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Survey 20th Century
— Freedom from Want?

20

From each according to their ambitions to each well be-
yond their needs that is the capitalist creed.

IF YOU look at the past 100 years in the 40—50 countries that are
now considered rich what trend do you see Bradford De Long a
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professor at the University of California at Berkeley describes it in
the title of his forthcoming book on the 20th century as' Slouching®
towards Utopia”. Slouching because despite huge material and sci-
entific progress people are grudging@ about it all. Utopia not be-
cause perfection has been reached or is attainable but because the
state of wealth and knowledge in 1999 would have more than satisfied
the Utopias envisaged by many previous crystal-gazers® and prosely-
tisers®. Consider what has happened

Farming forestry and fishing which for centuries had meant hard
labour in 1913 accounted for 28% of employment in America
41% in France and 60% in Japan though only 12% in Britain.
Now mechanised farming and new technology have hugely in-
creased food production yet the proportion of the workforce em-
ployed in these arduous® activities has dropped below 6% in all
those countries.
Services seen today as a modern sector of the economy in some
countries already accounted for a larger share of jobs in 1913 than
did farming 43% in America and 44% in Britain though only
27% in France and 22% in Japan. Now the figures range from
60% in Japan to about 75% in America. But the nature of those
services has changed. A century ago most of them involved a di-
rect personal service being a servant in other words. Now
most are indirect and concerned with information education ac-
countancy government communication and so on.

So the rich today have far less direct command over people
— fewer servants fewer exclusive services — even though they
have far more command over things. Household tasks have be-
come increasingly mechanised through washing machines vacu-
um cleaners dishwashers and so on and food production more
industrialised reducing the time devoted to cooking at home.
That means far fewer women are employed as cooks and maids
but many more are able to go out to work.
Mass labouring in the fields was replaced by mass labouring in the
factory and with it employment by new large corporations
amid mass urbanisation and at times mass unemployment a new
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concept. This accelerated a change already under way in the 19th
century. But industry changed too production that had involved
a lot of craft skills was replaced by machine tools and routine as-
sembly work. Early cars were made by craftsmen and each one
was slightly different. Beginning in the 1920s in America though
much later in Western Europe and Japan products and processes
became standardised.

e Workers started to be treated as interchangeable albeit® trained
units organised more or less scientifically to make processes more
efficient. That was true for several decades in American capital-
ism German Nazism and Soviet communism alike. But whereas
in Germany and Russia production was celebrated and wages and
consumption were suppressed in America and the rest of Europe
consumption was king. As the century wore on more and more
people were employed for their technical literary and professional
skills as* white-collar” workers. Employment in non-profit or-
ganisations — charities private hospitals — also began to rise
providing nearly 8% of all jobs in America in 1995 6% in Brit-
ain and over 12% in the Netherlands.

e Mass consumption gave rise to mass advertising through the new
mass-communication outlets of radio and television as products
were sold with more emphasis on style image and brand. Vance
Packard complained in a 1957 book that advertisers were" hidden
persuaders”  manipulating® minds and denying free will. But
people went on buying and advertisers went on trying to work out
why.

e Throughout the century “ knowledge” — i.e brainpower — was

increasingly taking over from manpower horsepower and material

power. Norman Angell a British socialist pointed this out in
The Great Illusion” in 1910 Peter Drucker by then a manage-
ment guru wrote a book about it in 1967 Tony Blair and Bill

Clinton caught on in the late 1990s.

e Mass employment in mass production led to the creation of mass
trade unions and the securing of mass labour rights. By 1930
6.8% of workers in America and 25.3% in Britain belonged to a
trade union. By 1950 the numbers had risen steeply to 22. 3%
and 39.9% respectively. By 1996-1997 as employment had shif-
ted away from mass production and unions were felt to have be-
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come less effective at increasing most people’s bargaining power
or job security union membership had declined sharply to 14.
1% and 30.1% respectively.

America led in virtually everything growth productivity and in-
comes new products and new processes applying new ideas first
or most effectively even if it did not invent them. Early in the
century it received a big influx® of migrants from Europe. By
the end of the century it was virtually alone among the rich coun-
tries in still permitting substantial immigration although by now
most of its migrants were from Asia and Latin America.
Inequality diminished sharply thanks to mass education higher
wages progressive taxation and the increasing value particularly
for the poor of public services and job protection. War broke
some social barriers and taboos® but education made the biggest
difference. Some countries — Germany Japan — became more
equal than others such as Britain but especially the United States.
In the past 20 years inequality has begun to increase again.
Government spending as a share of GDP® in 1913 ranged from
1.8% in America 6.3% in Sweden 8.3% in Japan 12.7% in
Britain and 14.8% in Germany to 17% in France. Now it ranges
from 34% in America and 54% in France to 65% in Sweden re-
quiring levels of taxation that would have caused riots in 1900.
Health care and education were two growth areas but the biggest
slice® went to transfers and subsidies®— the taxing of one person
to hand the money to another who would not always be poorer.
Spending on leisure — which is hard to define but includes trav-
el entertainment and holidays — was also a new thing. It grew
from 2 —3% of GDP in America in the early 1900s to roughly
10% now. Where at the turn of the century a Briton® worked for
2 700 hours a year by the 1990s people in rich countries general-
ly put in only around 1 400 —1 800 a year. Paid holidays became
the norm ranging from two to three weeks a year in America and
Japan to six weeks a year in Germany. Beginning in the 1960s
and 1970s ordinary people joined the jet-set@.



Of this list of change and plenty that last point is especially worth
dwelling upon. Commentators® in the early 1900s would have been
surprised by all that money being spent on leisure and especially by
the idea that time off is being enjoyed by the poor as well as the rich
no work at weekends holidays at all let alone abroad. But they
would have been most surprised that once ordinary folks’ basic
needs were covered they carried on working hard.

In his book In Praise of Idleness Bertrand Russell wrote in
1935 “ The idea that the poor should have leisure has always been
shocking to the rich. ” But he went on to argue that “* Only a foolish
asceticism®... makes us continue to ... work in excessive quantities
now that the need no longer exists. ”

John Maynard Keynes would also have been surprised. I’ Eco-
nomic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren” written to brighten up the
gloomy days of 1930 he forecast that 100 years from then we would
be eight times better off in economic terms which has already hap-
pened  and that this would mean the long struggle to produce
enough to meet basic needs would at last be over. The majority
would then work for only 15 hours or so a week. A few would work
harder in pursuit of wealth. But most would not seeing the love of
money as' one of those semi-criminal semi-pathological® propensi-
ties@” .

He was wrong and most do not see money in that way. Why
not To want more than you have whether in monetary or other
terms is a basic human instinct. As they sang i* South Pacific” if
you don’t have a dream how can you have a dream come true But
also work has a value beyond providing a living and that applies to
humbler occupations as well as the high-brow®. The view held by
Russell and Keynes and echoed by Hannah Arendt in The Human
Condition in the 1950s that human beings are really frustrated phi-
losophers keen to spend time in contemplation©® has proved to be
bunkum@. After all to those writers contemplation was not leisure
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it was their work.

Are people happy amid all this plenty Andrew Oswald an eco-
nomics professor at Warwick University in Britain who has studied
data available for America and Europe finds that the most extreme
indicators of unhappiness — suicide or attempted suicide — show a
clear fall in the rich countries in proportion to the population. In
1911 he says 2 600 men in England and Wales committed suicide
in 1990 the figure was 2 800 in a much larger population. Less ex-
treme data are less reassuring however. In polls people in both
continents say they have become happier in recent decades especially
in Europe but everywhere the rise in happiness is a lot smaller than
the increase in wealth.

The most plausible® explanations are that relative wealth matters
far more than the absolute sort and satisfaction is always relative to
expectations.” Positional goods” i.e ways to establish your rela-
tive status through your car clothing or other possessions become
important in a society that is not only affluent® but has also shed®
the clear social rankings and rigidities® that were common in Europe
and Japan. Fred Hirsch a British economist and once a writer on
The Economist who coined the term in a book in 1976 argued that
the rise of positional goods would limit growth since by definition
they had to be scarce. Yet people have proved ingenious® at creating
ever more sources of exclusivity.

The importance of relativity is also a big reason why inequality
remains a serious issue even in countries where the poor have video
recorders. Rich conservatives often decry® this. But if those plump
and prosperous types? care about having more than others why
should it not be legitimate for the poorer people to care a lot about
having less Still inequality is at its most potent® when it reflects an
inequality of opportunity or access the sense that there are firm barri-
ers to progress regardless of effort or merit. That was particularly true
in Britain for example before mass public education and the break-
down of hereditary rankings.

Another reason however why plenty seems to bring neither
happiness nor relaxation is that luxury has not brought security ex-
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cept for a lucky few. Indeed some think that modern capitalism has
increased insecurity by substituting a heartless’ cash nexus®” i.e

wages for old ties of faith family community or social position.
This is an odd view in western society at least social position has
always in the end been founded on money. Jane Austen’s novels
were about little else. But perhaps the more that you have the more
you are worried about losing it.

From The Economist
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Human migration The term is vague. What people usually think of
is the permanent movement of people from one home to another.
More broadly though migration means all the ways — from the
seasonal drift of agricultural workers within a country to the reloca-
tion of refugees from one country to another — in which people
slake@ the fever or need to move.

Migration is big dangerous compelling. It’s Exodus® Ulysses
the Battle of Agincourt® Viking® ships on the high seas bound for
Iceland slave ships and civil war the secret movement of Jewish
refugees through occupied lands during world war [[. It is 60 million
Europeans leaving home from the 16th to the 20th centuries. It is
some 15 million Hindus Sikhs and Muslims swept up in tumultuous
shuffle of citizens between India and Pakistan after the partition of the
subcontinent in 1947.

Migration is the dynamic undertow® of population change
everyone’s solution everyone’s conflict. As the century turns mi-
gration with its inevitable economic and political turmoils® had
been called’ one of the greatest challenges of the coming century.”

But it is much more than that. It is as it has always been the
great adventure of human life. Migration helped create humans
drove us to conquer the planet shaped@ our societies and promises
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to reshape them again.

“ You HAVE A HISTORY book written in your genes " said
Spencer Wells. The book he’s trying to read goes back to long before
even the first word was written and it is a story of migration.

Wells a tall blond geneticist at Stanford University spent the
summer of 1998 exploring remote parts of Transcaucasia® and Cen-
tral Asia with three colleagues in a Land Rover® looking for drops
of blood. In the blood donated by the people he met he will search
for the story that genetic markers can tell of the long paths human life
has taken across the Earth.

Genetic studies are the latest technique in a long effort of mod-
ern humans to find out where they have come from. But however the
paths are traced the basic story is simple People. If early humans
hadn’t moved and intermingled as much as they did they probably
would have continued to evolve into different species. From begin-
nings in Africa most researchers agree groups of hunter-gatherers
spread out driven to the ends of the Earth.

To demographer® Kingsley Davis two things made migration
happen First human beings with their tools and language could
adapt to different conditions without having to wait for evolution to
make them suitable for a new niche®. Second as populations grew
cultures began to differ and inequalities developed between groups.
The first factor gave us the keys to the door of any room on the plan-
et the other gave us reasons to use them.

Over the centuries as agriculture spread across the planet peo-
ple moved toward places where metal was found and worked and to
centers of commerce that then became cities. Those places were in
turn invaded and overrun by people later generations called barbari-
ans®. The names of some of these groups have become symbols of
upheaval Hittites® Scythians@ Visigoths® Vandals©® and lest®
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we forget Attila’s® vigorous warriors the Huns.

In between these storm surges were steadier but similarly pro-
found tides in which people moved out to colonize or were captured
and brought in as slaves. For a while the population of Athens that
city of legendary enlightenment was as much as 35 percent slaves.

“ What strikes me is how important migration is as a cause and
effect in the great world events " Mark J. Miller co-author of The
Age of Migration and a professor of political science at the University
of Delaware told me recently.

It is difficult to think of any great event that did not involve mi-
gration. Religions spawned® pilgrims® or settlers wars drove refu-
gees before them and made new land available for the conquerors
political upheavals@ displaced thousands or millions economic inno-
vations drew worker and entrepreneurs like magnets ® environmental
like famine® or disease pushed their bedraggled? survivors anywhere
they could replant hope.

“ It’s part of our nature this movement " Miller said.” It’s just
a tact® of the human condition. ”

What drives this fact of nature and how is it likely to change

humans next Over the past months I met a lot of people who were in
various stages of migration. Without exception they were kind and
gentle people. But the forces that drove them were ruthless©.
It was during the nighttime when the soldiers came ” said my
interpreter Muhammad.” They started to kill people I mean shoot-
ing. And some of the refugees’ relatives were killed. Yes some
of their family were killed. ”

I was in an enclosure® on the Tanzanian shore of Lake Tanganyi-
ka®. The roof was a blue tarp@ printed UNHCR United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees. The UNHCE has programs in over a hun-
dred countries and in 1997 had a role in the lives of 22 million people.

About 20 refugees from the small African nation of Burundi®
which adjoins Tanzania to the northwest sat inside. The day before
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