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A group of good people are play-
ing up the virtues of decentrali- 

zation. The idea is not unrelated to 
the recurrent "back to the land" 
movement and has much merit. When 
one has put in a stretch in any of 
our big cities one can sympathize 
with the Walden-complex. But, de-
centralizers are not content to rest 
their case on the idyllic charm of 
country life, as contrasted with the 
noise, filth and stink of massed hu-
manity; they feel impelled, for some 
strange reason, to call on economics 
for support. While they point up the 
sense of self-sufficiency gained from 
growing, building and making for 
one's own consumption, they also talk 
much of the savings in cash effected 
by this investment of labor. In short, 
decentralization is a way of putting 
by a penny. 

1. Since decentralizers choose that 
line of argument it is only fair that 
they submit their proposition to eco-
nomic criticism. Why do men in the 
search of a living tend to build up 
large centers of population? What 
economic force, as population in-
creases, drives a considerable num-
ber of agricultural workers into the 
manufacturing and inerchandizing 
fields, and 'what force must reverse 
the trend? The answers to these 
questions not only throw light on the 
economics of decentralization but will 
explain the current tide in that di-
rection. For, seeing how agricultural 

land values are rising, one must con-
clude that many are drifting away 
from the cities; there is reason to be-
lieve that this trend to the land will 
increase in velocity in the years 
ahead of us. 

Strangely enough, Bernard Baruch, 
the sage who occupies park benches 
out of choice, not of necessity, is 
peddling a plan for Germany and 
Japan which has all the earmarks of 
decentralization.* He proposes to re-
duce the conquered countries to a 
self-contained economy by stripping 
them of heavy industry and by Im-
posing on them restrictions as to the 
kind of manufacturing they may en-
gage in. There are other items, all 
immoral and impossible of being car-
ried out without permanent and ruth-
less military occupation. But, if the 

Plan were workable it would force 
the Japs and the Germans to the 
simple life which decentralization en-
visions. It is based on sound eco-
nomics. 

* * * 

Cities are 'not built; they grow. 
When we trace the development of 
these centers .we find that they ger-
minate in two human tendencies: an 
aversion to labor and an insatiabil-
ity of desires. It is both to save 
effort and to get more things that 
men invent machines, specialize and 
develop trade. The resulting profi-
ciency shows up in an abundance and 
variety of things on the market, and 
society is benefited. But, the degree 
of specialization, or sub-division of 
labor, is determined by the number 
of workers available. Thus, Detroit 
would be Impossible unless there 
were on hand a million and a half 

workers among whom to distribute 
the various occupations. And, more-
over, Detroit would be impossible un-
less there were millions of automo-
bile buyers—specialists in other lines 
—to absorb its output. 

Why do men drift toward a De-
troit? Why do men leave the self-
sufficiency of the farm to become 
specialists in a factory? Simply be-
cause the wages—the net return in 
satisfactions—are greater; that is, 
while the industry is growing. When 
competition for these jobs reduces 
this net return, men's minds turn to-
ward the acres from which a better 
living can be derived. If land is diffi-
cult to obtain, or if what is available 
does not yield more for the same ef-
fort than what can be got out of 
shopwork, the worker has little 
choice. .Nevertheless, there is a con-
stant tug between farm- and factory 
for the services of labor, and the ten-
dency for wages is to reach an equi-
librium. In the final analysis, then, 
wages make for centralization or de-
centralization. 

Baruch's punitive plan recognizes 
these economic forces. If the facto-
ries of Berlin and Tokyo were de-
stroyed, and the workers were for-
cibly prevented from rebuilding them, 
what must they do to live? Decen- 

tralize and dig. - They must go back 
to the self-sufficient life; they must 
be jack-of-all-trades; they must cease 
being specialists and exchangers. 

This forced return to the simple life 
would be facilitated by a drop in 
land values. When land is intensively 
used, as in commercial and industrial 
centers, its value rises, and so does 
the value of the agricultural land 
which feeds the workers in these cen-
ters. Conversely, when industries dis-
appear land becomes cheap. If Bar-
uch's plan were effectuated the cities 
of Germany and Japan would become 
ghost towns and factory sites would 
-turn into farms. 

Another point in Baruch's decen-
tralization plan is important. By re-
ducing the productive capacity of 
Germany and Japan the markets of 
these countries would be shrunk. 
They would be prevented from rees-
tablishing their foreign trade, thus 
giving the rest of the world a degree 
of protection. The elimination of this 
competition would not only raise 
prices In the world markets but 
would also raise prices in the home 
markets, for the smaller the output 
of an industry the higher its unit 
cost. In fine, the ultimate of the 
plan would reduce their steel plants 
to blacksmith shops. 

Well, seeing how industrialized na-
tions are more inclined to make war 
than are those restricted by natural 
resources to pastoral pursuits, the 
Japs and the Germans would have a 
quieter and longer life under the pro-
posed plan. They would also be free 
of the intense hardships that come 
on centralized populations during de-
pressions; the forces of nature pay 
no attention to the breakdown of the 
marketplace; given rain and sunshine 
potatoes will grow. Until man has 
solved the riddle of poverty in the 

midst of plenty, the simple, self-suf-
ficient life will have much to com-
mend it. 

* * * 



The decentralization of a highly in-
tegrated civilization does not require 
the use of military force. It can be 
brought about—there are signs that 
it is being brought about, even in 
America - by political measures 
which are intended to be beneficial, 
not retributive. The degree of spe-
cialization a people can engage in is 
dependent on the freedom of their 
marketplace, and any interference 
with the volume and rapidity of ex-
changes must limit the subdivision of 
labor. For instance, if Illinois puts 
a ban on Wisconsin milk the dairy-
men in the latter state must reduce 
their herds to the needs of the re-
duced market. Contrariwise, if our 
protective barriers were broken down, 
so that foreigners could pay for 
goods with goods, the automobile 
market would be widened, and De-
troit would have to Intensify its spe-
cialization and, consequently, call for 
more workers. An industry can be 
just as effectively destroyed by a tax 
as by a bomb, and a city can be 
more permanently reduced by politi-
cal interference with production and 
exchange than by a squadron of 
B-29s. 

During the war many of us who 
had no knowledge of or inclination 
for the business were forced into ag-
riculture by our inability to get stuff 
from farmers. The "victory garden" 
was a sideline, to be sure, but it was 
a sideline made necessary by the 
blocking of the market; regardless of 
the invigorating exercise of weed-
pulling, we bookkeepers and steam-
fitters might have preferred to spend 
our evenings otherwise if the avail-
ability, and the price, of cabbages 
were otherwise. In rural communi-
ties food shortages are not as pro-
nounced as in the towns simply be-
cause the difficulties of exchange—
haulage, rationing and price controls 
—turned folks toward barter. As 

much as possible the neighbors dis-
pose of their products among them-
selves to avoid the nuisance of bu-
reaucratic interference, and the grow-
ing inclination toward wages "in 
kind" is traceable to the difficulties 
of exchange, to say nothing of the 
income tax. When the law makes it 
hard to do business you try to get 
around the law, and in so doing you 
cut down the volume of business. 

The 	é'ithigovérñ- 
ment is all for political control of the 
marketplace. One of the postulates 
of that philosophy is that the mar-
ketplace is an inherently imperfect 
mechanism, that it must be regulated, 
controlled, directed. Men must not 
be allowed free exercise of their 
judgment in making exchanges, their 
sense of value must not be trusted, 
the fickleness of their desires must 
be curbed for their own good. Re-
gardless of whether or not the mar-
ketplace can be planned, or what po-
litical force must be employed to try 
it, the result will inevitably be a cur -
tailment of production. The difficul-
ties imposed will drive people toward 
some simpler, even if more laborious 
and less, satisfying, way of getting 
on through life. That iA decentrali-
zation. It will not be the voluntary 
choosing of a more pleasant exist-
ence, regardless of the economics of 
it, but a retrogression forced on us 
by political meddling. 

* Apparently the Potsdam conferees de-
cided to try out Baruch'a decentralizing 
plan. For the German people who, unlike 
their conquerors, will thus be rid of mili-
tarism, it would be a boon if the plan 
were to prosper. Bñt, 80,000,000 people 
in a limited area cannot be permanently 
reduced to an agricultural economy; the 
natural process of specialization and ex-
change will break through, the artificial 
barriers, new capital (even if owned by 
foreigners) will appear and manufacturing 
will again flourish. The Baruch plan 
serves only as a sop to popular passion. 

S .  
Real Reconversion.—'Let us alone. 
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