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Practicable (if not Beautiful) for millennia 
may still have a chance to escape some of 
the social perils of modern technology. 

What about the industrial West, where 
the proudest boast of technologists is that 
they save manpower at the cost of capital 
investment per workplace? It would be 
stupid to dismiss the enormous social 
benefits of mass production. For every one 
man whose life is dissipated on a 
production line in British Leyland there 
must be hundreds of families whose lives 
have been liberated by the possession of a 
car. Holidays, picnics, visits to friends and 
relations, life in a suburb and a short drive 
to the office: all these are incomparably 
easier to secure than they were for the so
called lower classes when I was a boy. 
While there was full employment, and 
material progress brought with it some 
improvement in the quality of life, the 
achievements of the industrial West were 
welcomed. For the first generation owner 
of a car and a refrigerator and an air ticket 
to Majorca, the warnings of Schumacher 
were dismissed as neurotic. 

It is a different story today. Thanks to 
education and the media, the unemployed 
are more articulate than they were in the 
1930s. They do not equate unemployment 
with leisure, even though they are paid to 
be unemployed. To be without work is as 
dangerous as to be without love. So, 
suddenly, the application of Schumacher's 
ideas (and not just Schumacher's: they are 
the ideas of William Morris and Tolstoy in 
modern dress) becomes relevant and 
politically important. McRobie describes 
how hundreds of small groups of people in 
America, Canada and (on a smaller scale) 
in Britain have detached themselves from 
the conventional pattern of society, to seek 
a pattern which does not have the formula 
"economies of scale" woven into the 
design. In America some of the experi
ments have official support. There is a 
National Center for Appropriate 
Technology, inspired by Senator Mike 
Mansfield. There is the California Office 
of Appropriate Technology, started by 
order from Governor Jerry Brown, with a 
budget of $900,000, encouraging the use of 
solar energy, and designing small-scale 
sewage systems and techniques for 
aquaculture. In the Bronx, some of which is 
a waste of derelict city lots, an Institute for 
Local Self Reliance has mobilized local 
labour to cultivate gardens and rehabilitate 
decayed property. And in Canada - in 
many ways the most enlightened of 
Western nations - there is in the ugly 
mining town of Sudbury a project called 
"Sudbury 2001" which, with a provincial 
government grant of $600,000, is preparing 
some of the workforce for the inevitable 
redundances they see ahead. 

McRobie's chapter on the 
"alternatives" movement in Britain is less 
encouraging. It seems (perhaps there is 
another side to the story) that neither 
governments nor trade unions have taken 
much interest in the possibilities of small 

collectives. The experiences of the Kirkby 
Manufacturing and Engineering Ltd 
(KME) and the Scottish Daily News do not 
generate much confidence. Of course it is 
sheer fantasy to imagine that ICI, BP and 
the Central Electricity Generating Board 
will dissolve in a flood of little collectives 
making their own paints, heating their 
farms with home-made methane, using 
windmills knocked together by the local 
blacksmith. But the unemployed displaced 
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by a combination of world diseconomy and 
new technology are going to demand work. 
If they do not get work, society as we know 
it may be shattered. If we have to invent 
work not to produce things for profit but to 
satisfy a deep genetically coded human 
need, then perhaps Schumacher's ideas are 
worth another thought. D 

Lord Ashby is Chancellor of Queen's 
University, Belfast, and a Fellow of Clare 
College, Cambridge. 
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READING H. Bruce Franklin on Robert 
Heinlein is a bit like reading an analysis of a 
sexual farce by a stiff-necked, bible-bound 
fundamentalist who can never get his mind 
off the fact that sex is, after all, sinful. 
Franklin has produced a painstakingly 
detailed Marxist analysis of what, at its 
best, is flashy escapist fiction. Heinlein's 
heroes, his cynicism and sentimentalism, 
his taste for adventure, all his tales of space 
exploration, war, sexual fantasy, time 
travel and immortality become a rather 
dreary reflection of the contradictions of 
capitalism in the United States. 

Franklin leaves the science in the fiction 
more or less alone; this omission does no 
disservice to Heinlein. Science only pro
vides him with the authority by which 
reality is breached - it is the excuse for the 
reader to believe in the fantasy. When it 
suits his purpose, Heinlein is not averse to 
using magic in its place. 

Heinlein is at least as fond of social 
theory as he is of science, and his books are 
full of expostulation on one half-baked 
political philosophy or another. And, as 
Franklin points out, he does reflect his 
times. In the 1950s he produced anti
communist novels; in the 1970s he explored 
narcisstic sexual excess in some of the worst 
writing of his career. And, in 1961, at the 
beginning of one of America's most 
notorious decades, he produced what is 
probably his most popular book, Stranger 
in a Strange Land. ln it a young human 
being, raised on Mars, by Martians, comes 
to Earth, views us all through alien, though 
human eyes, and finally founds a religion 
that is part universal sexual love, part 
hucksterism, part anarchism and part 
violent elitism. The gentle, loving hero is in 
the habit of making his enemies, and other 
undesirables, disappear by a wink of the 
mind, a trick he learned on Mars. 

This is, indeed, very close to "America 
as Science Fiction". But when Franklin 
presses his point to argue that the hero 
''embodies our most infantile fantasies and 

the central goal of bourgeois ideology -
the unfettered freedom of the individual 
will'', he is Jess convincing. Indeed, when, 
throughout the book, he holds up Heinlein 
as a mirror that reflects the nature of 
capitalist society, he undermines his case by 
two unfortunate omissions -he leaves out 
Heinlein, and he makes his analysis on the 
basis of unargued and undemonstrated 
assumptions. 

Where indeed is Heinlein in all of this? 
Franklin gives us only a thumbnail bio
graphy, which concentrates more on the 
economic conditions in the country when 
the author grew up than it does on Heinlein 
himself. And where is Heinlein's 
imagination, his writing skill, his ability to 
create compelling stories? A writer of 
fiction is less a mirror than a lens, that 
refracts rather than reflects the light of his 
culture, bending it with his own 
idiosyncrasies. In Franklin's formula the 
curve of Heinlein's lens is missing. 

Also missing is some back-up for his 
ready-made Marxism. It may well be true, 
as he notes in passing, that the conditions 
of the two main groups of workers in 
America before World War II were "the 
debt peonage characteristic of the majority 
of Black rural workers and the wage slavery 
of mine and factory labor'', and that ''class 
struggle ... has constituted actual human 
history", but his case would be stronger if 
he demonstrated his points rather than 
asserting them. Nor are these isolated 
examples. He tells us, for instance, that "If 
the wiJJ is free to do anything it wishes, the 
will is free from the apparent laws of the 
physical universe and also free from the 
apparent laws of human social 
development". He doesn't tell us what 
either set of laws are, perhaps assuming 
that the precepts of dialectical materialism 
are as well known and widely accepted as 
gravity. 

What Franklin's book could use, finally, 
is a bit more of an internal dialectic. lf we 
were to see the clash of culture and 
individual in Heinlein's work, we might 
come away with a ri::her understanding of 
the author, and of America. u 

James Gorman is a staff writer on Discover 
magazine. 
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