The Prophet Motive, Daniel Bell's take on capitalism, 20 years later.  By Rick Perlstein
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This month, Daniel Bell's masterwork The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism arrives in stores in a 20th-anniversary edition with a 56-page afterword by the author. Its reissue raises an interesting question: Bell has always styled himself as much a prophet as a sociologist. So how will he address the fact that nearly every one of the predictions ventured in his 1976 classic was wrong?

Daniel Bell is, simply, one of the most important cultural critics of the postwar era, though also something of an anomaly, with his uncompromising commitment to both economic equality and bedrock cultural conservatism. His 1960 book, The End of Ideology, virtually set the agenda for a generation of social analysts. His 1973 work, The Coming Post-Industrial Society, produced, along with a household phrase, a brilliant new way to characterize the kind of world we live in now--as one determined by the control of information rather than of things.
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Three years later, he wrote The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism. Its story begins in 16th-century Europe, when capitalists--people who used money to make money--got a new religion. By equating godliness with working hard at a worldly calling, Protestantism brought honor to the previously despised craft of profit-making by yoking it to a set of moral values: delayed gratification, enterprise, self-denial. But this Eden, Bell reported in the dolorous cadences of a modern Jeremiah, is not the world we live in now. Somewhere in the passing of the centuries, these abstemious tradesmen tasted of the fruit. Freed from want and tempted by wealth, they threw off the discipline that had allowed wealth to coexist with morality in the first place.

In our own century, a new character enters the story: the modern artist, who introduces to the world an unprecedented way of living. He searches out new sensations and identities. Soon, so do we. Following the lead of the artist, "every individual, understandably, seeks to realize his full 'potential,' " Bell wrote, "and so the individual 'self' comes increasingly into conflict with the role requirements"--delayed gratification, enterprise, self-denial--"of the technical-economic order." Unmoored from tradition, the "individual can only be a cultural wanderer, without a home to return to." Hence the cultural contradiction of capitalism, borne on the wings of cubism, a boundless post-World War II economy, and easy credit with no money down.

After this history, Cultural Contradictions becomes a work of sociological prophecy. Citing the increased complexity of postindustrial societies, Bell foresaw, "inevitably," a concomitant rise in governmental regulation and international cooperation. Citing the government's "irreversible" commitment to redressing social inequalities, he forecast that the role of the free market would diminish. "We now move," he proclaimed, "to state-managed societies."

This shift, inevitable though it was, would carry dangers. From this "revolution in rising entitlements" flowed Bell's key economic prediction: Inflation would become a permanent fixture of the modern economy, "the largely inescapable consequence of a commitment to economic growth and full employment." Ultimately, Bell intimates darkly, the voracious sensation- and entitlement-seeking produced by capitalism will threaten the health of capitalism itself.
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Of course, none of this--bigger and bigger government, permanent inflation, world government, the implosion of capitalism's reward structures--has come to pass. Which is not to fault Bell the sociologist, whose diagnoses of the anomie of modern society remain brilliant. Rather, Bell the prophet--like most prophets--turned out wrong. That's excusable. A science of the future, remarked Émile Durkheim, has no subject matter. Still, it seems incumbent upon Bell, having delivered to his publisher an update of his diagnosis, and at least tacitly endorsing the claim that Cultural Contradictions still has relevance, to explain how and why his predictions misfired.

One of the themes of Cultural Contradictions remains relevant: its insistence on the shakiness of the moral foundations of both Communist and capitalist economies. Of the former, Bell correctly predicted that the Soviet system's failure to meet the legitimate desires of its constituents would spell its downfall. Of the latter, he ventured that the efficiency of the American economy in delivering on even its citizens' most questionable desires would threaten our ability to define a consensus on matters of public morality. That wasn't a bad prediction either, and Bell's afterword is best when it describes the spectacle of MCA picking up a controlling interest in Interscope Records a month after Time Warner dropped the company because of its association with gangsta rap.

Yet the afterword is silent about Bell's errant prophecy about the decline of the market, which, he predicted, would occur when the managers entrusted with its care began to indulge their cultural appetites. "A corporation finds its people being straight by day and swingers by night," he wrote. It's not just Bell's slang that's become outdated. In the decade after he wrote this, work came increasingly to be portrayed as a form of fulfilling play, so that today's most popular management expert, Tom Peters, is pictured on the back cover of his latest book wearing a T-shirt and juggling. Play, on the other hand, became strenuous work. That it is often pursued by way of strange contraptions such as Nautilus machines, or with the hyperachieving single-mindedness of a Martha Stewart, suggests that, if anything, the ethic of impressing one's peers by denying oneself a life of ease--the ethic of the early capitalist--has been waxing, not waning.

Meanwhile, some of the best capitalists these days are swingers. Bell dismissed 1960s counterculture--the "counterfeit culture," he called it, "a children's crusade that sought to eliminate the line between fantasy and reality and act out in life its impulses under a banner of liberation." But like it or not, the counterculture ended up producing some of our most nimble entrepreneurs, from Ben & Jerry to those wacky hackers in garages who turned breadboards into personal computers.

Another of Bell's missed calls is more portentous. Today, we find not an increase in state provision but a downscaled sense of social possibility in which citizens wish to scrap every entitlement but their own. In 1976, Bell noted that one of the puzzles of industrial democracies was that masses of voters don't use their electoral muscle to command a more equal distribution of wealth. Thanks to the revolution in rising entitlements, Bell promised, such an effort would soon be made. Instead, a scant four years later, blue-collar workers didn't vote themselves a raise; they voted themselves Ronald Reagan.

Bell's manuscript was written in the immediate aftermath of America's humiliations in Watergate and Vietnam, amid something new in the history of capitalism: the simultaneous existence, thought impossible by conventional wisdom, of inflation and stagnation. His is a tragedian's tale of how these twin calamities were brought on by hubris--our overweening faith in ourselves and our ability to pursue social goals and self-fulfillment at the same time. And yet this vision of economic equality, along with the specter of permanent inflation, was handily dispatched by the Federal Reserve's discovery that if you stopped pursuing full employment, curbing inflation wasn't so hard after all.

Today we have not a tragedy of inflated expectations but the prosaic fallout from diminished ones, not an expansion of the public's will but the privatization of society, not capitalists torn between hedonism and industry but the integration of hedonism with industry. What would Daniel Bell say? Our cultural contradictions await their Jeremiah.

http://slate.msn.com/id/3123
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The American infatuation with Lewis and Clark grows more fervent with every passing year. The adventurers have become our Extreme Founding Fathers, as essential to American history as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson but a lot more fun. Last month, President Bush announced the Lewis and Clark bicentennial celebration, a three-year, 15-state pageant that begins Jan. 18 in Virginia and could draw as many as 25 million tourists to the Lewis and Clark trail by the time it wraps up in 2006. The same week as Bush's speech, Time devoted a special issue to the expedition, 42 salivary pages of Lewis and Clark. 

Bookstores have been stuffed with Lewis and Clark volumes since the publication of Stephen Ambrose's  [image: image4.png]
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in 1996. There are scores of trail guides, multivolume editions of the explorers' journals, a dozen books about Sacagawea, three histories of Fort Clatsop, a Lewis and Clark cookbook, and at least three books about Meriwether Lewis' dog, Seaman. 

Our Lewis and Clark have something for everyone—a catalog of 21st-century virtues. They're multicultural: an Indian woman, French-Indians, French-Canadians, and a black slave all contributed to the expedition's success. They're environmental: Lewis and Clark kept prodigious records of plants and animals and were enthralled by the vast, mysterious landscape they traveled through. They're tolerant: They didn't kill Indians (much) but did negotiate with them. They're patriotic: They discovered new land so the United States could grow into a great nation. Lewis and Clark, it's claimed, opened the West and launched the American empire. 

Except they didn't. "If Lewis and Clark had died on the trail, it wouldn't have mattered a bit," says Notre Dame University historian Thomas Slaughter, author of the forthcoming Exploring Lewis and Clark: Reflections on Men and Wilderness.

Like the moon landing, the Lewis and Clark expedition was inspiring, poetic, metaphorical, and ultimately insignificant. First of all, Lewis and Clark were not first of all. The members of the Corps of Discovery were not the first people to see the land they traveled. Indians had been everywhere, of course, but the corps members were not even the first whites. Trappers and traders had covered the land before them, and though Lewis and Clark may have been the first whites to cross the Rockies in the United States, explorer Alexander MacKenzie had traversed the Canadian Rockies a decade before them.

After the celebration of their safe return, Lewis and Clark quickly sank into obscurity, and for good reason. They failed at their primary mission. Jefferson had dispatched them to find a water route across the continent—the fabled Northwest Passage—but they discovered that water transport from coast to coast was impossible. Jefferson, chagrined, never bragged much about the expedition he had fathered. 

Not discovering something that didn't exist was hardly Lewis and Clark's fault, but the expedition also failed in a much more important way. It produced nothing useful. Meriwether Lewis was supposed to distill his notes into a gripping narrative, but he had writer's block and killed himself in 1809 without ever writing a word. The captains' journals weren't published until almost 10 years after the duo's return; only 1,400 copies were printed, they appeared when the country was distracted by the War of 1812, and they had no impact. The narrative was well-told, but it ignored the most valuable information collected by Lewis and Clark, their mountains of scientific and anthropological data about the plants, animals, and Indians of the West. That material wasn't published for a century, long after it could have helped pioneers. 

Lewis and Clark didn't matter for other reasons. At the time of the journey, the Corps of Discovery "leapfrogged Americans' concerns," says American University historian Andrew Lewis (no relation to Meriwether). "They were exploring the far Missouri at a time when the frontier was the Ohio River. They were irrelevant." 

When the country did start catching up, decades later, the Lewis and Clark route didn't help. William Clark told President Jefferson that they had discovered the best route across the continent, but he could hardly have been more wrong. Lewis and Clark took the Missouri through Kansas, Iowa, Nebraska, the Dakotas, and Montana before crossing the Rockies in Northern Idaho. Their route was way too far north to be practical. No one could follow it. Other explorers located better, southerly shortcuts across the Continental Divide, and that's where Western settlers went. Lewis and Clark aficionados delight today in the unspoiled scenery along the trail. The reason the trail remains scenic and unspoiled is that it was so useless. 

In a few years, Lewis and Clark disappeared from the American imagination and the American project. Lewis was dead, and Clark spent the rest of his life on the frontier, supervising relations with Indians—an important job, but not one that gave him any say over government policy. Meanwhile, other daredevils captured the popular fancy, especially during the great wave of exploration in the mid-19th century. John C. Frémont enthralled the country with his bold Western trips. John Wesley Powell—the one-armed Civil War veteran—made his name by rafting the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. The midcentury explorers provided information that was vastly more productive than anything Lewis and Clark offered. 

By the late 19th century, Lewis and Clark were negligible figures. They weren't found in textbooks, according to the University of Tulsa's James Ronda, a leading scholar of the expedition. Americans didn't hearken back to the adventure. It was so unimportant that Henry Adams could dismiss it in no time flat in his history of the Jefferson administration as having "added little to the stock of science and wealth." 

The first Lewis and Clark revival occurred at the turn of the 20th century, when the journals were published again after an 80-year hiatus. Americans were remembering the trip only after the West had been settled, the Indians had been wiped out, and the frontier closed. During the years that the empire was actually being built, at the time of settlement and conquest, Americans hadn't cared at all about Lewis and Clark. 

After World War I, says Ronda, the expedition was ignored again. University of Texas historian William Goetzmann says that when he was writing his Pulitzer-Prize-winning Exploration and Empire: The Explorer and the Scientist in the Winning of the American West in the mid-'60s, he wasn't even going to include Lewis and Clark, but "my publisher talked me into it."

But by the late '60s, Americans had rediscovered Lewis and Clark, and their fervor has not flagged since. The creation of the 3,700-mile Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail in 1978 made the story accessible in a way that history rarely is. Millions of people have followed Lewis and Clark's footsteps and oar-swings since the trail opened. Ambrose's book attracted tens of thousands of new fans to the tale. The expedition's various appeal—ecological, patriotic, diverse, literary, thrill-seeking—gives it traction. More and more Americans read directly from the captains' journals, whose blunt, direct, and oddly beautiful language makes the story live. And the United States, as Ronda notes, is a country that loves road stories, and there is none more vivid or exciting than Lewis and Clark's.

But our fascination with Lewis and Clark is much more about us than about them. The expedition is a useful American mythology: How a pair of hardy souls and their happy-go-lucky multiculti flotilla discovered Eden, befriended the Indian, and invented the American West. The myth of Lewis and Clark papers over the grittier story of how the United States conquered the land, tribe by slaughtered, betrayed tribe. 

Lewis and Clark didn't give Americans any of the tools they required to settle the continent—not new technology, not a popular narrative, not a good route, not arable land. It didn't matter. Nineteenth-century pioneers were bound to take the great West, with or without Lewis and Clark. Their own greed, ambition, bravery, and desperation guaranteed it. They did not need Lewis and Clark to conquer and build the West. But we do need Lewis and Clark to justify having done it.

http://slate.msn.com/id/2069382
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Who killed Meriwether Lewis? 
A FORENSIC SCIENTIST NAMED JAMES STARRS
THINKS THE FAMOUS EXPLORER MAY HAVE
BEEN MURDERED -- AND WANTS TO DIG UP HIS
BODY TO TRY TO FIND OUT.
BY LEIGHTON WOODHOUSE | In the afternoon of Oct. 10, 1809, Meriwether Lewis rode up to an inn called Grinder's Stand, a small log cabin in the Tennessee mountains on the Natchez Trace, the old pioneer road between Natchez, Miss., and Nashville, Tenn. He was traveling to Washington, where he hoped to clear up debts to the War Department he had incurred while serving as the first American governor of the Louisiana Territory. Then he planned to deliver the priceless journals of his great expedition, which had come to a triumphant conclusion just three years earlier, to his Philadelphia publishers. 

The 35-year-old explorer appears to have been in a desperate state. One month earlier, on Sept. 11, he had written his will. At about the same time, according to a letter written by the commander of a fort where Lewis had stayed on his trip, Lewis had twice tried to kill himself, either by jumping overboard or by shooting himself, while traveling down the Mississippi River by boat. The commander, Capt. Gilbert Russell, wrote that he had been forced to hold Lewis, who had been drinking heavily, on 24-hour suicide watch at the fort for a week. Lewis' companion on the trip, James Neelly, later told Thomas Jefferson that Lewis "appeared at times deranged in mind." Historians have speculated that Lewis may have been tormented by manic depression, or even suffering from syphilis. 

Lewis asked Mrs. Grinder, whose husband was absent, whether there was room in her inn. Neelly had stayed behind to round up two stray horses and was planning on meeting Lewis at the next residence inhabited by white people. Except for two servants, who were trailing behind, burdened by heavy trunks, Lewis was alone. 

According to the conventional scholarly view, later that night, Lewis, after tormentedly pacing in his room for several hours and talking out loud, shot himself once in the head, grazing his skull, and then again in the chest. Still alive, he may or may not have tried to finish the job by cutting himself from head to toe with his razor blades. He died shortly after sunrise on Oct. 11. 

On the face of it, there would not seem to be much reason to question this account. But there has long been a dissenting body of thought that holds that Lewis was not the victim of a suicide, but of a murder. This position was first enunciated by scholar Vardis Fisher in his 1962 book "Suicide or Murder? The Strange Death of Governor Meriwether Lewis." Eldon G. Chuinard, the authority on the medical history of the Lewis and Clark expedition, took a similar position in a journal article published in 1992. 

The dispute might have remained one of those unresolvable hobby-horses of interest only to a passionate handful of historians and Americana buffs. But recently, thanks to James E. Starrs, it has heated up. Starrs, a professor of law and forensic sciences at George Washington University, also believes that Meriwether Lewis may have been murdered -- but he is not content to debate the issue in the pages of obscure journals. Starrs wants more concrete evidence: He wants to dig up Meriwether Lewis' remains. 

In 1996, Starrs spearheaded a plan to exhume Lewis' remains, and helped convince a Tennessee coroner's jury that the National Park Service, on whose land Lewis is buried, should allow it. Only through such an investigation, Starrs believes, will it be possible to render a decisive, scientific verdict to end the debate. 

Starrs has been joined in his effort by John Guice, a history professor at the University of Southern Mississippi, who has been studying the history of the Natchez Trace for 10 years. "When I started researching the history of the Natchez Trace," Guice says, "it became abundantly clear to me that the only way that we would get a definitive answer [about] Meriwether Lewis would be to have a forensic examination of his remains. I might add that this is a conclusion I reached before I ever heard of professor Starrs." 

Starrs' exhumation effort also has the overwhelming endorsement of Lewis' descendants, 160 of whom have signed a statement supporting it. Dr. William Anderson of Williamsburg, Va., one of Lewis' two closest living relatives, calls Starrs' proposal a "wonderful opportunity ... a golden opportunity to attempt to find out what happened." 

"There's been a lot of conjecture, imagination and fictionalizing in books and so on, but very little of it is based on known fact," he says. "And the only chance I can see of ever settling the thing would be what professor Starrs hopes to do." 

But in order for that to happen, the National Park Service would have to agree -- and it doesn't. The NPS has effectively resisted the jury verdict, saying that allowing an exhumation would set a dangerous precedent that could lead to national monuments all over the country being dug up. The NPS is a formidable obstacle: One of Starrs' friends, who is also the former chief historian of the Park Service, warned him, "You'll never win. You're fighting the National Park Service." 

Starrs, however, will not be deterred so easily. His zeal is evident the moment he begins to speak on the topic of Lewis' death. A scientist who has ventured into historians' territory, he believes his project has been held back by interdisciplinary warfare -- and has less than flattering things to say about historians. "I tend to side with Voltaire," Starrs says. "Voltaire said that 'God in all of his omnipotence can't change the past. That's why he created historians.'" 

Stephen Ambrose may not hold similarly dismal views of scientists, but he thinks Starrs is sniffing around the wrong bones. Ambrose, a noted historian and the author of a bestselling 1996 biography of Lewis, "Undaunted Courage," believes that Starrs is simply misguided: He thinks the record clearly shows that Lewis died by his own hand, and he sees no value in an exhumation. In his book, Ambrose dismisses the venerable Lewis-was-murdered theory, stating tersely that the "literature is not convincing; the detailed refutation by [historian] Paul Russell Cutright is." In a recent New York Times Magazine article about the boom in forensic historical research headlined "Tabloid History," Ambrose lambasted Starrs' undertaking and even wrote to President Clinton on the matter. "What Starrs calls controversy, isn't," the article quotes that letter as reading. "Let him rest." 

"Let the man rest?" Starrs replies incredulously. "Do you think he is resting, knowing that we are trying, desperately, to find, one way or the other, the truth of the matter?" 

As for Ambrose, he is weary of the subject. "If they want to dig him up, they should dig him up," he says with exasperation. "I'm not going to object to it. I don't have any say in it. It's not my body ... The president knows what I think. The National Park Service knows what I think ... I've had my say." 

Starrs is just one of a number of scholars in recent years who have made headlines -- and ruffled feathers -- by using forensic techniques in an attempt to resolve historical conundrums. It was Starrs who disinterred the remains of Jesse James and confirmed that they were the real McCoy. The New York Times Magazine article profiled Starrs alongside researchers involved in such projects as analyzing a lock of Beethoven's hair for signs of syphilis and using computer-imaging software to determine whether Emily Dickinson's personal letters conceal testimonies of a lesbian relationship. Featured as well, of course, was retired pathologist Eugene Foster's DNA investigation of the Thomas Jefferson-Sally Hemings case. 

Starrs was dismayed to find his project lumped in with what he considered sensationalistic forensic enterprises (though some might argue that whether or not Beethoven suffered from syphilis is at least as historically valid a question as whether Meriwether Lewis was murdered). Not surprisingly, some of Starrs' colleagues have bristled at his criticisms. "Jim has his share of detractors in the forensic science community. Some find his pointed comments on some of our professional shortcomings too pointed," says forensic scientist Barry Fisher, adding that he himself considers Starrs "a voice of conscience in forensic science." Starrs himself is also not immune to the charge of sensationalism. "I am concerned that occasionally you hear comments that he is more or less seeking publicity, which is certainly not true," says his colleague Guice, who describes Starrs as being "totally dedicated to seeking out the truth in this matter" and as "a man of the highest integrity." 

Forensic historical research is controversial in part because of questions of propriety: It involves many of the same issues as a decision to perform an autopsy. In Lewis' case, the fact that his family has signed off on the exhumation removes one major objection. But a larger historical question remains. Certainly, before giving scientists permission to take the extraordinary step of exhumation, it's reasonable to expect that they give compelling reasons. Mere suspicion should not be enough -- after all, virtually every historical event more than 50 years old can be called into question. There must be, at the very least, reasonable doubt -- and some would argue that the burden of proof lies with the revisionists. Have Starrs and his fellow revisionists raised sufficient doubt about the conventional version of how Lewis died to justify his proposed removal? 

The thesis that Lewis committed suicide rests upon several pieces of circumstantial evidence (no firsthand evidence exists to support either position). First, there's Capt. Russell's document asserting that Lewis had tried to kill himself twice on his journey, that he was drinking heavily and that he had to be placed under suicide watch. Second, there is the contemporaneous account of Mrs. Grinder. Third, there is the reaction of the man who knew Lewis best, his fellow explorer William Clark, who wrote upon hearing of Lewis' death, "I fear O' I fear the weight of his mind has overcome him, what will be the Consequence?" Finally, there is the fact that neither Clark nor Thomas Jefferson, who also knew Lewis intimately, ever doubted that Lewis killed himself. After Lewis' death, Jefferson wrote that "Governor Lewis had from early life been subject to hypochondriac affections ... I observed at times sensible depressions of mind ... his Western expedition ... suspended these distressful affections; but after his establishment at St. Louis in sedentary occupations they returned upon him with redoubled vigor, and began seriously to alarm his friends." 

It's an impressive array of evidence, but Starrs and the revisionists question all of it. Their most powerful counter-argument is the fact that Mrs. Grinder, the sole witness, gave differing accounts of what happened, and that her account differs from several other accounts. 

According to a letter James Neelly wrote to Jefferson, Lewis arrived at Grinder's Stand to find Mrs. Grinder alone. Mrs. Grinder, "discovering the governor to be deranged, gave him up the house & slept herself in one near it." The servants slept in the nearby stable loft. At around 3 a.m., Mrs. Grinder heard "two pistols fire off in the Governors Room." She woke up the servants, but by the time they arrived upon the scene, they were too late to save Lewis, who "had shot himself in the head with one pistol & a little below the breast with the other." The dying Lewis uttered to his servant, "I have done the business my good Servant give me some water." His servant obliged him, but to little avail. Lewis died a short while after. 

By his own account, Neelly arrived upon the scene only after Lewis' death. His letter to Jefferson described only what he had gathered posthumously from Mrs. Grinder, who was an aural witness but not an eyewitness to the shooting. Yet Mrs. Grinder's own muddled accounts hurt the credibility of Neelly's case. Mrs. Grinder's description of the event found its way into four separate written accounts; in each telling, her story was different. Alexander Wilson, the renowned ornithologist, also heard Mrs. Grinder's story, in a separate telling. Wilson transcribed her account in an 1811 letter to one of his colleagues. 

In this rendition, Mrs. Grinder remained awake, terrified, listening to Lewis talking to himself, sometimes violently, all night. She heard a pistol fire, a heavy thud, an exclamation of "O Lord!" and another shot. Lewis cried out to her, "O madam! Give me some water, and heal my wounds," but Mrs. Grinder did not go in, watching Lewis through the spaces between the logs in the kitchen wall. Lewis staggered outside, fell and rested beside a tree. Eventually he returned to his room, where Mrs. Grinder heard him scraping a bucket with a gourd for water. Mrs. Grinder allowed Lewis to suffer for two hours. Finally, she sent two of her children to the barn to awaken the servants. When the servants came to Lewis, they found him with part of his forehead blown off, his brains exposed, "without having bled much." Lewis offered them all the money left in his trunk to blow his head off. The servants refused. About two hours later, Lewis died. His last words were "I am no coward; but I am so strong, [it is] so hard to die." 

Various aspects of this version of Grinder's account, as told by Wilson, have aroused suspicion. Some historians have observed that a frontier woman would not have acted so timidly. Others have wondered how Lewis, a famously capable shot, could have failed to kill himself. 

Further complicating matters is the account given by Capt. Russell, who, after asserting that Lewis shot himself in the head and the breast (the ball in the latter case having "entered and passing downward thro' his body came out low down near his back bone") claims that Lewis "got his razors ... and ... was found ... by one of the servants, busily engaged in cuting [sic] himself from head to foot." This grisly detail is absent from Grinder's accounts. 

Scrutinizing these and other accounts has become a cottage industry among Lewis historians ever since Vardis Fisher opened the debate in the 1960s. Since then, nearly everyone involved has been implicated by one researcher or another as a murder suspect. First and foremost is Neelly, fingered most famously by Dr. E.G. Chuinard, the authority on the medical history of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Chuinard points to evidence -- including the angle of trajectory described in Russell's account -- to argue that Lewis awoke to find Neelly rifling through his belongings, and was shot by Neelly as he rose from the floor. Lewis' servant, Pernier, is another major suspect. According to legend, Lewis' mother accused him of murdering her son. There are even wild theories about Lewis dying in a conspiracy involving Thomas Jefferson, or Lewis sleeping with Mrs. Grinder and being caught by a violent Mr. Grinder. 

Starrs has little patience with such theories -- or, indeed, for the speculations, inferences and informed hypotheses that make up historical interpretation in general. "I only work with physical evidence," he says, "and if I don't have any physical evidence, there's no way in which I can pinpoint the blame on any particular person." He does allow himself to speculate that Lewis might have been mistaken for a merchant and killed by one of the robbers who, he asserts, were common on the Trace. Such a scenario could also explain why Mrs. Grinder, afraid for her own life as Lewis was attacked in the next room, failed to emerge from where she cowered, Starrs suggests. (In "Undaunted Courage," however, Ambrose asserts that "no robbery had been reported for years" on the Natchez Trace.) 

As for Jefferson's and Clark's lack of suspicion that Lewis was murdered, which Ambrose makes much of, Starrs scoffs. Saying the argument "infuriates me as a logician," he contends that what Jefferson and Clark may or may not have believed proves nothing. 

But even if Grinder's account is deemed unreliable, Jefferson's and Clark's reactions ruled immaterial and Neelly's testimony tainted because he is a suspect, what about the assertion by Capt. Russell that Lewis had tried to kill himself twice on the same trip -- a claim that, if not knocked down, makes the murder theory about as believable as O.J. Simpson's claim that he wants to find the real killer? Russell's version is given in just one document, which Starrs and other revisionists find suspicious because Russell's signature is not the same as his usual one and because the document appeared so long after the event had taken place. The revisionists also claim that Russell, not being one of Lewis' intimates, is not an unassailable witness. Whether these objections raise sufficient doubts about Russell's account to warrant Starrs' massive labors -- and to justify digging up Lewis' bones -- is a judgment call. 

In any case, after nearly 200 years of worms and decay dissolving Lewis' remains, what exactly does Starrs hope to find? In preparation for the exhumation, Starrs has used ground-penetrating radar technology and studied the topography, geology, water drainage and soil composition of the area around the national monument that marks Lewis' grave to determine the likelihood that his remains are suitably preserved for a fruitful analysis. He is convinced that there is a strong chance that they are. 

If his suspicion proves accurate, a wealth of information may be lying below those several feet of dirt. By studying the bone trauma that presumably resulted from the two shots, Starrs explains, he could trace the bullet paths and determine if indeed one of the bullets "entered and passing downward thro' his body came out low down near his back bone." Starrs owns an exact replica of the type of flintlock Lewis carried, and contends that it is impossible to fire the weapon on oneself at such an angle without the powder falling out. Consequently, if an exhumation were to confirm the bullet path described in the account, Starr argues that it would be unlikely, if not impossible, that the wound was self-inflicted. The same evidence might also indicate which hand Lewis used to shoot himself. Handwriting analyses show that Lewis was almost certainly right-handed. Starrs could determine from the skeleton whether the path corresponds to the use of Lewis' own right hand. Finally, if Lewis indeed killed himself at point-blank range, then, according to Starrs, there would be residues of "massive black powder" around his wounds. Such residues, which are carbonaceous, are practically immune to decay. If they do not mark Lewis' remains, logic dictates that Lewis could not have shot himself but must have been shot from a distance by an assailant. 

"Why don't we just dig the man up, and see what we can find?" Starrs says, adding, "I'm playing the games of historians. I'm doing just what the historians do. Speculating, and speculating, and surmising and so on. Let's look for the hard evidence." 

In the field of historiography, however, the distinction between "hard" and inconclusive evidence is not as easy to draw as in the natural sciences. In a recent issue of Nature magazine, the researchers who confirmed Jefferson's paternity of Sally Hemings' child admitted that their evidence was less conclusive than their original article had implied. While the genetic evidence Eugene Foster and his colleagues had found tied the Hemings family to the Jefferson family, it could not tie it to Thomas Jefferson himself. Science yielded definitive answers, but only to limited questions. "Y chromosome data," as the Nature article pointed out, "cannot be used to identify individual paternity within the Jefferson clan. That's a job for historians, Foster says." 

Meriwether Lewis' case may well prove to be no different. If Starrs convinces the National Park Service to relent and manages to unearth new material evidence that proves Lewis was murdered -- an outcome obviously by no means assured -- he will have performed a valuable historical service, and settled a fascinating debate once and for all. But who killed Lewis, and why, will remain a mystery. And it will still be up to historians like Ambrose to take that new information and recast it within the historical narrative of Lewis' life. For all of Starrs' scorn for the endless speculations of historians, their stories -- based not just on carbon dating and bone fragments but also on that unverifiable quality called judgment -- will always have the last word. 
SALON | March 22, 1999 
Leighton Woodhouse is a freelance writer living in New York. 

http://archive.salon.com/it/feature/1999/03/22feature.html
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The Real American Love Story, Why America is a lot less white than it looks.  By Brent Staples, Posted Tuesday, Oct. 5, 1999, at 12:28 AM PT 
The PBS broadcast last month of An American Love Story--a 10-hour film about an interracial family--spawned a great deal of chatter to the effect that mixed-race couplings were the wave of the future. In fact, they are the wave of the past. Interracial marriages accounted for only 2.2 percent of all marriages in the Current Population Survey of 1992, a gain of only two-tenths of a percent over 1980, and the number of mixed couplings actually decreased slightly in 1991. The census pattern suggests that slightly more interracial couples will fall into each other's arms in the coming years but that there will be nothing resembling a dramatic acceleration of marriage across the color line.

But America already has almost 400 years of race mixing behind it, beginning with that first slave ship that sailed into Jamestown harbor carrying slaves who were already pregnant by members of the crew. Americans have grudgingly accepted the fact that sex between masters and slaves such as Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings was frequent, leading to a many-hued race of people who do not look African at all, even though they call themselves "African-American." Outside of recent African immigrants to the United States, there are virtually no black Americans of purely African descent, which is to say no black people who lack white ancestry, left in this country.

Four centuries of race mixing have had a similar impact on Americans who define themselves as white. Convincing estimates show that by 1950 about one in five white Americans had some African ancestry. This inheritance most often arrived at the bedroom door in the form of a fair-skinned black person who had slipped over the color line to live as white. Put another way, most Americans with African blood in their veins think of themselves as white and conduct themselves as such--and check "white" when they fill out census forms.

How did so much "black" blood get into so many "white" people? Consider the story behind the 1967 case of Loving vs. Virginia, in which the Supreme Court overturned laws in 17 states that forbade black people and white people to marry. Richard Loving was white and Mildred Jeter was black. In 1958, weeks after the two were married, the Caroline County sheriff dragged them from their marriage bed and jailed them for the crime of being married. The Lovings were then exiled from Virginia under pain of imprisonment. In banishing the couple from the Old Dominion, the Caroline County judge said from the bench: "Almighty God created the races, white, black, yellow, Malay, and red and placed them on separate continents, and but for the interference with his arrangement there would be no cause for such marriages. The fact that he separated the races shows that he did not intend the races to mix."

This statement would have been ludicrous anyplace but was especially laughable in Caroline County--and in the Lovings' hometown of Central Point, which had been an epicenter of race mixing for at least 200 years. There were many such centers in the South. In cities such as Charleston, S.C., and New Orleans, for example, white families and their fair-skinned black relatives lived so close together that they bumped into each other on the street. Mixed-race people were initially treated as a "new people" who existed in the space between white and black and deserved a status not quite as high as whites but higher than that of black people in general. This special status began to dry up just before the Civil War and evaporated when slavery ended and free blacks competed with whites for jobs and political power. White Southerners became obsessed with drawing an impossible line that would preserve white "racial purity"--another way of referring to white political dominance. The "one-drop rule" defined as black anyone who had any black ancestry at all, even if that ancestry was invisible to the naked eye or in the genealogical record. Those who fell on the black side of the law often lost the rights to vote, to hold high-status jobs, and to defend their persons and property in the courts.

The revocation of special mulatto rights accelerated the practice of passing for white. Central Point was locally known as the "passing capital of the world." Passing for white was so common there that a section of Central Point had actually been named "Passing.'' Some Central Pointers lived as negroes at home but crossed the line to seize white privileges just an hour or two away in Richmond, Va. Local children were often taken for white during excursions to nearby towns, where they shopped in stores that did not serve blacks and were admitted to the "white only" sections of movie houses.

Having learned the rewards of whiteness early, these children grew up, moved away, and continued the charade. Those who entered the armed forces, which were segregated until 1948, were often classified as white and attached to all-white units. This made for dicey moments when brown-skinned classmates from Central Point turned up in all-black units. Some of these former classmates kept the secret, but a few exposed the passers as frauds. Neither Britain nor France had laws that forbade interracial marriage, and people in those countries had no clue what the Yanks were going on about when they argued over who was really white or really black. To the French and the British, race was defined by what you looked like: If you looked white, well then, you were.
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Back in Caroline County, soldiers who were passing were sure to travel home alone to prevent their white buddies from knowing who and what they were. The passers from Passing married white spouses, moved into white jobs, took up residence in white neighborhoods. When the couples returned to Central Point to visit, the town went along with the masquerade. Families ditched brown-skinned friends and relatives, and children stayed out of school to avoid being seen on the colored bus headed to the colored school. Principals and teachers stuck to the script. One of them told Ebony magazine in 1967 that blacks in Central Point had "infiltrated the white race more than any other group of Negroes. When a student plays hooky from school for a week and says an in-law is visiting the family, we understand. The kids just can't afford to catch the Negro school bus without giving away the racial identity."

This infiltration was common not just in Virginia but all over the United States. The most interesting document listed in the amicus briefs for Loving vs. Virginia is a statistical study called "African Ancestry of the White American Population" by Robert Stuckert, a sociologist and anthropologist from Ohio State University. Stuckert's statistical models are tough going, but eye-opening for what they show. Simply put, he examined census and fertility data to arrive at estimates of how many white Americans had African blood lines and how many fair-skinned blacks had crossed over the line to live as white. Stuckert's tables show that during the 1940s alone, roughly 15,550 fair-skinned blacks per year slipped across the color line--about 155,500 for the decade. Stuckert estimates that by 1950 about 21 percent of the whites--or about 28 million of the 135 million persons classified as "white" in the census--had black ancestry within the last four generations. He predicted that the proportion would only grow in the coming decades. The belief that one's ancestors are "racially uniform" is a basic American fiction, Stuckert wrote, but a fiction nonetheless.

http://slate.msn.com/id/35817
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What do Jefferson and Clinton have in common
(besides randiness)?
ANSWER: THEY'RE BOTH PROTECTED BY A GROUP OF CREDULOUS HISTORIANS.

BY CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS 
The annals of our poor and common species are, in part, also the annals of credulity. May I share with you my choicest quotation from the judicious and evenhanded world of last year's book reviews? It is the following: 

"Why would Jefferson risk his presidency and his historical reputation by continuing a liaison with Sally Hemings for at least five years after Callender's exposé appeared?" 

This exquisite piece of academic obfuscation -- I employ the term "obfuscation" to denote those who discard Occam and who create new woods and new trees where none grew before -- appeared in the March 10, 1997, New Republic. The author, Sean Wilentz, was reviewing Annette Gordon-Reed's brilliant study "Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy." The stylistic coincidence is hilarious enough. Between January and August of this year, Clinton partisans like Wilentz used up acres of everybody's time in the same way, as if to suggest that patriarchs and presidents wouldn't gamble other people's chips on their own gratification. (Also to suggest that, if they did, it was the fault of disreputable journalists like Callender for pointing it out.) On the cusp of the November elections, Wilentz resurfaced and sponsored a quickie historians' petition, rallying the profession to the side of President Clinton. The most eminent "signer" of this declaration was Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who was not known to me before as a historian of any kind, but who presumably squeezed in as a composer of profiles in Democratic opportunism. No sooner was the election a thing of the past -- history, you might say -- than Schlesinger appeared in full fig at the White House to receive, along with the more energetic and deserving Fats Domino, the National Humanities Medal. 

And we dare to condescend to our forebears, asking how they could have been so easily duped. 

No doubt there are historians at work already, proving that Jefferson's deathbed promise to his wife -- that he would never remarry -- was "legally accurate." (After all, he never did remarry, and she never exactly stipulated that he should not become a father again.) Thomas Paine knew the feeling. He thought Jefferson had undertaken -- had promised him -- not to allow slavery in the new territory of the Louisiana Purchase. Picture, if you will, his disillusionment when he found out that the grim vessels were plying the old trade in the old way. Picture, too, the agony suffered by a forgotten slave in western Kentucky, chopped to death in a meat-house by Jefferson's nephews, Lilburn and Isham Lewis. Robert Penn Warren wrote a fine poem about that event in 1953, called "Brother to Dragons." I waited all week to see if the DNA-generated article would allude to this, too. Not a squeak. Heredity can be bannered when crime and sexual promiscuity meet. But only, apparently, when we ask for whom the bell curves. 

Here is Joseph Ellis, author of "American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson." Until the high priests of DNA convinced him, he could look at all the living evidence of a slave-holder's carnality and pretend that he was confronted with a puzzle. Now, confronted with "real" science, he reflects: 

"President William Jefferson Clinton also has a vested interest in this revelation. He launched his first-time inaugural parade at Monticello and hosted at the White House a special screening of the Ken Burns documentary on Jefferson. I happened to be present at the reception afterward when Clinton asked the assembled historical consultants: 'Do you think the story of a sexual liaison with Sally Hemings is true?' When one of the historians responded in the negative, a look of disappointment streaked across the President's face." 

"Historical consultant" is an excellent neologism that could have been coined for the Schlesinger school. Start with "He didn't do it." Then shift effortlessly into "They all do it. Why, even at Camelot we all owned slaves and screwed them every which way. Mind you, we inherited them from the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration." 

Perhaps you think I jest. Perhaps you think I jest in poor taste. Perhaps, then, you did not read Arthur Miller's essay, "Salem Revisited," in the Oct. 15 New York Times: 

"In Salem, witch-hunting ministers had the solemn duty to examine women's bodies for signs of 'Devil's Marks' ... I thought of this wonderfully holy exercise when Congress went pawing through Kenneth Starr's fiercely exact report. Then there is the color element. Clinton, according to Toni Morrison, is our first black President, the first to come from a broken home, the alcoholic mother, the under-the-bridge shadows of our ranking systems." 

It was of course only Clinton's body that was examined, because of a secular lawsuit brought by a powerless woman against a powerful man. It was DNA that was scrutinized, not Satanic paw-prints. Counsel -- at vast public expense -- was available to the male defendant throughout. He seems to have managed to keep the witches and bitches at bay. Any other obvious "parallels"? Well, at least now we understood how to recognize blackness. It may be known, according to our senior anti-McCarthyite, by the tell-tale signs of the broken home, the alcoholic mother and the open-air sleepout. This is also a way of deciphering white trash, at least when it appears in printed form. Why not say, just for good measure, that the slave-owning serial flogger, sex maniac and kinsman to ax-murderers was "our first black president"? His claim, in the literal sense, is somewhat superior. And he has descendants, who like us are of no "race," to outlive any stain. Yet I sense no rush of progressive intellectuals in this direction. "The anatomy of man," said Freidrich Engels, "is the key to anatomy of the ape." Once one has heard the contemporary gibberings of Arthur Miller and the chest-poundings of Clinton, it becomes easy to see how an open secret in Charlottesville remained closeted for so long. 
SALON | Nov. 18, 1998 

http://archive.salon.com/it/feature/1998/11/cov_18featureb.html 

Doubting Thomas, What was Jefferson really up to?  By David Greenberg, Feb. 20, 1997
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As Jefferson biographer Joseph J. Ellis puts it, Americans are in the throes of a "Jefferson Surge." From Bill Clinton's 1992 inaugural festivities at Monticello to a 1994 mock trial of Jefferson led by Supreme Court Chief Justice William Rehnquist, we have developed something of an obsession with the Enlightenment thinker who articulated our basic principles of liberty, the main author of the Declaration of Independence. Now we have a three-hour television movie on our third president by acclaimed documentarian Ken Burns (it airs Feb. 18 and 19 on PBS) and three new books about the man: Ellis' American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson, Annette Gordon-Reed's Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy, and Conor Cruise O'Brien's The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution, 1785-1800. These works vary widely in quality: Burns is touchy-feely, Ellis is careful, Gordon-Reed is methodical, and O'Brien is hysterical. But all four take on something few treatments of Jefferson would have dared to take on even a short while ago: his ownership of some 200 slaves, and his alleged 38-year affair, as a widower, with one of them, Sally Hemings.

These debates have already grown tiresome to many historians, who have been grappling with them for decades, but for those outside the guild, they're irresistible. The Hemings story, for example, recently inspired Steve Erickson's novel Arc d'X and the Merchant-Ivory film Jefferson in Paris. On the defensive are the keepers of the Jefferson flame, many of them old-line Virginia gentlemen-scholars such as Dumas Malone and Virginius Dabney. These apologists tend to play down Jefferson's ownership of slaves and crudely racist opinions. They recoil with indignation at the suggestion that he miscegenated with a slave. Their opponents are mostly younger historians. Animated by the revisionist impulses that swept the historical profession after the civil-rights movement, they try to square the Founders' declarations of liberty with the monstrosity of slavery. As the author of "all men are created equal" and the owner of more than 200 human beings, Jefferson has understandably emerged as a lightning rod for revisionist scrutiny.

Just a few years ago, biographers such as Noble E. Cunningham and Willard Sterne Randall could dismiss with a sneer the idea that Jefferson could have possibly slept with a slave girl (even though, as it happens, she was his late wife's half-sister). The notion had long since been discredited as the allegation of an early-19th-century equivalent of a tabloid journalist, James Callendar, who first aired it in 1802. But now, according to Annette Gordon-Reed, a lawyer and professor at New York Law School who has given the subject its most exhaustive treatment in An American Controversy, it's Topic A. Whenever she told people she was researching Jefferson, she writes, "Not one of them launched into a discussion of the Kentucky Resolutions or the Louisiana Purchase. Almost instantly each of my friends asked, 'What's the story with Sally Hemings?' "

Could the affair have taken place? O'Brien weighs in with a vociferous "yes," Ellis a tentative "no." If a dominant view is emerging on the subject, it's the one expressed in Ken Burns' documentary: a sort of skeptical "um, maybe." Burns plays into doubters' hands by having Callendar's words read by an actor with a cartoonishly sinister voice. And by raising the question of the affair at the point in the narrative when Callendar first alleges it--not when it supposedly commenced--he implies it matters more as a political scandal than as an event in Jefferson's private life. On the other hand, Burns interviews a black man named Robert Cooley who tells us how his grandfather informed him at age 10 that Jefferson was his ancestor. Somehow, Cooley's talking head makes the affair seem, if only for a moment, vividly plausible.

	[image: image9.jpg]





It is Gordon-Reed, however, who provides a methodical, judicious review of almost every shred of evidence about the affair. She purports to be arguing not for the affair as historical certainty (which, like a good lawyer, she knows she can't prove) but simply against those who would deny it. While this diminished goal lets her appear agnostic throughout, it's easy to guess where she stands. She begins with the testimony of Madison Hemings, Sally's son, who told an Ohio newspaper in 1873 that Jefferson was his father. Gordon-Reed claims that this account was denied wider credence only because white historians assumed the black Madison was a pawn of "Northern carpetbagger[s] out to make Southerners look bad." To the claim that the unscrupulous Callendar started the rumors, Gordon-Reed responds that the journalist was merely the first to go public with stories of the affair that had circulated earlier. And so, one by one, Gordon-Reed reviews the exhibits, marshaling factual evidence (that of all his slaves, Jefferson manumitted only Sally's children), compelling reasoning (that it's fallacious to think Sally's age at the start of the affair--14--would have made Jefferson a pedophile, since older men in those days often married teen-age girls), and an occasional Perry Mason-style flourish. She paints a picture of a Jefferson who, after his wife's death, sought the intimate and long-lasting company of another woman--a second marriage, in effect. With this insight, she turns the Hemings relationship from a scandalous affair into a poignant romance that makes Jefferson not more barbarous but in fact a little more human.

If Jeffersonians have been squeamish about the benign Hemings affair, they have been unabashed on the slavery question. Burns, for instance, brings up the issue in the opening minutes of his film--and not perfunctorily, but repeatedly, as an integral part of the story. Again, he refuses to take sides, leaving it for the viewer to reconcile Jefferson's Enlightenment liberalism with his participation in, and perpetuation of, an institution he knew to be unjust.

O'Brien, on the other hand, gleefully asserts that Jefferson's crimes disqualify him from heroic status. Quoting freely from other historians, he rehearses the indictments: In Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson compulsively detailed the ways whites were superior to blacks. As a legislator, he wrote a slave code for the state of Virginia and introduced bills to penalize white women who slept with black men. As a slaveholder, he was, while more humane than some, still vicious--flogging slaves, for instance, when he felt it necessary. And even as Jefferson fiercely denounced slavery in principle, he chose--unlike, say, George Washington--to keep his own slaves in perpetual bondage, because he wanted to sustain his life of pampered luxury: his taste for French wines, fine clothes, and hours of carefree reading and writing.

O'Brien's iconoclasm, while refreshing, turns out to be as simplistic as the hagiography he rebuts. Jefferson, after all, did seem genuinely to loathe slavery (even though he never got around to lobbying for its abolition). And it's hard to conclude that his passionate and intelligent thoughts about the importance of liberty were empty rhetoric.

It 
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is Ellis' American Sphinx that makes most satisfying sense of these and other paradoxes in Jefferson's life. A book of cautious and informed psychological guesswork, American Sphinx portrays a man who, for all his love of science, was at heart a misty-eyed utopian, who preferred the world of his imagination to the real one around him. For Ellis, Jefferson was a man whose life was characterized by his ability to resolve in his own mind what others might view as glaring inconsistencies. Jefferson's slaveholding, according to this interpretation, was "more self-deception than calculated hypocrisy ... a disconcerting form of psychological agility that would make it possible for Jefferson to walk past the slave quarters on Mulberry Row at Monticello, thinking about mankind's brilliant prospects, without any sense of contradiction."

As Gordon-Reed transforms the Hemings scandal into a virtual marriage that makes Jefferson seem more accessible to us, so Ellis converts the gross hypocrisy of Jefferson's slaveholding into a fully human trick of denial. This ability to banish or finesse inconsistencies was perhaps Jefferson's tragic flaw, the root of his greatness and the explanation for his unforgivable crimes. It is a quality Jefferson scholars would do well to keep in mind before they go around declaring him a hero or a villain.

http://slate.msn.com/id/3126/

Did Thomas Jefferson Father a Child With Sally Hemings?
By Kate Taylor
Posted Wednesday, May 8, 2002, at 12:28 PM PT 
On Saturday, Thomas Jefferson's descendants voted against accepting descendants of slave Sally Hemings into the family organization, claiming there was insufficient evidence that Jefferson fathered any of Hemings' children. But didn't DNA tests prove that Jefferson was the father of at least one Hemings child?

No. The tests, conducted in 1998 by Eugene Foster, determined that there was a 99 percent chance that Jefferson or one of his close relatives was the father of Hemings' youngest son, Eston Hemings Jefferson. But they also suggested that Jefferson wasn't the father of Hemings' eldest son, Thomas Woodson, as generations of Woodson descendents claimed. Concluding that other Jeffersons were less likely to have had an affair with Hemings, the researchers said that the "simplest and most probable explanations for our molecular findings are that Thomas Jefferson … was the father of Eston Hemings Jefferson, and that Thomas Woodson was not Thomas Jefferson's son."

The Nov. 5, 1998, issue of Nature published Foster's report under a definitive-sounding headline—"Jefferson fathered slave's last child"—which Foster said was misleading. In a letter to the New York Times, Foster said it was regrettable that some media have reported that "all doubt had been removed" that Jefferson sired Eston Hemings, but he stuck by his study's conclusion.

The Jefferson family's rejection of Hemings descendents last weekend was based on a separate report commissioned by the Thomas Jefferson Heritage Society, a group headed by one of the former president's direct descendants. The society asked 13 scholars (one of whom was a scientist) to evaluate the DNA and historical evidence for Jefferson having fathered at least one of Hemings' children. With one member dissenting, 12 scholars reached conclusions ranging "from serious skepticism about the charge to a conviction that it is almost certainly false." (Click here to read the full report.)

The scholars said there were "far more likely suspects" for the paternity of Eston Hemings, including Jefferson's younger brother Randolph and his five sons. Proponents of the theory of a Thomas Jefferson-Hemings affair point out that Hemings' pregnancies coincide exactly with Jefferson's visits to Monticello; the majority report said this could just as well be explained by other male relatives coming to visit when Jefferson returned home.

http://slate.msn.com/id/2065550 

Putting All Your Potatoes in One Basket, The economic lessons of the Great Famine.  By Steven E. Landsburg, Posted Tuesday, March 13, 2001
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On a typical day in 1844, the average adult Irishman ate about 13 pounds of potatoes. At five potatoes to the pound, that's 65 potatoes a day. The average for all men, women, and children was a more modest 9 pounds, or 45 potatoes. If you want to understand the devastation wrought by the notorious fungus Phythophthora infestans, you must begin with those astonishing numbers—numbers that led one 19th-century traveler to observe that "the Englishman would find considerable difficulty in stowing away in his stomach this enormous quantity of vegetable food, and how an Irishman is able to manage it is beyond my ability to explain."

The fungus arrived mysteriously in the fall of 1845. Within a year, potato output had fallen by half, and the newspapers were filled with accounts of gruesome starvation. In another year, output fell by another 80 percent and starvation was no longer newsworthy. By the end of the decade, roughly a million—maybe 12 percent of the population—had perished.

Tragically, the effects of the Great Blight were multiplied by a great (and entirely understandable) human error: It was widely assumed to be temporary. Throughout the first year, even as hunger became rampant, farmers continued to plant potatoes in anticipation of a better harvest. As it turned out, planting potatoes was pretty much tantamount to throwing them away: Although the 1845 harvest was half the norm, Irish farmers planted the same number of potatoes in 1846 as in 1845 (30 percent of the previous year's crop instead of the usual 15 percent). Had the Irish eaten more of that planting crop, some of the 1846 starvation could have been alleviated. Also, the starvation of later years could have been alleviated had farmers started switching to other crops.

The Irish potato famine teaches us the importance of distinguishing between temporary and permanent catastrophes. These lessons are underscored by the Great Famine research of the University of Chicago's professor Sherwin Rosen. But Rosen's work also demolishes one of the great fables of economics classrooms, shared by generations of economics professors with their students. Here's how the fable goes: Imagine a 19th-century Irishman who eats lots of potatoes and a little meat. As potatoes become scarcer and their price starts to rise, our Irishman's budget is strained to the point where he is led to cut back on meat and demand even more potatoes. The heightened demand pushes the price up further and we're off on a vicious circle.

That's a great parable for the economics classroom because it illustrates that contrary to most people's expectations, rising prices can in principle lead to more demand, not less. (In the jargon of the profession, goods that behave that way are called "Giffen goods.") The problem with the parable, Rosen points out, is that while it makes perfect logical sense as a possibility, that's not the way things happened. In 19th-century Ireland, as in every other time and place we know of, rising prices dampened demand.

Rosen's observation isn't new. When telling this Great Famine story in classrooms over the last 20 years, I've always expressed the caveat that it probably isn't true—although there are important theoretical lessons to be learned from the fact that it could have been true. But Rosen's new empirical evidence pretty much removes all doubt.

If there's another economic lesson to be learned from the Great Famine, it's that it pays to diversify. Near-total reliance on a single crop—whether for production or for consumption or, as in the Irish case, for both—invites near-total disaster. The likelihood of that disaster might be small (and surely nothing in prior Irish experience suggested the possibility of anything like Phythophthora infestans), but its potential magnitude makes it worth planning for.

Of course, nowadays we've learned that lesson. We all know that we should avert disaster through diversification—right? Well, maybe. But plenty of modern Americans choose to invest in the companies they work for—so that a single downturn in that one company's fortunes can cost them both their savings and their jobs. And plenty of others invest in companies located in their own hometowns—so that a localized recession can hit both their stock portfolios and their real-estate values simultaneously.

Of course no modern American with a stock portfolio lives as close to the edge as a 19th-century Irish potato farmer, but still the past reaches out to teach us new ways of seeing the present. According to last year's Nobel laureate James Heckman (together with his students James Cawley, Lance Lochner, and Ed Vytlacil), American workers in the 1980s appear to have made the same mistake as Irish farmers in the 1840s—they thought a permanent change was only temporary and therefore responded inappropriately.

The permanent change that began in the 1980s was a widening wage gap between skilled and unskilled workers. Many skilled workers, thinking the change was temporary, saw a brief window of opportunity to earn premium wages and threw themselves into their work. At the same time, many unskilled workers, making exactly the same mistake, figured that if they were ever going to take some time off, they'd better hurry to do it before their wages went back up. As a result, the gap in earnings widened even further.

The analogy is imperfect: Nineteenth-century Irish potato farmers thought the famine was temporary and therefore underreacted (continuing to plant as before), while 1980s American manufacturing workers thought the widening wage gap was temporary and therefore overreacted. In both cases, inappropriate reactions magnified the effects of the initial surprise.

One moral is that it's better not to make mistakes than to make mistakes. But of course we already knew that. The deeper moral is that one particular kind of mistake—a confusion between what is temporary and what is permanent—can explain a lot of human history.

http://slate.msn.com/id/102180
Pataki and Potatoes, Half-baked ideas about Irish history.  By Franklin Foer, Posted Sunday, Jan. 19, 1997, at 12:30 AM PT 
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After 150 years of calculated disregard, the Irish potato famine has suddenly forced itself onto the U.S. political scene. Thanks to a bill signed by New York Gov. George Pataki, starting next fall, high school students in his state will be legally required to study the Irish potato famine. The legislation amends a 1994 act that mandated students take a course on human rights violations "with particular attention to the study of the inhumanity of genocide, slavery and the Holocaust." Now the mandate also covers "the mass starvation of the Irish between 1845 and 1850."

Similar bills are pending in other states, and a bill pending in Congress would require the Department of Education to include the potato famine in all the model curricula it concocts. Meanwhile, organizers of the upcoming St. Patrick's Day parade in New York have made the famine the "theme" for this year's march, claiming it's a much under-studied instance of genocide. And groups have lobbied for the issue of a U.S. postage stamp commemorating the 150th anniversary of the calamity.

The campaign bespeaks the transformation of Irish-American life. When the Irish were on the way up, intent on mastering and merging into American society, they viewed the Great Hunger as a somewhat shameful episode--a tragedy to be cordoned off in the past and overcome. Now that most have made it, the ethnic remnant that once ruled Tammany Hall, Albany, and Boston, and anointed the governors and presidents, has retreated into victimology.

Even though Irish-Americans face virtually no discrimination, some have embraced a politics modeled after the campaigns of African-Americans and Native Americans demanding their fair historical due--that American institutions recognize their old hardships. Tammany Tiger has died and come back as the Ancient Order of Hibernians, the American Irish Teachers Association, the Irish American Foundation, and the Irish-American Caucus--interest groups and old fraternal orders playing new breed-identity politics.

But the potato-famine campaign, and the historical interpretation it aims to canonize, has more to do with the present than the past.

Like the Holocaust for the Jews or slavery for African-Americans, the potato famine is the omnipresent, haunting presence in Irish history. Consider the event's magnitude. At the start of the famine in 1845, nearly 9 million people lived in Ireland. Five years later, the population had dwindled to 6.5 million: Two million had emigrated, and over 1 million had died.

The famine is also synonymous with British oppression. Kept alive by folk tradition, the idea now reverberates in political symbols and pop culture. In speeches, Gerry Adams, the head of Sinn Fein, the Irish Republican Army's political wing, continues to evoke the famine to condemn British occupation of Northern Ireland. IRA prisoners held by the British have famously used hunger striking, in part to allude to the famine--the most monumental historical example of British tyranny. Or take folk rocker Sinead O'Connor's song "Famine," released two years ago. Its lyrics argue that labeling the calamity "famine" fails to draw enough attention to the British role in provoking it.

These arguments draw on an interpretation of the famine that has flourished since the event itself. It goes like this: In 1845, the fungus Phytophora infestans arrived on the Isle of Wight, off the coast of England, when an infected potato peel from an American ship washed ashore. Within two months the blight had spread across Europe, from Ireland to Scandinavia. But because of a deliberate British policy, the Irish bore the brunt. Ireland's British rulers refused to curtail exports of wheat from the country, which could have fed thousands, and heartless absentee British landlords evicted starving tenants. For their part, the British claimed that laissez-faire policy precluded intervention in the market to halt the crisis, and that the Irish needed to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. But, the interpretation goes, it was really racism and anti-Catholicism that led the Brits to sit on their hands.

By treating the potato famine as a human rights violation, the Pataki potato amendment in New York assumes a variation of this interpretation. Natural disasters don't violate human rights. As in the case of slavery and the Holocaust, alongside which the famine will be taught, there must be a culprit. And that would be the British. Pataki made this explicit at the bill's Albany signing ceremony: "History teaches us that the Great Hunger was not the result of a massive Irish crop failure, but rather a deliberate campaign by the British to deny the Irish people the food they needed to survive."
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Too bad for the kids who will be taught this partisan line; most recent historical evidence doesn't support it. In the 1960s, a revisionist school of economic historians proved that limiting wheat exports would have made only a puny dent in the calamity. British action wouldn't have mattered. In addition, British intervention to assist the starving assumes a more contemporary idea of the state's responsibilities that doesn't jibe with mid-19th-century realities. If Ireland got hit hardest by the famine, it was because it depended more heavily on the potato for sustenance than other countries.

Although scholarship continues to ascribe some culpability to the British--for instance, the British did contribute to the Irish dependence on potatoes--most historians emphasize the famine was primarily a natural disaster, and conclude that British inaction was hardly part of a deliberate plan.

Even the Irish--the ones in Ireland--have distanced themselves from the New York legislation. The Irish Times, one of the country's leading newspapers, questioned the hyperbolic rhetoric of the amendment's supporters in the state assembly. And an Irish government official, recently in the United States for a symposium on the famine, has refuted Pataki's description of the famine and distanced the Irish government from the New York law.

Yet New York state senators and legislators privately admit they assented to the legislation because they were impressed with the ferocity of the support for the bill. "It's pork," concedes one assemblyman from upstate who voted for the measure. "A necessary move to get the Irish vote. We all have Irish constituents in our district, and they care." Another representative of Irish descent (from Syracuse), who vocally opposed the bill with the argument that the legislature shouldn't dictate high-school curricula, has received threatening phone calls that accused him of selling out his people. Other opponents were deluged with calls, denouncing them as "anti-Irish bigots." And that was after the bill passed overwhelmingly.

It's a sectarian sort of reaction: Either you are for us or against us. And it's symptomatic. Irish-Americans have fewer doubts about the more radical Irish nationalism than do most Irish. For instance, Irish-Americans have celebrated the Sinn Fein, which raises the bulk of its funds in the United States. Yet, the party has never garnered more than 15 percent of the vote in an election in Northern Ireland, and last year won only 2 percent of the vote in Irish elections.

This tendency for descendants of immigrants to take a harder line on nationalistic issues than the folks still living back in the old country is not, of course, peculiar to Irish-Americans. It's the "Diaspora chic" Eric Liu described earlier in Slate: the recent tendency of American minorities to think of themselves as communities in exile, a component of the greater national obsession with finding one's roots. It is evident in Irish-Americans' increased visits to Ireland (the Irish American Foundation calls them "pilgrimages"); the burgeoning membership of fraternal organizations like the Ancient Order of Hibernians (now at 100,000); and rising contributions to groups like the American Friends of Sinn Fein (in 1995, it raised a record $1.3 million).

The lure of the diaspora may be more atavistic for Irish-Americans than other groups. About 30 years ago, it seemed Irish-Americans would cease to identify strongly as Irish-Americans. John F. Kennedy's election to the White House and the success of celebrities like Grace Kelly proved that the WASP establishment, which long impeded access to Irish-Americans, was crumbling. Because Irishness meant less to society, it meant less to the Irish. Along with mass culture, the advent of television and movies worked to eliminate the differences among ethnic groups. Also, suburbanization shattered the old urban institutions, the pubs and fraternal societies, that once provided the ballast for Irish communities.

When an identity is contrived or reconstructed in exile after a long fallow period of nonidentification--as in the potato-famine campaign--it's bound to be more radical than the real thing, like the religious convert who becomes more zealous than those born into a religion. The emotional connection to the motherland becomes more intense than the connection to reality. The result is romanticization: Terrorist groups like the IRA become freedom fighters, and a blight becomes genocide.
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Identity Crisis, Why we shouldn't worry about Mexican immigration.  By Francis Fukuyama, June 4, 2004
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HUN'TINGTON







It is not politically correct today to say that America is fundamentally a Protestant country, or that a specific form of religion is critical to its success as a democracy. Yet as historical facts, these statements are undoubtedly true, and they are the premise of Who Are We?, Samuel Huntington's new book. The United States, he argues, is a liberal democracy based on certain universal political principles regarding liberty and equality, summed up traditionally as the American Creed. But the country's success as a free and prosperous democratic society was not due simply to the goodness of these principles or the strength of America's formal institutions. There was a crucial supplement: cultural values that Huntington describes as "Anglo-Protestant." Had America been settled by French, Spanish, or Portuguese Catholics rather than British Protestants, it would not have been the United States we know, but more like Quebec or Mexico.

Huntington is following in the path of innumerable observers of the United States, from Tocqueville and Bryce to Louis Hartz, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Huntington himself in earlier books like his 1981 work American Politics: The Promise of Disharmony. All of these authors have noted that the dissident, sectarian nature of the Protestantism transplanted to North America was critical to shaping American values like individualism, antistatism, tolerance, moralism, the work ethic, the propensity for voluntary association, and a host of other informal habits and customs that augment our Constitution and legal system. Who Are We? is also perfectly consistent with Huntington's previous best seller, The Clash of Civilizations, in arguing that liberal democracy is less a universalistic system for organizing political life than an outgrowth of a certain northern European Christian culture, the appeal and feasibility of which will be limited in other cultural settings. 

Huntington goes on to argue that globalization and immigration are threats to that traditional American identity. In his view, the American elite, from corporate executives to professors to journalists, sees itself as cosmopolitan, secular, and attached to the principle of diversity as an end in itself. That elite no longer feels emotionally attached to America and is increasingly out of touch with the vast majority of non-elite Americans who remain patriotic, morally conservative, and Christian—indeed, increasingly so as the Fourth Great Awakening unfolds at the beginning of the 21st century. 

On no issue are elites and ordinary Americans further apart than on immigration, and Huntington takes the latter's concerns about the threat posed by Mexican immigration very seriously. This is because of the numbers involved (almost 8 million people in 2000, or 27 percent of the total immigrant population), the concentration of Mexican immigrants in a few Southwestern states and cities, and the proximity of their country of origin. The wave has occurred, moreover, at a time when American elites have lost confidence in their own cultural values and are no longer willing to use the public school system to assimilate these new immigrants to Anglo-Protestant culture. Huntington worries that unchecked immigration will sow the seeds of a later backlash, and may even lead one day to something new in the American experience, an ethnolinguistic minority with strong ties to a neighboring country that could potentially make territorial claims on much of the Southwest. 

I am glad that a scholar like Huntington has raised these issues, since they deserve serious discussion and should not be left to the likes of Pat Buchanan and worse to promote. Huntington poses some real questions about whether the large Mexican immigrant population will assimilate as other immigrant groups have done before them. The most troubling statistics are those showing them moving up the socioeconomic ladder more slowly in the third generation than other groups have. He is right that "culture matters" (the title of one of his previous books), and he is right that the thoughtless promotion of multiculturalism and identity politics threatens important American values. But his book, ironically, offers grist for a rather different perspective on the problem: Who Are We? suggests that the more serious threat to American culture comes perhaps from its own internal contradictions than from foreigners. 

Let's begin with the question of who the true bearers of "Anglo-Protestant" values are. For all his emphasis on religion, Huntington does not approach the question from the standpoint of a believer who thinks Protestant values are important because they are inherently true, but rather because they lead to good effects like democracy or development. It thus becomes clear that "Anglo-Protestant" values can and have become deracinated from their religious and ethnic roots. His chapter describing "core" Anglo-Protestant values ends up focusing almost entirely on the work ethic: "from the beginning," he writes, "America's religion has been the religion of work." But who in today's world works hard? Certainly not contemporary Europeans with their six-week vacations. The real Protestants are those Korean grocery-store owners, or Indian entrepreneurs, or Taiwanese engineers, or Russian cab drivers working two or three jobs in America's free and relatively unregulated labor market. I lived in Los Angeles for nearly a decade, and remember passing groups of Chicanos gathered at certain intersections at 7 a.m. waiting for work as day laborers. No lack of a work ethic here: That's why Hispanics have pushed native-born African-Americans out of low-skill jobs in virtually every city where they compete head-to-head. 

The actual Anglo-Protestants, on the other hand, are a complex group. The old mainline Protestant denominations—Congregationalist, Anglican, and Presbyterian—were at the forefront of all of the liberal causes like multiculturalism and affirmative action that Huntington dislikes. There are still country club WASPs around, but their cultural hegemony in elite institutions from Wall Street to the Ivy League came to an end about 50 years ago. And then there are the descendants of the Scotch-Irish, heirs to what Walter Mead calls the Jacksonian tradition in American politics, who have settled in a band stretching from the Carolinas through the Bible Belt to Southern California. This group ranks relatively low among identifiable American ethnic groups, immigrant and native, in terms of income, education, and other measures of socioeconomic status. 

There are a number of grounds for thinking that the United States will assimilate Hispanic immigrants just as it has earlier ethnic groups. Most important is the fact that they are Christian—either Catholic or, to an increasing degree, Evangelical Protestant. When controlling for socioeconomic status, they have stronger traditional family values than their native-born counterparts. This means that culturally, today's Mexican immigrants are much less distant from mainstream "Anglos" than were, say, the southern Italian immigrants or Eastern European Jews from mainstream WASPs at the beginning of the 20th century. Their rates of second- and third-generation intermarriage are much closer to those of other European groups than for African-Americans. And, from Gen. Ricardo Sanchez on down, they are serving honorably today in the U.S. armed forces in numbers disproportionate to their place in the overall population. 

The problem, as Alejandro Portes, a professor of sociology and immigration studies at Princeton, has pointed out, is not that Mexican and other Latino immigrants come with the wrong values, but rather that they are corrupted by American practices. Many young Hispanics are absorbed into the underclass culture of American inner cities, which has then re-exported gang violence back to Mexico and Central America; or else their middle-class leaders have absorbed the American post-civil rights era sense of victimization and entitlement. There is a sharp divide between elites—organizations like the National Council of La Raza, or the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund—and the general population of Hispanic immigrants. The latter, overall, tend to be socially conservative, want to learn English and assimilate into the American mainstream, and were even supportive initially of California's Proposition 187 (denying benefits to illegal immigrants) and 227 (ending bilingualism in public education). 

Who Are We? puzzlingly makes no concrete policy recommendations concerning levels of immigration, qualifications for legal admission, means of enforcing rules against illegal immigrants, and the like. It is thus very hard to know whether Huntington would support something as drastic as the 1924 cutoff of non-Western European immigration. It is hard to believe that such a policy would be politically feasible today, given the changes in technology, communications, economics, and demography that have been driving migration not just in the United States but all over the world. If it is the case that high levels of immigration are inevitable for developed societies, then what we need to do is to shift the focus from immigration per se to the issue of assimilation—something that most conservative supporters of immigration like John Miller, Tamar Jacoby, Ron Unz, and Michael Barone have long argued. 

This will be a huge challenge for the United States, but I am more confident than Huntington that we can meet it. Indeed, Hispanic immigrants will help to reinforce certain cultural values like the emphasis on family and work, and the Christian character of American society. If you want to see a real problem with cultural assimilation, look no further than European countries like France and Spain, who have discovered after Sept. 11 that they are host to angry second- and third-generation Muslims prone to terrorism and violence. Recognizing that it is unrealistic to wall themselves off from immigrants, they are seeking to change their source—to Latin America. 
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Does Homeowning Really Promote Good Citizenship? Timothy Noah, May 24, 1999
The current issue of Housing Policy Debate, a quarterly put out by the Fannie Mae Foundation, has an interesting article by Donald Krueckeberg, an urban planning professor at Rutgers, that debunks the widespread notion that homeownership promotes civic virtue. (To find Housing Policy Debate, click here, scan down to the "housing research" heading, and click on Housing Policy Debate. Volume Ten, Issue One, where Kruckeberg's essay appears, hasn't been posted as of May 24, but it should be soon.)

Chatterbox is intrigued by Krueckeberg's argument because he is trying to sell his present house and buy a new one. Chatterbox has been a homeowner for the past eight years. He has always suspected that this experience, contrary to the American-dream propaganda regularly emanating from the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development and the non-charitable arm of Fannie Mae (click here if you want to read Matthew Cooper's excellent Slate article on the latter), has not made Chatterbox a better citizen. Now Krueckeberg confirms this.

"Such is the frailty of the human heart, that very few men who have no property, have any judgment of their own," wrote John Adams in 1776. Krueckeberg cites this as conclusive evidence that this country has always had it in for renters. Until the mid-19th century, many states denied the vote to people who didn't own property. When the income tax was instituted in 1913, the federal government permitted taxpayers to deduct mortgage interest and local property taxes. Today, this has ballooned to an annual tax subsidy of $74 billion to a largely affluent chunk of society. By contrast, as Chatterbox's friend Phillip Longman observed in his 1996 book Thrift(click here to buy it used), "less than a third of renter households with very low incomes (below 50 percent of median income in their areas) receive any federal housing assistance whatsoever." The tax breaks extended to homeowners are, Longman notes, a lousy investment; if this capital had been spent elsewhere during the past 30 years, perhaps productivity wouldn't have sagged so much.

Renters are often blamed for ruining residential neighborhoods. But according to one 1994 study of Baltimore homebuyers and renters cited by Krueckeberg, homebuyers are less "neighborly" than renters. Although the homebuyers in the study participated more often in neighborhood and block associations, they didn't participate more often than renters in other community activities. Chatterbox wonders whether the renters were more active in volunteer groups whose interests extend beyond the immediate neighborhood--e.g., to people poorer than themselves. (For the purposes of this discussion, Chatterbox isn't considering renters who benefit from local rent control or rent stabilization regulations like the writer Tony Hiss, who, according to an article in last week's New York Times , is living in his father Alger's old New York apartment; rent control is a bad policy, and its beneficiaries are essentially owners--the thing of value being not the dwelling itself but the right to keep its rent down.)

Before Chatterbox was a homeowner, he was never hip to whether his neighbors were "owners" or "renters." After he owned a house, however, he got nervous whenever a neighbor rented a house to someone who might trash the place and lower surrounding property values. (Beware of college students!) In other words, Chatterbox became more intolerant. When a crime wave hit the neighborhood, Chatterbox joined the local Orange Hat patrol and subscribed to a neighborhood Internet mailing list. On the plus side, this activism helped nip the crime wave in the bud and created warm bonds with many neighbors who'd been strangers before. Without the fear that the muggings were a threat not only to physical safety but also to property values, Chatterbox might never have overcome his natural indolence and joined up. On the minus side, Chatterbox found himself part of a social movement aimed at getting the D.C. police to shift scarce foot patrols away from more crime-ridden (but less well organized) neighborhoods and into his own. It was great chasing crooks out of our neighborhood, but Chatterbox suspects they went on being crooks somewhere else.
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Homeownership and Citizenship, Part 2, Timothy Noah, June 2, 1999
Readers of Chatterbox's earlier item questioning the proposition that homeownership makes you a better citizen have been sending Chatterbox various additional studies on this matter. In general, the research tends to reinforce Chatterbox's view that it doesn't, but in a few significant ways the research goes the other way. Herewith, a summary:

Sense of well-being. Presumably you can't be a good citizen if you don't feel good about yourself. Does owning a house make you feel better about life? According to a study by Peter H. Rossi and Eleanor Weber of the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, owners "regard themselves as having a greater sense of well-being than renters, but only marginally so." Rossi and Weber say they can't tell whether ownership creates a slightly better sense of well-being, or whether people with a better sense of well-being are slightly more likely to own their own homes.

Sociability. Owners have a slightly greater tendency to belong to membership organizations, according to Rossi and Weber. Owners are also a little more likely to belong to "nationality groups" and "youth groups" and are a little more likely to spend evenings with relatives. But renters are a little more likely to spend evenings with neighbors and co-workers and friends who aren't neighbors. Renters are also more likely to go to bars (a form of communality about which one should probably have mixed feelings).

Effect on families. Owners disagree with their spouses about more things than renters do. Owners also have sex less, "and cope less well with parenting" (Rossi and Weber). A study by Richard K. Green of the University of Wisconsin and Michelle J. White of the University of Michigan, however, claims that homeownership helps to keep kids in school, especially in low-income families, and also helps keep teenage daughters from becoming pregnant. Something called a "bivariate probit (endogenous switching) model" purports to demonstrate that this is not attributable to the likelihood that people who buy houses started out being more capable and responsible than people who do not. Chatterbox couldn't make head or tail of these equations. But Rossi and Weber, reviewing the same data, say the difference may be attributable to the fact that "homeowners have access to better schools or that the peer groups of adolescents in their neighborhoods provide an interpersonal environment with values supporting high school completion."

According to Rossi and Weber, homeowners work harder to perform household tasks, with the additional burden falling entirely on the wives. So much for the myth that husbands spend their weekends hammering new siding onto the garage. (Maybe that's why owners have sex less often--the wives are too tired, or too pissed off, to consort with their layabout husbands.)

Upkeep. Surely, one would think, people who own their homes keep them up better than people who don't. But a study by Dean H. Gatzlaff of Florida State University, Richard K. Green of the University of Wisconsin, and David C. Ling of the University of Florida, finds "only weak evidence that long-run rates of appreciation (and maintenance rates) differ between owner- and renter-occupied housing."

Voting, etc. Chatterbox saved the most inconvenient data for last. A study by Denise DiPasquale of City Research in Boston and Edward L. Glaeser of Harvard finds that homeowners are 10 percent more likely to know the name of their U.S. representative; 9 percent more likely to know the name of their school board head; 15 percent more likely to vote in local elections; and 6 percent more likely to "work to solve local problems." However, much of this difference is attributable to the fact that "homeowners are different in many ways from renters." (Most significantly, they're richer.) When Pasquale et al. control for this and other factors, they find that there's still a correlation with knowing your congressman, voting, etc. But, at least in the United States (they also looked at Germany), "a significant fraction of the effect of homeownership occurs because homeownership is associated with longer community tenure"--not because homeownership per se makes you a better person. Moreover, according to Rossi and Weber, owners are "no more likely than renters to try to influence other voters, work for parties or candidates, or attend political rallies."

However, owners are more likely to vote or get involved in national elections (according to Rossi and Weber). This suggests that Chatterbox's previously stated hunch that renters are more interested than owners in the problems of people living outside their neighborhood is, er, wrong. Hey, Chatterbox said he was just wondering about this ...

http://slate.msn.com/id/1002911 

How Homeownership Increases Unemployment, Timothy Noah,  June 7, 1999
Previously, Chatterbox endorsed journalist Phillip Longman's observation that U.S. tax subsidies for homeownership are bad for the economy. If the money spent subsidizing the American Dream were invested elsewhere, Longman argued in his book Thrift, it might do more to boost productivity.  Now Richard K. Green, of the University of Wisconsin, whose study on homeownership's possibly good effect on child-rearing Chatterbox cited in a follow-up item, has alerted Chatterbox to another study that suggests a direct bad economic effect that Longman seems not to have thought of: Namely, homeownership increases unemployment.

"We can put Europe back to work ... by reducing home ownership," writes Andrew J. Oswald of the University of Warwick in the U.K., in a highly provocative "non-technical paper" produced last month. (To read it, click here.) Oswald begins by citing three intriguing statistics. Among major industrial nations, Spain has both the highest unemployment rate and the highest rate of homeownership; Switzerland has both the lowest unemployment rate and the lowest rate of homeownership; and during the postwar economic boom of the 1950s and '60s, the United States (like Spain today) had both the highest unemployment rate and the highest rate of homeownership. In Oswald's view, none of this is mere coincidence. It is well known that a nation's unemployment rate depends in part on workers' willingness to uproot themselves to find new and better jobs. This is something that many people, for various reasons, are generally reluctant to do. Homeownership, says Oswald, is one of these reasons. "Selling a home and moving is expensive," he points out. In addition, a high rate of homeownership means there isn't a lot of rental housing available, so it's hard for young European workers living at home with Mom and Dad ("les enfants kangarou," a French magazine tagged them last year) to move someplace new and get a place of their own. There's also a spiral effect: People who don't want to move have a greater tendency to take jobs they're not well suited for, which raises costs of production and lowers incomes for everyone. Homeowners are more likely to impose zoning restrictions that inhibit economic growth. And finally, when people aren't willing to move, traffic congestion increases, in effect raising for everyone else the transportation cost of having a job and thereby "raising the attractiveness of not working."

Chatterbox is dazzled by this argument, although he admits it has a few problems (most notably: Why is it that the United States right now has low unemployment and a high rate of homeownership?) Obviously the economic picture right now in Europe, which is suffering from high unemployment, is quite different from that here. Still, perhaps one of the presidential candidates should take this up as an issue for the 2000 election: Let's abolish the mortgage interest deduction and create even more jobs in this red-hot economy! Or, if that's too scary for Wall Street: Let's wait till unemployment goes back up, and then abolish the mortgage interest deduction.

http://slate.msn.com/id/1002941
In Praise of Cheap Labor, Bad jobs at bad wages are better than no jobs at all.
By Paul Krugman, Posted Friday, March 21, 1997, at 12:30 AM PT 
For many years a huge Manila garbage dump known as Smokey Mountain was a favorite media symbol of Third World poverty. Several thousand men, women, and children lived on that dump--enduring the stench, the flies, and the toxic waste in order to make a living combing the garbage for scrap metal and other recyclables. And they lived there voluntarily, because the $10 or so a squatter family could clear in a day was better than the alternatives.

The squatters are gone now, forcibly removed by Philippine police last year as a cosmetic move in advance of a Pacific Rim summit. But I found myself thinking about Smokey Mountain recently, after reading my latest batch of hate mail.

The occasion was an op-ed piece I had written for the New York Times, in which I had pointed out that while wages and working conditions in the new export industries of the Third World are appalling, they are a big improvement over the "previous, less visible rural poverty." I guess I should have expected that this comment would generate letters along the lines of, "Well, if you lose your comfortable position as an American professor you can always find another job--as long as you are 12 years old and willing to work for 40 cents an hour."

Such moral outrage is common among the opponents of globalization--of the transfer of technology and capital from high-wage to low-wage countries and the resulting growth of labor-intensive Third World exports. These critics take it as a given that anyone with a good word for this process is naive or corrupt and, in either case, a de facto agent of global capital in its oppression of workers here and abroad.

But matters are not that simple, and the moral lines are not that clear. In fact, let me make a counter-accusation: The lofty moral tone of the opponents of globalization is possible only because they have chosen not to think their position through. While fat-cat capitalists might benefit from globalization, the biggest beneficiaries are, yes, Third World workers.

After all, global poverty is not something recently invented for the benefit of multinational corporations. Let's turn the clock back to the Third World as it was only two decades ago (and still is, in many countries). In those days, although the rapid economic growth of a handful of small Asian nations had started to attract attention, developing countries like Indonesia or Bangladesh were still mainly what they had always been: exporters of raw materials, importers of manufactures. Inefficient manufacturing sectors served their domestic markets, sheltered behind import quotas, but generated few jobs. Meanwhile, population pressure pushed desperate peasants into cultivating ever more marginal land or seeking a livelihood in any way possible--such as homesteading on a mountain of garbage.

Given this lack of other opportunities, you could hire workers in Jakarta or Manila for a pittance. But in the mid-'70s, cheap labor was not enough to allow a developing country to compete in world markets for manufactured goods. The entrenched advantages of advanced nations--their infrastructure and technical know-how, the vastly larger size of their markets and their proximity to suppliers of key components, their political stability and the subtle-but-crucial social adaptations that are necessary to operate an efficient economy--seemed to outweigh even a tenfold or twentyfold disparity in wage rates.

And 
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then something changed. Some combination of factors that we still don't fully understand--lower tariff barriers, improved telecommunications, cheaper air transport--reduced the disadvantages of producing in developing countries. (Other things being the same, it is still better to produce in the First World--stories of companies that moved production to Mexico or East Asia, then moved back after experiencing the disadvantages of the Third World environment, are common.) In a substantial number of industries, low wages allowed developing countries to break into world markets. And so countries that had previously made a living selling jute or coffee started producing shirts and sneakers instead.

Workers in those shirt and sneaker factories are, inevitably, paid very little and expected to endure terrible working conditions. I say "inevitably" because their employers are not in business for their (or their workers') health; they pay as little as possible, and that minimum is determined by the other opportunities available to workers. And these are still extremely poor countries, where living on a garbage heap is attractive compared with the alternatives.

And yet, wherever the new export industries have grown, there has been measurable improvement in the lives of ordinary people. Partly this is because a growing industry must offer a somewhat higher wage than workers could get elsewhere in order to get them to move. More importantly, however, the growth of manufacturing--and of the penumbra of other jobs that the new export sector creates--has a ripple effect throughout the economy. The pressure on the land becomes less intense, so rural wages rise; the pool of unemployed urban dwellers always anxious for work shrinks, so factories start to compete with each other for workers, and urban wages also begin to rise. Where the process has gone on long enough--say, in South Korea or Taiwan--average wages start to approach what an American teen-ager can earn at McDonald's. And eventually people are no longer eager to live on garbage dumps. (Smokey Mountain persisted because the Philippines, until recently, did not share in the export-led growth of its neighbors. Jobs that pay better than scavenging are still few and far between.)

The benefits of export-led economic growth to the mass of people in the newly industrializing economies are not a matter of conjecture. A country like Indonesia is still so poor that progress can be measured in terms of how much the average person gets to eat; since 1970, per capita intake has risen from less than 2,100 to more than 2,800 calories a day. A shocking one-third of young children are still malnourished--but in 1975, the fraction was more than half. Similar improvements can be seen throughout the Pacific Rim, and even in places like Bangladesh. These improvements have not taken place because well-meaning people in the West have done anything to help--foreign aid, never large, has lately shrunk to virtually nothing. Nor is it the result of the benign policies of national governments, which are as callous and corrupt as ever. It is the indirect and unintended result of the actions of soulless multinationals and rapacious local entrepreneurs, whose only concern was to take advantage of the profit opportunities offered by cheap labor. It is not an edifying spectacle; but no matter how base the motives of those involved, the result has been to move hundreds of millions of people from abject poverty to something still awful but nonetheless significantly better.

Why, then, the outrage of my correspondents? Why does the image of an Indonesian sewing sneakers for 60 cents an hour evoke so much more feeling than the image of another Indonesian earning the equivalent of 30 cents an hour trying to feed his family on a tiny plot of land--or of a Filipino scavenging on a garbage heap?

The main answer, I think, is a sort of fastidiousness. Unlike the starving subsistence farmer, the women and children in the sneaker factory are working at slave wages for our benefit--and this makes us feel unclean. And so there are self-righteous demands for international labor standards: We should not, the opponents of globalization insist, be willing to buy those sneakers and shirts unless the people who make them receive decent wages and work under decent conditions.

This sounds only fair--but is it? Let's think through the consequences.

First of all, even if we could assure the workers in Third World export industries of higher wages and better working conditions, this would do nothing for the peasants, day laborers, scavengers, and so on who make up the bulk of these countries' populations. At best, forcing developing countries to adhere to our labor standards would create a privileged labor aristocracy, leaving the poor majority no better off.

And it might not even do that. The advantages of established First World industries are still formidable. The only reason developing countries have been able to compete with those industries is their ability to offer employers cheap labor. Deny them that ability, and you might well deny them the prospect of continuing industrial growth, even reverse the growth that has been achieved. And since export-oriented growth, for all its injustice, has been a huge boon for the workers in those nations, anything that curtails that growth is very much against their interests. A policy of good jobs in principle, but no jobs in practice, might assuage our consciences, but it is no favor to its alleged beneficiaries.

You may say that the wretched of the earth should not be forced to serve as hewers of wood, drawers of water, and sewers of sneakers for the affluent. But what is the alternative? Should they be helped with foreign aid? Maybe--although the historical record of regions like southern Italy suggests that such aid has a tendency to promote perpetual dependence. Anyway, there isn't the slightest prospect of significant aid materializing. Should their own governments provide more social justice? Of course--but they won't, or at least not because we tell them to. And as long as you have no realistic alternative to industrialization based on low wages, to oppose it means that you are willing to deny desperately poor people the best chance they have of progress for the sake of what amounts to an aesthetic standard--that is, the fact that you don't like the idea of workers being paid a pittance to supply rich Westerners with fashion items.

In short, my correspondents are not entitled to their self-righteousness. They have not thought the matter through. And when the hopes of hundreds of millions are at stake, thinking things through is not just good intellectual practice. It is a moral duty.
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What Is the Mother of Invention?  Why the American economy is so innovative.
By Robert Shapiro, Posted Friday, Oct. 18, 2002, at 6:51 AM PT 
All the bad news in the business section—falling payrolls, rising oil prices, slow business investment, record consumer debt, the specter of deflation, a shaky stock market—shouldn't obscure the economy's underlying strength. The productivity of American business and workers continues to surge. And modern growth theory can tell us why: Innovation across the economy is still alive and well.

U.S. productivity—the key to rising incomes and living standards—may be establishing a promising new pattern. In the last five years of the '90s boom, productivity grew nearly two-thirds faster than the average for the previous quarter-century. As that boom wore on, productivity did not, as usual, slow down. It stayed strong and even accelerated. Moreover, productivity continued to rise even when the economy headed south last year. And this year, despite the economy's troubles, productivity will grow at least another 4 percent and perhaps more. Unless unemployment skyrockets, these gains should guarantee reasonable growth. 

After several years of heated debate, most economists finally agreed that the key to the productivity gains of the 1990s was the strong investment in, and application of, new information technologies. Studies by fed economists Stephen Oliner and Kevin Stiroh, Harvard's Dale Jorgenson, and others have shown that more than three-fourths of the increased productivity can be traced to the impact of these innovations and the high rates of investment in them. And Commerce Department economists have found that '90s productivity gains were concentrated in sectors that invested heavily in IT.

So why does productivity continue to rise when business investment in IT, as in all equipment, has slowed? One clue is that firms continued to invest in IT services to help them figure out how to make effective use of their new hardware and software. This would confirm analysis by the Commerce Department and others that productivity gains occur when firms change the way they operate in order to make better use of their new IT. You can't just buy a bunch of new workstations. It's the combination of innovation in technology and business operations that usually produces the big benefits. And that's probably why we see no productivity rise in Japan or much of Europe, where IT investment has been nearly as high as here: Labor regulations and other barriers inhibit companies' abilities to use their new IT to change the way they do business.

All this makes the late boom a convincing illustration of modern growth theory. In the 1970s and 1980s, MIT economist Robert Solow (who won a Nobel Prize for the effort), the late Edward Denison, and others identified the critical factors that explain American growth and productivity gains through much of the last century. Setting aside normal increases in the work force, they found that the most important factor, by far, is not capital or labor but innovation in its various forms. More than half of real productivity growth from 1929 to 1982 can be traced to the development of new technologies, materials, products, and processes; new ways of financing, distributing, and marketing goods and services; and new ways of organizing a business and managing a workplace. (Where does the rest of the productivity gain come from? Click here to find out.)

How does innovation work in practice? Take a familiar recent example. Apple invented graphical interfaces for its Mac operating system, a new technology that enabled an average person to perform complex computer operations. Apple's small market share limited the impact, so it wasn't until Microsoft adapted graphical interfaces to its market-leading Windows operating system that the new technology could help boost overall productivity. Firms quickly recognized that a digital workplace could mean higher profits and accelerated their capital investments (purchasing more computers and software) and training programs (teaching workers to use the system). But the bulk of the productivity gains came when businesses with their recently computerized workplaces identified new efficiencies and new opportunities they could exploit and changed their operations to do so—by adopting just-in-time inventories, for example. 

If innovation is so critical, why do policy-makers largely ignore it? The reason is that the traditional theory of markets holds that there's virtually nothing anyone, including government, can do to promote more innovation. Free markets are said to allocate resources so that all available capital and labor are used to produce the highest returns. But if that's the way it is, no one has any economic incentive to come up with something new because doing so would involve using valuable resources in an effort that may not yield any return. The inescapable logic of traditional economics—and the view of most economists who advise policy-makers—dictates that the most important factor for productivity is "exogenous," which means it occurs outside the realm of economic incentives and calculation. To hold to the theory of markets, you have to conclude that innovation just happens, as when a genius has a bright idea.

This analysis may well describe how a lone inventor, toiling in his garage or lab, behaves. But it seems a pretty fanciful way to explain why Genentech or General Motors, with a payroll to meet and stockholders to satisfy, invests hundreds of millions of dollars in research and development. Enter "endogenous growth" theory. Drawing on the work of Joseph Schumpeter, Paul Romer of Stanford and others argue that when innovators use resources that otherwise could earn a normal return, they are responding to a normal and very powerful economic incentive: potential monopoly returns. GM is spending on R & D in hopes that its tech wizards invent a more efficient engine or a safer body and give them a monopoly edge, if only temporarily. This analysis may wreak some havoc with the traditional view of the economy because it implies that a growing and productive economy contains not only market forces, but thousands of bubbles of temporary monopoly power. But it does explain innovation.

So if innovation responds to economic incentives, the government should be able to actively promote it, just as it does in education. Subsidies for basic research and development are one obvious way. Another is open trade, which can help avoid redundancy in R & D and gives a country access to the rest of the world's innovations—witness the enormous productivity gains achieved by the Asian Tiger economies after they opened their markets.

But the most powerful spur for innovation is low long-term interest rates for businesses, which reduce the cost of investing in, developing, and applying new technologies and techniques. Here we see a disturbing difference between current policy and that during the '90s boom. The sharp and steady deficit reductions of the '90s lowered real long-term rates, but the renewed prospect of red ink for years to come has reversed that trend. While productivity gains remain strong for now, Washington's current fiscal stance bodes ill for productivity and innovation in the future.
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