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I


THE GREAT LEAP BACKWARDS


“WHO IS MORE CONTEMPTIBLE than he who scorns knowledge of himself?”1


A true question—a question seeking truth without expecting to find more than a fragment of it—will remain clear and unforgiving over hundreds of years. John of Salisbury raised this problem of self-knowledge in 1159. As you will see, much of what I’m going to say in these pages will be an amplification of his question.


John of Salisbury was far from the first to centre “the life worth living” on self-knowledge. What today we would call consciousness. Self-knowledge; the life worth living; individualism; humanism; a civil society. The list of terms describing the best and most interesting in the human experiment can be very long.


Not only was John of Salisbury not the first, he was surrounded in the twelfth century by a surprisingly large group of writers and thinkers, spread out across Europe—many of them monks or teachers—who were busy rediscovering the concept of the individual, perhaps even discovering for the first time what the modern Western individual could become if he, and later on she, wished.


Nowhere in all of this questioning, then or before, was the individual seen as a single ambulatory centre of selfishness. That idea of individualism, dominant today, represents a narrow and superficial deformation of the Western idea. A hijacking of the term and—since individualism is a central term—a hijacking of Western civilization.


One of the things I am going to do over these five chapters is describe that hijacking. The end result will be the portrait of a society addicted to ideologies—a civilization tightly held at this moment in the embrace of a dominant ideology: corporatism. The acceptance of corporatism causes us to deny and undermine the legitimacy of the individual as citizen in a democracy. The result of such a denial is a growing imbalance which leads to our adoration of self-interest and our denial of the public good. Corporatism is an ideology which claims rationality as its central quality. The overall effects on the individual are passivity and conformity in those areas which matter and non-conformism in those which don’t.


Given the importance that John of Salisbury attributed to friendship and community, it is hard to imagine that he would not have asked the same question of society as a whole—particularly of ours, which is so determined to claim the individual as its anchor.


What is more contemptible than a civilization that scorns knowledge of itself?


I’ll be more precise. It is taught throughout our universities, expounded in our think tanks, repeated ad nauseam in public forums by responsible figures—that democracy was born of economics, in particular of an economic phenomenon known as the Industrial Revolution. And that democracy is based upon individualism. And that modern individualism was also a child of the Industrial Revolution. (The less determinedly superficial of such voices will give some credit to the Reformation, which makes them only marginally less inaccurate.)


The point of these received wisdoms of the second half of the twentieth century is that the very heart and soul of our 2,500-year-old civilization is, apparently, economics, and from that heart flowed, and continues to flow, everything else. We must therefore fling down and fling up the structures of our society as the marketplace orders. If we don’t, the marketplace will do it anyway.


The only problem with this whole theory is that much of modern individualism and democracy found life in Athens, some time before the Industrial Revolution. And both grew slowly, with ups and downs, through a series of key steps until the twelfth century, when the pace accelerated. Every important characteristic of both individualism and democracy has preceded the key economic events of our millennium. What’s more, it was these characteristics that made most of the economic events possible, and not vice versa.


I’m going to come back to all of that later, but let me make one general point before moving on. Economics as a prescriptive science is actually a minor area of speculative investigation. Econometrics, the statistical, narrow, unthinking, lower form of economics, is passive tinkering, less reliable and less useful than car mechanics. The only part of this domain which has some reliable utility is economic history, and it is being downgraded in most universities, even eliminated because, tied as it is to events, it is an unfortunate reminder of reality.


Over the last quarter-century economics has raised itself to the level of a scientific profession and more or less foisted a Nobel prize in its own honour onto the Nobel committee thanks to annual financing from a bank. Yet over the same 25 years, economics has been spectacularly unsuccessful in its attempts to apply its models and theories to the reality of our civilization. It’s not that the economists’ advice hasn’t been taken. It has, in great detail, with great reverence. And in general, it has failed.


A “profession” implies both real parameters and professionals who bear some responsibility for the effects of their advice. If economists were doctors, they would today be mired in malpractice suits.


That I even have to make this argument about the subsidiary nature of economics as it relates to individualism and democracy—and I’ll come back to it later on to flesh out details—suggests that we are a dangerously unconscious civilization.


Not only do we seem to be devoid of useful memory, but when we do remember accurately it has little or no impact on our actions. It is as if, when we come to public action, our greatest desire is to generalize and institutionalize a syndrome resembling Alzheimer’s disease. One-third to one-half of the population of Western countries is today employed in administering the public and private sectors. In spite of having a larger and better educated elite than ever before in history; in spite of knowing more than we have ever known about ourselves and our surroundings, we actively deny the utility of public knowledge.


In the nineteenth century, Alessandro Manzoni opened his great novel, The Betrothed, with one of those unforgiving resumés of our condition: “History may truly be defined as a famous war against time.”2 But you cannot wage this war if you deny reality. If you cannot remember, then there is no reality.


To know—that is, to have knowledge—is to instinctively understand the relationship between what you know and what you do. That seems to be one of our biggest difficulties. Our actions are only related to tiny, narrow bands of specialist information, usually based on a false idea of measurement rather than upon any knowledge—that is, understanding—of the larger picture. The result is that where a knowing woman or man would embrace doubt and advance carefully, our enormous, specialized, technocratic elites are shielded by a childlike certainty. Whatever they are selling is the absolute truth. Why link childishness to certainty? Quite simply, as Cicero put it: “He who does not know history is destined to remain a child.”


There is little character difference between, say, Robert McNamara, maniacally convinced that the Vietnam War would, could, must be won or catastrophe would descend upon us—and he had the numbers to prove it—and the thousands of financial specialists maniacally convinced today that national debts will, can, must be paid off or catastrophe will swoop down upon us—and they have the numbers to prove it.


Let me give a small demonstration of this childlike state into which we are settling.


There is a general sense that our civilization is in a long-term crisis. It can be seen from the political or social or economic aspect. From each angle, the same crisis can be seen differently. I would argue that it took on its actual economic form in 1973, when a first wave of political crises led to an oil supply crisis. We have been in a depression ever since. It doesn’t resemble a 1929-style depression, but then depressions have always been different, one from the other. Ours has been softened and evened out thanks to the life preservers gradually put in place by society after 1929 in order to give us time to manoeuvre and act should such a disaster repeat itself. It did, in 1973. Now, given our inability over the past two decades to deal with an unbreakable chain of unemployment, debt, inflation and no real growth, we have drifted farther and farther out into a cold, unfriendly, confusing sea. The new certitude of those in positions of authority—those out of the water—is that the certain answer is to cut away the life preservers.


This might be called a childlike act. Or one of unconsciousness so profound as to constitute stupidity.


How is this certitude possible? Well, the view from inside the public and private technocracy is one of relative calm. This is a place where the structure continues to grow, particularly in the private sector; particularly in the internationalized private sector. The technocracy has developed an argument that now dominates our society according to which “management” equals “doing,” in the sense that “doing” equals “making.” They have based this argument on a new economic mythology. This in turn is dependent on such things as the glorification of the service economy, a legitimization of financial speculation and the canonization of the new communications technology.


But of course, “managing” is neither “doing” nor “making.” As Adam Smith put it: “There is one sort of labour which adds to the value of the subject upon which it is bestowed; there is another which has no such effect.” The former is “productive,” the latter “unproductive” labour. Smith clearly places management in the unproductive category. “The labour of some of the most respectable orders in the society is, like that of menial servants, unproductive of any value, and does not fix or realize itself in any permanent subject, or vendible commodity, which endures after that labour is past, and for which an equal quantity of labour could afterwards be procured.”3


Smith, of course, is realistic: “But there is no country in which the whole annual produce is employed in maintaining the industrious. The idle everywhere consume a great part of it.”4 His argument is that the industrious produce the fund which finances the whole community. The idle—those not engaged in “useful labour”5—live upon the industrious. This includes the unwillingly idle—the unemployed. But he is not talking about them. They are not in a position to cost society a great deal.


He is referring above all to the managerial class of his day—the aristocracy, the courtiers, the professionals, the land and property owners (who live off rent income), the bankers and so on. In other words, he is talking about our technocratic managerial elite. It must exist. But how much of it can the industrious among us support? The answer might be that 30 to 50 percent—the current level of the managerial class in our society—is far too high; that the management of business along with the financial and consulting industries—all of which are extremely expensive and increasingly so—are a far more important factor in keeping the economy in depression than is any over-expansion of government services.


•   •   •


Some of you will be surprised that I am invoking Adam Smith, the god of marketplace worshippers and of the neo-conservatives. Well, I am going to make a point of quoting both Smith and his friend David Hume, the demigod of the same contemporary Right, for two reasons. One is to show that the reigning ideologues of our day base their arguments upon a very narrow use of Smith and Hume. That they seriously misrepresent the more balanced message of the two men. And that the late industrial, global applications of Smith and Hume, which are now being pressed upon us, bear no relationship to the reality of what either man was talking about in an almost preindustrial and very localized situation.


Many are surprised that this management elite continues to expand and prosper at a time when society as a whole is clearly blocked by a long-term economic crisis. There is no reason to be surprised. The reaction of sophisticated elites, when confronted by their own failure to lead society, is almost invariably the same. They set about building a wall between themselves and reality by creating an artificial sense of well-being on the inside. The French aristocracy, gentry and business leadership were never more satisfied with themselves than in the few decades before their collapse during the French Revolution. The elites of the late Roman Empire were in constant expansion and filled with a sense of their own importance, as emperor after emperor was assassinated and provinces were lost. The Russian elites of the two decades preceding 1914—both the traditional leadership and the new, rapidly expanding business class—were in a constant state of effervescence.


One of the tricks which makes this sort of closet delusion possible is that the very size and prosperity of the elite permits it to interiorize an artificial vision of civilization as a whole. Thus, ours takes seriously only what comes from its own hundreds—indeed, thousands—of specialized sectors. Everything turns on internal reference. Everything is carefully measured, so that heartening “body counts” of growth or job creation or whatever can be produced. Truth is not in the world, it is the measurements made by professionals.


A few weeks ago I had a long conversation with the deputy minister of finance of a Western country. He allowed as to how many people outside—by which he meant outside the elite—believed that we were all caught up in a general, uncontrollable crisis. And that many attributed some of the blame to the international money markets, which were seen to have declined—through lunatic expansion—into a purposeless myriad of speculations upon repeated levels of paper unrelated to real production—unrelated, that is, to Smith’s “useful labour.” The problem, the deputy minister said, was that each of these new money market mechanisms had its use within the financial system. Each was therefore useful. Not merely an exercise in speculation. He was, however, unable to relate this financial system to any broader idea of the economy or the society.


He also said that he himself had come from a poor family; that he had done well, as had his brothers and sisters. He therefore had difficulty believing that there was a crisis anywhere except at the margins of society. That his family’s success might be related to the life preservers put in place after 1929—those protections against drowning that he and others were now cutting away—or that other people, not so fortunate as he and his family, might still need some help staying afloat, was beyond his interiorized, childlike vision of society.


The statistics of our crisis—which are available to all of us, as they are to this deputy minister—are clear and unforgiving. Yet they pass us by—in newspapers, on television, in conversations—as if they were not reality. Or rather, as if we were unable to convert knowledge into action.


I could recite a litany of these failures to you. Let me mention only a few, to illustrate the apparent meaninglessness of reality.


I’ll begin with basics. Murder. Those of us who follow the phenomenon of war have watched while a handful of small conflicts in the early 1960s escalated to over 50 around the world today; all of them being fought concurrently; many of them major wars. The generally agreed statistics are that some 1,000 soldiers, and 5,000 civilians, die per day, every day, for a total of over two million deaths per year, for a total of 75 million deaths over the past 35 years. The conservative English military historian John Keegan states that 50 million people have been killed by war since the peace began in 1945.6


Either way these are record numbers. They make World War One into a sideshow. They make the Black Death into a small joke. In general, these deaths are not so much dismissed as eased off any serious agendas with the qualification that the wars in question take place mainly in the Third World. Whatever you think about that marginalizing qualifier, this has been less and less true since the end of the Cold War.


What’s more, much of the responsibility for such violence lies with the international arms traffic—the largest international trade good of our day. It was launched in its modern form by the United States, France and then Britain in the early 1960s. Everyone else soon joined in. First the West, then the developing world. And when the Cold War ended, the promised peace dividend evaporated. The commerce in arms carried on at more or less the same levels. Today, a theoretically liberal American president has formalized a new campaign to increase the sale of weapons abroad, specifically as an arm of general trade policy.


We know all of this. But knowing seems to have no effect upon our unconscious.


Then there are the astonishing Third World statistics. Two hundred million children aged four to fourteen are in the work force. Life expectancy in Central Africa is 43 and dropping. One-third of the children in the world are undernourished. Thirty per cent of the work force is unemployed. The Third World debt crisis has not eased. That number is now some $1.5 trillion.


All of these numbers leave us confused, numbed, indifferent. This is knowledge with little effect.


What about focusing on a great case for hope? Mexico. On the basis of the assurances of the American and Canadian elites to their own citizens, Mexico was thrown into an increasingly unfettered North American trade arrangement. Mexico, we were told, was a developed democracy which, thanks to a reforming, free market president, had cleaned up its act and was capable of competing at our standards.


Scarcely two years later that president is suspected of involvement in the assassination of his chosen successor. A civil war has broken out in the south where 80 percent of the population earn less than $7 a day. Government-initiated torture, routinely denied by our elites two years ago, is now routinely admitted. After a revolutionary privatization of 80 percent of the state firms, the results are as follows. The state earned $21 billion, which instead of stabilizing the economy contributed to a massive economic collapse. On the positive side, some 30 billionaires were created—all friends of the president or the party in power. Unfortunately, if you weren’t one of the 30 or one of their friends, real wages in Mexico plunged by 52 percent between 1980 and 1994. With much of the collapse of 1995 still to come, one-third of Mexican families were already living in extreme poverty. All of these figures are now far worse.


The knowledge of this misrepresentation of the Mexican situation by our elites has had no effect on the reality of American and Canadian policy. We are proceeding as if the illusion of two years earlier had been true.


And finally, what of the crisis inside the West itself?


The official Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development figure for unemployment in the West is about 35 million—that is, about 10 percent. This has not moved down seriously for a decade. This is also an unfinanceable level of exclusion for any society. In other words, no society can afford to lose the productivity of 10 percent of its population over an extended period of time. Nor can it afford to finance the lives of 10 percent of the working population, along with their families, left idle over an extended period of time. This figure of 10 percent is also, compared with our real levels of unemployment, a very low figure. Over the past two decades, the term “unemployment” has been redefined constantly—between 15 and 25 times in most Western countries—technical refinements, you understand—in order to eliminate certain categories or to create new categories. The purpose has been to keep the official statistics down. Rather than 35 million, the real unemployment figure is probably well over 50 million.


And although government after government, from the Left to the Right, has been elected on a platform of job creation, the reality is that they have no idea of what to do. Why? Because jobs are one of the last steps on the production chain. If you want jobs you must first research, develop, plan, risk, invest, build, develop markets and start selling. The result may eventually be jobs. But if you believe that the marketplace is in charge of all those functions—as the received wisdom of today assures us—well then, you shouldn’t be promising jobs because you are abdicating any responsibility for the complex job-creating mechanisms. Anyway, the marketplace these days is into job elimination.


But our crisis isn’t simply about jobs. The leader of the free world has 1.5 million people in jail: 373 citizens per 100,000. More than double what it was fifteen years ago. A rate second only to Russia. Put another way, 5.1 million Americans are in jail or under judicial supervision. Triple the figures of 1980.


The income of 75 million Americans is lower now than it was in 1966. Eighteen percent live under the poverty line. The inequality gap shrank continually between 1929 and 1969. Since then it has been continually widening. And not just in the United States. In most places. In the United Kingdom the gap between the highest and the lowest paid male workers is at its widest since 1880, when the compiling of statistics began. Edward Luttwak, the conservative American historian, says that if current trends continue, the United States will be a Third World country by 2020.7


Predictions are only predictions, but at least Mr. Luttwak is trying to conjure up the shape of the crisis. At least he is admitting that there is a profound crisis.


All of these numbers, and hundreds more of them referring to the same and to other countries, are well known. Yet the effect they have on real policy is negligible. In part this is because our elite is primarily and increasingly managerial. A managerial elite manages. A crisis, unfortunately, requires thought. Thought is not a management function. Because the managerial elites are now so large and have such a dominant effect on our education system, we are actually teaching most people to manage not to think. Not only do we not reward thought, we punish it as unprofessional. This primary approach to utility—a very limited form of utility—is creeping now into general pre-university education. The teaching of transient managerial and technological skills is edging out the basics of learning.


But there’s another reason that knowledge of this crisis seems to have so little effect: the income of the elites at the upper levels has continued to grow and at the middle levels has not declined.


As Adam Smith put it, “The authority of riches . . . is perhaps greatest in the rudest age of society which admits of any considerable inequality of fortune.”8 By rudest, Smith means crudest, a term not often used to describe themselves by technocrats, specialists, managers and the professors at the Chicago School of Economics. Yet they do enjoy invoking Smith. Nor does “rudest” suggest a high level of civilization.


But what could be cruder than a human being, who is limited to a narrow area of knowledge and practice and has the naiveté of a child in most other areas? This is one of the elements that accounts for our clinical state of unconsciousness.


One of the related characteristics of this unconsciousness is the rise of illusion—in particular, the growth of fantastical descriptions of ourselves. For example, a number of neo-movements have developed over the past few years. People who want to be and yet not to be. The neo-fascists in Italy claim they are not fascists, yet 90 percent of their party members belonged to the old Fascist party. I have personally heard their leader, Gianfranco Fini, speak to a crowd of bankers, diplomats and politicians in London. He refused to condemn Mussolini. His policies were simply an updated, managerial-sounding version of Mussolini’s, presented by someone who dressed and talked (I’m referring to his style) like a technocrat. He has said, “Italy has gone from an era in which nothing was known of politicians to one where they get photographed naked, as if they were actors. This is another sign that Italy has changed.”9 Well, actually it isn’t. Mussolini was always photographed as if he were an actor. And behind Mussolini’s flamboyant rhetoric was an obsession with modern management and corporatism. Fini dances to rock and roll in public, just as Mussolini prided himself on dancing in public to the latest tunes. These were then innovations in political style. Yet the illusion of being a neo has allowed Fini to escape from the shadow of fascism and gain substantial public power without abandoning his party’s traditional policies.


The neo-corporatists have the same problem and even more success. The corporatist movement was born in the nineteenth century as an alternative to democracy. It proposed the legitimacy of groups over that of the individual citizen.


The first almost natural manifestation of this new way of governing came two centuries ago with the arrival of Bonaparte. Napoleon did more than invent modern Heroic leadership. He invented Heroic leadership which fronts for specialist groups and interest groups. Democracy and individual citizen participation were replaced by a direct, emotive relationship between the Heroic leader and the population. The new specialist, bureaucratic and business elites were thus left in peace to run things.


Hegel was one of the first to give this approach an intellectual form, as early as 1821, in The Philosophy of Right. The romantic revival of the medieval guilds was then under way in the guise of a ‘natural link’ between civil society and the state.


This early form of corporatism gradually emerged as the only serious alternative to democracy. It was increasingly proposed by the Catholic elites of Europe. They could accept the Industrial Revolution, so long as individualism was replaced by group membership. To the extent that individualism as citizen participation continued to exist, it was subjected to the limitations imposed by group membership. Many of these groups were apparently benign or even beneficial. Workers unions. Industrial owners associations. Professional associations. These corporations were not to function in conflict with each other. Through ongoing negotiations, they were to be nonthreatening and nonconfrontational bodies. Some of this system was formalized by Bismarck in the new Germany of the 1870s. But the corporatist alternative’s moment of glory, so to speak, came half a century later under Mussolini and various other dictators, such as Portugal’s Salazar.


The last thing today’s neo-corporatists want is to be confused with these unpleasant dictators. Most of the intellectuals now involved in pushing this social formula are well-established university professors: political scientists, sociologists and economists, spread throughout the West. And yet, what they propose—the bald violence of the earlier generation aside—is virtually identical to the earlier model. They propose a basic shifting of legitimacy in our society from the citizen to the group. They don’t put it quite that way. They talk modestly about facilitating the relationship between competing interest groups. The effect, however, would be far more profound than that.


In fact, I believe that we are already very close to having shifted the legitimacy inside Western society. Real power today lies with neo-corporatism, which is in fact old-fashioned corporatism.


The neo-conservatives, who are closely linked to the neo-corporatists, are rather different. They claim to be conservatives, when everything they stand for is a rejection of conservatism. They claim to present an alternate social model, when they are little more than the courtiers of the corporatist movement. Their agitation is filled with the bitterness and cynicism typical of courtiers who scramble for crumbs at the banquet tables of real power, but are always denied a proper chair.


The neo-fascists and neo-corporatists would like people to forget the content of their programs while they seek power. The neo-conservatives would like to pass themselves off as a movement of considerable historical importance, while working for something relatively short-term, self-interested and nasty.


Everything I’ve said so far revolves around an apparent inability to deal with reality. I would say that what we suffer from is a fear of reality. Who are “we”? Frankly, there is little difference in this mental state between those inside the elites and those outside. We have all by our actions or lack of them—in particular over the last quarter-century—agreed to deny reality.


The question is—Where does this fear come from? It isn’t simply a vague taste for romantic illusions. We suffer from an addictive weakness for large illusions. A weakness for ideology. Power in our civilization is repeatedly tied to the pursuit of all-inclusive truths and utopias. At the time of each obsession we are incapable of recognizing our attitude as either a flight from reality or an embracing of ideology. The unshakeable belief that we are on the trail to truth—and therefore to the solution to our problems—prevents us from identifying this obsession as an ideology.


The history of this century—demonstrated in part by its unprecedented violence—suggests that our addiction is getting worse. We have already swept through the religion of world empires based upon the intrinsic superiority of each nation or race of empire builders, on through Marxism and Fascism, and now we are enthralled by a new all-powerful clockmaker god—the marketplace and his archangel, technology. Trade is the marketplace’s miraculous cure for all that ails us. And globalization is the Eden or paradise into which the Just shall be welcomed on Judgement Day. As always with ideologies, the Day of Judgement is imminent and terrifying. I would suggest that Marxism, fascism and the marketplace strongly resemble each other. They are all corporatist, managerial and hooked on technology as their own particular golden calf.


Along with these great ideological passions, we have also suffered and continue to suffer from what might be called fashions—nationalization, privatization, debt financing, debt as the devil, the killing of inflation.


Fashion is merely the lowest form of ideology. To wear or not to wear blue jeans, to holiday or not to holiday in a particular place can contribute to social acceptance or bring upon us the full opprobrium of the group. Then, a few months or years later, we look back and our obsession, our fears of ridicule, seem a bit silly. By then, we are undoubtedly caught up in new fashions.
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