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Introduction

Protests come and protests go. Sometimes, rarely, they morph into the kind of social movement that can change history. When I briefly attended the Occupy Wall St. gathering at Zuccotti Park on lower Manhattan in late October, 2011, there was no way of knowing whether or not it had legs. The Arab Spring was in full bloom, and the Occupy movement, which had quickly spread to scores of cities around the world, took some inspiration from it. But the young people in Tahrir Square in Cairo and in the bloodied streets of Tunis and Benghazi had been playing for keeps, with real bullets and real corpses. And what they were fighting for was as clear as it could be; they wanted to get rid of dictatorships and establish democracy and the rule of law. They wanted a future.

The Occupy movement, like the Global Justice movement that preceded it, had less iconic, less obviously heroic goals. It did, however, share the craving for a future in which an ordinary person could get an even break. A longing for justice and equity was at the heart of its “We are the ninety-nine percent” slogan. The media at first ignored it, then ridiculed it, then lavished attention on it. President Barack Obama expressed some sympathy. Fox News hysterically (in both senses) reported an apocalyptic left-wing conspiracy, “a ‘red army’ of radicals seeking no less than to provoke a new, definitive economic crisis, with their goal being the full collapse of the U.S. financial system, with the ensuing chaos to be rebuilt into a utopian socialist vision.” But no one could figure out exactly what was being demanded, not even, apparently, the protestors.

When I was in Zuccotti Park there a young man who showed signs of sleeping rough for several days carried a placard asking: “Are We Really Going to Let a Bunch of Greedy Selfish Fools Rule This Whole Planet?” A couple of days later, in Toronto, where things tend to be less in-your-face, a trimly-bearded man with leather patches on his sweater sleeves carried a hand-lettered sign that complained: “I was told to expect cake.” But it was another Zuccotti Park sign which best summed up the protest in its early, amorphous days. Scrawled in black marker on what appeared to be a brown paper bag, it read simply: “WTF?”

It was a deft synopsis of the confusion, helplessness, and outrage of the sixty-two million Americans suddenly left with zero or negative net worth following the sub-prime bubble of 2008; the 9.3 million adult workers who were jobless; the twenty-five percent of teens who couldn’t find work. While they tried to cope, and to keep a roof over their heads, the handful of bankers and hedge fund managers who’d caused the mess were busily socking away billions in government bailouts and “performance” bonuses. In the face of this scandal, government seemed powerless, useless, locked in a corporate-sponsored political cage match in Washington. Things were no better across most of Europe, where protests tended to be even bigger, and more militant. The fury there against banks and other financial institutions was white hot.

Matt Taibbi, who earlier in the year had deliciously described Goldman Sachs as “a great vampire squid wrapped around the face of humanity, relentlessly jamming its blood funnel into anything that smells like money,” worried in Rolling Stone that month that the protest might fizzle if it didn’t come up with some concrete demands. My own hope was that it might eventually focus on an idea abroad in New York and European capitals, that it was time to take a serious look at the sources of power of the enormous corporations that today rule the world in a very literal sense. Some speakers were even calling for a law to repeal the privilege of personhood bestowed in suspicious circumstances on corporate America in the nineteenth century, and since then leveraged into near-invincibility worldwide. Banks and other financial corporations were a particular target, and the chant, “End the dictatorship of finance,” was beginning to be heard. Journalist and author Chris Hedges was an eloquent spokesman when mainstream media called on him to explain what was going on. The protestors, he said:


…want to reverse the corporate coup that’s taken place in the United States and rendered the citizenry impotent…. Those who are protesting the rise of the corporate state are the true conservatives, who are calling for the restoration of the rule of law. The radicals have seized power and they have trashed all regulation and legal impediments to a reconfiguration of American society into a form of neo-feudalism. And that’s what we’re really asking for—the restoration of the rule of law.1



And as Halloween approached, confirmation of the extent of income disparity in the United States was supplied by the Congressional Budget Office in a massive study that showed that while median income of American households had grown by about forty percent over the past thirty years, the income of the top one percent soared by more than 280 percent. Income among the poorest ten percent had virtually flat-lined over that time. The gap between the richest and poorest in the U.S. more closely matches that of Uruguay, Jamaica and many emerging African nations than that of Northern European countries such as Norway and Germany.

The sense among protesters that the corporate power had occupied all the lifeboats as the economy sank was only reinforced by the fact that, at a time when the economy was desperately in need of the stimulus provided by spending, corporate America was sitting on more than two trillion in cash thanks to improved profits—cash they refused to spend on expanding plant or hiring workers, and instead doled out in dividends or simply hoarded.

The protestors’ more general suspicion that a small group of very powerful corporations exercise unwarranted influence over human affairs also received authoritative scientific confirmation at about the same time. A team of complex systems analysts at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich published a study that, for the first time, mapped ownership links and power relationships among the world’s transnational corporations. In analyzing the ties that interconnect 43,000 companies, the study was able to identify a tightly knit “super-entity” of fewer than 150 corporations, most of them financial institutions. Together they controlled much of the total wealth in the worldwide corporate network.2 Prominent among the top fifty most powerful and influential corporations identified were Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, Barclays, Bank of America, Credit Suisse, and the rest of the usual suspects from the world of international finance, names being roundly cursed not just in Zuccotti Park, but in Syntagma Square in Athens and St. Paul’s churchyard in London.

This study for the first time provided a non-ideological analysis of what ails capitalism at the global level, demonstrating an inbuilt instability in the system as if has evolved more or less spontaneously over the past few decades. It was, for that reason, groundbreaking. But while it offered important insights into how global capitalism operates, it said nothing about whether such astounding concentration of wealth and power was right or wrong. It missed the moral element of the system and its evolution, an aspect which I believe is crucial to an understanding of issues being raised by critics of corporate greed and power, and to which I have devoted the first several chapters of this book.

If the Occupy critique of the current state of affairs seemed unformed and inarticulate in the autumn of 2011, it was at least in part because we have lost the vocabulary of moral discussion and argument. We have lost confidence in our ability to make moral judgements, and to defend them. The Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek, addressing the Wall St. occupiers in Zuccotti Park, described the situation memorably:


So what are we doing here? Let me tell you a wonderful, old joke from Communist times. A guy was sent from East Germany to work in Siberia. He knew his mail would be read by censors, so he told his friends: “Let’s establish a code. If a letter you get from me is written in blue ink, it is true what I say. If it is written in red ink, it is false.” After a month, his friends get the first letter. Everything is in blue. It says, this letter: “Everything is wonderful here. Stores are full of good food. Movie theatres show good films from the west. Apartments are large and luxurious. The only thing you cannot buy is red ink.” This is how we live. We have all the freedoms we want. But what we are missing is red ink: the language to articulate our non-freedom. The way we are taught to speak about freedom—war on terror and so on—falsifies freedom. And this is what you are doing here. You are giving all of us red ink.



The purpose of this book is to do essentially the same thing.



Notes

1. Interview on the “Lang & O’Leary Exchange,” CBC News Network, Oct. 7, 2011.

2. New Scientist, Issue 2835, Oct. 22, 2011 available online at: http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21228354.500-revealed--the-capitalist-network-that-runs-the-world.html The report itself, “The network of global corporate control,” by Stefania Vitali, James B. Glattfelder, and Stefano Battison, is available online through Public Library of Science One (PLoS One). See also p 103.




Part I: How Morality Was Hijacked by Economics and Why It Matters

“It may be said that the ‘means’ that a man uses are far more important than the ‘ends’ which he pursues, for they express more fully his spirit. If a man strives for freedom by means of tyranny, for love by means of hatred, for brotherhood by means of dissension, for truth by means of falsity, his lofty aim is not likely to make the judgement of him more lenient. I actually believe that a man who worked for the cause of tyranny, hatred, falsity and dissension by means of freedom, love, truthfulness and brotherhood would be the better man of the two.”

—Nikolay Berdyaev, The Destiny of Man (1937)




1

Pilgrims’ Progress

It might be said of our time, as Alexandre Dumas said of late-eighteenth-century France, that it is the best of times and the worst of times. Liberal democracy is spreading, triumphantly, throughout the world. Technology has revolutionized transportation, communication, access to information. Medical science has extended our lives, and made them less harrowing, thanks in no small measure to those very drug companies that too often seem to put sales before safety. Consumer society affords instant gratification of our every material desire. Progress is on the march.

At the same time there is an undeniable melancholy at the core of it all. Something seems amiss. For one thing, we are making a mess of the planet, in a big way. For another, the eternal goals of justice and equity seem to be receding, and at an accelerating rate. Not just progress, but meanness, obsessive self-interest, a callousness towards others increasingly reflected in our public institutions, seems to be on the march. Mental illness and spiritual malaise are endemic. We can add “moral crisis” to the list of challenges we face.

Social theorists and other commentators routinely identify capitalism as the source of society’s ills. No doubt it is, but where does that get us? How does one alter the foundational precepts of society: how do we reform capitalism? It seems an overwhelming, impossible task.

Winston Churchill, a pragmatist in matters of existential concern, observed that nothing clarifies the mind like being shot at. And so perhaps the fact that the challenges we face have become so terrifying in the scale of the threat they pose to our well-being, they are also, in a sense, uniquely distinguished by opportunity. The very fact that technical solutions seem remote and precarious—some would say unattainable—forces us to think beyond the ease and convenience of the technological fix, and to address the real issues, which are, inevitably, moral in nature. We know well enough how we behave: the evidence is all around us. What we really need to know, and urgently, is why we behave this way. If we can get the morality straight, the rest will follow.

In post-modern Western society, morality is mostly a relativistic affair, contingent on cultural context and individual preference. In contemporary neo-liberal philosophy, this is taken a step farther: morality is always already taken care of by the beneficent workings of the free market. To understand the nature of the modern business corporation it is necessary to have some understanding of this peculiar belief. The modern corporation, with all its power and influence in our lives, is the concrete embodiment of a deliberately designed and constructed moral system whose assumptions undergird market society. That moral system was concocted by Rationalist thinkers and social engineers of an earlier era, whose outlook and attitudes were shaped by the blossoming of modern science in all its youthful vigor and self-confidence. Unfortunately, many of their most basic assumptions—about human nature, about social institutions, about the nature of morality—were wrong. And just as the most elegant bridge will collapse if the engineers get the basic structural parameters wrong, so will the most elegant of social structures.

Rationalism was and is the theory that the exercise of reason is the only valid and reliable source of knowledge. That’s Reason as opposed to philosophical or religious testimony and authority, or spiritual revelation, or instinct and intuition, or even evidence supplied by the senses. Science, as a product of reason and built on mathematics and logic, is thus a superior source of knowledge of the world and the way it works—superior, specifically, to religion, which is a product of revelation, authority and spiritual insight.

Rationalism blossomed at a time when the once-paramount moral and intellectual authority of the Roman Catholic Church had been undermined by scandal and abuses of power, and by challenges from the Protestant reformers. New theories were sought by leading European thinkers to explain the mystery of humanity’s real, if uneven, progress from savagery to civilization. If not Divine guidance, then, what? Reason, it seemed apparent, was the answer. In fact, reason could provide the answer to all questions. Galileo confidently asserted that reason, honed by the methods of science, could teach humankind “what God knows.” Rationalist thinkers set for themselves as a primary goal the working out of a Reason-based, scientific rationale for moral behavior. Their stated intention was to build a moral system rooted not in religious tracts or teachings, but anchored scientifically, in “laws” of human nature and thus more appropriate to a supremely self-assured era that came to look upon itself, in contrast to the earlier Medieval epoch (the Dark Ages, they called it), as supremely enlightened.

A succinct, contemporary version of the Rationalist ideology was not long ago presented to a journalist by Edward Teller, the father of the hydrogen bomb. Anticipating a question about the moral implications of his advocacy of the H-bomb and work on its development, he repeated three questions he said Werner Heisenberg had asked him when he was the quantum physicist’s student in the ‘twenties: “One: What is good? Two: What is beautiful? Three: What is true?” Without waiting for a response he said, “Each question is best answered if addressed by the appropriate people. What is good is the business of politicians; what is beautiful, of artists; what is true, of scientists. This means that scientists should pursue their research irrespective of whether it’s moral, and politicians should then decide how to apply it.”1 There is clearly little space for religion or metaphysics as sources of truth in this world view.)

The Rationalist era that produced so many of our important institutions and ideas covers, very roughly, about three centuries from 1600 to 1900. Historians commonly refer to this period in terms of the flourishing of Modernity, by which is meant the transition from feudalism to capitalism, the rise of the secular nation state and of science and industrialism and individualism. Rationalism is only one aspect of Modernity, but it is the defining aspect, the stem from which the branches grow.

The period incorporates what historians call the Scientific Revolution, which begins with Galileo and the philosophers René Descartes and Thomas Hobbes. It includes, as well, the era known as the Enlightenment, which is formally dated from the last decades of the 1600s when Voltaire and Johann Sebastian Bach and George Frederick Handel were born and Louis XIV, the Sun King, was on the throne at Versailles, through to the carnage of the French Revolution of 1789. It is the era of the satirist Jonathan Swift, literary giant Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the great political philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the economist and moral philosopher Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham and the Utilitarian philosophers, the fomenters of the American War of Independence and the drafters of the U.S. constitution. Capt. James Cook sailed around the world, Michael Faraday discovered electromagnetic fields, and James Watt patented his improved steam engine during the period. Rationalism was the supreme intellectual fashion of the time, a straitened, computational Reason, which the French religious philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal, a lonely voice in this respect, opposed with his advocacy of the “knowledge of the heart.”



Of course, there were critics. The 1790s brought the Romantic era’s counterattack against the excesses of Rationalism’s sometimes fanatical commitment to reason and logic. The Industrial Revolution was underway and while Rationalists cheered on the engineers and industrialists, Romantics lamented the despoiling of nature and the human toll evident in the era’s widespread social disruption, regimentation, poverty and despair. The English mystical poet William Blake published his Songs of Innocence the year French revolutionaries stormed the Bastille; William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge both published major collections of lyric poetry just a decade later.

But by then the scientific Rationalist ethos had been deeply embedded in Western society, institutionalized, in fact, by the work of the Utilitarian philosophers (of whom, more later) and the great classical theorists of market capitalism. It would receive fresh authority from Darwin’s revolutionary theories on natural selection (first published in 1859) and the new behavioral sciences, and it would dominate the politics and economics of the Victorian era, which spans most of the nineteenth century.

It is sometimes said that the three great “estates” of pre-Modern Medieval society—the Church, the nobility and the commoners have as their parallels in today’s world in our most important secular institutions. The place of the Church has been occupied by the corporation. Market capitalism is our new theology, liberal economic theory is its dogma, and the corporation is the administrative vehicle for spreading the gospel and insisting that dogma and its rituals are observed. It is an appealing analogy, when one considers that capitalism is a system that has as its goal the welfare of humanity, as does the Christian Church. And just like Christianity it has its well-defined views of the role of the individual person within the wider social system, and of what constitutes good and bad behavior.

But, of course, the two ideologies have very different views of the nature of Good, and the ingredients of human welfare, among other things—so much so that it may be more accurate to see the corporation as a kind of anti-Church. Not in the sense of being opposed to the Church, but in being its converse, as a mirror image is to the object it reflects. Certainly market capitalism, as theology, is the antithesis of Christian doctrine as it was promulgated for the fifteen centuries prior to the scientific revolution, and thus may be called an anti-theology. That would make the ‘chiefs’ of the corporate world—the Chief Executive Officers and Chief Operating Officers and Chief Financial Officers and their scrubbed and suited acolytes—the anti-clergy of our time. They in turn call on the great advertising and public relations firms and corporate think-tanks like the Cato Institute and the Fraser Institute and the Conference Board for support in propounding and disseminating dogma in the way the Roman Church called on the Holy Office and the Holy Orders and the College of Cardinals.

No one has better captured the essential difference between the old and the new than the historian R.H. Tawney:


The most fundamental difference between medieval and modern economic thought consists… in the fact that, whereas the latter normally refers to economic expediency, however it may be interpreted, for the justification of any particular action, policy, or system of organization, the former starts from the position that there is a moral authority to which considerations of economic expediency must be subordinated.2



In other words the questions: Is it right? Is it Good? Is it in the human interest? Greed took absolute priority over considerations of efficiency and expediency.

What I have been speaking of as a watershed, then, is really more akin to a looking glass. On one side is other-worldly Medieval society with its Christian values leavened with the ferment of humanism and classical Greek moral philosophy. On the other side we have the mirror image—Modernism—defined by market capitalism; science, with its inviolable laws; the ethics of self-interest and an obsession with the material. Modernism would eventually find a supreme manifestation in the corporation.



Notes

1. Jonathon Keats, “The Epic, Tragic, Operatic Inside Story of Doctor Atomic,” Wired, Sept. 2005. The interview took place in 1998, five years before Teller’s death at ninety-five.

2. R.H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (London, Penguin, 1966 [1924]), 52. Emphasis added.




2

The Fable of the Bees

If the credit—or blame—for the metamorphosis of Europe from Medieval cocoon into bustling Modernism were to be assigned to one individual, it would have to be the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes. A man of moderate habits, razor wit and imposing height, he was the son of an illiterate and pugnacious rural pastor who, following an altercation with a fellow clergyman at the church door, was encouraged to leave town. A brother, a well-to-do glover, assumed care of wife and three children, including the precocious Thomas, who (as he would later write) had been born prematurely when his mother was caught up in the panic caused by the sighting of the Spanish Armada off England’s coast in 1588. Hobbes used to say that with him was born a twin, Fear. “I have a feminine courage,” he joked.

As a gifted student, Hobbes at fifteen was sent to Oxford where he was instructed in the Latin and Greek classics and the standard Scholastic teachings, overlaid with the aggressive Puritanism newly in vogue at his college, Magdalen Hall. By his own account he was bored, and turned his attention to astronomy and, especially, to maps and charts of the world and the astonishing accounts of the exploits of Francis Drake and other intrepid seafarers of the time. He came late to philosophical inquiry, but if ever a man’s thinking could be said to be a reflection of his age, it is Hobbes’ pessimistic view of humanity, summed up in a sentence from Leviathan: “So that in the first place, I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire for Power after Power, that ceaseth only in death.”

Hobbes imagined a savage beginning for human kind, a hellish existence in which everyone was at war with everyone else, and life was “nasty, brutish and short.” And no wonder: a partial list of the calamities that marked his adult life includes the bloody and devastating Thirty Year’s War which broke out in his thirtieth year (1636); the English Civil War and Cromwell’s dictatorship, a period of turmoil and terror that he endured from age 54 to 72; The Great Plague of London (1665) in which 60,000 perished from the Black Death; and the Great Fire of London which the following year burned down two-thirds of the city.

For much of his life he owed his livelihood to the patronage of the noble Cavendish family. Through them he met such luminaries as Ben Jonson, after Shakespeare the greatest playwright of the age, and Francis Bacon, an early and influential proponent of science and its methods. As tutor to the Cavendish children and other aristocratic youths, Hobbes took several trips to Europe. On one of those continental sojourns, in 1636, he met with the great Galileo Galilei at the astronomer’s picturesque Arcetri villa, just outside the walls of Florence. Galileo was living out his waning years in indifferent health, drafting his great scientific opus on the laws of motion, under loose house arrest for having defied the Pope’s injunction against promoting Copernicanism. This was the by now widely accepted notion that the sun, and not Earth, was at the centre of planetary motions, a theory Galileo had all but confirmed with his telescopic observations. But it was his imperious insistence that science trumped all other sources of truth that landed the astronomer in hot water with Urban VIII, and led to the trial that defined the faith versus science debate for the next 350 years. Galileo and Hobbes had in common an immoderate admiration for their own admittedly remarkable intellectual capacities, and a violent disdain for the science of Aristotle that had been the received wisdom in universities throughout the Middle Ages.

It is not known what they talked about, or for how long, but it may be imagined that much of the conversation centered on the new mechanistic, materialistic view of nature that the two, along with René Descartes, their contemporary and mutual correspondent, were in the process of unleashing upon an unsuspecting world. It was Descartes whose radical modernization of philosophical enquiry had given mind a privileged position over matter in his famous cogito: “I think, therefore I am,” he had concluded, thus making thought and the mind the necessary precursor to things material. This in turn made it possible, even inescapable, to conclude that disembodied Reason reigned supreme as a source of knowledge and truth. Descartes as a philosopher, Galileo as a physicist and astronomer and Hobbes as a social and political theorist had set out to change the world and were to achieve a degree of success that would have astonished each of them.

What Galileo and Hobbes especially shared was a confidence, new to history, that it was within the grasp of human reason to know everything there is to know about the world and existence—to know, as Galileo put it, what God knows. In retrospect, we see in this the birth of the scientific worldview, one of the most important intellectual landmarks in all of human history. Human-kind, in the cold light of science no longer at the centre of the universe and no longer confident in the Divinely-ordained benevolence of nature, from now on had to take responsibility for its own destiny. And, it was believed by the scientific avant garde with increasing confidence, it was perfectly capable of doing so. Clerics, with their mealy-mouthed appeals to divine providence as the chief source of human welfare, should stick to their knit-ting—theology and moral philosophy—and let science get on with unraveling the mysteries of the universe and putting that knowledge to work on behalf of progress in the struggle against Nature.

According to the new worldview, only what was physically tangible, weighable and measurable, had real existence. God, through most of recorded history the object and the illumination of all philosophical inquiry, was for the Rationalist thinkers of whom Hobbes and Galileo and Descartes were among the prototypes, merely a benign clockmaker, reduced to passively watching His invention run through its endless routines. Living creatures were nothing but complex machines that operated according to mechanical principles—the lone exception being humans, whom God had accessorized with a soul, the “ghost in the machine.” The once-universal notion that people had been made in the image of God, and were kin to the angels, was replaced by mechanical metaphors that described humanity in terms of the latest and most advanced technologies, from the mechanical clock to the steam engine.

The disengagement of science from religion and the divine, while liberating in one sense, had a darker side. With the excitement of new understanding came a growing existential anxiety. For the first time in history, philosopher-scientists began to question the assumption that nature provided in ample measure everything humans needed for a comfortable life, and that the only problem for human society to resolve was the fair and equitable distribution of that God-given bounty. For these new thinkers, the workings of natural systems could no longer be taken for granted in their beneficial outcomes. No longer could we assume, as Aristotle had, that there was purpose in nature’s workings, and that purpose was the achievement of Good—that Good, in fact, was the engine that made the universe run. For Aristotle, all natural motion, which included all growth and decay, was movement in the direction of Good, in the direction of the ultimate fulfillment of things.



Rationalist thinkers for the first time began to worry about previously undreamed-of terrors such as overpopulation, the earliest references cropping up in Thomas Moore’s 1516 Utopia, Francis Bacon’s 1597 Essays, and in Hobbes himself, in Leviathan. Nature was coming to be seen in an entirely new way, not as God’s bountiful gift to humanity, but as a potentially endangering environment that needed, urgently, to be understood and then conquered, as one might conquer and then administer a subject people. Life was seen, increasingly, in terms of a struggle for existence in which science was an indispensable ally. At the same time, there was enormous confidence that nature could be managed, if only rational thought were liberated and given free rein.1 Alexander Pope’s famous epitaph to Newton, who was born in the year of Galileo’s death, captures the optimistic aspect of the times in verse: “Nature and nature’s laws lay hid in night: / God said, Let Newton be! and all was light.” 2

These two factors, the loss of faith in the beneficence of nature, and the new confidence in our ability to understand and manipulate nature, led naturally to the idea that the powers of science and reason, once applied to the problems of human society, could produce results every bit as dramatic as those demonstrated in the physical sciences by the likes of Galileo and Newton. Thinkers turned their attention to the workings of the economy, a topic of some urgency in a world in which Nature could no longer be counted on to provide for human needs without careful human management.

But the early economic theorists had a problem. They found themselves confronted with a series of rules and principles that had governed economic life in Europe throughout the Middle Ages and that were still operative in their own times. These precepts seemed clearly to be in urgent need of a thorough Rationalist overhaul to bring them more into line with the realities of emergent capitalism, itself a beacon of the potential of Rational order to serve human interests. R.H. Tawney, in his classic Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, has summed up those ancient principles this way:


Their fundamental assumptions…were two: that economic interests are subordinate to the real business of life, which is salvation, and that economic conduct is one aspect of personal conduct upon which, as on other parts of it, the rules of morality are binding. Material riches are necessary; they have a secondary importance, since without them men cannot support themselves and help one another…. But economic motives are suspect. Because they are powerful appetites, men fear them, but they are not mean enough to applaud them. Like other strong passions, what they need, it is thought, is not a clear field, but repression, There is no place in medieval theory for economic activity which is not related to moral end, and to found a science of society upon the assumption that the appetite for economic gain is a constant and measurable force, to be accepted, like other natural forces, as a inevitable and self-evident datum, would have appeared to the medieval thinker as hardly less irrational or less immoral than to make the premise of social philosophy the unrestrained operation of such necessary human attributes as pugnacity or the sexual instinct.3



A central moral problem of capitalism—perhaps the central problem—was thus succinctly stated by St. Paul, in his warning that “the love (sometimes translated as “pursuit”) of money is the root of all kinds of evil.” (1 Timothy 6, v 10). This negative view of avarice is one of the central pillars of the Judeo-Christian tradition on which Western medieval civilization was constructed. At the same time, however, the love of money and pursuit of material wealth were suspected by the Rationalists to be the indispensable, scientifically validated, motive forces which fuel the great engine of the capitalist market economy.

This disturbing moral paradox of emergent modern capitalist economies was laid bare in a provocative way by Bernard Mandeville, a Dutch physician who had settled in London in the late seventeenth century. His Fable of the Bees, a potboiler first published in 1705, typified the Rationalist thinker’s unflinching commitment to look at things as they really are, rather than as they ought to be. It stirred up a storm of condemnation, but was nevertheless widely influential. At over 400 lines, it is too long to reproduce here, but it begins:


A spacious hive well stocked with bees,

That lived in luxury and ease;

And yet as famed for laws and arms,

As yielding large and early swarms;

Was counted the great nursery

Of sciences and industry…

These insects lived like men, and all

Our actions they performed in small:

They did whatever’s done in town,

And what belongs to sword, or gown:

Though the artful works, by nimble slight;

Of minute limbs, escaped human sight

Yet we’ve no engines; laborers,

Ships, castles, arms, artificers,

Craft, science, shop, or instrument,

But they had an equivalent…



It was the vice, and the satisfaction of its demands, that made their economy flourish:


The root of evil, Avarice,

That damned ill-natured baneful vice,

Was slave to Prodigality.

That noble sin; whilst Luxury

Employed a million of the poor,



And odious Pride a million more:

Envy itself, and Vanity,

Were ministers of industry;

Their darling folly, Fickleness

In diet, furniture, and dress

That strange ridiculous vice, was made

The very wheel that turned the trade.

… Such were the blessings of that state;

Their crimes conspired to make ‘em 
great;

And virtue, which from politics

Had learned a thousand cunning tricks,

Was, by their happy influence,

Made friends with vice: And ever since

The worst of all the multitude

Did something for the common good.



Mandeville’s thesis was that virtue is nothing but hypocrisy, a fiction introduced by rulers and philosophers of old as a propaganda tool for simplifying governance. In fact, said Mandeville, virtue is actually detrimental to the causes of commercial and intellectual progress, for it is the vices—the selfish, greedy, lustful impulses of people—which lead to the circulation of the money and capital that support luxurious living, which in turn enriches society and encourages cultural and intellectual activity.

The absence of self-interest is the death of progress, says Mandeville, and in his Fable he sketches what happens when the hive is one day smitten with righteousness, “blest with content [contentment] and honesty.” It falls into apathy and economic paralysis, and is quickly depopulated.


As Pride and Luxury decrease,

So by degrees [traders] leave the seas,

Not merchants now; but companies



Remove whole manufacturies.

All arts and crafts neglected lie;

Content the bane of industry,

Makes ‘em admire their homely store,

And neither seek, nor covet more. …



In a concluding commentary on his poem, Mandville minces no words:


After this I flatter myself to have demonstrated that neither the friendly qualities and affections that are natural to man, nor the real virtues he is capable of acquiring by reason and self-denial are the foundations of society; but that what we call evil in this world, moral as well as natural, is the grand principle that makes us sociable creatures, the solid basis, the life and support of all trades and employments without exception: That there we must look for the true origin of all arts and sciences, and that the moment evil ceases, the society must be spoiled if not totally dissolved.4



Mandeville’s writing might easily be dismissed as flippant social satire: Samuel Johnson said that every young man of the time had a copy on his shelves, in the belief that it was a wicked book. But it was meant as serious commentary, and it had been deeply influenced by the work of another Dutchman who ranks among the most influential of the philosophers of the early Modern era. His name is Baruch (Emmanuel) Spinoza and together with Descartes and Galileo and Hobbes and other heavyweight thinkers of the day, he set Europe on the path of philosophical materialism and scientific Rationalism that has been the defining trait of Western civilization ever since. His system of metaphysics (really a kind of anti-metaphysics) has been called the most consummate in the history of philosophy. He was perhaps the ultimate mechanistic theorist, going farther even than Descartes in his clockwork view of Nature, in asserting that life was mere mechanism, and that everything we experience as mind is but a side effect, a spinoff, of mechanical action. All of nature, including human relations, was thus available for Rational disclosure and description in the same way as one could disassemble a machine and analyze the purpose of its components, and in this way gain a complete and definitive understanding of it.

There was of course no place in such a system for conventional notions of morality: “My view,” Spinoza writes (in his Ethica, 1677), “is that nothing happens in nature, which might be attributed to any defect in it.” In other words, everything that happens in nature happens for a purpose, and is necessary. That being the case, it is pointless to call some actions good and others evil. He defined Good simply—and in the view of many of his contemporaries, scandalously—as “that which we certainly know to be useful to us.” For Spinoza, once the nature of human passions were completely understood, social relationships would be no more mysterious than the motions of the planets.

Thus the proper philosophical attitude to so-called human vices is not to criticize them, said Spinoza, but to discover their purpose. And fundamental to that purpose, he believed, was the politicizing of humankind for the purpose of putting vice-driven behavior—”passionate” behavior, he called it—to good social use. This was achieved by a very mechanical cause-and-effect linkage between the passions of self-preservation and everyday vices of self-interest. “How it can happen that men who are necessarily subject to passions, inconstant and changeable, should be able to [bring about] each other’s safety and form a community, is clear… everyone refrains from inflicting injury through fear of receiving greater injury himself. …[T]his is the law according to which a society will be established.”

A hundred years after Spinoza and seventy years after Mandeville, Adam Smith, the father of modern economics would write, in Wealth of Nations (1776), of the wondrous mechanical processes of the capitalist market: “Without any intervention of law, therefore, the private interests and passions [i.e. self-interest and vice] of men naturally lead them to divide and distribute the stock of every society, among all the different employments carried on in it, as nearly as possible in the proportion which is most agreeable to the interest of the whole society.”

What had in Spinoza been rejected by contemporaries as the scurrilous railings of an atheist, and in Mandeville the scribbling of a vulgar satirist, had become the solid orthodoxy of economics, the newest and most influential of the sciences of society. What had happened to evil? What became of immorality? They were reprocessed into virtue by the machinery of the market. Private avarice is converted through the market’s automatic processes to public good. A vice on one side of the looking glass, it becomes a virtue—more than that, a social necessity—on the other.

The great moral paradox of capitalism had been conjured out of existence. And a space had been cleared in the deep forests of moral thought in which the modern corporation could hatch and flourish.



Notes

1. For an exhaustive and thoroughly exhilarating treatment of this enormously important transition see Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age (Cambridge, MIT Press, 1988) esp. ch. 5.

2. To which William Blake replied: “May God us keep/From single vision and Newton’s sleep.” Letter to Thomas Butts, 22 Nov., 1802, in Alicia Ostriker (ed.) William Blake: The Complete Poems (New York, Penguin, 1977).

3. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, Op. Cit., 43-4.

4. Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, Op. Cit., 370.
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Machine-Made Morality

A mere century after the tête-a-tête between Galileo and Hobbes in Arcetri, Western philosophers and scientists would be claiming to have cracked the code to understanding human nature itself, and to have divined the underlying imperatives of human social institutions. “It is our happiness,” wrote one Victorian anthropologist, “to live in one of those eventful periods of intellectual and moral history when the fast-closed gates of discovery and reform stand open at their widest.”

The impact of Rationalist thought on the theory of how social institutions ought to be organized was nowhere more strikingly exemplified than in the writings of French philosopher and socialist Henri Saint-Simon (1769-1825). A new world order was dawning, St. Simon confidently stated, in which society would be governed with unprecedented efficiency by scientific principles based on the natural order of things and therefore absolutely independent of human will. Politics, with all its inconsistencies and contradictions, would be replaced by scientifically-engineered institutions as the “grand device for transforming human irrationalities into rational behavior.”

Auguste Comte (1798-1857), pioneering sociologist, and friend and ally of Utilitarian philosopher John Stuart. Mill, also famously believed that social interaction must be governed by invariable natural laws. He called his sociology “social physics.”

This Rationalist revolution was well established in the human sciences by the time Charles Darwin’s watershed theory of evolution was published in his Origin of Species in 1859, near the middle of Queen Victoria’s long reign. He had combined the now-fashionable idea of life as a struggle for existence with earlier notions of evolution, his own grandfather’s among them, to produce a mechanism for the development and branching of species that was completely convincing to scientists.

The mechanistic worldview that characterized the scientific revolution would henceforth be reinterpreted in terms of inter-locking biological processes rather than the meshing of cogs, gears and cams, as it had been imagined in Descartes, Spinoza and Hobbes. But the one was no less deterministic than the other. In both cases, nature operated with a blind, methodical inexorability that was ultimately explainable in mathematical algorithms.1 If one knew enough about the machine and its initial state, one could predict future outcomes: Galileo’s vision of a definitive knowledge of nature that was within the grasp of human reason, through science, seemed closer than ever to realization.

The Utilitarian philosopher James Mill (1773-1836) made a bold foray into human psychology, attempting to analyze all experience in terms of primary “sense atoms” that interacted according to fundamental physical laws. Affection, aesthetic feelings, “moral sentiment” and belief were all described by Mill as compound atomic states which could ultimately be resolved into measurable units of pleasure and pain. Mind, the unobservable enigma, was reduced to behavior, which could be observed by all. Mind did not cause behavior—the reverse was true. In this, he was in agreement with Spinoza: mind was a kind of epiphenomenon—an interesting but ephemeral and ultimately irrelevant spin-off—produced by physical actions, which were determined by physical circumstances. Mind was the motion picture by which we experience our lives, which are determined in reality by immutable physical facts and circumstances.

Rationalism was by now morphing into Behaviorism, and out of such ideas would grow the Behaviorist theory of psychology initiated by the Russian Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936), who experimented with conditioned reflexes in animals. Reflexes—sneezing, scratching, responding to a doctor’s diagnostic tap on the knee—are bodily actions that take place in the absence of conscious thought, that is, in a purely mechanical way. Behaviorists found them an exciting field of study because they were thought to represent, in pure form, the actual mechanism of human conduct. In a famous experiment, Pavlov was able to train a dog to salivate at the sound of a bell, by first associating the bell with food. On such slim evidence he extended his theories to cover all of human behavior, including language use.

Human psychology was in this way mechanized to the satisfaction of the Behaviorists. But before the social theorists of the era could account in scientific terms for the historical emergence of human societies, a problem would have to be solved. Darwinism and the idea of the “law of the jungle” had resurrected a long-standing and very difficult question in evolutionary garb: how did the collectivist social sense—community and civilization—arise out of the individual’s single-minded, Darwinian struggle for survival? As allegedly machine-like creatures whose behavior is determined entirely by our physical make-up and environmental circumstances, how did we leap from savagery to civilization?
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