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Introduction

Concerning the topics discussed in this book, the principal point I try to make is that the view expressed is un-orthodox. In my professional career as a demographer and sociologist, I have often been out of step with the generalities of the two disciplines. I believe that I was right and my fellows were wrong, and in any case the reader is offered a fresh slant on matters about which he may already know the conventional opinion.

During the past several generations, it has been dogma in both popular and scholarly writings that the growth of the world’s population threatens to exhaust the resources on which the people’s lives depend. In the process, this excess fertility, the canon continues, is contaminating the environment that sustains all life. This contention about the environment can be exemplified by an issue that has gained prominence over the past decade or two, the supposed warming of the earth’s atmosphere. Like virtually everyone else, I lack the training needed to judge the arguments of experts who contend on both sides, but the other points that the doomsayers make suggest that their supposedly scientific stand may have a considerable infusion of politics. According to their familiar thesis, it is industrial countries, and particularly the United States, that are fouling the human nest; and this Luddite, anti-industrial position is part of the standard environmentalist homily.

The main professional task of demographers, it has been alleged, is to foster a decline in fertility, particularly in less developed countries. Contrary arguments are forcefully expressed, for example, in the several books of Julian Simon, and he also felt it appropriate to title his book about himself A Life Against the Grain: The Autobiography of an Unconventional Economist. In attempts to get a hearing for his minority view, he tried all sorts of maneuvers, with the result that those holding to official tenets labeled Simon not only a poor economist but a “buffoon.” And when a Danish statistician, Björn Lomborg, read his works and himself wrote an overwhelmingly documented defense of Simon’s conclusions, The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the Real State of the World, he was unable to alter the dominant view about population and the environment. As one who supported the judgment that the world is not on the point of manmade destruction, I also was out of the mainstream.

But however sanguine I have been about the material progress of mankind, I have been unable to join the happy throng of all-out optimists. Twice in the twentieth century, international conflicts spread to become “world wars,” and the word “genocide” had to be coined to represent a new phenomenon, mass murder by advanced technological means. The spread of “terrorism” marks a general breakdown of the civility that once governed at least the places where I was. To live in such times and ignore such trends is common, but hardly to be recommended. I find the contrast between over-all “optimists” and over-all “pessimists” to be fatuous. I have been in neither camp, and my stance put me in a minority of a minority.

In addition to demography, I have had a scholarly interest in ethnicity, and in this context also I was something of an odd man out. Most of the academics who study ethnicity start from a concern about their own tribal heritage; three of the most prominent wrote first about Jews, about the Irish, and about the Italians before they expanded their research to general theses. But my background is hardly more than a joke.

My father was born on Föhr, an island in the North Sea off the coast of northern Germany, and his native language was Frisian. This is an appellation that most Americans associate with cows, but there is such a language and the people who speak it have had a long but, in recent times, a not very glorious history.

When the Roman general Drusus crossed the Rhine in 12 BCE, he encountered a tribe called the Frisii, whom he quickly subjugated. Historians do not agree about their origin: they may have been a Germanic tribe, or perhaps not. Their tribal name may have derived from a Germanic root meaning “friends” or “free men” or “edge dwellers” or “curly-haired ones,” or, as still another alternative, from a non-Germanic source. During three hundred years the Frisii supplied the Roman army with produce from the cattle they raised along the coastal area from present-day Belgium up to Denmark. Between the fifth and ninth centuries, they dominated trade from southern France to Finland, and what we know as the North Sea was called the Mare Frisicum. In the fifth century, when Angles, Saxons, and Jutes invaded England, they went through Frisian territory and undoubtedly were accompanied by a number of Frisians—who appear, however, in none of the histories of early Britain that I have consulted. The only present discrimination against Frisians that I can complain of is that few people have ever heard of them.

Even so, I have found it convenient and pleasant to be of Frisian descent. Such an outlandish background can always act as a restorative when conversation lags, and with the blood of so undistinguished a people, I have been immune from jingoism. I have, however, none of the pride or indeed even the interest in my forebears from which to start my work on how ancestry affects members of other ethnicities.

I am an American by birth, and I share the common view that I am lucky to live in the best country the world has ever seen. However, this association has also been tarnished by my upbringing in Jersey City, ruled in those days by one of the nation’s most corrupt political machines. My political orientation then should have led me to join with the millions supporting the New Deal, but I was put off by the fact that our unsavory mayor, Frank Hague, was an honored member of the Democratic National Committee, enjoying the full support of Washington’s reformists. The patriotism I was taught in the civics class of my high school always had to compete with the reality of moral squalor in which I lived.

In short, in a number of crucial respects I happened to have been placed in an ambivalent zone between the politically correct and its opponents. After a commonplace adolescence of commitment to radical causes, I have been less often engaged in social conflicts than a supporter of third camps or an interested observer on the sidelines. The essays that follow exemplify this recurrent position “against the stream.” Books on the methodology of social disciplines recommend that research be conducted by a neutral being, the odd type that, with respect to many of the issues that I discuss here, I have become.

The commonplace faith in a utopia is not one I share, as the first two chapters make clear. I am a “sociologist” by vocation, but the secular worship of such a pioneer of the discipline as Émile Durkheim is in my opinion a false orientation, as I try to show in a review of his best known book. Perhaps the most routine cliché about population is that the food to feed the growing number of people is running out, and in the next essay I submit that simplistic thesis to a thorough review. I spent several years in Belgium, which I found to be a far different country from the image of most Americans or, indeed, most Belgians. I was a member of the Berkeley faculty during the riotous years of the 1960s, and my review of those events is not in accord with the conventional accounts, whether then or now. The very common prejudice of the middle class against hoi polloi is exemplified by how most people, but again excluding me, regard the behavior of college students.

The political and cultural theses promulgated by mainline Christian churches are very often composites, made up of official positions of the urban headquarters and more traditional views of the rural membership. Christian holidays, which virtually everyone sees as the holy days of that faith, are also the deposits of borrowings from earlier religions. Everyone who respects the English language has trouble in formulating a suitable guide, and I suggest that the way the language developed in its continual change gives us important clues to what is “correct.” The cause of death, as seen by both laymen and most medical professionals, is something of a puzzle, and I attempt to clarify some of the basic questions. The United States has become something of a paradise for gourmands and fressers; I contrast the two poles in the competition between eating and staying (or, more likely, becoming) slim. The cause of death, as seen by both laymen and most medical professionals, is something of a puzzle, and I attempt to clarify some of the basic questions.

This miscellany has one overall characteristic—that the point of view broached challenges the conventional politically correct.
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On Utopias

Sir Thomas More (1478-1535), an English statesman, diplomat, and noted humanist, refused to subscribe to the Act of Supremacy, the law by which Henry VIII—in order to validate his successive marriages—substituted his own religious authority for that of the Pope. More was charged with treason, imprisoned, and eventually beheaded. In memory of his martyrdom the Roman Catholic Church canonized him in 1935.

Though he was a man of many talents, Thomas More is remembered today mainly as the author of Utopia. The book describes a country called Utopia (“no place,” suggesting Eutopia, “a good place”). Its people lived alternately in the cities and in a surrounding agricultural belt, so that all but the top stratum both farmed and, for a portion of their lives, carried out urban tasks. In either sector, “you can scarce find five hundred men or women” who were capable of working and not engaged in some useful task. Every household had slaves, recruited from criminals or the poor of neighboring countries. The outstanding trait of Utopia, as also of most other imagined paradises, was a perpetual and unchanging serenity.

If we understand by “utopianism” a doctrine that propounds the creation of an impractical social system with supposedly excellent features, it is a common faith. All sorts of communities have been defined as models, with accompanying directions about the route to the realization of each version of perfection. One common type of literary utopias is an eden from which mankind was expelled. The word eden came via Late Latin from the Hebrew word for “delight”; hence “a place of delight.” A Sumerian version dates from a millennium or so before the familiar story in Genesis, to which it is strikingly similar. In the Sumerians’ magical land of Dilmun, lions killed no lambs, wild dogs ate no goats, disease and death were unknown, fields were eternally fertile, water was plentiful, and everyone lived in peaceful bliss. However, one of the gods living in this paradise sampled plants forbidden to him, and this transgression was punished by converting him and his progeny into the inferior species of humans.

In recent times, paradise has often been portrayed as the domicile of the Noble Savage. In his book, Property and Freedom, Richard Pipes has a fascinating passage describing how one version of this myth came into being. He begins with Columbus’s own account (which reads as though quoted from many others) of the land he discovered: “It is perpetual spring, the nightingale sings, the flowers bloom, the trees are green, the rivers wind, the mountains are high, and the inhabitants are innocent and happy.” This was not quite what later voyagers found; for example, the Caribs that Columbus had encountered raised captive children to be eaten. As the reality of the population of the Americas became evident, the locus of Europeans’ paradise gradually shifted to the South Pacific—particularly Tahiti, where all had an equal right to the abundant food, women were comely and accessible, and life was good.

Edens have had an extraordinarily good press. Lewis Mumford is characteristic in the enthusiasm that permeates his Story of Utopias. Man lives in both a material and a spiritual world, and “if the physical environment is the earth,” he held, “the world of ideas corresponds to the heavens.” As the heading of one chapter of The Road to Serfdom, Franz Hayek quoted a passage from the German poet Friedrich Hölderin as a response: “What has always made the state a hell on earth has been precisely that man has tried to make it his heaven.”

Not only utopians but residents of the real world, whether engaged in business, government, or any other activity, try to predict how the conditions of their work will change over the coming years. They demand expert advice on how many people they will have to serve; but these data, as given by census bureaus of all advanced countries, have proved to be thoroughly unreliable. And forecasts of population growth are only one of the extrapolations of social trends that statesmen and entrepreneurs use as a foundation for choosing between possible paths to the future. But the reasonable practice of prognosticating tomorrow’s problems in order to prepare to cope with them is not the same as constructing an image of the whole of a perfect future society.

Any policy points to tomorrow, which is linked to today by setting a course in a particular direction. According to quotations in the Oxford English Dictionary, “policy” denotes either “prudent, expedient, or advantageous procedure” or, on the other hand, “political cunning, craftiness, dissimulation.” The word derives from the Greek polis, “city,” which is also the root of a weird list, everything from “police” to “cosmopolitan.” The negative connotation is strong in the aura around the related words “politics” and especially “politician.” This range of insinuation concerning words denoting a policies and politicians suggests that, in the estimate of subsequent generations, many of the paths taken went agley.

Many social processes the world over have been “planned.” Five-year plans spread from the Soviet Union not only to other Communist states but to such diverse countries as India and Brazil. In the United States, though featured in Communist propaganda as the last capitalist redoubt, the whole social-economic structure was altered by the government’s response to the depression of the 1930s and the war of 1941-45. Though in part this seeming ubiquity of “planning” has meant only that a stylish word was applied to various modes of thinking and behavior, it is also true that the functions taken over by the modern state have extended far beyond traditional political economy to virtually everything in society.

In modern times the most familiar example of utopianism has been socialism, the type of society in which the state has become all-dominant. As the Oxford English Dictionary remarks, the history of the word socialism is “somewhat obscure.” The English word may have been borrowed from the French socialisme, or it may have been a neologism used in discussions of the commune that Robert Owen founded in the 1830s. From that small beginning it snowballed into a variety of distinct and often quarreling denominations. The miasmas from the concept began with the visionary ideals of various social theorists; continued to the “scientific” version of Marx and Engels, who taught that socialism is destined by the force of history to succeed capitalism; then to the rise of socialist parties in Western Europe, with typically no more than reformist programs; to the totalitarianism of Communist Russia, which metastasized around the world. What do these various types of society have in common? At least as a goal, some remnant of the word’s etymology is usually retained: not only socialism but also the words social, sociable, associate, and so on all stem from the Latin socius, a companion; thus, a comrade. A socialist society is also generally understood as one in which the means of production and distribution are owned by the whole community. This “ownership,” however, has had nothing to do with control. More realistically, a socialist society is one in which private property and each person’s legal prerogatives associated with it have been all but eliminated and the whole economy and society are controlled by a small sector of the population, called bureaucrats or commissars.

It is remarkable that the ideal worlds created by so many diverse minds are similar in two essential respects: they have of course little or none of the wonderful variability, the inconsistency, of unplanned and therefore changing human communities; and they are almost static, with change permitted only as further steps toward the ultimate goal.
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Two Utopians Plan Towns

Here I want to consider how depictions of the ideal society have influenced the real world, and to do so by focusing on schemes that seemingly helped bring about the reforms they recommended. It is ordinarily difficult to trace the lines of leverage from plan to actuality or to estimate their weight, but this is less true of two famous utopias presented in books by Edward Bellamy and Ebenezer Howard. Though both men achieved fame far beyond anything one might have anticipated from either their modest beginnings or the schemes they offered, the books are worth reviewing in some detail because they have had a significant influence on American and British societies.


Edward Bellamy

Bellamy was born in 1850 in what is now Chicopee, Massachusetts, the son of a Baptist minister. After lack-luster pursuits in law and journalism, he began the career for which he is remembered, the composition of quasi-literary literary representations of a future world from which all social blemishes had been eliminated. After a number of earnest short stories and novels, he spent two years working on the book for which he is remembered, Looking Backward: 2000-1887.

A sufferer from insomnia, the hero of the novel had an underground bedroom that afforded him absolute quiet, and on one occasion he slept there for 13 years, 3 months, and 11 days (the precision is in curious contrast to the whimsy of the major theme), to awaken in the home of the Leetes: a physician, his wife, and their good-looking daughter. Through the rest of the book, Dr. Leete describes the splendid city of Boston, part of the vast improvement that had taken place over these fourteen years not only in the United States but in Europe and various other parts of the world, the crescendo of a general “era of unexampled intellectual splendor.”

In this new era, all the nation’s properties are consolidated into one state-run enterprise, directed by “a single syndicate representing the people in the interest of the common good.
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