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Reindustrialization of America

It is part of the American genius—in the sense of a prevailing spirit and
not necessarily an exceptional intellectual power—to stick to the particular
and avoid the generic, to be preoccupied with the nearer future to the ne-
glect of the longer run. Thus Americans would rather argue vehemently
about a 10 cent gas tax than about our proper response to OPEC, or about
the details of a rescue mission rather than the future of our relations with
Iran. We are the masters of the short story, not the grand novel; of jazz, not
symphonies; of functional design, not Gothic structure.

More deeply, our preoccupation reflects the antidogmatic, pragmatic, in-
dividualist orientation of our founding fathers. Indeed, over decades and
centuries, this congenial limitation of vision has protected us from excessive
planning, being captured by grand ideologies, or being mesmerized in the
name of some world design.

There are moments, though, when one wishes that the national per-
spective would become at least somewhat more extended and encompass-
ing. Otherwise, how are we to see that our problem is not that of hyper-
inflation, or weakening of the dollar, or declining productivity, or exhaus-
tion of oil, but an underlying structural problem which deeply affects all
these and most other elements of our socioeconomic condition? We have
overburdened our industrial machine, the modern American economy, that
previous generations labored to put together. We have indulged in over-
consumption (public and private) and underinvestment. This is reflected in
most, if not all, components of the industrial system: weakening of transpor-
tation systems, inadequate development of néw energy sources, declining
innovation rate, low savings rate, rising obsolescence of equipment and
plants in several key industries, less satisfactory preparation of the labor
force, and so on.

Once the broader picture is drawn, the corrective practically suggests
itself: a decade. or so of reindustrialization of Amierica, to shore up the key
elements of its productive capacity, instead of tinkering with some and tak-
ing a stab at fixing others. Such an encompassing program would require
deferring increases in the standard of living, social services, and public ex-
penditures during the reconstruction period. First priority would be accord-
ed to shoring up the infrastructure, capital goods sector, and human capital.
Fortunately, reindustrialization does not require planning commissions,
government regulations, or new bureaucracies. It requires using economic
incentives for certain sectors of the economy —not specific industries. Thus
if we favor the development of alternatives to oil, we must not decide on the
best mix of coal, solar, and nuclear for the 1990’s and beyond; mainly, we
must provide incentives to all energy development.

This does not mean that we can or should simply retrace America’s first
industrialization. Reindustrialization must take into account the new histori-
cal conditions, of which the end of cheap energy is primordial. We need to
replace or retrofit large parts of our existing industrial plants, to make them
more energy-efficient and able to use alternatives to oil.

One might take the position, as some people have, that all this is unneces-
sary —that we can have a **quality of life”’ society based on a slowed down
economy, relaxation response, preoccupation with activities which are not
energy-, capital-, or labor-intensive, from introspection to sex. However,
there is one compelling reason for not allowing America’s industrial capac-
ity to deteriorate further: it is the ultimate base for our defense. To depend
on favor that the Third World might accord us if we were to consumie less of
the world’s resources is naive enough; to believe the U.S.S.R. could be
stopped if our weakness unbalanced the deterrent system is outright dan-
gerous. International considerations provide the ultimate justification for a
domestic policy: a decade of reindustrialization.—AMITAI ETZIONI, Uni-
versity Professor, George Washington University, Washington, D.C. 20052
and Director, Center for Policy Research, Washington, D.C. 20036
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