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			INTRODUCTION

			HARD AMERICA
AND SOFT AMERICA

			Who was not impressed by the young men and women of the American armed services during the military action in Afghanistan and Iraq? Operating far from home, striking out into enemy territory more rapidly than soldiers ever have before, keeping vehicles and high-tech communications devices working in mountain wastes and desert sand, they won unexpectedly speedy victories and sustained exceedingly few casualties. They responded fiercely, with deadly force, to those who attacked them but also stayed their hand, at risk to themselves, when there was a risk of harming unoffending civilians. Soldiers on the ground communicated global positioning system (GPS) coordinates of targets in real time to pilots who responded almost instantly with precision strikes.

			Thanks to embedded reporters and camera crews, we could watch these warriors in action and listen to them explain what they were doing. The young soldiers and sailors interviewed on TV spoke calmly, but tersely, in the awkward tone of adolescents; the officers, older and more experienced, were more articulate, but also plainspoken, terse, with confidence but not bravado. As I watched them, I could not help but reflect on how competent they were, how good they were at the dangerous tasks they had been given. They often, as they said, relied on their training, yet they also were able to adapt to new and frightening circumstances.

			I could not help thinking also that only a few years earlier these enlisted men and women, and not so many years earlier these officers and noncommissioned officers, were more or less typical American adolescents. For many years I have thought it one of the peculiar features of our country that we seem to produce incompetent eighteen-year-olds but remarkably competent thirty-year-olds. Americans at eighteen have for many years scored lower on standardized tests than eighteen-year-olds in other advanced countries. Watch them on their first few days working at McDonald’s or behind the counter of a chain drugstore, and it’s obvious that they don’t know how to make change or keep the line moving. They may have vast knowledge of the arcana of adolescent life, of certain forms of music and the characteristics of different athletic shoes, but they seem unready for adult endeavor, and not much interested anyway. This is perhaps an unduly harsh picture—of course, we all know of American adolescents who are remarkably knowledgeable and talented. And I have the sense that it was truer through much of the 1980s and 1990s than it is today. Yet there is something to it, as well. Half a century ago Americans leaving high school were expected to be ready to go out into the world and make their way. Today they aren’t expected to be ready for that, and most of them aren’t.

			But by the time Americans are thirty, they are the most competent people in the world. They are part of the strongest and most vibrant private-sector economy. They produce scientific and technological advances of unmatched scope. They provide the world’s best medical care. They man the strongest and most agile military the world has ever seen. And it’s not just a few meritocrats on top: American talent runs wide and deep. Watch the software designer or the young doctor or nurse or the infantry soldier at work. Like a French waiter or an Italian artisan, these Americans know to do their work well and take pride in doing so. And, like so many men and women in the military, they often reach this level of competence well before turning thirty.

			How do I explain this phenomenon? Because from ages six to eighteen Americans live mostly in what I call Soft America—the parts of our country where there is little competition and accountability. But from ages eighteen to thirty Americans live mostly in Hard America—the parts of American life subject to competition and accountability. Soft America coddles: our schools, seeking to instill self-esteem, ban tag and dodgeball, and promote just about anyone who shows up. Hard America plays for keeps: the private sector fires people when profits fall, and the military trains under live fire.

			This book is about Hard America and Soft America. It is about schools and work, about the public sector and the private sector, about the economic marketplace and the marketplace of ideas, about the military and the universities. Unlike most of my other books, it is not primarily about politics: it is about how Americans live and learn and work, not about how they vote.

			The book is also about how we have gotten to where we are today, and about where our society is headed—or should be headed. For no part of our society is all Hard or all Soft. Some people try to Soften zones of American life that seem too Hard, and others try to Harden zones that seem too Soft. Indeed, Soft America expanded during much of the twentieth century, as people sought to Soften an America that seemed overly harsh and unforgiving. Government regulation eased working conditions, and welfare state measures like Social Security provided a safety net for individuals. The Hard discipline of schools was eased by progressive educators. By the 1960s and 1970s, it seemed that Soft America might eradicate Hard America entirely. Proposals were advanced for government-guaranteed incomes, increased welfare payments, and more regulation of private-sector business; criminals were punished more leniently; even the military abandoned traditional tactics, procedures, and goals and suffered as a result. But in the 1980s and 1990s, Hard America fought back. Economic entrepreneurs and political innovators Hardened many parts of American life by their example and with their ideas. This Hard counteroffensive continues today, as we battle over how Hard and Soft the different parts of our society should be in the future.

			Public schools, for example, may be the most notable example of a predominantly Soft institution—which helps explain why American children are confined mostly to Soft America. But as we will see, our schools have not always been so Soft; they have always contained corners of Hardness, and there are signs that they are getting Harder now. The private-sector economy, with its market competition, may be predominantly Hard, but it has always contained large niches of Softness (though many of those have been Hardened in the past two decades). Many public-sector bureaucracies are Soft, yet some have long-ingrained traditions of rigor and are therefore Hard, and bureaucrats’ political masters are subject to the Hard discipline of elections.

			So the boundary between Hard America and Soft America is not fixed. It is fluid, often moving back and forth. Most of us recognize that some amount of Hardness helps to maximize productivity and achievement. Yet most of us in our personal and professional lives seek zones of Softness in which we can go our own way. Adam Smith noted long ago that competing businessmen seldom meet without seeking to fix prices, to escape the Hardness of market competition with the Softness of assured profits.

			I do not take the view that all Softness is bad. We don’t want to subject kindergartners to the rigors of the Marine Corps or to leave old people helpless and uncared for. Many Americans seek jobs in Soft America so that they will have time for raising their families and participating in community organizations, activities that provide American society with much of its strength and special character. It would be a cruel country that had no Soft niches. But it would be a weak and unproductive country that did not have enough Hardness. There will naturally be differences about how much of American life should be Hard and how much Soft—something reasonable Americans will argue about forever. But as we consider those arguments I think we have to keep this in mind: Soft America lives off the productivity, creativity, and competence of Hard America, and we have the luxury of keeping parts of our society Soft only if we keep enough of it Hard.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			SOFTENING:
FROM SISTER CARRIE TO
THE MAN IN THE GRAY
FLANNEL SUIT

			At the beginning of Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie, published in 1900, eighteen-year-old Carrie Meeber is riding on a train from a small town to Chicago, with four dollars and a slip of paper with her sister’s address in her purse. The city, as Dreiser describes it, is “a great sea of life and endeavor” stretching “for miles and miles in every direction.” Indeed, Carrie arrives in a city that is growing rapidly; fifty thousand people move in each year, and new factories, railroad yards, department stores are sprouting up. But life is difficult. Her brother-in-law gets up at five-thirty every morning to walk to his job in the stockyards; her sister toils all day at child care and household tasks. To Carrie, who has never seen the city before, it is all strange: “Amid all the maze, uproar and novelty she felt cold reality taking her by the hand. No world of light and merriment. No round of amusement. Her sister carried with her most of the grimness of shift and toil.” Carrie is expected to get a job and pay rent; the alternative is to fall into immorality: “When a girl leaves her home at eighteen, she does one of two things. Either she falls into saving hands and becomes better, or she rapidly assumes the cosmopolitan standard of virtue and becomes worse.”1

			This was Hard America. At eighteen you were on your own. School was long behind you: only 10 percent of young Americans went to high school.2 Parents were relieved of any obligation to support you, or even keep you in their house. If you wanted to eat, you had to find work: Carrie’s first job pays $3.50 a week. On the farm, where most Americans still lived, you depended on the year’s harvest and fluctuating crop prices. In the rapidly growing big cities you lived bunched together: in many neighborhoods there were more people than rooms. One-quarter of urban Americans never married, as compared to just 8 percent today. Many men did not marry because they could not support a family3; they lived with their parents or as boarders in other people’s houses and found sexual release with prostitutes.

			Work was available, but difficult. Employers could dismiss you for any reason. If you were injured, there was no recourse: you could sue for damages, but courts usually found contributory negligence. The death of a breadwinner was disaster for a family, as Russell Baker shows in his moving memories of his mother’s grinding hard work in the 1930s and 1940s. Yet there were bounteous rewards for those who succeeded. In a city like Chicago the contrast between rich and poor was stark. The rich paraded their wealth in gaudy mansions on city streets, in full view of passersby. Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, on seeing the inside of a rich man’s home, decides to leave her sister’s apartment and assume the “cosmopolitan standard of virtue”; eventually she becomes a rich actress. Dreiser’s book was considered scandalous because its heroine chose vice and was not shown to be punished.

			Dreiser’s grim vision of Hard America came to be widely shared. In the America that Alexis de Tocqueville described in Democracy in America in the 1830s, it was not considered cruel that people had to live off what they earned, that they were subject to the vagaries of the marketplace and faced disaster in case of illness or injury or death. The large majority of Americans were property owners who scratched out a living from their farms, and there seemed no way to protect them against such contingencies except through help from extended families and local charity. But in the booming cities of 1900, Hard America seemed to many unnecessarily cruel. And many feared that the urban masses, many of them recent immigrants from Europe, would rise in revolutions like those in Paris in 1789, 1830, 1848, and 1870. The rich in their mansions collected furniture once owned by Marie Antoinette, proud to be able to live like royalty, but they must occasionally have had a frisson of fear that they might share the previous owner’s fate.

			The wealth that these people amassed was a product of Hard America. For years America’s vast industrial expansion and surging economic growth in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was taken for granted. The men who gained riches from it were referred to routinely as robber barons, the implication being that the rich were, in Theodore Roosevelt’s words, “malefactors of great wealth,”4 that they had unfairly grabbed the lion’s share of America’s growth for themselves. But there was nothing inevitable about that growth. It required the establishment of a legal framework—courts that enforced contracts, laws that permitted limited liability corporations. And it required investors who were willing to take enormous risks. Recent biographies—Ron Chernow’s of John D. Rockefeller, Jean Strouse’s of J. P. Morgan—portray these men not as robbers who took others’ rightful gains away from them but as visionaries who created businesses and economic wealth that, but for their efforts, might not ever have existed. Rockefeller created new means of distribution and stimulated new uses for a product, oil, which had not had much economic worth when he started his business. Morgan facilitated a huge flow of investment in American enterprises by British capitalists who lacked confidence in other investment bankers. Federal Reserve Board chairman Alan Greenspan once playfully remarked that Morgan, who died in 1914, won World War II: if the capital investment in industrial plants that he fostered had not been made, the United States would not have had the capacity for mass production which was necessary for victory.

			America’s economic growth also owed much to an apostle of Hardness, Frederick W. Taylor. Taylor was the first efficiency expert, the originator of the time-and-motion study of how to perform every step of a job most efficiently. In the 1880s, Taylor, a rich Philadelphian, started working with machinists to make them work more efficiently. He gained a clientele of many factory owners and in a burst of publicity in 1910 and 1911 became famous across the United States and around the world. Taylor’s work did promote efficiency: he conducted numerous studies to determine which kind of shovel was best suited to shoveling what he decided was the ideal weight of twenty-one and a half pounds per scoop of different kinds of materials. The result, he said, was scientific management, and for a generation or more Taylorism and scientific management meant more or less the same thing. But this engineering efficiency came at a human cost. “In the past the man has been first,” Taylor said in 1911. “In the future the System must be first.” As his biographer Robert Kanigel puts it, “His declared purpose was to take all control from the hands of the workman (whom he regularly compared to oxen and horses), and place it in the hands of management, yet he insisted that he aimed only to substitute ‘hearty brotherly cooperation for contention and strife.’ ”5 Taylorite management was Hard, with each worker held responsible for executing every move as the time-and-motion study prescribed, but it removed from the worker the Hard responsibility for the quality of his output: that was the responsibility only of management, which made all the decisions and did all the thinking. Taylorite management increased production, but at the cost of decreasing workers’ autonomy and skills and removing their sense of accomplishment.

			But even if the workplace was growing more unpleasant, American society was being improved in other ways. Rockefeller, Morgan, and Andrew Carnegie, who sold his steel company to a group headed by Morgan in 1901, also embarked on great philanthropies, well before the enactment of the estate tax. Rockefeller established the American system of medical research, Morgan developed great museums, and Carnegie built thousands of libraries. (Carnegie once told an importuner who was seeking money for a medical project, “That is Mr. Rockefeller’s specialty. Go see him.”6) These men felt a responsibility to use a large part of their wealth to benefit their fellow citizens, but they wanted to maintain the Hardness of America, which they believed was responsible for the country’s great economic growth and creativity.

			Others disagreed. From the new universities came voices for government action to Soften economic America. University of Wisconsin economist Richard Ely, trained as so many American academics were in Germany, attacked market economists and called for state action and trade unions. Also German-trained and also at Wisconsin, pioneering sociologist Edward Ross proclaimed that “sin evolves along with society” and that “tax-dodging is larceny, that railroad discrimination is treachery, that the factory labor of children is slavery, that deleterious adulteration is murder.” At the University of Washington, J. Allen Smith explained that the ills of the cities were caused by “the selfishness and greed of those who are the recognized leaders in commercial and industrial affairs.”7 Inspired by such academics, and responding to what they saw around them, Wisconsin and other states around 1900 started passing laws to alleviate working conditions.8 (Wisconsin, with its university and its large German-American population, seemed particularly drawn to regulatory and bureaucratic remedies for social ills.) State legislatures started passing laws banning child labor, limiting work hours for women, and instituting workmen’s compensation systems for injured workers. Sometimes the courts struck these down as violations of the right to make free contacts. Congress pitched in and in 1916 passed a ban on child labor on products sold in interstate commerce and established workmen’s compensation on government contract jobs and an eight-hour day for railroad workers.9 On the farm and in the small town, individuals did not seem in need of such protections: in a small homogeneous community neighbors were not likely to exploit one another. (Of course, white landowners were exploiting black sharecroppers in the South, but after the Civil War and Reconstruction most Americans put that out of mind.) But in the big cities, giant corporations employing thousands of workers in steel factories or small garment-makers pressed hard by vigorous competition could exploit workers without ever having to see them face-to-face. Individual ethics could not be counted on to Soften a necessarily Hard economic system; blanket protections, policed by disinterested bureaucracies, were needed to Soften an economically vibrant America which seemed Harder than it needed to be.

			This Softening of America is usually portrayed as arising spontaneously in the political marketplace. But it was the product not of mass politics—the political bosses, who mobilized huge turnouts of voters, were often hostile to labor legislation, and the great urban masses spent most of their time working—but of intellectual elites. Such elites were purveyors of what historian Robert Wiebe calls “bureaucratic” ideas, “peculiarly suited to the fluidity and impersonality of an urban-industrial world. They pictured a society of ceaselessly interacting members and concentrated upon adjustments within it.”10 These Progressive-era reformers, the products of the new universities’ faculties and professional middle classes, were eager to reform society in line with what they deemed to be scientific principles, seeking to impose a Softening order on the seeming disorder of the burgeoning marketplace of late-nineteenth-century Hard America.

			One with great influence was the philosopher John Dewey. He left behind a mountain of difficult prose on all manner of subjects, but his greatest influence was on education. Dewey was a passionate egalitarian who disliked what he saw as the characteristic methods of American schools—rote memorization; book learning; a curriculum concentrating on English, history, mathematics, and science; testing and competition; teacher-led classrooms.11 “Throughout his writings,” Wiebe observes, “ran a limitless faith in the scientific method as the means for freeing people of all ages to learn through exploration and through social experience.” Dewey himself wrote, “Education implies the guidance of behavior in harmony with social processes.”12 He believed that children growing up in farm communities learned partly through observation of the work
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