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Preface to the Second Edition



With the republication of America Now under the title Why Nothing Works, the reader must be curious about how much America then (1980) resembles America now (1987). Although I do not pretend to be a futurologist, I would be embarrassed if my view of the trends and causes of social life in the United States had become invalid in such a short interval. (It is easy to be a success as a futurologist as long as your predictions are about what’s going to happen fifty years ahead. No one can prove you’re wrong until fifty years go by. If you happen to be fifty years old yourself, you can live out your life with an unsullied reputation. And in the unlikely event that you should live to be a hundred, you’ll still be safe. No one will remember what you said that long ago anyway.) Although there are a few points that do not accord with the march of events of the past six years, the main trends are as depicted, only more striking and pervasive. But first let me attend to the least prescient parts of the book.


The biggest discrepancy between America then and now is the deflation brought about during Ronald Reagan’s first term. While America Now anticipated that the Reagan administration would attack double-digit inflation by allowing the unemployment rate to increase, I naively supposed it to be impossible for any administration to survive the massive unemployment to which the nation was subjected during 1982-1983. Reagan’s reelection in 1984 demonstrates the extraordinary extent to which skillful politicians can inflict hardships upon minorities, the poor, and blue-collar workers without losing the support of the rest of the electorate. In fact, one ominous implication of the 1984 election’s voting statistics is that the majority of the electorate voted for Reagan precisely because they approved of punishing people for being on welfare, for being unemployed, for being poor, and for being black. A slightly more charitable interpretation is that the voters were not motivated by hate and fear but were simply tired of hearing about the plight of their unfortunate countrymen and countrywomen.


I still maintain, however, that there is a limit to the amount of punishment a party can dish out and still remain in power. Despite the “recovery” of 1984, official unemployment already stands at 7 percent. But this does not include the large numbers of workers who have been unable to get back into the labor force as a result of the disappearance of their old jobs. The next downturn in the business cycle, therefore, is not likely to be met with stoic indifference by either party. Everything is poised for a new surge of inflation to avoid or to mitigate the impending crisis: two trillion dollars of Federal debt; 200-billion-dollar Federal budget deficits; equally unprecedented levels of corporate and consumer debt; farm debt out of control; enormous international loans in partial default; a 125-billion-dollar negative balance of trade; and the nation’s largest steelmakers in bankruptcy or close to it. As a further portent of things to come, the stock market is at an all-time high, which, given the sluggish debt-ridden state of the economy, presents itself as a classic bubble sustained by nothing more than speculative fever. Of course, events may in the short run prove my analysis of the inflationary tendencies in the U.S. economy to be incorrect. If so, I shall enter a plea for clemency on the grounds that nobody else, and least of all any professional economist, has been able to predict what the economy will do in the short run.


In other respects, events have shown that America Now was on target. The shift from a goods-producing to a service-and-information economy remains the central impulse of social life in late-twentieth-century America. By now everyone is aware that nonmilitary goods production in the U.S. has been permanently damaged as company after company flees our shores and record amounts of foreign goods pour across the border. And by now most people are aware that the decline in manufacturing jobs has been accompanied by a huge increase in lower paying service- and information-oriented jobs. Yet many continue to see this shift as a transition from an industrial to a “post-industrial” society. My objections to this phrase as voiced in America Now remain valid. The rise of the service-and-information economy was not the beginning of the end of industrial society. Contrary to the predictions of some well-known futurologists, the vast majority of Americans continue to work at routine, mechanized, minutely divided tasks that are the hallmarks of all industrial modes of production. If workers can no longer be described as mere cogs in machines, it is simply because machines, like computers and telephones, rely more on microchips than on gears. And if office workers prefer to disassociate themselves from factory employees, it is not because they are less subject to production quotas and a minutely detailed division of labor than people who work on assembly lines. For those interested in telling it as it is, “hyperindustrial” as suggested in America Now, remains a more apt depiction of the kind of society in which Americans now live.


I am not aware of any reason to modify my original analysis of the root causes of the rise of America’s hyperindustrial service-and-information economy. If anything, one can see even more clearly today how it all happened. The success (or was it already the failure?) of the labor movement in the U.S. tended to raise the cost of everything from shoes to television sets. Concurrently, in the absence of any semblance of a national industrial policy (except in weapons, aerospace, and nuclear energy), management was allowed to pursue short-range profits without worrying about rising foreign competition. This led to a failure to modernize plants and equipment (again except for armaments, aerospace, and nuclear energy) and to an increase in productivity that was too slow to compensate for America’s higher labor costs.


To make matters worse, the most efficient small companies were being bought out by the less efficient larger ones, resulting in the concentration of production in a few huge bureaucratized mega-corporations. The market share of these corporate oligopolies was so great that they could compensate for declining sales and low productivity by raising prices and turning out shoddier products in lieu of lowering prices and improving quality. Here again, short-run interests were incubating long-term disaster as “Made in the U.S.A.” became recognized the world over as a label for inferior goods. Meanwhile, inside the corporate behemoths, management and labor drew further apart while traditional American know-how, pragmatism, and creative energies gave way to the stupefying formalisms of complex bureaucracies.


Many of these trends have intensified since America Now was first published. The managers of America’s corporate empires have discovered that they can make more money buying and selling each others’ companies than by producing and selling their products. Since 1980, a virtual moratorium on the enforcement of anti-trust laws has unleashed an orgy of corporate mergers and acquisitions. For example, in 1985, twenty-four companies worth more than a billion dollars each were bought by other companies. In 1985 alone, the total value of mergers and acquisitions reached 125 billion dollars. The money did not come from the acquiring corporations’ coffers, but from bank loans secured by the acquired company’s future earnings. These deals, known as “leveraged buyouts,” make a few executives, stockholders, and financial specialists wealthy, but they add nothing to the nation’s productive capacity. The demoralizing and alienating effects on the acquired company’s managers and employees helps to account for their continuing low productivity while the high level of debt resulting from the leveraged buyouts may pose a serious problem during the next recession.


What then of the ballyhooed push by leading American manufacturers to improve the quality of their products? Do things work better today than in 1980? On purely impressionistic grounds, it does seem as if American auto makers have improved the quality of their late-model cars. But made-in-America cars are now actually being made–in whole or in part—in foreign factories and in joint ventures with foreign companies. Japanese cars continue to enjoy a reputation for superior quality and could easily dominate the American market if all trade barriers (or the threat of trade barriers) were removed.


Meanwhile, the hydra of hyperindustrial malaise has grown a new head. In 1980, after Three Mile Island shattered the nuclear industry’s image of itself as a paragon of industrial competence, NASA’s shuttle program became the symbol of America’s efforts to improve its reputation for industrial efficiency and reliability. Actually, while writing America Now, I had intended to include the long delays and cost over-runs of the shuttle program in the introduction’s litany of broken things. But after the successful first launch, any criticism of NASA seemed petty, so the reference was deleted before publication. In retrospect, it is clear that NASA’s shuttle program was indeed infested with the classic ills of America’s other mega-corporations: lack of clear-cut lines of responsibility; misinformation masquerading as information; lack of communication between departments and divisions and between different levels of management, and a high incidence of tunnel vision at all levels. Soon after Challenger’s rockets exploded in full view of the television audience, the shuttle program’s managers told the world that they hadn’t the slightest idea what went wrong but that they were sure of one thing: they had done everything to make the mission as safe as possible and no specific individuals were to be blamed. But subsequent testimony revealed that the unreliability of the O-ring seals had been common knowledge at certain managerial levels, and that warnings about an impending catastrophe had circulated within various departments at least two years before the fatal launch. On the very eve of the lift-off, engineers at Morton Thiokol, the booster rockets’ manufacturer, tried to scrub the launch at least until the weather warmed up because they knew the unusually low temperatures at Cape Canaveral would make the seals even less dependable. Yet in the midst of all the memoranda, discussions, and briefings which indicated that launching the shuttle was like playing Russian roulette with 4 billion dollars worth of machinery and seven precious lives, the highest NASA officials insisted that the disaster was not their fault because they had never been told about the problem. Meanwhile, senior executives at Morton Thiokol also refused to accept responsibility for over-ruling their own engineers in giving the go-ahead for a launch in near freezing weather, maintaining that the evidence concerning the dangers posed by the O-ring seals in cold weather was not conclusive (whereas the O-ring seals were in fact dangerous in any weather and the O-ring problem was just the tip of the iceberg). A defensive posture is a well-studied art at Morton Thiokol, for the shuttle was not Thiokol’s first spectacular industrial disaster. (In 1982, Morton and Thiokol, separate companies, merged to form Morton Thiokol.) A previous one occurred in 1971, where Thiokol’s magnesium flare factory in Camden County, Georgia, exploded, killing twenty-nine employees and injuring more than fifty others. The negligence lawsuits against Morton Thiokol and the U.S. government from this incident will still be heard when the lawsuits arising from Challenger begin to be brought.


The news from the information and service sector is not encouraging either. Despite the advance and spread of computers, many basic social activities have become more expensive and less reliable. If anything, the age of mass computerization has increased the incidence of mass disservice and mass disinformation. Take the U.S. Post Office, for example. Despite new automated equipment, delivery remains slow and erratic. Or is it because of the new equipment? Following is a Letter to the Editor from the July 30, 1986, issue of The New York Times that conveys the spirit of ’86 not just in relation to the Post Office, but also in relation to many other kinds of services.




POST OFFICE COMES UP WITH A NUMBERS GAME


To the Editor:


Two months ago, the Post Office put notes in our mailboxes asking the residents of our building to add 9998 to their addresses and so to notify magazines, catalogue companies, etc. Being a good citizen, I did so. Of course 8 of the 30 magazines and catalogue companies misentered some number, and I am still writing letters to try to straighten things out. I must say, however, that my new 9998 stationery looked nice.


A month later, the Post Office put notes in our mailboxes asking us to replace the 9998 (which, with the five-number ZIP code, identifies the post office) with 1243 (which identifies the actual building). This time, nine magazines started sending my issues to Iowa or someplace, and I don’t think I’ll ever straighten out the situation. My new new stationery didn’t turn out so well, but then I wasn’t really budgeted for spending this much on stationery.


This morning, the Post Office put notes in our mailboxes asking us to add a two-digit number (different for each apartment) to our addresses and to notify all magazines and catalogue companies.


I don’t think I’m going to do this.


[Steven Goldberg, The New York Times, July 22, 1986]





Travel has become a particularly rich source of examples of increasing dis-service and dis-information in hyperindustrial America. Those who depend on automobiles confront a perverse sort of rule of the road: in places where there are fewer cars and, therefore, fewer people to be inconvenienced, the roadways are smooth and traffic moves fast; but wherever there are lots of cars and, subsequently, lots of people to inconvenience, the roads are filled with holes and ridges that would stop a tank and traffic is bumper-to-bumper. (The fact that most Americans are not surprised and accept this correlation shows how far dis-service has become the norm of daily life.)


Travel on the interstate also has its special ironies. Inter-states were paid for by gasoline taxes, and they were more expensive because they were engineered to be safe at 70 miles per hour. In return for their generosity, American motorists must now put up with the indignity of having to violate the national 55-mile-per-hour speed limit and play cat-and-mouse games with the highway patrol in order to cover distances that were considered a normal day’s drive back in 1950. At the filling station, “Full Service” (whose perfunctory hood raising and window wiping already belies its name) no longer includes clean restrooms, once considered the birthright of every American motorist and is still internationally a measure of a country’s standard of living.


Travel by bus and train in the United States also invites comparison with the situation in underdeveloped countries. Every year buses and trains “serve” fewer towns and cities and at less frequent intervals. Except on commuting routes, bus passengers are people too poor to afford any other means of transport and they are “served” in a manner that leaves no room for doubting their insolvency. Since long distance travel by rail is not notably less expensive than travel by air, it seems likely that the typical rail passenger is either too weak or too scared to get on a plane. One can be certain that they are not on board to partake of the scrumptious meals of hot dogs and hamburgers (as offered in the dining car of Amtrak’s Silver Meteor between New York and Florida).


This brings us to the plight of the typical airline passenger who is forced to fly because auto travel is too slow and train travel is either too slow or there are no trains running. As on the roads, dis-service in the air increased in direct proportion to the opportunity to serve larger numbers of people. Passengers are tested first in the traffic jams that bar their way to the airport and then in the parking lots which are filled with permanently stationary vehicles. Upon reaching the terminal, airline passengers must be prepared to cope with several different kinds of emergencies, the most common of which is that their flight has been delayed. If they have to make connecting flights and there are people waiting for them at their destination, urgent messages must be sent via the airport’s telephones, which is not easy because all three hundred fellow passengers want to use them at the same time. In addition to mere delays, passengers must be prepared to enter the terminal and find that their flight has been simply and mysteriously “cancelled.” This obliges them to stand on line for an hour to await rerouting by the ticket agents. More experienced, yet unshaken, passengers will try the alternative of getting a ticket on another airline whose terminal invariably lies at the other end of the airport’s bus or rail loop. The chance of getting to the other airline in time for departure depends in large measure on how fast passengers can run with a suitcase in each hand, an attaché case under one arm, and their tickets in their mouths.


Skipping over the security check as a form of dis-service for which the airlines are not responsible, we come to the aptly named “boarding process.” For what was once a painless prelude to flight has now become a long drawn out struggle to get to one’s seat through a narrow aisle filled with an unruly crowd trying to stuff suitcases replete with folding carts into the overhead luggage bins. This free-for-all is an adaptation to the inefficiency and unreliability with which the airlines customarily handle checked luggage. The reason why the passengers are fighting (instead of dancing) in the aisles is because they don’t want to have to wait for their baggage when the plane lands. Also, they are afraid that their bags will be lost in transit. By the time all the luggage has been stowed and the passengers have finished climbing over each other to get to their seats, the plane is running late. As if to make up for the delay, the craft lurches toward the runway area as soon as the cabin doors are closed. However, the plane is scarcely out of the gate before it comes to an abrupt halt and the captain announces jubilantly that there are only fifteen planes ahead of him waiting for a chance to begin what was once called, the “miracle of flight.” A half hour later, with the plane airborne at last, the captain’s voice is heard again urging everyone to “sit back, relax, and enjoy the flight.” But none of this is possible given the meal the flight attendants will be serving as soon as the plane reaches cruising altitude. Also at fault is the fundamental law of modern commercial aviation, namely that passengers are willing to exchange speed for comfort. Jet planes are supposed to reach their destinations so quickly that the passengers will not even notice that they are strapped into boardlike seats only one degree less than bolt upright with no place to put their feet or move their hips. But the reality is that the boarding process plus the take-off process plus the landing and disembarking process obliges millions of Americans to spend a significant portion of their lives sitting and eating under conditions that would have caused the crew of a World War II German submarine to mutiny.


To complete this brief summary of how the miracle of heavier than air flight has metamorphosed into a typical hyperindustrial ordeal, permit me to recount a personal vignette. For fifteen years, a large board on the wall behind the ticket counter at Bar Harbor Airlines, at the Bar Harbor airport in Maine, had faithfully provided information about arrivals, departures, delays, and cancellations. Shortly after the acquisition of Bar Harbor Airlines by Eastern Airlines, this board was removed and nothing but a blank wall was left in its place. A genial ticket agent had no trouble in explaining to a perplexed passenger why the board had been removed: “A lot of passengers couldn’t read the sign right and missed their planes.”


At Boston’s Logan Airport the explanation was different and more revealing. Here a small white sign with the words “flight number,” “arrivals,” and “departures” was still hanging over the Bar Harbor ticket counter, but no flights were listed. The sign was completely blank.


“Why don’t you list arrivals and departures anymore?”


“We never did,” replied the agent.


“Oh, yes you did.”


“Not while I’ve been here.”


“How long have you been here?”


“About a year.”


“So tell me, why is the sign there if it was never used?”


“We don’t have time to do things like that.”


Putting the two explanations together, one can surmise the company’s real reason for not displaying its arrivals and departures. Since its flights rarely leave or arrive on time, and because many flights are cancelled at the last minute, making changes on the arrival or departure board has become a full-time job. Rather than hire someone to display this dirty linen in public, the airline has decided to increase still further the amount of dis-service and dis-information it provides its passengers.


America Now was also on target in relating the decline in goods production to the rise of the service-and-information economy. Rather than confront organized labor in the domestic goods-producing industries and in lieu of paying the formidable costs of modernizing manufacturing facilities, American banks and corporations put their capital into other countries, wherever labor was cheap, docile, and unorganized. An analagous supply of cheap, docile, and unorganized workers existed in the United States in the form of millions of literate, unpaid housewives, but these women could not be employed in domestic manufacturing companies because of union resistance to any movement that threatened the wages of its male breadwinners, “brotherhoods.” Women could, however, be induced to work very profitably in service-and-information jobs that required relatively little capital investment and whose wages were only 60 percent of the average male wage. One can say, therefore, that the rise of the service-and-information economy was and is the domestic reciprocal of the transfer of manufacturing industries to foreign shores. This makes the Brazilian father on Ford’s São Paulo assembly line the counterpart of the Hartford mother in Blue Cross’s claims adjustment department. Each, in effect, accepts a fraction of the wages that a unionized American breadwinner would once have demanded.


According to the latest Bureau of Labor Statistics studies, 52 percent of American women are living with husbands and 60 percent of women who have children six to seventeen years of age have entered the labor force. The great majority of these women—83 percent—hold nonmanufacturing, service-and-information jobs. This vast influx of female white collar “wetbacks,” in conjunction with the transfer of manufacturing capital to foreign lands, has all but crippled the U.S. labor movement, an effect that is visible in 1986 in the spread of “give-back,” “take away,” and “two-tiered” labor contracts.


It was less clear in 1980 than today that the rise of the service-and-information economy would erode the income and economic well-being of the entire working class, and not just the income and well-being of the redundant “rustbelt” male breadwinners. For the first time in history a whole generation of Americans despair of doing better than their parents. Not only are there relatively fewer middle-income families ($15,000 to $35,000 in constant 1982 dollars), but the income of families in the age group twenty-five to thirty-four has dropped since 1965 from being equal to 96 percent of average family income to only 86 percent. And this has happened despite the fact that there are two wage earners in all these families whereas previously there was just one.


The fact that the income of young couples has declined despite the presence of two wage earners should dispel any lingering notions that the feminists single-handedly destroyed the male breadwinner family. In promoting the idea that jobs meant freedom, feminists were unwitting agents of the forces responsible for the rise of the service-and-information economy. Most working women knew that the only thing to be said for nine to five in a teller’s cage or some insurance company’s electronic work station was that you got paid more than you could earn at home doing the dishes. They worked because they needed the money and had little choice in the matter. Having little choice is the opposite of what one ordinarily means by freedom. The point is not that women were “freer and happier” behind the sink, but that feminists, like so many other revolutionaries, profoundly misunderstood the nature and consequences of the revolution they thought they were leading. They did not foresee that the call-up of the female reserve could depress male earnings and that this would make it impossible for young married couples to raise even one child at middle-class standards unless both husband and wife held jobs. Having children—even only one—places working mothers at a considerable disadvantage during pregnancy and during the child’s pre-school period. It is this contradiction between child-rearing at home and work away from home that accounts best for the greater willingness of women to accept part-time and temporary employment at wages that are 40 percent below the male average.


The flip side of this contradiction is that women place careers ahead of motherhood, and postpone the birth of their first child until they are in their late twenties or early thirties—surely another unintended effect of the feminist revolution. Small wonder, therefore, that increasing numbers of young people are not getting married and an increasing proportion of those who do get married get divorced after raising only one child or none at all. A poll taken by The New York Times in 1970 found that 53 percent of American women cited motherhood as “one of the best parts of being a woman.” When the poll was repeated in 1983 that answer was elicited from only 26 percent. The U.S. Census Bureau now projects that U.S. completed fertility rates will remain at or near the present historic low until the end of the century, thus putting an end to wishful thinking that dismissed the “baby bust” as a temporary demographic “blip.” As explained in America Now, lower fertility rates are an integral part of the feminization of the work force and the new service-and-information economy.


America Now was also on target concerning the postponement of marriages and the steeply rising percentage of “never marrieds” and “live alones” in the population. In 1970 only 6.2 percent of women age twenty to thirty-four years had never gotten married. By 1985 this figure had changed to 13.5 percent.


For men, the comparable figures are 9.4 percent in 1970 and 20.8 percent in 1985. Statistics indicate that if a man or woman has not gotten married by age thirty-five, there is little chance that they will ever get married. Recent studies predict that 22 percent of college-educated white American women born in the 1950s are likely to stay single for life, compared with only 9 percent of such women in their mother’s generation.


Meanwhile, female-headed domestic groups continue to be the fastest-growing type of family, up by 80 percent since 1960. There are over 8 million such domestic groups in the United States. Currently, 20.5 percent of all children under age eighteen live in households headed by never-married, divorced, separated, or widowed women. Because of the welfare connection (see Chapter 7), mother-centered households are especially common among blacks, but female-headed families are appearing even faster among whites and now constitute 15 percent of all white households with children present. Largely as a result of divorce, separation, and the increase of female-headed families, 60 percent of all children born in the U.S. today can expect to live with only one parent for some period before they reach the age of eighteen years. At the moment, 33 percent of all children are already living with either only one natural parent, or one natural parent and a stepparent. Incidentally, very little is known as yet about how parents, stepparents, stepsiblings, children, and stepchildren are getting along with each other. No doubt the stresses and strains engendered by the attempt to rear children of different marriages under the same roof has something to do with the fact that the probability of divorce increases with remarriages—33 percent for first marriages, 50 percent for second ones.


Most of the remaining social trends discussed in America Now continue to follow their expected trajectories. A glance at any metropolitan newsstand or a browse through stores that sell adult videotapes shows that pornography is a bigger business than ever despite numerous anti-pornography commissions, committees, and campaigns. Increasing sexual permissiveness, plus a woeful lack of sex education, undoubtedly has something to do with the fact that the rate of teenage pregnancies—83 per 1,000 among whites—has doubled since 1965 and is now the highest in the industrial world, double that of England, and quadruple that of Holland.


One unexpected, but not necessarily contradictory, trend in the realm of sex roles is an apparent reduction in homosexual activity and a rise in anti-gay sentiments. But if “cruising” has gone out of style, and if gays are more shunned by the general public, it is because of the terrifying spectre of AIDS, not because there is any significant move to repress nonprocreative forms of sexuality. There is every reason to suppose that the development of a vaccine against AIDS will lead to the reappearance of the more promiscuous and public forms of homosexual relationships.


As for the crime and welfare connections, little that was unexpected has occurred. Blacks bore the brunt of the 1983 recession and their incomes are consequently lower today than in 1980. Moreover, recent studies show that income comparisons lead to underestimates in the actual difference in the amount of wealth possessed by blacks and whites. It is not surprising, therefore, that proportionately more blacks than whites view criminal activity as their only hope for gaining access to the kinds of property that other Americans possess in great abundance. Because of the high unemployment rate among black males, and the continuing irrationalities of the welfare system, almost half of all black households with children present are now headed by women. Although violent crime as reported by the FBI declined from 1981 to 1984, it rose by 4 percent in 1985. In any event, the present rate is only 3 percent less than in 1981, the all-time high, despite the fact that the size of the age group that commits most of the crimes—young men in their teens and twenties—constitutes a diminishing percentage of the population.


Finally, the great electronic born-again church revival rolls on as increasing numbers of Americans turn to the religious right for relief from the perplexities, anxieties, and fears engendered by their new hyperindustrial way of life. The view that America’s religious revival was not so much a spiritual as a political and economic quest, accords well with the presidential aspirations of Seven Hundred Club preacher Pat Robertson (featured in Chapter 8). While no one expects Robertson to be elected, the political clout of the electronic church has already become a major factor shaping the strategy of other presidential hopefuls and shifting the Republican party further to the right.


The fall of the U.S. fertility rate and ongoing changes in family structure, sex mores, crime rates, and religious activism, are interesting phenomena in their own right. But to an anthropologist, they have an additional measure of importance because their explanation challenges alternative ways of understanding human social life. It seems clear that the changes occurring at the infrastructural level, the shift from goods production to service- and information-production and the call-up of the female work force, preceded other societal changes. For example, the numbers of married women with husbands present who were themselves participating in the work force had already risen from 15 percent to 30 percent by 1958; however, it was not until 1970 that the feminist movement attained a level of national consciousness and women shed their bras, held crockery-smashing parties, and marched down New York’s Fifth Avenue shouting such slogans as “Starve a rat tonight; don’t feed your husband.” These demonstrations expressed the pent-up frustration of wives who were already in the labor force and experiencing the contradiction of the old and new feminine roles. As noted by feminist anthropologist Maxine Margolis in her book Mothers and Such:




While the media devoted much space to “bra-burning” and other supposed atrocities of the women’s movement, little attention was paid to the reality of women’s work which had set the stage for the revival of feminism [p. 231].





Writing from an economist’s perspective, Valery Oppenheimer, in her book Work and the Family, makes the same point:




There is no evidence that these substantial shifts in women’s labor force participation were precipitated by prior changes in sex-role attitudes. On the contrary, they [changes in sex role attitudes] lagged behind behavioral changes, indicating that changes in behavior have gradually brought about changes in sex role norms rather than the reverse. Moreover, the evidence clearly indicates that the start of the rapid changes in women’s labor-force behavior greatly preceded the rebirth of the feminist movement [p. 30].





As Oppenheimer explains further, this is not to say that “more equalitarian sex role attitudes and a feminist ideological perspective are not major motivating forces,” but “that these attitudes reinforce or provide an ideological rationale (or normative justification). . . .”


The broader implication of this analysis is that in order to restore women to their former role as housewives and mothers, the U.S. economy would have to revert to pre-World War II industrialism, a retreat into the past that even the far right does not regard as desirable. As long as the hyperindustrial mode of production holds sway, therefore, we can expect the main structural and ideological features of American society to continue on their present trajectories. As to what lies beyond hyperindustrial America, I’m afraid that will take us over the fifty-year limit and into one of those games that a futurologist of my age can’t lose.





1


Introduction


This book is about cults, crime, shoddy goods, and the shrinking dollar. It’s about porno parlors, and sex shops, and men kissing in the streets. It’s about daughters shacking up, women on the rampage, marriages postponed, divorces on the rise, and no one having kids. It’s about old ladies getting mugged and raped, people shoved in front of trains, and shoot-outs at gas pumps. And letters that take weeks to get delivered, waiters who throw the food at you, rude sales help, and computers that bill you for things you never bought. It’s about broken benches, waterless fountains, cracked windows, dirty toilets, crater-filled roads, graffiti-covered buildings, slashed paintings, toppled statues, stolen books. It’s about shoelaces that break in a week, bulbs that keep burning out, pens that won’t write, cars that rust, stamps that don’t stick, stitches that don’t hold, buttons that pop off, zippers that jam, planes that lose their engines, reactors that leak, dams that burst, roofs that collapse. . . . It’s about astrologers, shamans, exorcists, witches, and angels in space suits. . . . It’s about a lot of other things that are new and strange in America today.


Violent crime is at an all-time high. Children are disrespectful. Vandalism is rampant. Premarital and extramarital sex for both men and women have become the norm; the birthrate is at an all-time low. There are more divorces and broken families than ever before, and there is a sharp rise in the number of homosexuals or at least in the number of people who publicly express and advertise homosexual preferences. There has also been a proliferation of California-style cults, a great burgeoning of interest in shamanism, astrology, witchcraft, exorcism, fundamentalism, and mind-changing sects ranging from est to the “Moonies” and Jim Jones’s jungle temple. At the same time people have lost pride in their work. Sales help are uncooperative and ill-informed. It’s hard to find competent secretaries, waiters and waitresses, bank clerks, and telephone operators. Also, America has lost its reputation for producing high-quality industrial goods. Automobiles and appliances are in constant need of repair and many items break as soon as their warranties expire. The whole economy seems to have gone berserk. A bizarre kind of inflation has attacked the dollar. Prices keep rising even though consumer demand slumps and unemployment gets worse. Billions doled to people on welfare get spent on shoes and clothing made in Taiwan or Korea while American shoe, clothing, and textile factories go out of business.


Is there a relationship between inflation and the increase in self-identified homosexuals? Between rising divorce rates and shoddy consumer products? Between women’s liberation and rising urban crime rates? Between the proliferation of far-out cults and the increase in rude and uncooperative sales help? Why is all this happening at the same time?


I have been studying peoples and cultures other than my own—in South America, India, and Africa—for over three decades. In the back of my mind I always thought that the study of customs and institutions in remote areas of the world might someday be useful for understanding my native land. Can insights gleaned from research in other societies now contribute to an explanation of why American customs and institutions have changed so radically?


One important point that anthropologists have always made is that aspects of social life which do not seem to be related to each other, actually are related. When one part of a culture changes, it has an effect on other parts that may not be seen at once. Often, the connection between one part and another may not be perceived by the very people whose lives are most affected by what is happening. If this is true, then we cannot hope to understand why any particular aspect of a people’s way of life has changed if we view it in isolation and do not study the interconnectedness of all the changes taking place—or at least, the interconnectedness of all the major changes.


Trained to live alone among strangers and to record and explain the diversity of human customs and institutions, anthropologists acquire a view of culture that is broader—more “holistic”—than that of other social scientists. As lone field-workers, preceded only by missionaries or occasional traders, anthropologists have had to cope with the problem of describing whole cultures and of seeing how the various parts of whole cultures fit together.


Bronislav Malinowski’s classic studies of the Trobriand Islanders typify the anthropological “imagination.” Malinowski tried to study everything: how the Trobrianders plant their gardens, sail their canoes, placate their ancestors, steal crops by means of magical incantations, find wives and husbands, and position themselves for sexual intercourse. He described their family life, their political organization, their system of chiefs and headmen, as well as the meanings they give to life and death. Of course, even a Malinowski could not really succeed in studying everything. Human social life in the smallest primitive bands and villages is far too rich and complicated to be grasped in its entirety. But like many other anthropologists he did try to draw a sketch of customs and institutions embracing the subject matter ordinarily studied by experts in several different disciplines such as economics, sociology, political science, psychology, geography, and history. I feel that something like this broad perspective is needed to understand changes in customs and institutions in complex nations just as much as it is needed to understand small primitive societies.


In the holistic tradition of anthropology, this book provides a general framework for understanding the bewildering changes taking place in America today. Since America is immensely more populous and complicated than a Trobriand village or the small town I myself once studied in the backlands of Brazil, this may seem to be a vain and foolish endeavor. But there are mitigating circumstances. In some respects it may actually be easier to gain a holistic view of American culture than of small exotic villages or tribes. One does not have to consume months painfully acquiring the rudiments of a new language, nor need one work alone groping toward an elementary grasp of utterly new customs and institutions. Here the problem is not that an anthropologist has to act as a proxy economist, sociologist, psychologist, and the rest. All the specialists have already been here, launched thousands of research projects, interviewed millions of native “informants,” and written enough articles and books to fill the Grand Canyon. Here it is the anthropologist who arrives last on the scene and has to contend not with a dearth of information but with a surfeit of information.


In other words, the problem of making sense out of the changes taking place in America today may be more a matter of having some general framework for showing the interconnectedness of data in many different disciplines than it is a matter of being an expert in any one of those disciplines. But what kind of general framework shall we use?
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