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ecentralist A

By Mildred Jensen Loomis

SEMNTRALIZATION is that method of organizing

power which concentrates control of human activ-
S ities.in the hands of fewer and fewer individuals.
This trend is predominant today. It is justified, generally
speaking, on the ;. rounds of efficiency. Modern technology
and modern industry, argue the centralizers, demand mass
production, specialization and concentration of control and
finance, Huge indusiry and large combines demand large
and powerful government units o divect them. Concen-
trated industry demands large, compact centers of popula-
tion.

Decentralization is the exact oppuosite of all this, but
it is not merely a negation. It is a positive philosophy which
puts the individual person above any institution. It secks
to preserve and to widen his capacity for choice. Decen-
tralization is that method of implementing individual
aspirations which gives the individual and his family the
greatest possible area of reliance upon themselves. It in-
volves the diffusion and distribution of ownership and con-
trols of all kinds. It discourages imstitutionalization. It
promotes that arrangement of society in which reliance on
compulsion—police and military—will be at 2 minimum.
Diecentralists believe that by direct personal action, large
public as well as smali individual problems will be solved.

Production in the Home

As the first step in achieving their objectives, decentralists
encourage dispersion of production. They therefore foster
the productive home wherein can be produced-—with
modern, small-scale tools and machines—all or a very
large part of the family’s basic needs in the way of food,
clothing, shelter and recreation. What cannot be produced
at home should, as far as possible, be produced in small-
scale local shops and processing plants. Most decentralists
agree that some heavy items will probably always have to
be produced in centralized factories. Buf their research
shows that as much as 6o per cent of what a family ordi-
narily uses can be produced locally, and that much that is
now committed te large-scale mass produciion could be
fabricated otherwise or eliminated.

This basic tenet of home production iies in with the
decentralist belief that the family is the primary unit of
society, and that the best place to foster and rehabilitate
family life is on the land. Decentralists are, for the most
part, agrarian in outlook; that is, they believe that agricul-
ture should be the first concern of society.

Since high land prices and heavy mortgage charges
make land difficult to obtain in our present society, the
decentralist program includes a change in land policy and
land ewnership. It would grant social values in land to the
community, though with privaie title in the users’ hands.
It would make fundamental changes which would take
comirol of credit and curreney away from government
and give it to the people’s cooperative banks. Changes of
this sort can be accomplished by cooperative and commu-
nity zction in face-to-face groups. Implementing such pro-
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grams in community after community would, in the end,
eliminate the world problems of monopely and exploita-
tion and the race for markets, along with the conflicts and
wars that result from them.

Just as their chief method is direct action, not legislation,
so the decentralists” first tool is education, not government.
Adults alone can act on the problems of living; ther ‘ore
it is to the education of adults that decentralists are direct-
ing special effort. While they respect the wisdom of the
ages and study it, their first service to aduit education is to
take it out of the realm of the academic and the abstract
by specificaily defining the actual problems of living as
adulits confront them in our society.

‘Scheools of Living’

A notable contribution to American thought on this
subject has been made by Ralph Borsodi, founder of the
School of Living at Suffern, New York, who is publishing
his findings in three volumes on Education and Living. The
extension program of the School of Living proposes to set
up local schools of living in many small communities in
the nation. These schools bring together groups cominitted
to systematic study of and action on the actual problems of
fiving in their commrunities,

As an example of the type of definition and analysis
offered by decentralism, consider itz conception of the
role of government. Decentralists beheve that growth and
development take place most effectively through persomal
action, in which they include family action. Nevertheless
they recognize the necessity for group action. Having de-
cided that some goal can best be achieved by group action,
an individual must determine whether it should be a volun-
tary group-—cooperative, community, competitive or cor-
porate—or a compulsory group—namely, government.

AN groups, except government, are bilateral; that is, an
individual may join or remove himself from them at will.
But government is unilateral, having complete authority.
It is the only group from which we cannot withdraw, and
it is the only group to which “we, the people,” grant the
distinctive authority of coercion. For this reason, decen-
tralists urge that government action be limited to absolute
essenitials, such as the delivery of mail, maintenance of
roads, disaster relief, and a mimmum apparatus of legis-
lature, courts and police for the protection of person and
property. All other activities should be performed by velun-
tary group action or by personal family action.

Where Governmental Scope Ends

Above all, say the decentralists, people should be
taught that economic activities are not a proper subjeet for
government action. For when government begins to plan
or direct any part of the highly interdependent activities of
producing and distributing the goods out of which all of us
make our living, it ends in controlling all our life by force.
Compulsion necessarily increases because it involves an
endless number of erises which have to do with the personal
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habits—ecating, drnking, working, playing—out of which
individuals fabricate their freedom,

Education for such an economy inciudes, of course,
techniques of chminating private as well as ge}vcmmhm
monopoly. It mvolves the removal of the pm’;ge‘gm on
which monopoly rests and which reguire supervision or
regulation by a government referee, As people become
effective in small communitics where the size and area of
the problems are manageable, life will be reshaped to fit
the human organism. For decentralists hold that our
industrial, mechanized, moncpolized world twists and
thwarts the human being. If the increasing materialism and
dehumanization of man are to be checked, a pattern of
living rust be evolved that is true or normal to the human

type.
The Village—Focal Point

The small rural community is the cenier of decen-
tralized society. Today, instead of being the focal point of
a vital culture, the village is merely something that has
been: pushed aside by the forces creating “the larger so-
ciety.” Because decentralists want to recover that large
measure of economic independence and democratic power
which obtainied in the earlier rural communities, they are
sometimes acccused of wanting o “turn the clock back.”
But taking the best customs of the past and shaping them
into the best of the present surely constitufes progressive
action. Deceniralists would combine the wvalues of the
oldtime village with the contributions of modern tech-
nology.

Decentralists point to the independence and security,
the creativity and intellipence of societies 2 majority of
whose people were on the land producing their own milk,
butter, cheese, bacon and other foods, and had leather and
wool from which toc make shoes and clothing as well as
timber and stone for building houses. Decentralists sense
that this setting made the family spirit powerful and an
economy of abundance and neighborliness possible. The
{armer, the cobbler, the tailor, the miller, the wheelwright
were all integral parts of the community. Mind and body
worked in unison. Good workmanship was the ideal of
every self-respecting individual and the source of his un-
derstanding and his conscicusness of his own worth and
dignity. Producers knew the needs of each customer and
sold their goods at a “just price” mutually agreed on be-
tween buyer and seller. The craftsman was not dependent
on a higher wage-income for his fundamental satisfac-

tions.
Waork Must Be Creative

These people proved that art can and should be a part
of daily Iife, a quality of every useful thing. Their diversions
proclaimed that the spirit of man is not a machine. Sharp-

‘ened mind, strengthened will, stable emotions resulted from
integrated and daily use of these human faculties. While
there were some socizal evils, the foundations of life were
sound. Work was creative; people lived in families, were
close to the land and were sustained by functional social

relationships, Everything they did had mmmng and’

significance to them.
But the industrial revolution changed all this, Diriven to

urban centers by carly enclosure acts and continued land
monopoly, the worker became subject to 2 process of dis-
integration which now has rendered him incapable of
recognizing for what it is the deepening crisis in his affairs,
much less dealing with it

The foundation of a good society is the fully integrated
human person. Such persons will develop only when man’s
daily work requires intelligence and choice, and is char-
acterized by creativity and responsibility. It is an offense
against man’s nature when the most important function of
his life—his work—-is abhorrent and spiritually harmful to
him. Work is the most potent principle of social cohesion.
Whether the personality grows or deteriorates depends on
the nature of 2 man’s work, There can be no hope of trans-
forming society until work is free of exploitation, undl it
i‘i‘}" pGI"SGuS for PEISOIE. and is E’}?udué,l.s aige €x-
changed at 2 just price. Decentralists for the most part are
taking those places and tasks where they can feed, dothe

PR P,
15 G0N

- and house themseclves creatively and cmpe:ratiw:i}n They

are recovering their lost privilege of working with and
beautifying the earth and of satisfving their needs on a
basis of neighborfiness,

They well know what a weight of effort it will require
to move a mass mind which has been taught to think in
terms of power, money and mass production. They are
aware that the mass man may prefer a totalitarian revolo-
tion in return for economic “security.” But they cast their
vote for another way of life, The slow, basic rehabilitation
of human beings through a new patiern of living is the
only alternative to the futile conflict of power politics.
Satisfaction of the creative instinct, they believe, can
subdue the aggressive traits in man.

Who Are the Deceniralisis?

in the United Staies this challenge is being voiced by a
growing number of writers. Ralph Borsodi phrased it in
1928 in T his Ugly Civilization, and in frequent books since
then. Numerous groups with plans to rebuild from the
bottom have associated themselves in the Decentralist Con-
ference which meets annually for sharing and planning.
In 1946 twelve distinguished educators and editors com-
piled the volume Cities Are Abnormal, which shows from
several angles the need for decentralization. Books and
pamphlets are appearing from many guarters, Schools and
teaching centers are developing. Peniodicals and journals
specifically devoted o a decentralist theme include Free
America, New Canaan, Connecticut; Communily Service
News, Yellow Springs, Ohio; and the Inferpreter, Brook-
ville, Ohio.

In England numerous societies with a similar concern
have arisen. Pax in Terra is a Catholic group which stems
from the famous distributists, Hilaire Belloc and Eric Gill.
The Community Farming Society is headed by Wilfred
Wellock, former Labor member of Parliament, who
recenily visited the United States under the auspices of
the American Friends Service Commitiee. In Switzertand
the movement is headed by Dr. Wilbelm Ropke of the
Institut Universitaire, Geneva, whose trilogy, The Crisis of
Modern Society, is published by the University of Chicago
Press. In France, the names of Hyacinthe Dubrendl and
Gustave Thibon are associated with the movement to check



the trend toward mechanization. Dubreuils Robots and
Men has been published by Harpers, and Thibor's Diag-
nosiics is also to be published in English.

In his recent book, Science, Liberty and Peace, Aldous
Huxley develops the thesis that decentralism is the answer
to the dilemma of the individual in the modern world. He
says: “Democratic institutions are likely to work best at
times and in places where at least 2 good part of the citizens
have access to enough land and possess sufficient tools and
professional skill to be able to provide for their subsistence
without recourse to financially potent private capitalists o
te the government. . . . My own view, which is essentialiy
that of the decentralists, is that, so long as the results of
pure science are applied for the purpose of making our
system of mass-prodacing and mass-distributing industry
more expensively elaborate and more highly specialized,
there can be nothing but ever greater centralization of
power in ever fewer hands. . . . It is not impossible that the
decentralist leaven may end by leavening the whole huge
lump of society.”
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