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strategies and principles. Indeed, it requires the kinds of new
economic approaches that, as we have seen, are now devel-
oping in all parts of the country. The new politics is thus also
likely to accelerate and nurture the further development of
practical system-shifting institutional efforts.

The overall arc of development also offers the promise of
new ways to undergird individual choice—and the time and
security to exercise such choice creatively and in the context
of communities sustained by new political-economic strate-
gies. It is not, accordingly, simply about social and economic
matters or systemic change writ large. It is about individual
fulfillment in the context of community.

Historian Lawrence Goodwyn’s studies of nineteenth-
century populism suggest the emerging changes may offer
one additional possibility. Individuals who come together to
demand a new way forward, in so doing, may well also
rebuild the foundations of “unintimidated self-respect . . . the
one essential ingredient of an authentic mass democracy.”!

PART V

TOWARD A MORALLY
COHERENT POLITICS

AT THE TIME OF THE DECLARATION of Independence, the
United States comprised a modest line of settlements along
a thin shelf of land bordering the Atantic Ocean, plus a
smattering of inland farms and small community groupings.
The first census in 1790 registered a total population of less
than 4 million. Only five cities numbered more than ten
thousand; the two largest, New York and Philadelphia, fewer
than fifty thousand.!

The majority of Americans earned their living in agriculture;
technologically, the horse and iron plow were standard. Com-
merce was mainly restricted to traders and small manufactur-
ers. Neither men without significant property, nor women,
nor slaves could vote. For them—a large majority of the pop-
ulation—there was no democracy. Government constituted a
tiny percentage of the small postcolonial economy; federal
spending had reached only a little over $7.5 million by 1795.2

By the year 2000 dramatic shifts in geographic scale and
population had transformed the postcolonial settlements
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into a continental nation of over 280 million—more than
seventy times the population at the time of the Declaration.
Nearly 65 percent of Americans now lived in metropolitan
areas of more than a million; with over a third (35 percent)
living in areas of more than 2.5 million.?

'Revolutionary changes had relegated the once dominant
independent farmer and individual entrepreneur to the sec-
ondary margins of economic life. The large for-profit limited
liability corporation had been elevated to a central role in
ongoing American life, radically different from anything ever
envisioned by classical free-market theory (the most impor-
tant text of which, by Adam Smith, had just begun to circu-
late shortly after the Revolution).*

Transformative changes in technology had taken the
nation from the horse and buggy to the steam locomotive to
the automobile and on to manned flight and the jet air-
plane—to say nothing of penicillin, antibiotics, and DNA, on
the one hand, and the development of computers and the
Internet, on the other. The average person could now earn
approximately seventeen times what his or her counterpart
in the late eighteenth century could with roughly the same
expenditure of time and energy.’

Evolutionary changes in public institutional structure had
transformed government from a tiny force to almost 40 per-
cent of direct activity in the modern economy—plus a vast
array of regulations, loans, loan guarantees, tax provisions
and related incentives, and other indirect activities. At the
same time, extraordinary changes in culture forced the elim-
ination of slavery and much (though hardly all) racial dis-
crimination—and ended many (though hardly all) obstacles
to women’s equal participation in virtually every institution
of modern society.

It would be surprising if the coming era did not experience
large-order transformative shifts at least as great as these.
Indeed, given that technological change is now extraordinar-
ily rapid (there are more scientists alive today than in all of
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previous human history)—and given that the constitutional
structure of the nation was scripted in the time of the horse
and the plow—it would be even more surprising if far greater
changes than had ever previously occurred were not to dom-
inate the coming stages of American development.®
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Conclusion

The Challenge
of the Era of Technological Abundance

HE UNITED STATES IS THE wealthiest nation in the his-
ﬂH‘ﬁoQ of the world. By the end of the twenty-first century
it will have the technological capacity to increase the income
of all its citizens many times over or to radically reduce
work-time and thereby allow a new flowering of democracy,
liberty, and personal and community creativity. The new
century could be—should be—one of innovation, hope,
even excitement.!

Few Americans approach the century this way. The future
is clouded by problems rather than opportunities; it appears
as an era of great political difficulty and danger. At the most
obvious level is the threat posed by terrorism and war—and
the many challenges to liberty that overly zealous m@vnomnﬂom
to both have produced. At another level are the growing
social, economic, racial, and other difficulties catalogued in
the preceding pages. Critically, confidence that the mwmm.ﬁ tra-
ditional values at the very heart of the American experience
can be sustained has been declining rapidly.

A society committed to enhancing equality, liberty, and
democracy that is unable to achieve such values in nnmnaon-w.
indeed, that is moving in precisely the opposite direction—is
committed to a morally incoherent politics. If such a politics
continues through time, ever greater cynicism must develop;
and with it, an ever deepening sense that American society
has lost its moral compass, that government policies are
merely the result of power plays and brokering between
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interested parties that do not and cannot claim any deeper
democratic or moral legitimacy.

A political-economic system can continue to violate the
values it affirms for a very long time without major conse-
quences. It is unlikely, however, to be able to do so forever.,
The question is: can a meaningful, morally coherent, and
ultimately positive politics be constructed in the emerging
era of technological abundance?

Can a new direction be set that acknowledges the systemic
nature of our problems and openly posits a concrete alterna-
tive and a process that might move in a new direction? Can
the system be changed?

It is important to stand back from the current moment to
consider underlying issues of principle that will frame the
politics of the coming era—to and through times of war and
terrorism . . . and beyond. Leaving aside the question of
near- or long-term political-economic feasibility, four funda-
mental contentions are suggested by the evolving political-
economic developments we have reviewed:

First, that there is no way to achieve movement toward
greater equality without developing new institutions that
hold wealth on behalf of small and large publics.

Second, that there is no way to rebuild Democracy with a big
D in the system as a whole without nurturing the condi-
tions of democracy with a small d in everyday life—
including the economic institutions that allow and sustain
greater stability of local community life.

Third, that there is no way to achieve democracy in a
continental-scale system with a population moving toward
400 million people—and possibly a billion or beyond—
without radical decentralization, ultimately in all probabil-
ity to some form of regional units.

Fourth, that there is no way to achieve meaningful individual
liberty in the modern era without individual economic
security and greater amounts of free time—and that neither
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of these, in turn, is possible without a change in the owner-
ship of wealth and the income flows 1t permits.

These four contentions stand on their own. Indeed, at this
point in American history, the ball is in the court of those who
hold that equality, liberty, and meaningful democracy can be
achieved without meeting the challenges suggested by the moﬁn
basic points. Further related questions are érnﬁmn Emam. is
any other way to achieve gender n@ﬁm:&w ecological mcm.ﬁ:b-
ability, and the sustained reality of meaningful oOBBﬁEQ..

The Pluralist Commonwealth model holds, beyond this,
that democratic control of large economic enterprise—a cen-

tral problem confronting all political-economic systems—

can never be achieved without transforming and ﬂmgm
public the ownership of large-scale wealth and without

developing a new culture—and further, that this can only be

done by building on the four key elements.

Without local democracy, there can be no culture of demo-
cratic practice; without security and time, ﬁwon.o can be only .m
weak citizenry; without decentralization, it is difficult to Bo,.g.
lize democratic practice and accountability; and without major
and far-reaching new forms of wealth holding, Ewnm can never
be adequate support for the conditions and policies needed to
build a more egalitarian and free democratic culture.

Finally, the model is based on the judgment .ﬁrmﬁ greater
equality, greater individual economic security, mnmm.:nn
amounts of free time, and—upon this basis—the Hmnwmmﬁﬁct
tion of a culture of common responsibility are EﬂBmﬁE
required if we are ever to reorient our community and
national priorities in general.?

The central argument of this book is that the first mooman.m of
the twenty-first century are likely to open the way to a serious
debate about these and other systemic questions—and gﬁ.,
that real-world conditions during the coming period are :.wﬂ:_
to offer opportunities for establishing substantial foundations

for a possible longer-term systemic transformation thereafter.
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The prospects for near-term change are obviously not
great—especially when such change is conceived in tradi-
tional terms. Indeed, although there may be an occasional
progressive electoral win, there is every reason to believe that
the underlying trends will continue their decaying downward
course. In many ways times are likely to get worse before
they get better.

On the other hand, fundamental to the analysis presented
in the preceding pages is the observation that for precisely
such reasons, there is likely to be an intensified process of
much deeper probing, much more serious political analysis,
and much more fundamental institutional exploration and
development. We have also noted that there are important
signs of change in the traditional “laboratories” of demo-
cratic process. States from Alaska to California, and from
Alabama to Ohio, have moved forward to create—and sys-
tematically build political support for—many new political-
economic experiments and strategies. Federal fiscal and
other decisions are now producing pain and reassessment at
every level.

Traditionally, a distinction has been made between
reform, on the one hand, and revolution, on the other. The
former implies nonviolent improvement in the outcomes of
a given system—with no fundamental change in its basic
institutional structure. It cleans up around the edges of the
existing system, as it were—sometimes slowly, sometimes in
major political outbursts. The latter commonly implies
abrupt and often violent change—above all, of the funda-
mental institutional structures of the system.

The kind of change that appears in the various trajecto-
ries of emerging U.S. development involves an unusual
combination of strategic approaches. Like reform, in the
main it involves step-by-step nonviolent change. But like
revolution, its process is oriented to the development of dif-
ferent institutional structures to replace traditional corporate

forms over time. It might appropriately be called “evolu-
tionary reconstruction.”
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A politics based on evolutionary reconstructive principles
does not abandon reform when it can achieve important
gains. On the other hand, such a politics explicitly seeks to
understand—and to foster—the longer-term foundational |
requirements of the values it affirms. It is not satisfied with,
or misled by, occasional electoral gains that do little to alter
the direction of long-term trends. It is a politics of historical
perspective and commitment to the long haul.

Few predicted either the upheavals of the 1960s or the con-
servative revolution that followed. Major eruptions and
political realignments are the rule, not the exception in
U.S. history. Large numbers of working Americans; blacks
and Hispanics who will become a majority as the century
develops; senior citizens (and those who shortly will
become seniors); women who seek practical ways to achieve
thoroughgoing gender equality; liberals and conservatives
alike who value family and community; environmentalists
who cannot secure protections either for endangered goals
or sustainable growth along current lines of development—
all are finding it increasingly difficult to realize their objec-
tives through traditional means.

A fundamental question is what may happen as various
groups, each beginning with more narrowly defined inter-
ests, come to the realization that what they value most can-
not be achieved without a new approach. If, as appears
increasingly likely, such awareness begins to intersect with
the knowledge and experience gained through the develop-
ment of new strategies and ideas, new possibilities are likely
to become available to politics in the coming era.

There are numerous indications of underlying political
instability in the U.S. system. Millions have expressed their
discontent by breaking with the major political parties to
vote for Ross Perot, Pat Buchanan, and Ralph Nader; to elect
Jesse Ventura in Minnesota; and to support Howard Dean’s
insurgent campaign for the Democratic Party nomination in
2004. Such “unexpected” developments also suggest that

4
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beneath the surface level of politics-as-usual, it is by no
means clear that the public is or will remain quiescent for-
ever—especially if social and economic pain continues, if
political elites continue to overreach, and if new directions
begin to be clearly defined.?

The term “conjunktur” designates a coming together at one
moment in time of diverse trends to create new, unforeseen,
and often dramatic opportunities for change. A major elec-
toral shift or political realignment is easily conceivable—and
with it the truly interesting question of the first decades of the
century: whether foundations for something much more far-
reaching might be established for the period beyond.

The legitimacy of the present economic arrangements and
entitlements is also likely to be called into question by large-
order developments that intersect with—and strengthen—
ongoing efforts to achieve change.

In the late 1990s economist William Baumol pointed out
that per capita GDP in the United States had increased nine-
fold since 1870—and that almost 90 percent of this growth
was due to innovations developed over the previous 130-year
period. Even pre-1870 innovations such as the steam engine
and the railroad, he observed, “still add to today’s GDP.”4

Nobel laureate Robert Solow has similarly pointed out
that current economic growth must overwhelmingly be
attributed to “residual” factors that, broadly speaking,
involve the huge contributions of inherited technological
knowledge. Again, research by economist Edward Denison
has shown that advances in knowledge are “the biggest and
most basic reason for the persistent long-term growth of out-
put per unit of input.”>

The moral—and hence, ultimately, political—implications
of this growing understanding are beginning to be recog-
nized. Above all, as historian Joel Mokyr observes, the vital
knowledge we receive from the past comes to us through no
effort of our own as a “free lunch.” The implicit question is
inherently explosive: if so, who should rightly benefit, and in
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what proportions, from this extraordinary inheritance—this
free gift that produces so much of our common abundance?®

Seth Shulman, the author of Owning the Future, has made
the obvious connection. The elites who hold most of the
rights to modern technologies “are legally sanctioned, but
the legitimacy of their claims often remains dubious because
of the debt they owe to innovations that have been made pos-
sible only by years or decades of collective advances.””?

The current technological contributions that produce such
huge rewards for the fortunate few, in short, are a mere peb-
ble placed atop a Gibraltar of received science and technol-
ogy that makes the modern additions possible—and that was
often paid for by the public, and that can be traced back
through many generations, indeed, centuries. Current elites,
William Gates Sr. urges, disproportionately reap the harvest
of what is inherently a collective investment. Gates proposes
their estates be taxed accordingly.®

The late Herbert Simon, another Nobel laureate, defined
the central issue this way: “[A]ny causal analysis explaining
why American GDP is about $25,000 per capita [1998]
would show that at least two-thirds is due to the happy acci-
dent that the income recipient was born in the U.S.” Simon
termed the vast gift of the past a sort of “patrimony” received
simply by the chance of birth—and like Gates, urged that
this should be subject to large-order taxation.’

We have noted growing anger at the extreme wealth of
some amid the great poverty of others—and, too, at the cor-
rupt practices of many leading corporate executives. We have
seen that elite ownership has very little to do with the
demands of efficiency and productivity, and that a variety of
institutional forms can manage wealth effectively—indeed,
often more effectively than traditional forms.

The new understandings that the computer, satellite com-
munication, and the World Wide Web increasingly under-
score are the moral wild cards of the era of technological
abundance. Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz urges in general
that “just as the importance of land in production changed
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dramatically as the economy moved from agriculture to
industry, so too does the movement to a knowledge economy
necessitate a rethinking of economic fundamentals.” As
recognition that the sources of modern abundance are
deeply rooted in the legacy we all commonly receive from the
past continues to develop, it is likely to bring with it a pow-
erful critique of all justifications of current wealth ownership
patterns and a powerful rationale for new, broader alloca-
tions and institutional strategies.*10

Little has been said in the preceding pages about global
issues and international relations. The reason is not only that
this book is devoted primarily to U.S. developments. It is
that it is extremely difficult to imagine a fundamental shift in
America’s stance toward the rest of the world absent a trans-
formation of our own ways at home. The argument of Alexis
de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill-—that ultimately democ-
racy in a nation depends upon the development of democ-
racy in its communities—is echoed in the judgment that
America is unlikely to play a different role in the world until
it is a different America—until it finds ways once again to
realize values of equality, liberty, democracy, and, one day,
perhaps even of community in our own land. Efforts to alter
the excesses of America’s international stance and to per-
suade the United States to respond more humanely to global
problems are both essential and laudable. If we Americans
truly hope to help others around the world, however, we have
much hard work to do, first and foremost, here at home.

*The evolving recognition that the technologies and other gifts of the past at the
heart of the modern economy are different—and that they are not primarily the
result of current effort or merit—also recalls the understanding of leading figures of
the early Chicago school of economics. Here, for instance, is Frank Knight: “Exist-
ing capacities to render service, including ownership of wealth, are in turn the result
of the working of the economic process in the past.” Knight continues, “There is no
visible reason why anyone is more or less entitled to the earnings of inherited per-
sonal capacities than to those of inherited property in any other form; and similarly
as 1o capacity resulting from impersonal social processes.” Frank Knight, Freedom
and Reform (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1947), pp. 9, 151.
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Large-order institutional restructuring, we tend to forget, is
exceedingly common in the long sweep of world history.
The difficulty lies in pulling ourselves out of the present
moment to consider our own possibilities in broader his-
torical perspective.

The current years of terrorism and war are not the first
time our nation has been challenged by grave danger, nor is
this the only time it has experienced great violence at home.
Indeed, we have survived even civil war and losses many
times those of recent years. The fundamental questions
posed throughout this book may or may not be answered.
They will not, however, go away.

We have begun a new century. The coming decades will
establish the terms of reference for further, future change. It
is not possible to know whether a new direction based on the
developing ideas, models, practical experiments, and new
alliance explorations can lay the foundations for the next
political-economic system. Or whether, over time, a new
basis can thereby be established for a politics capable of
unleashing the moral energies that can flow from a renewed
commitment to achieving equality, liberty, and democracy.

It is possible, however, for one person—each person—to
help refine our understanding and our strategies and to help
establish the practical and political elements needed in the first
stage of any realistic forward-moving developmental process.
Each step is valuable on its own terms, no matter what.

Long before the civil rights movement, there were many
years of hard, quiet, dangerous work by those who came
before. Long before the feminist explosion there were those
who labored to establish new principles in earlier decades. It is
within the possibilities of our own time in history that—work-
ing together and openly charting an explicit new course—this
generation can establish the necessary foundations for an
extraordinary future and for the release of new energies.

It may even be that far-reaching change will come much
earlier and much faster than many now imagine.
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