ism, and the attraction and the force
of a populist nationalism-the  cult of
the people and of the military power of
the nation, the meaning of which
Schlesinger cannot comprehend or
perhaps even discern. In 1955, William
F. Buckley Jr. launched his National
Review, his "conservative"-much
more accurately, his nationalist-
weekly on a shoestring. Forty years
later it had more subscribers than The
Nation and The New Republic together
(and the worldview of the latter had
begun to move in a neoconservative
direction). As late as 1989, Schles-
inger saw the collapse of the Soviet
empire as the long overdue triumph
of democracy against Communism.
He failed to see that the dissolution
of the Soviet empire as well as the
popularity of, say, Ronald Reagan
were due not to the appeal of liberal
democracy but to the appeal of na-
tionalism. Until the last pages of his
journals and, presumably, till the very
end of his life, Schlesinger kept writ-
ing and thinking about Democrats
and Republicans, liberals versus
anti-liberals.

His early book The Age of Jackson,
published in 1945, was a bestseller,
and it made Arthur Schlesinger Jr. fa-
mous. That his then hero Andrew
Jackson had nothing in common with
his later heroes, such as Stevenson or
Kennedy (though Jackson had a little
more in common with another South-
erner, Lyndon Johnson, whom
Schlesinger came to loathe), isworth
noting, but that is not my argument
now. The main problem is that
Schlesinger's view of history was
flawed. And why? Because of his view
of human nature-and  does not any
understanding of history rest on some
understanding of human nature? In
The Age of Jackson, the young Arthur
Schlesinger [r., quoting Pascal, wrote
this sentence: "Man is neither angel
nor brute"-a safe, liberal, gray, cen-
trist view of human nature. To the
contrary: Man isboth angel and brute.
This is something that Schlesinger,
whose next book after The Age of Jack-
son bore the title The Vital Center,
never understood-or  perhaps never
even thought about. He was a decent
man. He had a pleasant career. But
his journals are those of a very short-
sighted historian.
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FEAR OF FALLOWING

The specter of a no-growth world

By Steven Stoll

Discussed in this essay:

The Age of Abundance: How Prosperity Transformed America's Politicsand Cul-
ture, by Brink Lindsey. Collins. 394 pages. $26.95.
The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth, by Benjamin M. Friedman. Vin-

tage. 570 pages. $16.95 (paper).

Deep Economy: The Wealth of Communities and the Durable Future, by Bill
McKibben. Holt. 272 pages. $14 (paper).

Costco shoppers navigate with
carts broad enough to seat two
children side by side. The
carts had better be big. They need to
haul gallon jars of mayonnaise, 117-
ounce cans of baked beans, 340-
ounce jugs of liquid detergent, and
70-ounce boxes of breakfast cereal.
The coolers advertised for summer
picnics hold 266 cans. Giant ware-
house stores, shelved to the ceiling

Steven Stoll is Senior Fellow at the Rutgers
Center for Historical Analysis. His book
The Great Delusion: A Mad Inventor,
Death in the Tropics, and the Utopian
Origins of Economic Growth will be pub-
lished later this year by Hill and Wang.

with goods from all the waters and
forests of the world, make no excuses
for consumption. But although Cost-
co sells its goods in large packages,
there is no item here that cannot be
found at a corner grocery. So why
don't I lighten up and buy a pallet of
mango salsa? Because thundering all
around me is the scope and scale of
American economic growth. Here it
is possible to see the enormous

throughput of the economy-its ca-
pacity to mobilize resources and ener-
gy and turn out waste. One store
manager, on the floor for fourteen

years, tells me he has seen eight pal-
lets of paper towels move out the
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door in a single day. At forty pack-
ages to a pallet, twelve rolls to a pack-
age, this means nearly 4,000 rolls. |
can hear the sound of chain saws lay-
ing off as falling trees cut the air
somewhere high in the Cascades. The
guestion that comes to my mind
whenever | catch a glimpse of aggre-
gate consumption is always the same:
How can it last?

The question is a discomforting
one. Consumption is the essence of
economic growth, the sustained ex-
pansion in goods and services as mea-
sured by the gross domestic product.
Economists credit growth for declin-
ing rates of child mortality, widening
opportunities for education, and the
continuing flow of new technology
that in turn powers our ever greater
productivity. Many trace the begin-
nings of growth to the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, when war
and revolution dismantled feudal
states, opening up new social spheres
in which individuals were free to pur-
sue their private interests. Since then,
growth has become intrinsic to how
we understand progress. By the nine-
teenth century, machines that cap-
tured heat from burning coal radically
magnified the scale of human labor,
shattering a ceiling to accumulation
that had defined agrarian societies
since the domestication of wheat. In
that hot glow, it became clear that
increasing knowledge about the world
would translate into increasing con-
trol over it. All those who felt their
teeth rattle in their head as hundreds
of looms shook the beams and floors
of a water-powered factory, watching
bolts of cloth roll out like eggs from a
giant hen, walked away thinking that
the human economy no longer pos-
sessed definite limits.

The earliest advocates of econom-
ic growth celebrated it.as a physics of
society, in which amplified produc-
tion resulted in more robust con-
sumption, causing an outward shift
in wealth, investment, employment,
and production-a  positive feedback
loop promising that most fundamen-
tal of human desires: a more durable
existence. Political economists spoke
an almost mystical language, claim-
ing, in the words of Francis Amasa
Walker in 1892, that "there never
comes a time when more laborers

will not produce larger harvests.

There never comes a time when ad-
ditional capital introduced into agri-
culture cannot secure for itself some
return. Such is the condition under
which the earth is cultivated by hu-
man labor, for the supply of human
wants." That wishful thought served
as the blueprint of modernity, and
no shortage or other crisis succeeded
in rending it. For the past 250 years,
the industrialized world has expand-
ed and thrived on an escalating vol-
ume of material transferred from en-
vironments into commerce, manu-

Photograph  of trees being milled for paper towels, Baton Rouge, Louisiana © 2008 J. Henry Fair

facturing, construction, and agricul-
ture. The raw stuff of the planet
made growth possible, and growth,
in turn, reshaped the way people
thought about themselves, their
communities,. and the human condi-
tion itself.

Two important works of social his-
tory argue that the economic growth of
the past century has created a distinc-
tive political culture, particularly in
the United States. The more recent
is The Age of Abundance, in which
Brink Lindsey, a vice president of the
Cato Institute, the libertarian think
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tank, peers at the past fifty years of
American history through the prism of
economic growth, reading its influ-
ence into housing, popular literature,
religious ritual, and reality TV. Most of
all, Lindsey sees abundance as having
created anew cultural consensus based
on a post-scarcity vision of the world.
For generations, observers of society
in the United States have wondered
what unites us. Lindsey's answer is
boldly materialistic: we are united, he
writes, by our affluence. "Across class-
es and religions and ethnic back-
grounds, ‘enough’ proved an ever-
receding horizon, and the common
commitment to chase that horizon be-
came the glue that held an increas-
ingly pluralistic society together." Lind-
sey argues that plenty has produced a
new politics too, a shared libertarian-
ism that remains unacknowledged by
the major parties. To be American to-
day, in Lindsey's view, is to favor the
widest possible margins for "econom-
ic and cultural competition.”

What about the environmentalists?
Lindsey lumps them, along with most
other anti-establishment critics, into
what he labels the "Aquarian awaken-
ing," a movement that has attacked
mass affluence, failing to appreciate it
as "acultural achievement of the high-
est order.” Lindsey sympathizes with
the Aquarians' frustration, and even
lauds the tolerance they introduced,
but he finally interprets their rebellion
as a predictable response to abundance
itself and thus part of the overall nar-
rative of its triumph. By arguing that
environmentalism  “came along like
clockwork," he ignores Ohio's burning
rivers, California's oil spill, and Lon-
don's lethal smog, events that brought
20 million people (10 percent of the
United States in 1970) to participate in
the first Earth Day. Lindsey yields noth-
ing to Rachel Carson, the marine bi-
ologist whose 1962 3A:Cl 3EGC< made.
environmentalism into a popular move-
ment, calling the book "overwrought,”
its supporters "zealots,” and the move-
ment it inspired "hysteria,” even as he
acknowledges the necessity of the leg-
islation it also inspired.

The weightier book on abundance
is 4=: 1DG66A -DCH:FJ:C8:H D; /8DCDB0
icOGDLI=¢ by Harvard economist Ben-
jamin Friedman, who shares little of
Lindsey's politics and none of his op-
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timism. Friedman holds, along with
Lindsey, that a basic materialism un-
derlies tolerance and political civility,
but he sees these social bonds as fright-
eningly tenuous. "I believe,” he writes,

that the rising intolerance and incivil-
ity and the erodinggenerosityand open-
ness that have marked important as-
pects of American society in the recent
past have been, in significant part, a
consequence of the stagnation of Amer-
ican middle-class living standards dur-
ing much of the lastquarter of the twen-
tieth century.

Friedman makes a great deal of the
correlation  between the economy
and crime, seeing an upsurge in hos-
tility and anger among Americans-
including anti-immigrant  rhetoric,
private militias, domestic terror-
ism, and waning sympathy for the
poor-whenever incomes and GDP
flatten out.*

On environmentalism, Friedman's
view is more nuanced than Lindsey's.
He takes seriously the need for envi-
ronmental policy, and he has absorbed
some of the thinking prevalent among
industrial ecologists-that  greater effi-
ciency in resource use can prolong the
supply of non-renewable metals and
oil, holding out the possibility that sub-
stitutes will be found. Industrial ecol-
ogy also aims to reduce or eliminate
pollution. Friedman rightly associates
higher national living standards with
lower levels of air and water pollution,
but here his political economy runs
into difficulty. One reason that Amer-
ican cities are cleaner than they used to
be is that heavy manufacturing isnow
concentrated  in countries where cor-
porations are bound by fewer envi-
ronmental restrictions. We have ex-
ternalized the externalities  of our
consumption,  calling that an im-
provement in our quality of life. Fried-
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man's claim that pollution is a transi-
tional phase in economic develop-
ment sounds almost utopian. It does
not consider the problem of how to
export clean technology to countries
that cannot afford it, or the narrowing
time frame in which we might hold
off the melting of polar ice and Arc-
tic permafrost.

In the end, Friedman does ac-
knowledge that "the environment
will not simply take care of itself"
and that preserving growth means
investing in "the existing environ-
ment.” He seems to understand the
bind he is in, observing that to raise
the worldwide standard of living up
to the level now prevailing in Portu-
gal (the last country on the list of
the richest thirty) would quadruple
world economic output over the
next fifty years. By calling this rise a
"challenge,” Friedman puts a brave
face on what must reasonably be de-
scribed as an impossibility.

ur trouble lies in a simple con-
fusion, one to which econo-
mists have been prone since

the beginning of the Industrial Rev-
olutiorrGrowth  and ecology operate
by different rules. Economists tend to
assume that every problem of scarci-
ty can be solved by substitution, by
replacing tuna with tilapia, without
factoring in the long-term environ-
mental implications of either. But
whereas economies might expand,
ecosystems do not. They change-
pine gives way to oak, coyotes arrive
in New England-and  they reproduce
themselves, but they do not increase
in extent or abundance.year after year.
Most economists think of scarcity as
a labor problem, imagining that only
energy and technology place limits
on production. To harvest more wood,
build a 7:11:6 chain saw; to pump
more oil, drill more wells; to get more
food, invent pest-resistant plants.
That logic thrived on new frontiers
and more intensive production, and it
held off the prophets of scarcity-from
Thomas Robert Malthus to Paul
Ehrlich-whose  predictions of famine
and shortage have not come to pass.
The Agricultural Revolution that be-
gan in seventeenth-century  England
radically increased the amount of food
that could be grown on an acre ofland,
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