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      Mr. Zimny

topic sixteen – where do we go from here?:
california’s fragile experiment
Schrag, Chapter 5 – Fragile Experiment
Overview: 

In this, Peter Schrag’s final chapter, he looks toward the future.  He paints a pessimistic picture of Californian life in the new century; he sees little chance that our politics will shake off its paralysis or that our people will confront the real problems that he described in Chapter 1.  He admits, though, that there is a chance to tell a “new California story” that will show the nation the way to a brighter future.  We must, he suggests, return to the “communitarian ethic” that we shared in the years after World War II.  We must heal the divisions that now plague our communities, divisions among races, ethnicities, and social classes.  Whether this dream can become a reality will depend not on politicians, but on ourselves.  Can we see our way clear to a new vision for California and our nation?
Outline: 

I. Forty years ago, California personal income was far higher than the national average; now it is just above average and declining
II. A state of immigrants like ours can’t guarantee decent lives for its people without high standards of education – we “can’t grow great trying to be like Mississippi”

A. Now the state is living off the huge postwar investment it made in education and infrastructure

B. We can’t plan because we don’t even have good information on many issues

III. The political struggle today is between Schwarzenegger and the business community on one side and the legislature’s majority Democrats and backers of higher public spending on the other

IV. Good government groups and commissions have suggested many ideas for making California government more effective:

A. Raise the state gasoline tax

B. Bring back the Vehicle License Fee

C. Give more independence to local governments

D. Close loopholes in corporatae taxes

E. Decriminalize marijuana

F. End the unjust inequalities in property taxes

G. Repeal the two-thirds requirement to pass the state budget

H. Stop the fiscalization of land use
I. Reduce the number of elected officials

J. Give the legislature the power to amend initiatives after they pass

K. Consider a unicameral legislature

L. Expand the sales tax to cover services and Internet sales

M. Assess business property at market value for property taxes

V. All these proposals will be ignored as long as upper-income whites controlled ballot propositions

A. Public service spending in California has declined as the diversity of the state has risen

1. Ethnic and class divisions raise suspicions that taxpayers’ money will be given to “them”

VI. California’s optimism after World War II has been replaced by pessimism:

A. The state’s immigrant population grew

B. The 1978 tax revolt cut future spending

C. More initiatives restricted the power of government

D. The state shifted from the “communitarian ethic” to the “market state”

VII. 20% of California’s adults are not citizens and can’t vote; less than half of eligible Latinos do vote

A. This creates a growing gap between the voters and the people who rely on schools and other public programs

B. Anglos are 46% of the state’s population but 70% of the voters

C. Latinos are 35% of the population and growing, but only 14% of voters

VIII. California Progressivism, while dedicated to democracy, also helped create our present dilemma
A. It always had a strain of racism and suspicion of cities

B. It tried to break up power as widely as possible, so we have 7,000 local governments

IX. The split between population and voters has created a major crisis for democracy: the new Californians need high quality education and services, but old Californians won’t pay for them
(over)

X. Both California and the country seem to be locking themselves into a permanently undereducated workforce and increasing economic inequality

A. Until voters believe that we’ve controlled illegal immigration, they won’t deal with the problem of immigrants who are already here

1. If we tighten border controls, who will do the work that immigrants do now?

2. Can federal policy solve the problem of illegal immigration?

XI. California has always depended on immigration, but each group who came to the state considered themselves specially blessed and entitled to keep newcomers down
XII. The story of California is still powerful, but that story is in danger of breaking into many different, opposed stories

A. A new California story would have to overcome the many divisions that hold us back:

1. The distrust of state government

2. The distrust of city government in our big cities

3. The division of the state into separate media markets and the media’s neglect of politics

4. The ethnic gaps between the coming Latino majority and the left-over Anglo electorate

5. The growing gap between rich and poor, and the disappearing middle class

6. The disconnection between global markets and traditional business practices

7. The conflict between California’s “blue” coast and “red” inland

XIII. Our state has become a test case for a very fragile experiment: “to forge and maintain a modern, prosperous high-tech democracy out of the great ethnic and social diversity of people”
A. We will reach a new kind of political balance by 2030, but what kind of balance will it be?

1. The best case: equality, high standard of living, strong middle class, stable government

2. The worst case: society divided between a rich upper class and a large, most Latino and black underclass

XIV. Our system was designed by the Progressives to control corrupt government, but it now makes government unworkable in a highly divided state

A. Do we really want to pay the price it will take to succeed in our fragile experiment?
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