state, but who rules me. Better be secure under one king 
than exposed to violence from twenty millions of monarchs, though 
oneself be of the number. s 

When Melville turned in disgust to writing Redburn and White-Jacket
"They are two jobs, which I have done for money-being forced to it, as other 
men are to sawing wood"9-he nevertheless continued to examine in the fore
castle the essence of man's freedom regardless of how domineering the quarter
deck was. He had meanwhile lived through a time of great political disaster 
equivalent to the personal disaster of the failure of Mardi-the collapse of repub
licanism in Europe after the revolutions of 1848. In reaction to this he was able 
with some good conscience to provide the chauvinistic fare his countrymen 
craved, although some pinch of sea salt had to be taken with it. Had not freedom 
seemed to have failed everywhere but in America it would be difficult to respect 
Melville when he contends that the political messiah has come in the person of 
the American people: "And let us always remember that with ourselves, almost 
for the first time in the history of the earth, national selfishness is unbounded 
philanthropy; for we can not do a good to America but we give alms to the 
world."10 

The Americans of whom he speaks are not a separate nation but the ad
vance guard of all nations breaking a path in the wilderness. They are not a par
ticular people but are the potential condition of all people who are ready for 
freedom, what Emerson meant when he noted that ''the Atlantic is a sieve 
through which only or chiefly the liberal adventurous America-loving part of 
each city, clan, family, are brought .... the Europe of Europe is left."11 Watch
ing the ''wild Irish" on board his packet from Liverpool, Redburn says: 

8 Herman Melville, Mardi (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1970), pp. 528-29. 

9 Melville, Letters, p. 91. 

10 Herman Melville, White-Jacket (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 
p. 151. 

II Emerson, Journals, vol. II, pp. 397-98. 
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Let us waive that agita:ted national topic, as to whether such mul
titudes of foreign poor should be landed on our American shores, let 
us waive it, with the only one thought, that if they can get here, they 
have God's right to come; though they bring all Ireland and her miser
ies with them. For the whole world is the patrimony of the whole 
world; there is no telling who does not own a stone in the Great Wall of 
China. 12 

His attitude contrasts strongly with Consul Hawthorne of Liverpool's con
tempt for nationalized citizens, based on a belief that only those habituated to 

• .J.r (j.<< America's liberties from birth can make right use of them; others will only make 
._. ___ __ _ , j., J-, )\ trouble. Hawthorne saw democracy as the earned result of historical process, 

it m •• ~ • the prodtref of a tradition fliat couW 6eneht oMy thOSe wtro WCIC eom tOn. mit 
{)\tJV", .L .(I' Melville, although he fled savagery for civilization, nevertheless saw in that sav-
e<) 0 !.# " agery a validation of democracy. Having lost his wildness on land he reacquired 
"Y it at sea in sufficient mea8ure to temper his commitment to history. If he did not 

discard histocy as Emerson did, nevertheless he believed like Thoreau that wild
q ness preserved rather than destroyed what was best in the world. And like 

Thoreau who faced the disappearance of Walden woods with equanimity so 
long as he could see the woods shining ih the healthy faces of immigrant chil
dren, so Melville rejoiced in the westward-bound offscourings of the world. 

? 

I n his disgust wit~ the f~ure of Mardi and the w~d-s~~ng books to which 
he turned after It, Melville wrote, "So far as I am mdlVIdually concerned & 

independent of my pocket, it is my earnest desire to write those sort of books 
which are said to 'fail.' "13 And to Duyckinck, editor of the Literary World, he 
wrote, "But we that write & print have all our books predestinated-& for me, I 
shall write such things as the Great Publisher otMankind ordained ages before 
he published 'The World'-this planet, I mean-not the LiteraryGlobe."14 These 
are foreshadowings-/oomings would be Melville's word for it-of Moby-Dick, 
although at the time he made these remarks, in fall and winter of 1849, Melville 
had not yet settled down to that work, and even when he did so he at first 
pursued a false trail and apparently worked on a manuscript that was very much 
like Redburn and White-Jacket, treating a whaler as those had treated a com
mercial packet and a man-of-war. His struggle was not between another com
mercially promising work with which to feed his family and another Mardi with 

12 Herman Melville, Redburn (Garden City, N:Y.: Doubleday, 1957), p. 281. 

13 Melville, Letters, p. 92. 

14 Ibid., p. ¢. 
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which to feed his imagination, because he no longer sought the self-indulgence 
of a nondramatic disquisition. Rather, it was the struggle between his sea-novel 
formula and the larger symbolic values it could be made to convey. For all his ex
pressed contempt for them, Redburn and White-Jacket had gone some distance 
toward educating him into the ways in which life among the meanest aboard 
ship could serve as microcosm of man's historical and cosmic condition. 

But the question of~as a pressing one. He was a democrat and yet 
the democratic audience~chief external obstacle to the full expression of 
his views in his work. Mob;-Dick became, among other things, Melvm~·~ at
tempt to define iZi=a . c reader- otto appeal to the populace but to pro
J e emocratic audience through writing democratic literature. Although 
the projection was different from Whitman's, both writers shared a proletarian 
concern to make the art of literature one that spoke from actualities other than 
those experienced by the relatively well-to-do readers of serious literature. At the 
same time, the two shared an artistic drive toward integrity of vision without 
compromise with artificial appetites. As a result, Moby-Dick could not be a 
popular work, but it would be addressed to an assumed audience of democratic 
readers and, with that ass urn Ion 1 eal audience 

en Father Mapple stands before his congregation early in Moby-Dick, 
he announces that his lesson will be two-stranded: one strand applies to all sinful 
men; the other to him alone as a leader of men, as, he says, "a pilot of the living 
God." The lessons are religious. All men, including Mapple the pilot, must learn 
to repent of their sins even if they cannot, as would be desirable, avoid sinning. 
The special lesson for the leader is that truth must be preached in the face of false
hood even though acquiescence in falsehood brings temporal comfort and ad
herence to the absolutes of truth brings woe. 

The sermon about preacher and congregation establishes a version of the 
relation of the one to the many, of the relation of authority to liberty, a subject 
more fully and ambiguously explored in the consideration of Ahab's relation to 
his crew. And what is set forth explicitly about the preacher as the voice of the 
democratic congregation, and complexly about the captain as leader of the dem
ocr~tic crew, plays even more profoundly and more ambiguously over the entire 
work in terms of Ishmael-Melville and the American readership, in terms, that 
is, of the American artist (commoner, truth-teller, witness to suffering, sufferer) 
and the American public, a collection of isolated souls who when massed lacked 
distinction. They have all embarked on the ship of mortality blown by trade 
winds to an uncertain haven. What identity will shape them? Are they to be told 
the awful message that life is pain and exhorted to kiss the rod, for if it is a dog's 
life we should, at least, know that we are God's dogs and recei•;e our worth from 
that? Or are they to be coerced into an identity by theatrical demonstrations of 
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the adequacy of their leader to all exigencies, and through tJe una bating vigor of 
a keyed-up rhetoric that hums so constantly in their ears th~t they are persuaded 
to accept it as the sound of their own voices? These are que~tions not only about 
Mapple and Ahab, on one hand, and congregation and c~w on the other, but 
about Ishmael-Melville, on one hand, and on the other, b 1 ut his readership in a 
land with widespre!d literacy bytno wide ublic · s 'terature .. 

Aliab knows that his primary task in galvanizing his crew of individuals 
(their separateness emphasized by their being islanders, isolatoes) into a unit is 
to overcome the resistance of the democratic qualities represented in their most 
civilized form by Starbuck. Starbuck is next in command as the people are al
ways next in command; Starbuck is married and a father and thus has an interest 
in life beyond the reaches of the Pequod's savage decks; Starbuck is intelligent 
and articulate; Starbuck has the true, Platonic courage, born of fear of the 
strength of the powers of the adversar r foolhardy ignorance or 
rec ess 1sregar of them; tar uc has a sound, commercial sense of the na
ture of the venture: he kills whales for profit, not in expression of a bloodthirsty 
nature nor in compensation for the frustrations of life on shore. He is the model 
democrat who can emerge from the equality of primitive nature: healthy, level
headed, brave, trustworthy, industrious, and modest. 

Ishmael feels Starbuck to be so, to be the representative of "that immacu
late manliness we feel within ourselves, so far within us, that it remains intact 
though all the outer character seems gone." Starbuck's is the "august dignity," 
which "is not the dignity of kings and robes, but that abounding dignity which 
has no robed investiture." Ishmael says, "Thou shalt see it shining in the arm that 
wields a pick or drives a spike; that democratic dignity, which, on all hands, radi-

~i*V;p----nnL 

ates without end from God; Himself! The great God absolute! The centre and 
circumference of all democracy! His omnipresence our divine equality!"15 

"--' But Starbuck falls to Ahab; falls, that is, to another version of authority 
than the democratic one Ishmael extols. The ideal man within us all is God with-
in us all. Divinity is a human principle rather than an objectified and therefore 
opposed power. This divinity falls with Starbuck. The society of the Pequod is to 
be governed by an older form of authority, one that relies on robed investiture 
and maintains its power by asserting its protective ability to be adequate to the 
trials that common man cannot endure. If men unite in upholding such author-
ity and submit their wills to it, their recompense for lost self-mastery will come 
from the sense of unthinking solidaritY they gain in the united support of a leader 
who has persuadea them that his cause is the common cause. They can delegate 
their weaknesses as well as their strengths to him and s~lgll .. r--=----~---~--------

i5 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, ed. Harrison Hayford and Hershel Parker (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1967), p. 104 . 



Ziff I Landlessness 136 

j Why is free man so willing to delegate his freedom? What, in the test, does 
Melville find wanting in the democratic experience despite his sense of the beauty 
of the ideal? What, that is, are the sources of Ahab's ascendancy? 

Man's experience, says Melville, is more powerful than his idea of freedom 
through the merger with a benign oversoul. It is the experience of a suffering in 
the world for which he is not responsible and which he finds it easier to hate than 
to comprehend. Starbuck had lost a brother and a father in the violence of the 
whale fishery. And although Starbuck continued brave he became vulnerable to 
the man who would play upon his spiritual terrors. 

The test of accounting for suffering in the world is political as well as theo
logical, and it is one that democracy cannot face easily. The suffering may be 
made tolerable so long as the responsibility for it is placed outside the democratic 
mass. Ahab, the leader, offers so to locate it. He can lead, he asserts, because he 
himself has suffered greatly and therefore representatively. His authority will 
not reknit the circle, will not again attach the ideal man to the daily life. It will, 
rather, dismiss his individuality and offer as life's purpose a unified conflict 
against the source of suffering in this world, describing it as apart from the mass, 
a malevolence objectified. 

That Ahab does not fulfill Melville's version of the coherence common men 
require is demonstrated implicitly in the drama and is also stated explicitly. 
When Ishmael considers the stage devices that Ahab uses to keep the crew stead
fast in their (which is to say, his) purpose, he observes: "Be a man's intellectual 
superiority what it will, it can never assume the practical, available supremacy 
over other men, without the aid of some sort of external arts and entrenchments, 
always in themselves, more or less paltry and base."16 Ahab accepts the baseness 
with the glory, thereby both advancing his purpose and dooming its result. 

Father Mapple saw the break in the circle of democracy with God at center 
and God at circumference as sin. He saw repentance as the source of unity, and 
truth to sinful experience, which is to say a constant identification of the self as 
the source of human misery, as the role of the leader. This, finally, is an assertion 
of original sin, an assertion that suffering proceeds from a shared guilt and is to 
be redeemed through divine assistance. 

But the history of modern democracy begins with a new myth in which the 
primitive world without sin is still available to those who grasp the reversibility 
of time and step out of history as they step into democracy. Belief in the ability of 
man to rule himself without adherence to inherited, arbitrary rule is based on the 
denial of any native incapacity in him. When Tom Paine taught the Americans 
that their war for rights within~, the British Empire-a historically determined 
event-was really a war for the reclamation of the independence they had always 

16 Ibid., p. 219. 
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possessed-an assertion of their mythic stature-he told them they were too 
young for the doctrine of original sin, or, what was the same, had outgrown it. 
"Government, like dress," he wrote, "is the badge of lost innocence; the palaces 
of kings are built on the ruins of the bowers of paradise."17 Reassume your inno
cence and you need no master over you. 

This strain of thought had a powerful appeal for Melville. The most heroic 
of his earlier characters, Jack Chase, was "a stickler for the Rights of Man,"18 

and he himself had grounded America's strength on her savagery. He shared 
Emerson's fervor for the individual's potential far more than Hawthorne's 
doubts about it. But he could not slide into an Emersonian acceptance of evil as 
no more than misperceived good. Something out there resisted. In "Benito Cere
no" he was to explore the charmed life led by Americans who, against the mani
fest evidence of malevolence, acted as if the world were innocent and miracu
lously got away with it. But he was not the guileless American captain of that 
tale, and in Moby-Dick he sought to comprehend both evil and yet the rightness 
of the democratic response. The opposition is dialectic and the containment is 
within a dramatic world drenched with the ambiguities of the clash. 

If man is free and flawless, then man must be the cause of ill as well as good, 
and suffering can be reduced only through his willingness to take upon himself 
an almost infinite series of social manipulations and to sink his ego in an almost 
infinite series of adjustments. The stamina required seems superhuman, but the 
task by definition is the greatest of human obligations. Wherever the stamina 
fails, an Ahab stands ready to reorganize the effort along other lines. To follow 
him may be to surrender liberty, but it is to retain, at least, the precious and delu
sive source of self-esteem, the belief that one is innocent of the woe that has be
fallen him. As opposed to original sin, the doctrine of division between innocent 
self and evil other is Manichaeism. Rather than contemplate his complicity in 
suffering, democratic man baffled accepts a divided world in which a power of 
evil asserts an independent counter to the good he wills. 

Ahab is a Manichaean both in his doctrine and in his trappings. Indeed, 
Melville risks the dramatic credibility of his narrative in order to underscore the 
fact at the moment when he produces Fedallah and his Parsee crew. Their func
tion is made plain in one of Melville's reference works, Pierre Bayle's Dictionary, 
in which a discussion of Zoroastrianism occurs in the full and more than slightly 
sympathetic entry on Manichaeism. Ahab's Manichaeism is not the moral of the 
tale but the source of one range of symbols that charges the complex world of 
Moby-Dick and is countered by another range, stemming principally from Ish
mael's direct perceptions of drcularity and merger. 

17 Thomas Paine, Common Sense, ed. Nelson F. Adkins (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hobbs-Merrill, 
1953). p. 4· 

18 Melville, White-Jacket, p. 18. 



Ziff I Landlessness 137 

After Ishmael has characterized and to some extent deplored the petty stage
craft of Ahab, he goes on to discuss how political superstition can make a mad
man into a mighty man, how the plebeian herds crouch before the severities of a 
czar because he wears a crown and therefore represents for them "tremendous 
centralization." Ishmael then remarks, to himself as much as to the reader, "Nor 
will the tragic dramatist who would depict moral indomitableness in its fullest 
sweep and direst swing, ever forget a hint incidentally so important to his art, as 
the one now alluded to."19 Ishmael, the tragic dramatist, like Ahab the moral ty
rant, cannot afford to neglect the force that will be lent his drama if he centers it 
on one man and elevates that man to greatness through granting him the trap
pings of superiority. Although Moby-Dick carries as a central concern the nature 
of democratic man and sees Manichaeism as the paranoid offspring of the fail
ures of the common man to affect his own social and spiritual salvation, the 
tragedy cannot take that common man as its protagonist nor can it afford to dis
pense with theater if it is to reach a responsive reader. 

The Ahab who thus receives dramatic focus emerges as the antithesis of the 
ideal of authority in a democracy. He rules absolutely, holding his mates as well 
as his crew in awe of him. But we also see that the condition of his leadership 
existed abundantly in the formless mediocrity of nineteenth-century American 
democracy, so that Ahab is not untypical of his society. The political paradox his 
leadership embodies is one that was observed in his day by Emerson, for exam
ple, who feared that the populace in its failure to stand forth individually and 
realize each his own best self was vulnerable to the man on a horse who would 
cohere them as a mass against a fancied objective foe. "The Best are never 
demoniacal or magnetic but all brutes are,"20 he wrote. So is Captain Ahab. 

The simple, separate person who is the true democrat is also by definition 
1. ~nheroic and cannot achieve the grand effects the reader's interest in a 

heightened actuality allows only to the extraordinary-the disproportioned 
hero. Even Emerson had to talk of Napoleon and Goethe rather than his neigh
bor Hosmer. But to permit such a hero to gain exclusive control of the drama, as 
Melville sensed, is to defect from the modern condition. It is the equivalent of 
the democratic artist joining the opposition and, despite his cultural location, 
finding for the common man no identity except that which his leader assigns him, 
relieving the common man of responsibility so long as he lends his yell to the 
common outcry. Hawthorne, with a great concern for the heart of humanity, 
nevertheless made it the regulating context of his actions at the center of which 

19 Melville, Moby-Dick, pp. 129-30. 

20 Emerson, Journals, vol. 7, p. 376. 
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were deviants from the standard. And Whitman made that man gigantic by dint 
of making him contain all men in an idealized presentation perforce abstracted 
from a specific social setting. 

In response to this impasse Melville moves in the direction Whitman also 
took, although he holds his character to a more detailed actuality than Whitman 
did. Every atom belonging to Ishmael as good belongs to us. Myselfs walking, 
stooping, peering, listening, suffering are accomplished by dint of Whitman's 
breaking the rules and issuing himself a new poetic license. And Melville too is 
unflinching when literary conventions no longer serve in the novel he wishes to 
write. His narrative is first-person yet it is omniscient. Ishmael sees himself with 
a cosmic eye as a man who has been handed a part to play in the world, and yet 
with a worm's eye, as most like us in his defeats rather than in his triumphs. He is 
vulnerable because he is good-humored, but when he turns resentful of his 
troubles, he is again vulnerable. He is clothed only in clothing and is therefore 
but a savage dressed, yet he is furnished with Shakespeare and the Bible as well 
as with a seaman's manual and a temperance tract. He is a down-at-heels com
mon sailor, but he is the conscious heir of all that has ever happened on the sea. 
He has been made by history and he will tell a history, yet he has felt the begin
nings and experienced the awesome agony of his captain who dared to challenge 
the original contract of the gods and who in his defeat nevertheless took a little 
bit of heaven with him. Whatever history is, it all comes down to Ishmael its 
teller. Without his presence, no history; and without his omniscience, no myth. 

Melville came to see that when the literary work is viewed from the point of 
view of the writer who produced it, then it can be seen to be rooted in history 
even as its producer is bounded in chronological terms. But when it is viewed 
after the fact, as, that is, a self-contained world, then it can be seen as mythic, 
the provider of a cosmic account of our condition. Although he did not until 
Billy Budd, more than thirty years later, move to direct mythmaking, Melville in 
all his tales from Moby-Dick to the long silence that commenced in 1858 split his 
point of view. He did not do so twice in the same way, did not repeat, for exam
ple, the combined first-person and omniscience of Moby-Dick. But Bartleby 
and his employer are both necessary lenses for viewing the world in "Bartle by the 
Scrivener," as are Benito Cereno and Amasa Delano for viewing the world in 
"Benito Cereno," while in other tales and sketches other forms of multiple vision 
are offered, climaxing in the hall of mirrors that is The Confidence-Man (1857). 

Ishmael the character yields to Ahab on the stage of the novel, but Ishmael 
the teller encompasses the fall of kings and outlives a Manichaean conflict in 
demonstration of the view that life brings its woes but denial of complicity in 
them is an insane if noble mistake. His victory is the limited triumph of a man 
such as the hero of Whitman's poems, a triumph that enables its undergoer not 
to crow but to hold out his hat, sit shamefaced, and beg. We glimpse him after 
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the Rachel has lifted him from the sea, lounging about the ports of Peru, playing 
the fool a bit as he spins his yarns to grandees in exchange for a glass of chicha. 
And we also glimpse him with other common sailors in a gam or on a night 
watch, whispering about the full horrors they have experienced, as survivors of a 
holocaust whisper intently to one another of what only they who have undergone 
it can understand. Their muted confidences are obsessively concerned with one 
or another manifestation of a recurring phenomenon. They have each, at some 
time or another, been among the nameless in a crew that has been dominated by 
an extraordinary individual, a cracked prophet escaped from some religious 
order, an Apollo-like canal man whose presence cowed commanders, a mono
maniacal, one-legged Quaker who made his own compass and steered by level 
log and line rather than by celestial navigation. Somehow they have survived the 
violence and suffering consequent upon such experience, survived what seemed 
the eruption of the cosmic into daily life or the temporary flash of majesty in the 
midst of the crew that darkened the nominal authority of the captain. And here 
they are again, herded into the forecastle of a ship they do not direct, the anony
mous, the survivors, the brotherhood of man. 

Melville feels with Ahab, feels along his heart and in his blood, and yet 
finally has not taken his place with the brilliantly defiant and gloriously defeated. 
He has instead chosen to survive as a lowly figure squatting on the hatches in in
tense talk with those of us who will squat with him and recognize that the most 
recent thump we received is not the last that will be dealt us. Our sharing is not 
one of resentment, but neither is it one of submission. It is, rather, the commun
ion of the otherwise isolated, otherwise lonely undergoers, each too savage tore
linquish his self-mastery and.each too conscious of his failings to dominate his 
fellows. It is, that is to say, Melville's practice of literary art in the terrifying void 
that threatens the citizen of a modern democracy parted from the anchor of tra
ditional beliefs by a rotted cable and adrift in a sea without milestones. 
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