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PRAISE FOR HOW MUMBO-JUMBO CONQUERED THE WORLD


“Full of spark, fine writing and clever white man’s prejudice.... I wholeheartedly recommend that you buy this book: it will provoke smiles of acknowledgement, howls of disapproval, and weeks of good conversation.”—Financial Times


 



“[A] scintillating polemic . . . a robust defense of good sense against what its author sees as a recent onslaught of gobbledygook and superstition . . .”—Harper’s


 



“[A] very well-written rant against all the baloney that people seem increasingly to believe. It is . . . scathing against religious and economic fundamentalism, New Age views of spiritual and financial matters, protuberant globalism, deconstruction, emotionally unlaced politicians, and unified theories of everything.”—The Boston Globe


 



“Francis Wheen dismembers Derrida, deconstructs Diana, flays Fukiyama, deepaks Chopra and generally strikes a ringing blow for rational thought and the good ol’ Enlightenment . . .”—San Diego Union Tribune


 



“A forensic attack on fundamentalism (religious and economic), on cultural and scientific relativism, on postmodernists, on pagans, on New Agers and everyone else whom Wheen identifies as belonging to the coalition seeking to undermine reason.... Wheen’s indignation is righteous and well worth reading.”—New Statesman


 



“[How Mumbo-jumbo Conquered the World] ought to be read and considered by anyone who needs to develop an understanding of why pop culture and celebrity worship, and a rejection of rational thought, is bad for all of us, and dangerous to our democracy.”—MetroWest Daily News


 



“Lightly and often hilariously told as it is, this book does make it clear that respect for truth and reason is retreating, that mumbo-jumbo has a new confidence everywhere.... This amusing, intelligent, elegantly argued book is as good a demonstration of the values it defends as could be imagined.”—Spectator


“Wonderful. . . . Wheen has a Swiftian relish for exposing the cant that attends the ‘new irrationality’.”—The Observer


 



“Fast and funny, witty and cutting.... Wheen describes a dizzying ride backward through everything from crystal-stone cures to Biblical “codes.” If you fear the death of common sense and feel you’re surrounded by fools and charlatans, this book is for you.”—Barron’s


 



“[A] bracing polemic in the tradition of H. L. Mencken. . . . In an earlier day this book might have been burned by the public hangman. . . . Francis Wheen will not be happy until the last ‘tyrant of twaddle’ is found drowned in a disused think tank.”—Times Literary Supplement


 



“Hugely enjoyable . . . delightful reading.”—Sunday Times


 



“[A] joyous, exhilarating, angry and deadly assault on the march of unreason.” —The Guardian


 



“A coruscating new book.... It lays bare the extent to which delusion, paranoia, ignorance, and nonsense have taken over public life.”—The Times


 



“Very funny . . . a brilliant, extended satiric essay.”—Daily Telegraph


 



“Wheen skewers his targets with the kind of rapier-like wit the world has come to expect and enjoy from British masters of the vituperative arts.”—Publishers Weekly


 



“Hilarious. . . . Reaching the end of this short history of modern delusions, one wants it to go on and on. Not just because it has all been so enjoyable, but also because there are villains still at large.”—Literary Review
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Dare to Know



The rapid progress true Science now makes, occasions my regretting sometimes that I was born too soon. It is impossible to imagine the height to which may be carried, in a thousand years, the power of man over matter. We may perhaps learn to deprive large masses of their gravity, and give them absolute levity, for the sake of easy transport. Agriculture may diminish its labor and double its produce; all diseases may by sure means be prevented or cured, not excepting even that of old age, and our lives lengthened at pleasure even beyond the antediluvian standard. O that moral science were in as fair a way of improvement, that men would cease to be wolves to one another, and that human beings would at length learn what they now improperly call humanity!


—letter from Benjamin Franklin to Joseph Priestley (February 8, 1780)



 



In September 1784, a Berlin magazine invited several German intellectuals to answer the question “What is Enlightenment?” They included the philosopher Immanuel Kant, who rose to the challenge with a vigor and clarity not always evident in his lengthier works: 
Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to use one’s own understanding without direction from another. This immaturity is self-incurred if its cause is not lack of understanding, but lack of resolve and courage to use it without another’s guidance. Sapere aude! Dare to know! That is the motto of Enlightenment.





The sprightly optimism of this venerable professor, then already in his sixties, derived from his belief that a revolution in human history was imminent. In the Critique of Pure Reason, which had been published three years earlier and established his reputation throughout Europe, Kant had sought to reconcile the two dominant schools of modernist philosophy—the British empiricist approach of Bacon, Locke, and Hume (who held that knowledge was the product of experience and experiment, and thus subject to amendment), and the continental rationalism exemplified by Descartes and Spinoza, which maintained that certainty could be achieved by inferential reasoning from first principles. What these traditions had in common was far more important than what divided them, and by incorporating elements from both he was able to demolish the pretensions of religion to superior knowledge or understanding. “The critical path alone is still open,” he announced after almost seven hundred pages, having cleared away the metaphysical obstacles.


If the reader has had the courtesy and patience to accompany me along this path, he may now judge for himself whether, if he cares to lend his aid in making this path into a high-road, it may not be possible to achieve before the end of the present century what many centuries have not been able to accomplish; namely, to secure for human reason complete satisfaction in  regard to that with which it has all along so eagerly occupied itself, though hitherto in vain.



From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, it is hard not to smile at the suggestion that the forces of reason might achieve “complete satisfaction,” and humanity grow out of its “self-incurred immaturity,” some time before 1800. “I do not know whether we will ever reach mature adulthood,” Michel Foucault wrote in the 1980s, reflecting on the 200 years that had passed since Kant’s famous essay for the Berlinischer Monatsschrift. “Many things in our experience convince us that the historical event of the Enlightenment did not make us mature adults, and we have not reached that stage yet.” Foucault himself fiercely opposed the Enlightenment’s universalism, yet even he conceded its “importance and effectiveness,” arguing that it should “be considered not, certainly, as a theory, a doctrine, nor even as a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it has to be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them.”

Just so: The Enlightenment was not so much an ideology as an attitude—a presumption that certain truths about mankind, society, and the natural world could be perceived, whether through deduction or observation, and that the discovery of these truths would transform the quality of life. The foundations on which it built were those laid by the empirical philosophers and natural scientists of the seventeenth century—most notably Francis Bacon (1561–1626), John Locke (1632–1704), and Isaac Newton (1642–1727)—and the debt was fully acknowledged: Thomas Jefferson described them as the “greatest men that have ever lived, without any exception,” while d’Alembert  and Diderot dedicated their Encyclopédie, that great monument of the French Enlightenment, to the trinity of English patron saints. (Rather less credit was given to Spinoza, the seventeenth-century Dutch philosopher who is only now beginning to receive his due. A recent study by Jonathan Israel presents him as the architect of the Radical Enlightenment—“the chief challenger of the fundamentals of revealed religion, received ideas, tradition, morality and what was everywhere regarded, in absolutist and non-absolutist states alike, as divinely constituted political authority.”)

According to d’Alembert, “once the foundation of a revolution has been laid down, it is almost always in the next generation that the revolution is accomplished.” The eighteenth century had no scientific advances comparable with those of Newton and Galileo, but the philosophes were standing on the shoulders of giants—and could therefore see further. “By separating theology from natural philosophy, or by ingeniously arguing that natural philosophy supported theology, seventeenth-century scientists concealed from themselves, as much as from others, the revolutionary implications of their work,” the historian Peter Gay writes. “Geniuses from Galileo to Newton lived comfortably with convictions that eighteenth-century philosophes would stigmatize as incompatible . . . For Newton, God was active in the universe, occasionally correcting the irregularities of the solar system. The Newtonian heavens proclaimed God’s glory.” The achievement of the eighteenth century was to detach Newton’s God from his physics, teasing out the implications of discoveries from the age of genius and pushing them to their logical conclusion: The professed aim of the Scottish philosopher David Hume was to be “the Newton of the moral sciences.” As one modern commentator has said the originality of the Enlightenment: 
lies not so much in what was preached as in the fervor of the preacher and the beneficial effects expected of the sermon. What distinguished the Enlightenment above all was its determination to subject all received opinions to the test of reason, to apply this test especially to views on human behavior, to ethical and political theory, and to extract from the knowledge thus won whatever could be useful in improving the human lot.





Of course there were many different Enlightenments, each with its distinctive style, and scholars still argue about which was the real torch-bearer. Local particularities had a strong influence: in Germany and Scandinavia, characteristically, progressive thinkers sought to enlighten absolutist monarchs and create a modern, efficient polity; the French philosophes were more preoccupied with challenging aristocratic feudalism and the Roman Catholic church; in Britain, where a settlement of sorts had already been reached with both clerisy and monarchy, more attention was paid to the nature of liberal capitalism. Any movement that traced its ancestry to both Cartesian rationalism and Lockean empiricism could never be homogeneous. The Enlightenment encompassed optimists and pessimists, deists and atheists, democrats and elitists, Voltaire and Rousseau.

Despite their quarrelsome diversity, however, most Enlightenment thinkers shared certain intellectual traits—an insistence on intellectual autonomy, a rejection of tradition and authority as the infallible sources of truth, a loathing for bigotry and persecution, a commitment to free inquiry, a belief that (in Francis Bacon’s words) knowledge is indeed power. That phrase is sometimes used by Machiavellian politicians to justify the restriction of valuable information, but for the philosophes it was a slogan of emancipation, a declaration of war against the impotence of ignorance. “Enlightenment” had two meanings, both  evident in the Encyclopédie: the discovery of truth and its subsequent diffusion. The purpose of the Encyclopédie, Diderot said, was to “change the general way of thinking”; and it succeeded. The Enlightenment had many critics, but its illuminating influence and achievements were apparent in the history of the next two centuries—the waning of absolutism and superstition, the rise of secular democracy, the understanding of the natural world, the transformation of historical and scientific study, the new political resonance of notions such as “progress,” “rights,” and “freedom.”

Does that light still shine today? If you type “The Enlightenment” into a search engine at the online retailer Amazon, more than 1,500 books are listed. Look more closely, however, and you’ll notice that many of them have nothing in common with what Kant, or indeed Foucault, meant by Enlightenment: The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment; The Secrets of Kung Fu for Self Defense, Health and Enlightenment; Crystal Enlightenment: The Transforming Properties of Crystals and Healing Stones; The Rosicrucian Enlightenment; The Tibetan Art Coloring Book: A Joyful Path to Right Brain Enlightenment; Awakening the Buddha Within: Eight Steps to Enlightenment; and Golf for Enlightenment: Playing the Game in the Garden of Eden, a recent title from the entrepreneurial mystic Deepak Chopra. “The Enlightenment made explicit what had long been implicit in the intellectual life of Europe: the belief that rational inquiry leads to objective truth,” the British philosopher Roger Scruton wrote in 1999. “Even those Enlightenment thinkers who distrusted reason, like Hume, and those who tried to circumscribe its powers, like Kant, never relinquished their confidence in rational argument . . . For the ensuing 200 years, reason retained its position as the arbiter of truth and the foundation of objective knowledge. [But] reason is now on the retreat, both as an ideal and as a reality.”

For Scruton, this counter-revolution “puts our entire tradition of learning in question.” Its leaders may seem an incongruous coalition—post-modernists and primitivists, New Age and Old Testament—but they have been remarkably effective over the past quarter century. Nor are they merely dunderheads or fanatics who argue that “ignorance is bliss” to assuage any prickings of guilt at their own imbecility: Those who may know no better have been aided and abetted by a latter-day trahison des clercs. We have now reached the point at which a British prime minister who styles himself as a progressive modernizer (and recites the mantra “education, education, education”) can defend the teaching of creationism rather than evolution in school biology classes, with no apparent shame or embarrassment. Even intellectuals who respect Enlightenment values often seem reluctant to defend them publicly, fearful of being identified as “liberal imperialists” or worse.

The sleep of reason brings forth monsters, and the past two decades have produced monsters galore. Some are manifestly sinister, others seem merely comical—harmless fun, as Nancy Reagan said of her reliance on astrology, which her husband indulged throughout his presidency. Cumulatively, however, the proliferation of obscurantist bunkum and the assault on reason are a menace to civilization, especially as many of the new irrationalists hark back to some imagined pre-industrial or even pre-agrarian Golden Age. (“Where We Stand. The revolt against reason is the seed of insurgence,” declares the manifesto of the Coalition Against Civilization, a group of rural anarchists. “We believe that through the invention and use of agriculture, certain people were able to force their lifestyles upon the rest of  the world. What was being pushed is civilization, the state of society that forces all to become domesticated and thus mediated from the natural world.”) My purpose in this book is to show how the humane values of the Enlightenment have been abandoned or betrayed, and why it matters: Those who rewrite or romanticize history, like those who rejoice in its demise or irrelevance, are condemned to repeat it.

Each chapter looks at the application of Counter-Enlightenment idiocy in a different aspect of public life—politics, education, diplomacy, medicine, business, the media. My purpose is to show how in these and other realms of discourse the habit of considered and rational analysis has been replaced with notions that are usually ridiculous and occasionally sinister. Partisans of Left and Right—and indeed the Center—will find many of their assumptions challenged, since folly knows no political boundaries.

It might also be thought that folly has no beginning or end. On examining the phenomenal rise of mumbo-jumbo, however, I identified a very specific starting point for its latest resurgence. The story opens a quarter century ago, in 1979, when the Ayatollah Khomeini inaugurated an Islamist project to turn the clock back to medieval times, and Margaret Thatcher—who posed as a disciple of the Enlightenment giant Adam Smith—set out to re-establish “Victorian values.” Neither could have dared imagine just how successful they would be.






1

The Voodoo Revolution


Why might not whole communities and public bodies be seized with fits of insanity, as well as individuals? Nothing but this principle, that they are liable to insanity, equally at least with private persons, can account for the major part of those transactions of which we read in history.

—Bishop Joseph Butler (1692–1752)



 



Although 1979 may not have the same historical resonance as 1789, 1848, or 1917, it too marks a moment when the world was jolted by a violent reaction to the complacency of the existing order. Two events from that year can both now be recognized as harbingers of a new era: the return of the Ayatollah Khomeini to Iran and the election of Margaret Thatcher’s Tories in Britain. The Imam and the grocer’s daughter represented two powerful messianic creeds whose “conflict”—though often more apparent than real—found its most gruesome expression some twenty-two years later, when the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York were reduced to rubble by a small kamikaze squad of Islamist martyrs.

What seemed to be a straightforward battle between modernity and medievalism was in truth a more complex affair, ripe  with ironies: The most ardent apostles of Thatcherite neo-liberalism were themselves engaged in a struggle against the world as it had evolved during the twentieth century (welfare states, regulated economies, interventionist governments, sexual permissiveness), while the pre-modern Islamic fundamentalists—commonly portrayed as bearded loons in an Old Testament landscape of caves and deserts—had a high-tech savvy that continually amazed and infuriated their enemies. Osama bin Laden knew how to exploit the power of satellite TV and twenty-four-hour news channels; his lieutenants were Westernized enough to pass without notice in Europe and the United States. And it was a Boeing jet that carried the Ayatollah Khomeini back to Tehran on February 1, 1979.

“A nation trampled by despotism, degraded, forced into the role of an object, seeks shelter,” the Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski wrote of the Iranian revolution. “But a whole nation cannot emigrate, so it undertakes a migration in time rather than in space. In the face of circling afflictions and of reality, it goes back to a past that seems a lost paradise. The old acquires a new sense, a new and provocative meaning.” Although millions of Iranians celebrated the Ayatollah’s arrival, by no means all were fundamentalist zealots yearning for jihad: Iran was a secular state by the standards of the region. What made his installation possible was that he was the only alternative on offer. Why? Because the increasingly corrupt and brutal Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had suppressed the voices of democratic dissent. And who was responsible for this counterproductive folly? The United States, among others: The CIA had helped organize the coup that toppled Mohammed Mossadegh’s left-liberal government and reinstalled the Shah on the Peacock Throne. Hence the seething resentment, felt even by some Westernized Iranians, against the “great Satan”  of America. It was President Carter’s subsequent decision to let the Shah enter the U.S. for medical treatment that provoked the storming of the American embassy and the “hostage crisis.”

Ironically enough, Jimmy Carter was the only president who had dared to defy the conventional wisdom that guided American foreign policy for more than three decades after the Second World War: that in order to “contain” the spread of Communism it was essential to support anti-Marxist dictators in Africa, Asia, and South America, and to look the other way when they were torturing or murdering their luckless subjects. Although the founding fathers said in the Declaration of Independence that “governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,” and promulgated the American constitution to “establish justice . . . and secure the blessings of liberty,” their successors in the second half of the twentieth century were reluctant to bestow these blessings beyond their own borders. Under Carter, however, even strategically important countries on America’s doorstep—Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala—were warned that further U.S. aid was dependent on an improvement in their human-rights record. In an address at Notre Dame University on May 22, 1977, Carter deplored the “inordinate fear of Communism which once led us to embrace any dictator who joined us in that fear,” and called for a new foreign policy “based on constant decency in its values and an optimism in its historical vision”—echoing Abraham Lincoln’s description of liberty as “the heritage of all men, in all lands everywhere.”

His conservative critics warned that by forcing right-wing despots to civilize themselves he was effectively hastening their downfall, to be followed by the installation of revolutionary dictatorships instead. The argument was summarized most bluntly by an obscure academic, Jeane Kirkpatrick, in her 1979  article “Dictators and Double Standards,” published in the neoconservative magazine Commentary. “Only intellectual fashion and the tyranny of Right/Left thinking,” she wrote, “prevent intelligent men of good will from perceiving the fact that traditional authoritarian governments are less repressive than revolutionary autocracies, that they are more susceptible of liberalization, and that they are more compatible with U.S. interests.”

Although Kirkpatrick was in fact a Democrat, her article found an admiring audience among gung-ho Republicans as they prepared for the 1980 presidential campaign. “I’m going to borrow some of her elegant phraseology,” Reagan told a friend after reading Commentary. “Who is she?” He found out soon enough: By 1981 he had appointed Jeane Kirkpatrick as his ambassador to the United Nations, and was using her distinction between jackbooted “authoritarians” and Stalinist “totalitarians” to justify sending arms to the bloodstained regime in El Salvador. Even when three American nuns and a lay worker were murdered by the Salvadorean junta, Kirkpatrick expressed no sympathy at all for the victims but continued to recite her glib theory of autocracy. “It bothered no one in the administration that she had never been to El Salvador,” the Washington Post observed, “and that one of the authorities she cited for her view of the strife there was Thomas Hobbes, an Englishman who had been dead for three centuries.”

Kirkpatrick shamelessly applied double standards of her own. Whereas right-wing tyrannies might take “decades, if not centuries” to mature into democracies, she said, there was no example ever of a left-wing dictatorship making such a transformation. Hardly surprising, given that the world’s first Marxist state was only sixty-three years old at the time; had she  waited another decade or so, examples galore would have refuted the argument. Nor did the Iranian revolution bear out her thesis that it was better for the United States to prop up tottering autocrats than to back reformers. As Professor Stanley Hoffman pointed out in the New York Times, postponement of democratic reform “prepares the excesses, sometimes the horrors, of the successor regimes.”

It has been said that opposition parties do not win elections: Governments lose them. The rule applies in autocracies, too: Hatred of the Shah, rather than universal Iranian longing for medieval theocracy, prompted the national rejoicing at the Ayatollah’s coup. Three months later, in Britain, Margaret Thatcher won the votes of millions of electors who probably had little enthusiasm for (or indeed understanding of) monetarism and the other arcane creeds to which she subscribed. All they wanted was the removal of an etiolated, exhausted government that had no raison d’être beyond the retention of office. Jim Callaghan’s administration had been limping heavily since 1976, when it was forced to beg for alms from the International Monetary Fund, and later that year he had formally repudiated the Keynesian theories of demand management that were accepted by all post-war governments, both Labor and Tory. In 1956 the Labor politician Anthony Crosland confidently declared that “the voters, now convinced that full employment, generous welfare services and social stability can quite well be preserved, will certainly not relinquish them. Any government which tampered with the basic structure of the full-employment Welfare State would meet with a sharp reverse at the polls.” Twenty years later, following the onset of stagflation and the end of the long post-war boom, Callaghan informed the Labor Party conference that the game was up: 
What is the cause of high unemployment? Quite simply and unequivocally it is caused by paying ourselves more than the value of what we produce. There are no scapegoats. That is as true in a mixed economy under a Labor government as it is under capitalism or communism. It is an absolute fact of life which no government, be it left or right, can alter . . . We used to think that you could spend your way out of a recession and increase employment by cutting taxes and boosting government spending. But I tell you in all candor that that option no longer exists, and that insofar as it ever did exist, it only worked on each occasion since the war by injecting a bigger dose of inflation into the economy, followed by a higher level of unemployment as the next step. Higher inflation followed by higher unemployment. We have just escaped from the highest rate of inflation this country has known; we have not yet escaped from the consequences: high unemployment. That is the history of the last twenty years.





Callaghan’s regretful message soon became Thatcher’s triumphant catchphrase, and was later adopted as the mantra of American evangelists for untrammelled global capitalism: There is no alternative. It sounds like a tyrant’s rallying cry from the pre-Enlightenment. Instead of “Dare to know,” we are offered an injunction whose menacing and unmistakable subtext is: Don’t dare to think.

At first, the new Tory prime minister proceeded with caution. There were plenty of old-style Tory gents in her Cabinet, and few people guessed what she would do to sabotage the post-war consensus—not least Thatcher herself. It was often remarked that, even when she had taken up residence in 10 Downing Street, the new prime minister continued to sound like a politician from the opposition benches, or even an impotent street-corner orator. When she censured her own employment secretary on the BBC’s Panorama program, the Economist complained that “it is doing no good to the cause of party morale for the Cabinet’s most strident critic to seem to be the prime minister, especially on the highly public platform of a television interview.” Help was at hand, however, as neo-liberal soulmates cheered her on from across the Atlantic: In the same editorial, the Economist reported “the arrival of the ideological cavalry” from the United States to rally the troops and stiffen the sinews.

“The importance of Margaret Thatcher stems not from the fact that she is a woman and one who is both an attorney and the first-ever British Prime Minister with a science degree,” Kenneth Watkins wrote in Policy Review, journal of the right-wing Heritage Foundation.


Her importance stems from the fact that she has a profound conviction, based on her birth, family upbringing and experience, that a successful free enterprise economy is the only secure basis for individual freedom for even the humblest citizen . . . If Margaret Thatcher fails, the door in Britain will be open for the headlong plunge to disaster in the form of the irreversible socialist state. If she wins, and win she can, she will have made a major contribution to the restoration of Britain’s fortunes and, in so doing, will inscribe her name in the history books as one who will have led the way not only for her own country but for the entire Western world.



Another conservative Washington think-tank, the American Enterprise Institute, dispatched Professor Herbert Stein, who had chaired the Council of Economic Advisers under Presidents Nixon and Ford, to spend three weeks in Britain during  the summer of 1979. He returned in high spirits. “The regime is dedicated to restoring the work ethic, initiative, personal responsibility, and freedom,” he wrote in Fortune magazine.


It stresses these values not only as spurs to GNP growth but also as ends in themselves—quite simply the right way to live . . . The government wants to correct what it regards as the intellectual errors that have dominated British thinking for the past forty years. It finds the Socialist and Keynesian doctrines by which Britain has been governed since World War II to be intellectually uncongenial and economically self-defeating. To replace these obnoxious doctrines, it is resolved to preach what it holds to be economic truth and sense.



Even more gratifyingly, she won the approval of the two economists she most revered, both of them Nobel laureates. Milton Friedman, founder of the “Chicago school” of monetarism and free-market theory, wrote an ecstatic column for Newsweek (“Hooray for Margaret Thatcher”) urging American politicians to heed the British example. “What happens in Britain is of great importance to us. Ever since the founding of the colonies in the New World, Britain has been a major source of our economic and political thought. In the past few decades, we have been moving in the same direction as Britain and many other countries, though at a slower pace. If Britain’s change of direction succeeds, it will surely reinforce the pressures in the United States to cut our own government down to size.” Three months after Friedman’s rousing hurrah, Forbes magazine sought a verdict from the other Thatcherite icon, Friedrich von Hayek, whose influential anti-Keynesian polemic The Road to Serfdom had been written in the final months of the Second World War. “I admire her greatly,” Hayek confirmed. “Her  policies are the right ones, but whether she’ll be able to get done what she knows must be done is another question.” Quoting John Stuart Mill’s description of the Tories as “the stupid party,” he expressed his suspicion that Thatcher, like himself, was more of a nineteenth-century liberal than a conservative—an opponent, in other words, of any interference with the marketplace, whether from social democrats bent on social engineering or captains of industry who wished to keep out cheap imports.

Milton Friedman returned to Britain in February 1980 to launch an ideological Blitzkrieg—meeting Thatcher at Downing Street, promoting his new book Free to Choose, and presenting a series of televised lectures in which he advocated “the elimination of all government interference in free enterprise, from minimum wage to social welfare programs.” He cited the economies of Japan, South Korea, and Malaysia to prove that prosperity depended on allowing the “invisible guiding hand” of the free market to hold the tiller. “What happens here in Britain will have a very important influence in the U.S.,” he told the Washington Post’s London correspondent. “If Thatcher succeeds, it will be very encouraging. It is a fascinating experiment, and a good deal depends on it . . . Britain, and much of the world, is at a turning point after a fifty to sixty-year run of Fabian socialism.” Thatcher’s election, he believed, “could mark the turning away from the welfare state back to the free-market economies of the nineteenth century.”

By then, Thatcher’s application of Friedmanite principles—restricting the money supply, cutting public spending—was indeed producing results. During her first year inflation surged from 9 percent to more than 20 percent; interest rates and unemployment both rose sharply; and Britain’s manufacturing industry, the legacy of that energetic nineteenth-century  entrepreneurialism which Friedman and Thatcher so admired, was battered by recession.

This news escaped the attention of her transatlantic disciples, perhaps because they were distracted by the emergence of a hero on their own side of the pond—the old Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan, who entered the presidential primaries of 1980 reciting the incredible but irresistible promise that he would cut taxes, increase defense spending, and still balance the budget by 1983. The wondrous alchemical formula had been devised by Arthur Laffer, a colleague of Milton Friedman at the University of Chicago, whose “Laffer Curve” seemed to demonstrate that a government could actually increase its revenue by reducing tax rates. The rich would no longer feel impelled to seek out ingenious tax-dodging ruses, and the lower rate would stimulate economic growth, thus expanding the national revenue anyway.

Although the “supply-side economics” espoused by the Reaganites had a veneer of scientific method, not least in the elegant parabola of Laffer’s curve, it was indistinguishable from the old, discredited superstition known as “trickle-down theory”: the notion that if the rich were encouraged and enabled to make themselves as wealthy as possible—through low taxes, huge salaries, stock options, bonuses, and perks—the benefits of this bonanza would somehow, magically, reach the pockets of the humblest hop-picker or crossing-sweeper. In his Political Dictionary, William Safire attributes the theory (though not the title) to the presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan, who in 1896 referred to the belief “that if you will only legislate to make the well-to-do prosperous, their prosperity will leak through to those below.” The actual phrase “trickle-down theory” first appeared in the 1932 presidential campaign, when Democrats mocked Herbert Hoover’s plan to engineer an economic recovery by making the rich richer. “It’s kind of hard to  sell ‘trickle down,’” Reagan’s budget director, David Stockman, admitted in an incautious interview with the Atlantic Monthly soon after the 1980 election. “So the supply-side formula was the only way to get a tax policy that was really ‘trickle down.’ Supply-side is ‘trickle-down theory.’”

Even on the right, Reaganomics was not universally popular. One of Britain’s most fervent monetarists, Professor Patrick Minford, advised Margaret Thatcher that the Laffer Curve was nonsense; Reagan’s Republican rival George Bush mocked supply-side theories as “voodoo economics.” Only a few months later, however, Bush accepted the role of candidate Reagan’s running mate, and by 1981 the new president and vice president were working their voodoo magic. Reagan’s first budget included a modest reduction in the basic tax rate, but his indiscreet colleague David Stockman revealed that this was merely a “Trojan horse” for the far more drastic slashing of the top rate from 70 to 50 percent—and, later, to 28 percent. Tax cuts for the rich were central to the supply-side superstition.

According to the Laffer Curve, the public coffers should then have swelled with extra revenue, so much so that the budget could be balanced within a year or two. The reality could hardly be further from the theory: During Reagan’s eight years in the White House the total federal deficit swelled from about $900 billion to more than $3 trillion. While his tax policies certainly precipitated an orgy of speculation in stocks and real estate, they did nothing to induce genuine economic progress: As Americans stopped saving and started spending, throughout the 1980s there was a continuous decline in the long-term capital investment on which growth and jobs depended. At the start of 1981 the new administration was assuring the nation that there would be no recession, but by the autumn it had already arrived, as the Federal Reserve raised interest rates to dampen the inflationary effects of the tax cuts. A year later unemployment in the U.S. rose above 10 percent for the first time since the 1940s.

Ronald Reagan was an incorrigible fantasist. (He once told the Israeli prime minister that he had been present at the liberation of Nazi death camps in Europe; in fact, his wartime duties in the army film unit never took him further afield than California.) Like many sentimental old hams, he could not always distinguish between his own life and the roles he acted. More surprisingly, others believed his fantasies: Even today, tough conservative journalists come over all lyrical and moist-eyed when writing about the years of Reaganomics, recalled as a Gilded Age of prosperity and contentment.

It was indeed reminiscent of that previous Gilded Age a century earlier, notably in the widening gulf between a wealthy elite and the rest. As the political analyst Kevin Phillips recorded in his influential book The Politics of Rich and Poor (1990), “no parallel upsurge of riches had been seen since the late nineteenth century, the era of the Vanderbilts, Morgans and Rockefellers.” Income tax was abolished in the United States in 1872, not to be reimposed again until 1913, and it was during this period that the great dynasties built their fortunes—and flaunted them. An ostentatious 1980s mogul such as Donald Trump, who erected the Trump Tower as a vainglorious monument, was merely following the example of those earlier nouveaux riches who built outrageously gaudy palazzos and châteaux on Fifth Avenue. The conspicuous extravagance of late-Victorian millionaires—exemplified by Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish’s famous dinner in honor of her dog, which arrived wearing a $15,000 diamond-studded collar—was more than matched by the glitzy parties chronicled and celebrated every month in Vanity Fair, relaunched under the editorship of Tina Brown in 1983 as a parish magazine for the new plutocracy.

As in the first Gilded Age, scarcely any of the new abundance trickled down to the middle or working classes. Under Ronald Reagan, it was not until 1987 that the average family’s real income returned to the levels enjoyed in the 1970s, and even this was a misleading comparison since they were now working far harder for it: Whereas in 1973 average Americans had 26.2 hours of “leisure time” every week, by 1987 the figure had fallen to 16.6 hours. They were less secure, too, as short-term or temporary contracts demolished the tradition of fulltime, well-paid, and often unionized employment. The earnings of male blue-collar workers in manufacturing industry fell throughout the 1980s as their employers threatened to close the factory or move production overseas if American labor “priced itself out of a job.” There was also a revival of Herbert Spencer’s social Darwinism, which had last been in vogue at the turn of the previous century, as right-wing triumphalists argued that government should not interfere with the “natural selection” of commercial markets.

Curiously, however, they seemed quite willing to let the government clear up any ensuing mess. In 1982 members of Congress were persuaded to “liberalize” the Savings & Loan industry, effectively promising that the public purse would cover any losses from bad investments made with savers’ money but also undertaking not to oversee or regulate these investments. The consequences, predictably enough, were rampant fraud, the collapse of more than 650 S&L companies—and a bill of $1.4 trillion, to be met by the taxpayer. In 1988 a report from the General Accounting Office, Sweatshops in the U.S., noted that another feature of the Gilded Age had returned, partly because of the official mania for deregulation: Reasons cited for the reappearance of sweatshops included “enforcement-related factors, such as insufficient inspection staff, inadequate penalties  for violations [and] weak labor laws.” But since the victims were penniless and often voteless workers, rather than middle-class mortgage-owners, the Reaganites blithely left them to the market’s tender mercies. Nor did they complain when the deregulatory zeal of Reagan’s Federal Communications Commission enabled a tiny and ever-shrinking group of large corporations to control most of the nation’s media enterprises—even though this concentration of power thwarted their professed desire for greater competition and choice.

The trouble with the Conservatives, Evelyn Waugh once said, was that they never put the clock back, even by five minutes. He could not have made the same complaint about Ronald Reagan or Margaret Thatcher, both of whom had a single-minded mission to free the capitalist beast from the harnesses and bridles imposed upon it during the previous half century. In January 1983, when the television interviewer Brian Walden suggested that Thatcher seemed to yearn for “what I would call Victorian values,” she replied: “Oh exactly. Very much so. Those were the values when our country became great.” Delighted by the cries of horror her remarks elicited from the liberal intelligentsia, she returned to the theme in subsequent speeches and interviews. As she explained:
I was brought up by a Victorian grandmother. We were taught to work jolly hard. We were taught to prove yourself; we were taught self-reliance; we were taught to live within our income. You were taught that cleanliness is next to Godliness. You were taught self-respect. You were taught always to give a hand to your neighbor. You were taught tremendous pride in your country. All of these things are Victorian values. They are also perennial values. You don’t hear so much about these things  these days, but they were good values and they led to tremendous improvements in the standard of living.





Margaret Thatcher had a hostility to organized labor that would have won the respect of any grim-visaged Victorian mill-owner or coalmaster—as did Ronald Reagan, even though (or perhaps because) he himself was a former president of the Screen Actors’ Guild. “I pledge to you that my administration will work very closely with you to bring about a spirit of cooperation between the President and the air-traffic controllers,” Reagan promised PATCO, the air-traffic controllers’ union, shortly before polling day in the autumn of 1980. But there was little evidence of this spirit when its members went on strike the following August: The new president announced that they would all be sacked unless they returned to work within forty-eight hours. More than 11,000 duly received their pink slips, their leaders went to jail, and fines of $1 million a day were levied on the union.

Margaret Thatcher waited slightly longer for her own showdown. A thirteen-week strike by steel workers in 1980, which ended with no obvious victor, convinced her that she must remove unions’ legal immunities and outlaw secondary picketing before turning the full armory of state power against militant labor. Besides, other preparations had to be made. The union she most dearly wished to destroy was that of the mine workers, who had brought down the previous Tory government in 1974 and were now led by the Marxist Arthur Scargill, but a lengthy pit strike could be resisted only if coal stockpiles were high enough to keep the home fires burning for the duration. So, as her biographer Hugo Young reported, from 1981 onward the National Coal Board was “given every financial and other  encouragement to produce more coal than anyone could consume, and the Central Electricity Generating Board given similar inducements to pile up the stocks at power stations.” At the same time the police were equipped with new vehicles, communications equipment, weaponry, and body armor. When the National Union of Mineworkers went on strike in 1984, a year after Thatcher’s re-election, the government was ready for a long and bloody war.

With a belligerence that unnerved even some of her Cabinet colleagues, she described the miners as “a scar across the face of the country” and likened them to the Argentine forces whom she had routed in the Falkland Islands two years earlier. “We had to fight an enemy without in the Falklands,” she declared, in her best Churchillian style. “We always have to be aware of the enemy within, which is more difficult to fight and more dangerous to liberty . . . There is no week, nor day, nor hour when tyranny may not enter upon this country, if the people lose their supreme confidence in themselves, and lose their roughness and spirit of defiance.” That autumn, when the IRA bombed a Brighton hotel where she was staying, she used the atrocity as further rhetorical ammunition: Murderous terrorists and striking coal-miners were both conspiring “to break, defy and subvert the laws.” For Margaret Thatcher, the miners’ eventual and inevitable defeat represented nothing less than a victory of good over evil.

The prime minister could not claim the credit that she undoubtedly felt was her due, however, since throughout the dispute she had insisted that the war against “the enemy within” was being prosecuted by the National Coal Board rather than the government. The pretense fooled nobody—least of all the chairman of the NCB, who after one meeting with Thatcher complained to a reporter that “I have weals all over my back,  which I would be happy to show you”—but she felt obliged to maintain it, having often expressed her vehement dislike for government intervention in industry, or indeed in anything else. Even those branches of the state that enjoyed almost universal acceptance, such as public education and the National Health Service, appeared to Thatcher as quasi-Soviet abominations. “As people prospered themselves so they gave great voluntary things,” she said in one of her many nostalgic eulogies to Victorian England. “So many of the schools we replace now were voluntary schools, so many of the hospitals we replace were hospitals given by this great benefaction feeling that we have in Britain, even some of the prisons, the Town Halls. As our people prospered, so they used their independence and initiative to prosper others, not compulsion by the State.”

This was Margaret Thatcher’s own version of trickle-down economics. Despite her notorious comment that “there is no such thing as society; there are individual men and women, and there are families,” she had limitless faith in the social conscience of the rich and might even have endorsed the mystical credo issued by an American coal-owner, George Baer, during the 1902 miners’ strike: “The rights and interests of the laboring man will be protected and cared for—not by the labor agitators, but by the Christian men to whom God in his infinite wisdom has given the control of the property interests in this country.” Since God, in his infinite wisdom, presumably had similar influence over those who control the White House, he must have changed his mind during the middle decades of the twentieth century: From Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal of 1933, which laid the foundations of a rudimentary welfare state, through Harry Truman’s “Fair Deal” to Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society,” the consensus was that even a prosperous capitalist nation should protect its weaker citizens—and its natural  resources—against the depredations of the rich. To Thatcher this may have seemed tantamount to Communism, but it was also accepted by many conservatives. As William Greider points out:
The ideas and programs that formed the modern welfare state originated from the values of the right as well as the left, from the conservative religious impulse to defend the domain of family, community and church against the raw, atomizing effects of market economics as well as from the egalitarianism of anti-capitalist socialism. The welfare state was, in fact, an attempt to devise a fundamental compromise between society and free-market capitalism.





It was a Republican president, Richard Nixon, who created the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, the Food and Drug Administration, and the Environmental Protection Agency. “We are all Keynesians now,” he explained.

By the 1980s, however, God had apparently become a champion of laissez-faire again. Whereas Margaret Thatcher’s twentieth-century predecessors mostly kept their Christianity to themselves, her own “crusade”—as she often called it—was thoroughly religious in both content and style. Her father had been a Methodist lay preacher, and in her memoirs she proudly acknowledged the influence of a stern Christian upbringing: “I believe in ‘Judaeo-Christian’ values: indeed my whole political philosophy is based on them.” In 1951, as the prospective parliamentary candidate Miss Margaret Roberts, she told the Dartford Free Church Council that “the future of the world depended on the few men and women who were Christians and who were willing to practice and propagate that faith abroad.”

From the moment when “Thatcherism” was first articulated as a distinctive brand of Conservatism, soon after she and her intellectual mentor Sir Keith Joseph established the Centre for Policy Studies in 1974, its disciples emphasized that this was not mere materialism but an entrepreneurial theology. “Are we to move towards moral decline reflected and intensified by economic decline, by the corrosive effects of inflation?” Joseph asked, his face characteristically furrowed in anguish. “Or can we remoralize our national life, of which the economy is an integral part?”

Modern British politicians hadn’t previously used such language, but over the following two decades the evangelical message was heard again and again. “I am in politics because of the conflict between good and evil,” Thatcher said, “and I believe that in the end good will triumph.” Speaking to the Zurich Economic Society in 1977, she warned that:
we must not focus our attention exclusively on the material, because, though important, it is not the main issue. The main issues are moral . . . The economic success of the Western world is a product of its moral philosophy and practice. The economic results are better because the moral philosophy is superior. It is superior because it starts with the individual, with his uniqueness, his responsibility, and his capacity to choose . . . Choice is the essence of ethics: if there were no choice, there would be no ethics, no good, no evil; good and evil have meaning only insofar as man is free to choose.





She explicitly associated her belief in economic freedom of choice with the Christian doctrine of the same name, as a means of salvation. Self-reliance and property ownership were “part of the spiritual ballast which maintains responsible citizenship.” (Many Christians, of course, remained unpersuaded that the prime minister was doing God’s work. Anglican bishops such as David Jenkins and David Sheppard protested against the mass unemployment that she had created, and the 1985 report Faith in the City, commissioned by the Archbishop of Canterbury, blamed the Tories’ social Darwinism for the squalor, decay, and alienation found in Britain’s inner cities. Thatcher reacted furiously to the criticisms, arguing that men of the cloth had no business commenting on her industrial and economic policies—apparently oblivious to the fact that her own metaphysical and religious justifications for the new “enterprise culture” had legitimized these clerical ripostes.)

As the daughter of a man who had been both a preacher and a small-town politician, Thatcher knew how usefully scriptural texts could be deployed to suggest divine sanction for political prejudice. Speaking to the general assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1988, she justified her blitz on benefit-claimants by quoting St. Paul’s epistle to the Thessalonians: “If a man will not work he shall not eat.” In another startling biblical exegesis, she said that “no one would remember the Good Samaritan if he’d only had good intentions. He had money as well.” Like Reagan, Thatcher often implied that most public welfare provision was unnecessary: If the nation had enough millionaires, their natural benevolence and wealth-spreading talents would suffice. (Alas for the theory, charitable giving by Americans with annual salaries above $500,000 actually fell by 65 percent between 1980 and 1988; the real Good Samaritans, who raised their donations by 62 percent, turned out to be humbler souls earning between $25,000 and $30,000. Even more remarkably, the poorest in the land—those on $10,000 a year or less—gave 5.5 percent of their income to charity, a higher share than anyone else.)

While affecting to admire Victorian philanthropy, Thatcher displayed a visceral contempt for the noblesse oblige of the wealthy paternalists in her own ranks. Her real heroes were buccaneering entrepreneurs, and it sometimes seemed that no other way of life, including her own, was truly virtuous. “These people are wonderful,” she raved. “We all rely upon them to create the industries of tomorrow, so you have to have incentives.” Every obstacle to money-making—corporation taxes, anti-monopoly rules, trade unions’ bargaining rights, laws protecting workers’ health and safety—had to be minimized or swept away altogether. Reagan shared her distaste for regulation. No wonder the stock market on both sides of the Atlantic went wild in the 1980s. For all Thatcher’s pious injunctions about living within one’s income, this was a decade of borrowing and spending. Between 1895 and 1980 the United States had shown a trade surplus every year, but during the presidency of Ronald Reagan it was transformed from the world’s biggest creditor nation into the biggest debtor—and tripled its national debt for good measure.

Most people would regard it as suicidally irrational to embark on a credit-card splurge without giving a thought to how the bills can ever be paid. Yet when the denizens of Wall Street did just that in the 1980s, they were lionized. Gossip columnists and business reporters alike goggled in awe at the new financial titans of the universe—men such as Ivan Boesky, “the great white shark of Wall Street,” who was said to be worth $200 million by 1985, and Michael Milken, “the junk-bond king,” who earned $296 million in 1986 and $550 million in 1987. Boesky liked to describe himself as an “arbitrageur” but the title of his 1985 book, Merger Mania, summarized the source of his wealth in plainer language. He had an enviable talent for buying stock in companies that, by happy coincidence, were targeted for  takeover shortly afterward, thus enabling him to sell at a profit. As it transpired, this owed less to the mysterious arts of “arbitrage” than to old-fashioned insider-trading: Dennis Levine, a broker at the Wall Street firm Drexel Burnham Lambert, was tipping him off about imminent mergers or acquisitions in return for a percentage of Boesky’s spoils. Meanwhile Levine’s colleague Michael Milken was pioneering the use of high-risk, high-yield “junk bonds”—essentially a means of converting equity into debt—to finance the merger mania. In May 1986 Boesky gave the commencement address at Milken’s alma mater, the Berkeley business school at the University of California, and won loud applause when he said: “Greed is all right, by the way. I want you to know that. I think greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.” Six months later he was indicted for illegal stock manipulation and insider dealing, charges that eventually landed him in Southern California’s Lompoc federal prison. By 1991 Milken was also in a Californian jail, having incurred a ten-year sentence and a $600 million fine for fraud and racketeering.

As with junk bonds, almost all the macho financial neologisms of the 1980s were euphemisms for debt in one form or another. A leveraged buyout, for instance, involved purchasing a company with borrowed funds. More often than not, the security for these loans would be the target company itself, which would thus have to repay the debt from its own profits—or from the sale of assets—once the deal had gone through. Then there was “greenmail,” a technique pioneered by corporate raiders such as T. Boone Pickens and Sir James Goldsmith who would acquire a menacingly large stake in a company and then terrify the firm’s owners into buying it back at a premium in order to avoid a hostile takeover. This reaped huge rewards for the predators but left their victims fatally indebted or dismembered: When the Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company fell prey to Goldsmith and his associates, it had to spend $2.6 billion paying off the greenmailers.
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