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Millions of Europeans have gone to Amer-
ica in search of a new life, a life better than
the life they lived in their homelands - too
poor to feed them, or too intolerant to want
them. Some Europeans went to America
in search of a lesson. They wished to learn
what was there, in America, that promised
a better life, a life free from the discomforts
that the explorers complained of at home;
and what was there that threatened to bur-
den that new life with new dangers un-
known to the old? They wished to bring
back home a two-part lesson: the clue for
making life better, and the warning against
things they needed to beware of when try-
ing to do so. They believed their voyages
of exploration and discovery to be insights
into Europe’s possible, perhaps imminent,
futures: into things to which they should
look forward and which arrival they need
to speed up, and things which they ought
to fear and whose coming they need to pre-
vent.

Claus Offe tells the story of the three
most acute observers and most profound
thinkers among those explorers: Alexis de
Tocqueville, who spent in America nine
months in the early 1830s, Max Weber, vis-
iting America in 1904 for thirteen months,
and Theodor W. Adorno, who lived there
eleven years starting in 1938." Each of the
three found himself in America for quite
different reasons, but once there, they all
followed ‘a certain intellectual tradition
in European social theory’, according to
which ‘the nature of European problems

1212

and the range of possible solutions were
to be understood through their reflection
in the realities of America’. America ‘has
for Europeans always been not an exotic
growth but a branch of the same tree. But
how is it that this branch bears such un-
familiar blossoms and fruits?” (p. 3) Pop-
ulated and run by the newcomers from
Europe, “America’ (this is how the United
States were called and thought of), was ob-
viously an offspring or outgrowth of Eu-
rope, a close relative with whom one can
communicate and one would understand;
but deprived of Europe’s long, twisted, tor-
mented and gory history (some would say:
blessed by that deprivation), America was
also a young, boisterous country, unbur-
dened by its past — and so, unlike the old
Europe with its frozen social hierarchies
and political routines and the heavy ballast
of inherited ways and means, free to exper-
iment and blaze extraordinary trails which
the dwellers of the old continent had never
imagined and would not dare or were un-
able to follow.

Among the three, Tocqueville was the
first — and, in Offe’s view, still the best
‘master of ambivalence, dialectical revers-
als, simultaneous observation on both
sides of the coin...he is unequalled by ei-
ther of the other travellers whom we shall
consider later’ (p.10). He combined the
virtues, while managing to avoid the vices,
of an ‘aristocratic moralist’, ‘radical dem-
ocrat’” and ‘detached political sociologist’.
This merit allowed him to foresee devel-
opmental tendencies inherent to a mod-
ern version of democracy grounded in the
equality of law — at a time when its essen-
tial contours were yet poorly sketched and
few if any perceptive minds foresaw its fu-
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ture as the dominant, or aspiring to dom-
inance, form of societal organisation. For
Tocqueville, America entered almost mat-
ter-of-factly, by a stroke of historical luck,
into the “virtuous circle’, in which social in-
stitutions and human attitudes, ‘habits of
the heart’” and ‘habits of the mind’, start to
feed and reinforce each other to the bene-
fit of human - individual and collective —
freedom of self-assertion. That is, it could
jump directly into the enchanted land of
liberty without having first — like Europe
would have to eventually — to violently dis-
possess the privileged classes; it reached
the ‘stable state” of, so to speak, complete
democracy, straightaway — without having
first to face the risks and to accumulate the
traumas of the “period of transition’. Amer-
ica, therefore, has never fallen into the vi-
cious circle of the powers fearing freedom
of opinion and opinions hardening under
the yoke of censorship. Hence America,
with its complete freedom of the press, is
a country that contains the fewest germs of
revolution. Paradoxically, or perhaps not
so paradoxically, readers of the press hold
firmly to the press-insinuated ‘“unreflect-
ing convictions’; not because they are con-
vinced of their unshakable truth, but be-
cause they are not sure that there are bet-
ter to be had... Such way of holding con-
victions (one would say, belief resting on
cacophony of opinions) can hardly inspire
the holders to go to the barricades in their
names...

So far, so good. Tocqueville, in Offe’s
succinct summary, cannot accept that, ac-
cording to the (democratic) majority rule,
not the ‘best” but the ‘most’” become mas-
ters of the law. ‘Equality in the spheres of
politics and culture... means that the ma-
jority’s standards, principles and crite-
ria of judgment will from now on apply
to everyone — and this is where the dan-
ger to liberty begins’ (p. 22). The danger is
the ‘freedom-destroying, tyrannical, con-
formist and despotic potential of “equali-
ty”, that is, of a society based on contrac-

tual market relations and competitive in-
dividualism, with its material insatiab-
ility” (p. 28).

Each one of the three explorers whose
legacy Offe expertly analyses came to
America with questions matured in Eu-
rope of his time. No wonder they did not
look to the ’‘social and moral resources’
Tocqueville had spotted among the Ameri-
can ‘rugged individualists’ for the effective
medicine of the European disease of ‘ex-
propriation of human beings in all institu-
tional spheres” and bobbing humans of ‘re-
sponsibility for themselves and of the op-
portunity to exercise it” (pp. 56, 51). Weber,
famously baptised by Wolfgang Mommsen
‘a liberal in despair’, came to America ap-
palled by the unstoppably rising spectre of
bureaucracy, which reserved the ‘praxis of
freedom” only but a few while casting the
rest in the state of soullessness, expropri-
ation, proletarianisation, dependence, pro-
fessional specialisation and so on. ‘Giv-
en the basic fact of the irresistible advance
of bureaucratisation’, Weber asked, with a
note of despair in his voice, how can one
possibly save any remnants of “individual-
ist” freedom? (p. 52). Nor does Weber in-
vest much hope in the inchoate democracy
of early-20th century Germany when look-
ing at the practice of its American, ‘ma-
ture” version. Democracy, he noted, “offers
only one choice: it can be run either cheap-
ly by rich people in honorary positions or
expensively by paid officials’ (p. 65). The
grain of hope found Weber instead in the
‘puritanical asceticism’ of American Prot-
estant sects, to which he ascribes the power
to sustain a ‘self-conscious, individualistic
and sober attitude to life that confronted
the state power with an anti-authoritarian
skepticism’. Weber hoped that once ‘hon-
esty in business is rewarded by wealth yet
is not practiced for the sake of wealth but
purely to meet the requirements of the re-
ligious life, citizens discover, as it were to
their own pleasant surprise, the utility of
virtue’ (p. 63). But one cannot hope to cure
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the future with the drugs that passed their
use-by date. Weber himself noted the ev-
er more pronounced retreat of the old sec-
tarian virtues. Religious fervour, and even
more the ethical propriety it begets, failed
spectacularly to survive the arrival of the
virtue-rewarding wealth with the infinite
prospects it opened of the much more en-
joyable consumerists alternative to the ‘pu-
ritanical asceticism’ of the bygone Protes-
tant saints.

The third character in Offe’s story,
Adorno, was an unwilling visitor to the
US, swept to the other shore of the Atlan-
tic by the storm that overwhelmed Europe;
the same storm forced him to stay there
longer than he would have wished. Ador-
no was appalled by what he saw in his
place of exile: the autonomous bourgeois
culture turning into mass culture and un-
scrupulous, profit-chasing culture indus-
try; he thought he found there as well all
the nightmares of Tocqueville and Weber
tuned into reality. The ‘American prob-
lem’, and given the rising global domina-
tion of the United States also the “problem
of America’, inspired Adorno to seek fre-
netically, in Offe’s poignant summary, the
‘ambivalences, salutary antidotes, counter-
vailing tendencies, a set of self-correcting
mechanisms offering the possibility of es-
cape from the “iron cage of dependence”
and the “administered world”... Was there
anything in the realities of America that
might serve as the basis of such mecha-
nisms?” He did not find much. Wherever
he looked, he saw the pressures towards
standardisation, compulsion to uniformi-
ty, intolerance to deviation and difference,
paranoid fear of strangers and noncon-
formists, collective narcissism and a wish
to belong (pp. 82-84).

All this is now a rather old story; voiced
if not from a different America, then most
certainly from a different world, and a dif-
ferent place occupied by America among
other lands of the planet. Claus Offe per-
fectly pinpoints that difference (p. 100):
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It is not only the current US adminis-
tration that pursues the self-given mis-
sion of ‘making the world a better place’
manu militari; behind this mission we
can see an identity-building obsession,
through which the inner cracks of Amer-
ican society are covered up with mili-
tary means directed towards the outside
world. Another peculiarity of today’s
United States that sharply contrast with
the three authors’ findings is the fact that
it is the only country which can, in the
case of claimed necessity, treat external
rules, principles and agreements as non-
binding; it does not, as President George
W. Bush so aptly put it, need to seek ‘a
permission slip’ from anyone, simply be-
cause no one could effectively forbid it to
do anything it wanted. In case of neces-
sity, so its current leadership appears to
believe, the United States can command
recognition of its brute power from all
other participants of the international
system, and thereby drop claims for mor-
al authority without suffering any harm-
ful consequences.

Offe’s book comes timely. It speaks,
apparently, of the bygone thoughts of by-
gone thinkers a century or two old, but it
addresses the major concerns of our times
— issues that will in all probability consti-
tute the major, life-or-death challenge of
our 21st century. The ‘problems of Amer-
ica’, and by the same token the “American
problem’, has today acquired unprecedent-
ed importance. It is no longer the problem
of Europeans: it affects the whole planet,
just as it does American military power and
the extent of its interests and the ‘self-giv-
en mission’ it claims. True, other countries
follow the decisions of their own leaders;
but, as Jonathan Friedland of The Guardian
recently pointed out, ‘had George W. Bush
decided the other way, Britain would not
have gone to war in 2003" — and this blunt
verdict does not apply to Britain alone. As
to other aspects of America’s vital impor-
tance to the rest of the world, now more
than at any other time the rest of us catch
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a cold when America sneezes. The horrify-
ing financial crisis shaking the world-wide
banking-and-credit system at the time of
writing (October 2008) has been wholly
‘made in America’. And so has been, to a
great extent, the crisis in which the plan-
etary eco-system has fallen. A quarter of
the planetary climate-changing pollution
is produced by a country inhabited by on-
ly 5% of the world’s population. As before,
all eyes are fixed on America. Alas, unlike
in the case of Tocqueville, Weber and even
(occasionally) Adorno, much more so in
apprehension than in hope.

Zygmunt Bauman

Notes

! The English translation is by Patrick Camiller.
The original title in German is Selbstbetrachtung
aus der Ferne: Tocqueville, Weber und Adorno in der
Vereinigten Staaten, Suhrkamp Verlag 2004.

Frances McCall Rosenbluth (ed.):

The Political Economy of Japan’s Low
Fertility

Stanford, CA, 2007: Stanford University
Press, 222 pp.

Fertility as an academic subject passed from
demography to a broader field of inquiry
a few years ago. This volume thoroughly
studies the interaction between women’s
employment and fertility decisions from
a political economy point of view by ana-
lysing factors determining labour demand
and supply of women and mothers in Ja-
pan, a nation at the centre of much Euro-
pean and American research due to its ex-
ceptionally low fertility. The contributions,
written by an illustrious array of Japanese
and American scholars assume that wom-
en’s welfare is an indirect indicator of fer-
tility levels; consequently, the labour mar-
ket as the main source of women'’s financial
independence is at the centre of the analy-
sis. Over nine well-structured, concise and

mostly elegant chapters, the links between
income, education, skills, employment and
fertility are empirically explored through
quantitative analyses. The individual chap-
ters address women'’s economic status and
its impact on fertility (Chapter 2), skills as
explanation for occupational segregation
(Chapter 3), the effects of feminisation of
occupational sectors on pay and working
conditions (Chapter 4), types of employ-
ment available to mothers (Chapter 5), the
impact of public policies on mother’s labour
supply (Chapter 6), changes in distribution
of and access to day-care centres (Chapter
7) and lastly the effect of private education
of children on their mother’s employment
(Chapter 8). The main thesis of the book
is that fertility is an indirect indicator of
women’s well-being, and that low fertility
levels in advanced democracies may in part
be accounted for by vested interests imped-
ing women’s access to employment, rather
than by women’s choices (4).

Concise and jargon-free, each chapter
addresses a different aspect of women’s
employment in relation to motherhood,
yet the linkages to the overall hypothesis
are not always evident. Apart from Mar-
garita Estevez-Abe’s contribution (Chapter
3), the chapters rely to a large extent on a
theory-light analysis of different quantita-
tive datasets. The chapters are well struc-
tured and written, however some of the
conclusions catch the reader unawares.
Furthermore, while most concepts are de-
fined well, one of the most important ones
— fertility — regrettably is not. Frances Mc-
Call Rosenbluth in the introduction makes
the distinction between women who delay
childbirth, those who reduce the number
of children they have over their life course
and those who go without having children
altogether. Unfortunately, this analytic dis-
tinction is not taken up in the subsequent
chapters” research design. Also, women’s
welfare is not explained beyond arguing
that it is related to women’s economic in-
dependence, leading to an almost inter-
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