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Introduction


Weeks When Decades Happen


In 1651, a gentleman scholar who readily admitted that “fear and I were born twins”, published one of the great books on government. Thomas Hobbes had survived the notoriously bloody English Civil War by fleeing to France – and his great philosophical concern was personal safety. Life in a state of nature was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” because people were always fighting each other. So, he argued, citizens should form a contract to give up their freedoms to a ruler who could offer them protection. The idea that the state’s legitimacy depended on keeping its citizens safe was revolutionary. Back then, kings claimed their position came by divine right, not contract. Hobbes, who also managed to survive the Great Plague in 1665-66 and died in his bed aged 91, chose for the book’s frontispiece a picture of a single great ruler composed of the bodies of hundreds of tiny little subjects. He called it Leviathan.


If Hobbes were resurrected today, he would feel vindicated. The Covid-19 pandemic has unleashed fear into the world on a scale not seen since the Second World War. By the end of June 2020, ten million people had been infected worldwide and more than 500,000 had died, a quarter of them in the United States. Every day brought horrific images: New York City paying prisoners in hazmat suits to help dig makeshift graves for piles of wooden coffins; Britain’s prime minister fighting for his life in intensive care; Médecins Sans Frontières setting up camp in the centre of Brussels; the president of the United States suggesting people inject themselves with disinfectant. Fear of death has been accompanied by fear of economic ruin. With the total cost to the world economy running into trillions of dollars, whole industries have closed down. Millions of people who thought that their livelihoods were secure now rely on government cheques.


Indeed, everywhere you look, people who once did not care much about the state have been turning to Leviathan to protect them – and, as Hobbes predicted, giving up their most cherished liberties, even the freedom to leave their own homes. We have allowed the state to regulate our every move. And when the state has let us down, we have broken into fury – most obviously on the streets of America, after the killing of George Floyd.


The coronavirus has made government important again. Not just powerful again (look at those once-mighty companies begging for help), but also vital again. It matters enormously whether your country has a good health service and competent bureaucrats. The arrival of the virus was like an examination of state capacity. A handful of Western countries passed. Germany was an outstanding performer in Europe, while Denmark, Norway, Switzerland and, surprisingly, Greece did well. New Zealand and Australia were champions on the Pacific rim. But most Western countries, led by America and Britain, failed the test, humiliatingly so when compared with countries in Asia.


The numbers underline this.1 By mid-year, the death rate in Belgium was 850 per every million people; in Britain it was above 650; in both Italy and Spain it was around 550, while in the United States, where the virus was once again surging in Arizona, Texas and Florida, it was closing in on 400. The figure for Germany was around 100. In South Korea and Japan the death rate was just seven and five respectively. Mainland China claims a figure of three. That final number comes with a lot of caveats, but even if the Chinese death toll was in fact ten times the official total, the regime would still be ten times better at protecting its people than Donald Trump was. Even relatively poor parts of Asia, such as Vietnam and Kerala state in India, outperformed both the United States and Britain by dramatic margins.


Looking at individual cities, the comparison between the West and Asia is even starker. London and New York City are both a little smaller than Seoul. But by the end of June 2020, when New York City had seen 21,000 Covid-related deaths and London 6,000, the Korean capital had lost just six people. Seoul’s politicians united quickly and put testing booths in many streets, while in New York the politicians feuded with each other and Trump, and people joked that the only way for a poor New Yorker to get a Covid test was to cough near a rich one. In Seoul’s hospitals, doctors had all the necessary equipment; in New York, doctors wore ski masks that they had bought for themselves from shops, nurses dressed in bin liners, and infected and non-infected patients were mixed up together, helping to spread the disease.2 In London, more people died of the virus in one four-week stretch in April than in the worst four weeks of the Blitz.3 By early June, Seoul had ended its lockdown and was going back to work, while New York was thronged with mask-wearing protesters, brought on the streets by Floyd’s killing.4 “The crisis demanded a response that was swift, rational, and collective,” George Packer lamented in The Atlantic. “The United States reacted instead like Pakistan or Belarus – like a country with shoddy infrastructure and a dysfunctional government whose leaders were too corrupt or stupid to head off mass suffering.”5 America’s failures at home coincided with a failure to mobilise the Western alliance. Since the Second World War, the United States has led the West. Not so during this pandemic. Trump sidelined global organisations and squabbled with his allies, failing to inform them that he was banning flights from Europe. Not that the European Union covered itself with glory: it failed to help Italy and Spain in their darkest hours, and then started bickering about a stimulus plan.


A reversal of fortune


Squabbling in the West gave China an opportunity. Medical equipment was dispatched to Italy in boxes printed with the lyrics of Italian operas and to Hungary printed with its leader Viktor Orbán’s favourite slogan, “go Hungary”. “The situation I see can be described as this,” Orbán declared in an interview relayed on Chinese state television, “In the West, there is a shortage of basically everything. The help we are able to get is from the East”.6 When the Floyd protests erupted, with four in five Americans thinking their country was “spiralling out of control”, the Chinese sarcastically compared protesters in Minneapolis and other cities to the pro-democracy ones in Hong Kong.7 On the last day of June, with American officials confessing that the virus was “going in the wrong direction”, Boris Johnson having to re-lockdown the city of Leicester, and Emmanuel Macron preparing to sack his entire cabinet in Paris, China felt confident enough to impose a harsh new security law on Hong Kong. By then, a virus that in January had looked as if it might be “China’s Chernobyl” looked more like the West’s Waterloo.


When Hobbes wrote Leviathan, China was the centre of administrative excellence. It was the world’s most powerful country with the world’s biggest city (Beijing had more than a million inhabitants), the world’s mightiest navy and the world’s most sophisticated civil service, run by scholar-mandarins chosen from across a vast empire by rigorous examinations. Europe was a bloodstained battlefield ruled by rival feudal families, where government jobs were either allotted by birth or bought and sold like furniture. Gradually, Europe’s new nation states overtook the Middle Kingdom because they underwent three revolutions unleashed by national rivalries and political ideas.


The first revolution, which Hobbes helped inspire, was the creation of the competitive nation state. Europe’s monarchies simultaneously imposed order on barons at home while vying with each other for supremacy abroad. When the Chinese invented gunpowder they used it for fireworks; Europeans used it to blow one another (and then the Chinese) out of the water. The second leap forward was the leaner liberal state that emerged after the American and French Revolutions. Thinkers such as Adam Smith and John Stuart Mill argued that corrupt monarchical privilege should give way to meritocratic efficiency. In Victorian Britain, liberals built the schools, hospitals and sewers that we still use and paid for them by cutting wasteful spending on sinecures and aristocratic fops (staggeringly, the nation’s tax bill fell from just under 80 million pounds in 1816 to well under 60 million in 1846).8 The third big change was the arrival of the welfare state just over a century ago. The theme of the welfare state was security once again – but this time it meant health, education and pensions, not just protecting you from your brutish neighbours, and the definition has kept expanding ever since. William Beveridge, the architect of Britain’s New Jerusalem in 1945, wanted his Leviathan to slay the “five giants” of Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness.


While the West went through this frenzy of invention, the East slept. Both the Ottomans and Mughal India, which had looked so superior in Hobbes’s day, crumbled from within. China turned inwards: its government concentrated on regulating the minutiae of daily life (one of its six departments focused on ceremonies and etiquette), while would-be civil servants were tested on the Confucian classics, not modern economics. The empire collapsed in the early 20th century, ushering in an era of instability that culminated, at its most horrific, in Mao’s cultural revolution. By the 1960s, a complete reversal had taken place, with the gap between the West and the East as wide as it had been in Hobbes’s day. America was putting a man on the moon while millions of Chinese were dying of starvation.


Since then two things have happened. First, the Western state has atrophied. The mid-1960s was not only the last time the public sector was on a par with the private sector; it was the last time that people in many countries trusted their government. Leviathan overreached, promising more than it could deliver; the 1970s brought stagflation, an oil crisis and Watergate. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher launched a counter-revolution that spread around the world, even reaching socialist bastions like Sweden. But they were much more successful in changing the rhetoric than the reality, so the state has continued to grow; only now it is a much more loathed monster.


Then along came the populists. Silvio Berlusconi was the trailblazer, promising to boost his fellow Italians’ fortunes but mysteriously only boosting his own (Italy’s economy under his rule grew more slowly than any other country’s except Zimbabwe’s and Haiti’s). In 2016, Donald Trump appeared, vowing to “drain the swamp” in Washington, DC, while Britain voted for Brexit. Four years later, the swamp is fuller than ever, and Britain is in danger of leaving the European Union chaotically. On one day in June, more people died of Covid in Britain than in the whole of the EU.9 The two countries that have set the mood music for the West for the past half-century look divided and shambolic.


Second, Asia has rebuilt. For a while all the West noticed was Japan; but its success was economic rather than political (and the economic bubble burst). At the same time Singapore was creating a new model of government. A colonial satrap can now claim to be the best-governed small state in the world, with better schools and hospitals than any Western country. Like the Victorians, Singapore has achieved this not by spending large sums of money – it spends less than 20 per cent of GDP on government – but by taking government seriously. It pays its top civil servants spectacularly well, but weeds out poor performers, notably bad teachers. South Korea and Taiwan are following the same path. China is more of a mixed picture. Xi Jinping’s decision to declare himself leader-for-as-long-as-he-wants in 2018 smacks more of feudalism than late modernity. But China is also following the Singaporean model of trying to create a world-beating government, led by a caste of elite mandarins. Its schools are racing up the league tables.


Thus the East’s success with coronavirus is not a lucky accident: it is the result of a change that has been several decades in the making. Asia had the technology to deal with the disease – especially in its “intelligent cities” that use smart infrastructure to manage urban life better. It had the trust of its citizens. Is it any surprise that Asian schools do so much better than America’s when the school calendar in cities like New York is still organised on the assumption that children need a long summer break to collect the harvest? Anybody who flies from shoddy Kennedy to one of Asia’s gleaming new airports can see an infrastructure gap yawning. The danger is that the same gap is opening with the state more generally.


The pandemic is not the only exam the West is failing. Climate change could do even greater damage than the virus in the long run, but Trump is blocking serious action while European leaders follow Saint Augustine’s plea of “make me chaste but not yet”. Angela Merkel has been pointing out for years that Europe accounts for seven per cent of the world’s population and a quarter of its economy but half its social spending – without her, or the EU, doing anything about it. In America, Floyd’s killing was part of a pattern of inequality that stretches back decades. Many Black Americans live in a Hobbesian world, where Leviathan is a source of fear rather than security.10


Weeks when a decade happened


Lenin once said that “there are decades where nothing happens; and there are weeks when decades happen.” This virus, like many before it, is just such a history-accelerating crisis. Democratic Athens gave way to militaristic Sparta after a horrific plague killed a third of its population, convulsing its institutions and enfeebling its army. (Hobbes was the first person to translate Thucydides’s great history of this tragedy). Two great plagues, Cyprian and Justinian, helped bring down the Roman Empire.11


The virus is a wake-up call. If we respond to the Covid crisis intelligently, treating it not just as a public-health disaster but a stress test of Western government, if we take government seriously as Asia does, we can preserve the Western advantage that began in Hobbes’s time. If we ignore the wake-up call, or hit the snooze button, a Sinocentric world beckons, with the United States becoming a large offshore island, while Europe returns to what it was five centuries ago – an archipelago at the poorer, western end of Eurasia.


The West is more than a geographical expression. It is an idea that has freedom and human rights at its heart. The West has often fallen behind its own standards, notably on race, but at least it has those standards. The Chinese Communist Party cares nothing for democracy or civil rights, as the citizens of Hong Kong and the Uighurs can testify. The aim of this short book is to explain to people why government matters, especially in promoting liberty and democracy, and to lay out a manifesto for reform that would rebuild the West and expand it, so that it becomes the centre of a union of global democracies.


Our first two chapters deal with the history of the state up until Covid, because you can only understand the present crisis in the light of the past (something China now studies harder than we do). We tell the story, first of how the West pulled ahead of the rest of the world by embracing new ideas and technology, and then how, since the 1960s, the West has neglected statecraft, while the East has regained its focus. In Chapter Three, we look at what is wrong with Western government – why it is both overloaded and unloved, a grumpy compromise between taxpayers who think it costs too much and consumers who think it delivers too little. In Chapter Four we look at the great Covid test – and why too many parts of the West failed it. Then we ask: how can we change this?


Our fear, outlined in Chapter Five, is that the West will choose the wrong solutions: blaming it all on the admittedly incompetent populists, or deciding that the answer to an overloaded state is to add yet more government. The worst result would be if people around the world embraced strongmen and autocracy. Even if China has generally done better with Covid than America, many democracies have done better than China – while Vladimir Putin’s popularity is at its lowest since he came to power and Alexander Lukashenko, Belarus’s thuggish ruler, may have out-Trumped Trump by declaring that the best way to fight the virus is to drink vodka and drive a tractor.


We will argue that the West needs better government, not more of it. This is partly a question of pragmatic modernisation. In Chapter Six, we conduct a thought experiment by combining the two greatest liberal leaders of the 19th century – William Gladstone and Abraham Lincoln – and imagine what President Bill Lincoln could do if he was installed in the White House, merely by using what works in other countries. Our President Lincoln would, among other things, raise the retirement age, provide nearly-free healthcare for all, pay some civil servants million-dollar salaries, introduce national service (civic rather than military), decimate the tax code, sack bad teachers, stop selling ambassadorships, wage war on the old corruption that diverts so much cash to the wealthy – and trumpet freedom around the world. Bill Lincoln’s West would be broader and more inclusive. The result at home would be a bigger state in some areas, but a far smaller one in others.


But you can’t avoid political thought. Even if single-payer systems like Canada and Sweden deliver better health care at a lower cost to the taxpayer (let alone the consumer), many Americans will still claim they don’t want “socialism”. Tell Britons that the NHS would have saved more lives if it had had more use of the private sector, and they will assume you want to sell it off. Suggest to the French that pensions should rise with life expectancy if they want to avoid bankruptcy, and they mount the barricades. So at some point, you have to start asking the same question that Hobbes did: what is the state for?


In our conclusion, we return to the issues of security and liberty that Covid has again reinforced. For the moment, security is ahead: during a pandemic the health of the most privileged is dependent on the health of the least privileged, so the fight against a virus is necessarily a collective one. But you cannot build a state just on that basis. The security state can suppress both freedom and creativity (Hobbes’s old university, Oxford, burned all his books, including Leviathan, in the quadrangle of the Bodleian Library in 1683). The West’s competitive advantage over China – the modern book-burner (or website-blocker) – lies in that freedom, and the entrepreneurialism it unleashes. If the current test is about security, the next one will be about liberty. That is a battle that the democracies of the world need to win together, and they will do so much more easily if they line up behind a common vision of freedom.


The alarm clock


The secret of the West’s success over the past 400 years is its appetite for creative destruction: just when everything looks hopeless, it succeeds in regenerating itself. Look at the changes wrought by the Roosevelts in the Gilded Age and the Great Depression. Having almost destroyed itself during the Second World War, Europe became the continent of les trente glorieuses and Wirtschaftswunder. Now the West has to recover from Covid, at a time when America’s power is waning and China’s is strengthening. The question is whether the West can rise to the challenge as it has so many times before and rethink the theory and practice of government – or whether it will fumble about, letting liberty slip away and leaving China to reclaim the global leadership it had when that frightened old tutor sat down to write Leviathan.


It is time to wake up.




Chapter One


The Rise of the West


In the early 14th century, Siena was about as close as you could get to the heart of Western civilisation. Prosperous, go-ahead and, thanks to the budding Renaissance, a centre of art and intellect, the Italian city was ruled by a council of nine elected officials, who commissioned Ambrogio Lorenzetti to paint an allegory of good and bad government for the walls of their chamber. He finished the fresco in 1339. On the good government side, the shops are open, builders are at work, people are dancing and Justice is a beautiful woman, guided by God. “Turn your eyes to behold her,” the inscription below implores the council members. “Look how many goods derive from her and how sweet and peaceful is that life of the city where is preserved this virtue who outshines any other.” An inspiring notion till you look at the bad government side. The fresco there is much more damaged – appropriately enough – but the image is still clear: Justice lies bound at the feet of the Tyrant, with the characters of Cruelty, Deceit, Fraud, Fury, Division and War looking on.


Nine years after the fresco was finished, Siena was ravaged by the Black Death (which killed a third of the population of Europe) and the Council of Nine was ousted. The city became a battleground of competing factions, frequently backed by outsiders, including the papacy and France. It was not until the early 16th century that Siena achieved some degree of stability again, and then only by bowing down to a tyrant, Pandolfo Petrucci. One of Petrucci’s visitors was a cynical Florentine ambassador called Niccolò Machiavelli.


Italy’s small city states were unusually fratricidal and unstable, but even 200 years after Lorenzetti put down his brush, politics across Europe resembled the Bad Government rather than the Good Government side of his fresco. Everywhere rival aristocratic houses were feuding over the chance to become tyrants themselves, enlisting Cruelty, Deceit and Fraud on their side. Most countries had been through civil wars, such as the Wars of the Roses in England. And after Martin Luther published his 95 theses in 1517, the Protestant Reformation added an even more profound reason for societies to tear themselves apart.


There were, of course, a few people who dreamed about good governance. Desiderius Erasmus, Luther’s contemporary, dreamed of a via media that would unite Europe behind a reformed church and enlightened rulers. He hung around the great courts of the day preaching the virtues of civic reform. His Education of a Christian Prince (1516), a how-to-rule book addressed to Charles of Spain, the future Habsburg emperor, argued that princes should have one great object in life: to serve the public good. “Only those who dedicate themselves to the state, and not the state to themselves deserve the title ‘prince’.” He was particularly scalding about the “long-standing and terrible mania among Christians for war”.12 A noble sentiment that evaded Charles V as he put much of Europe to the sword.


In her wonderful series of novels about Thomas Cromwell, Hilary Mantel imagines Henry VIII’s first minister daydreaming about Lorenzetti’s Allegory while his monarch muses about the perfidy of wives.13 It is October 1536, and Cromwell, the blacksmith’s son hailed as the great Protestant moderniser of Tudor government, is cock of the walk. But even then, leading nobles are suspicious of the upstart, Cromwell is terrified of annoying the king, and most of the north of England is in revolt on “a Pilgrimage of Grace”. Four years later, Cromwell was executed, in large part because the new wife he had found for Henry, Anne of Cleves, was not as pretty as he had advertised.


Looked at in global terms, Christendom was a sideshow. While Cromwell was struggling to run a country of perhaps 2.5 million people from London, Suleiman the Magnificent ruled over ten times that number from Istanbul. The Ottoman Empire stretched from modern Hungary to the Middle East and North Africa, with a single legal code and free education for Muslim boys. In India, the Mughal Empire was under construction. And beyond that lay China, a country the size of Europe, ruled over by a single emperor, held together by a network of roads and canals and the world’s best bureaucracy. The imperial quarter in Beijing, where the royal family and its functionaries lived, housed a population roughly the same size as London’s. Anybody who entered the presence of the emperor demonstrated their awe of the “son of heaven” by kowtowing – kneeling and touching their head nine times on the ground. If Henry and Cromwell had come to Beijing, they would have been treated as primitive curiosities.
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