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This is a work neither of the “left” nor of the “right” but influenced by both, and it is addressed principally to readers in the United States and in Britain. Without deference to nonjudgmentalism and political correctness, it was written out of the necessity to record and try to make sense of the disintegration of Western free societies in the last two or three decades, and to point to the principles of the “true commonwealth” as an alternative to today's political, ethical, and social disorders. One of the book's governing ideas is that market freedom and moral freedom are two sides of the same coin, and that between them they are bringing down civil society itself.


I have drawn on a wide variety of sources past and present. In addition to citations of the findings of governmental and intergovernmental organizations, and of social institutions of many kinds, I have used contemporary media coverage of the subjects with which the book deals. Available daily in the public domain, such material serves to illustrate the extent to which bad faith chooses to ignore whatever is unwelcome to it.


I have also sidestepped the work of academics whose writings shed too little light on our times, and many of which are overburdened by scholastic theories without practical utility and lacking in genuine substance. Instead, I have often preferred Greek, Roman, and Hebraic thinkers and the writings of America's Founding Fathers as guides to the truths we need.


The book is dedicated to my wife, without whose inspiration and ideas it could not have been written. I would also like to thank Bryony Hall of the Society of Authors; my daughter, Emilie, for her encouragement and bibliographical help; my son, Raphael, for his advice and moral support; my former student, Dr. Geoff Andrews of the Open University, for reading an early draft of the book; Stefano Volponi for his technical assistance; Steven L. Mitchell, Hanna Etu, Jade Zora Scibilia, Mark Hall, Lynn Pasquale Gresch, Liz Mills, Catherine Roberts-Abel, Jake Bonar, and others at Prometheus Books for the publication of this work; and Laura Shelley for her analytical skills in compiling the index.
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These are convulsive times for Western democracies, times of turmoil. On the horizon other political and moral forces are advancing, benefiting from the free society's gradual fall. These are times, too, of gross disproportions of poverty and wealth under the pressures of globalization, greed, and growth; times of the breaking of many moral bounds, of the perpetual motion of migrants crossing lands and seas in search of work or refuge from strife, and of deepening environmental harm.


Metropolises increase to unprecedented size, and the prospect arises of a world population of some 11 billion by the century's end.1 Interplanetary travel beckons; one billion tourists are on the move each year—more than 100 million passengers traveled through Atlanta airport in 2016,2 over 75 million through Heathrow3—and Americans drive their vehicles more than three trillion miles in a single year.4 At the same time, the flux of humanity is so great as to constitute a new and advancing world force in its own right.


The number of migrants living in countries other than those in which they were born had reached over 250 million by 2017,5 an increase of nearly 50 percent since 2000, with prophecy of an even greater “exodus of biblical proportions” to come.6 Such motion is in itself no new thing. “When there be great Shoales of People without Meanes of life and Sustentation,” wrote Francis Bacon in 1639, “it is of Necessity that once in an Age or two, they discharge a Portion of their People upon other Nations.”7 But today's “discharge” is on an unprecedented scale.




Asylum seekers, refugees (real or pretended) from war and civil conflict, and economic migrants flow in their tens of millions from place to place in search of sanctuary, food, and work, with many in flight from encroaching famine as climate change takes an increasing toll on the teeming populations of Africa and elsewhere. They are rescued, or drown, by the thousands in foreign seas, are blocked at borders, or enter their havens as “undocumented” illegals. If subsequently caught, they may suffer arrest and deportation; find guarded welcome or arouse hostility as communities struggle to absorb them, house them, feed them, and educate their children; or “disappear” without a trace.


Today's instabilities are on a larger scale than in the 1930s, with uncountable numbers lost to civil society in the labyrinths of electronic limbo. It is also a hard fact that neither discredited socialist nor amoral libertarian prescriptions can deal with the free society's multiplying dysfunctions. In disintegrating Western democracies, the instinct for self-harm to “left” and “right,” and the illusions which accompany it, reign largely unchecked. Belief in the supreme virtues of free choice, and large indifference to the consequences of its exercise, flourish. Freedom from moral restraint is seen as a right, even as a human right, and limits placed upon it are perceived as authoritarian or worse. Even mere transgression is regarded by some as progressive, while in the freest societies that have ever existed “progressives” believe—or pretend to believe—that they are living in “police states.”8


In this chaos of perceptions, a mirror of our times, the belief reigns in many (or most) that a market-driven liberal democracy resting upon free moral choice and individual entitlement in liberty's name is the culmination of the historical process and stands at the summit of political evolution. But Francis Fukuyama in The End of History9 was wrong.


Instead, there is a new and suicidal dialectic at work within free societies which is bringing them to disorder and disintegration. Many of their supposed strengths are weaknesses; the failure to grasp this a source of further debilitation. Meanwhile, “freedom and liberty” in market and moral choices are undoing the social order, while internal disparity and division grow. “During my stay in the United States,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville, “nothing struck me more forcibly than the general equality of condition among the people.”10 He would not find this today, yet de Tocqueville saw such condition as American democracy's premise. But, now, all that is required for Western democracy's survival, so some think, is the preservation of economic and moral laissez-faire from erosion, diminution, or regulation.


Historical knowledge, on the wane in Western democracy's educational systems, is necessary for true perspective and informed judgment. Its increasing lack prevents us from seeing that our freedoms, many of them now put to antisocial ends, are mutations of the freedoms fought for in the Reformation and in the revolutionary overthrow of the anciens régimes. Where abused, such liberties also parody those for which the nineteenth-century emancipationists and the suffragettes struggled. Moreover, many lack the means to exercise today's freedoms, whether those freedoms be real or false.


It is a paradox, too, that many of Western democracy's present-day libertarians—“progressive” human rights libertarians and free-market libertarians alike—are deeply authoritarian. Both are swift to condemn any institution, ethic, or legal decision which runs counter to their dogmas, and each assumes that its principles and prohibitions are conducive to the common good.


In the bypassing or subverting of alternative notions about where the true interests of civil society lie, the scope of public debate has shrunk to the harm of democracy itself. Moreover, neither the one type of libertarian nor the other possesses an ethic capable of protecting the free society from increasing self-harm. Indeed, few libertarians of whatever stripe, and whether market or moral free-choosers, believe in much more than doing what one wants.


If in the “Soviet bloc” civil society was wrecked by state socialism, in Western democracies it is being brought down in freedom's name. This is therefore not the “end of history”—far from it—but a time in which the dialectic is quickening as free societies unravel, with American sway reduced and other powers advancing. Yet because the “left” has been disabled by state-socialist failure and because market nostrums are productive of great injustice, few can now tell the truth about Western democracy's decomposition.


Nor has it been grasped that new times such as these require a new understanding of what constitutes “progress.” Today's political class in free societies, and those who furnish it with its increasingly impoverished thoughts and words, are incapable of it. But it is clear enough that a “pro-enterprise and pro-competition agenda” on the one hand, and a moral free-for-all on the other, are insufficient for true progress.


Moreover, the word progress has no fixed sense other than that of a “going forward.” It is a sense which demands new interpretation in times such as these. Thus, to make a stand against much of what presently passes for “progressive”—such as the abuse of the liberties that the free society provides—could be regarded as urgent, and as itself a “going forward” in the general interest.


However, candor about the free society's woes is also stopped in its tracks by nonjudgmentalism, holding its tongue, and by political correctness, an orthodoxy of mind born of fear of the truth. Such fear is the true Reaction of our times, since without moral judgment of our mounting ills there can be no real progress in social reform, while self-censorship blocks Reason with taboos about what we can say, and (almost) about what we should think. Between them, nonjudgmentalism and political correctness help “progressives” to fill the hole where the “socialist project” once stood and are surrogates for genuine belief.


There are many optimists who still believe that the heart of the free society is essentially sound. “Hope,” Edward Gibbon tells us in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, is “the best comfort of our imperfect condition.”11 But growing distresses of every kind in the free society do not encourage hope, social orders are easily damaged, and the time span of empires is short and becoming shorter; indeed, few have lasted as long as has Western dominion. Unsurprisingly therefore, and like other poorly led Western democracies, America is under challenge by notions of right different from its own, with those of Islam leading the way.


The United States once judged the world. It is now increasingly judged by it, the biter bit, its change of fortune a familiar one in the histories of power. As Roman Seneca asked, “What realm is there whose ruin is not already in preparation?”12 Gibbon similarly warned that “apparent security” can be undone by “new enemies.”13 As an example of it, he drew attention to an earlier rise of Islam when the Saracens, who had formerly “languished in poverty and contempt,” “spread their conquests from India to Spain” under the inspiration of their prophet. Such warnings are salutary. Nevertheless, illusions about American prowess continue to hide its condition. Thus in the late 1980s it was declared that “this is the American moment in world history,”14 and similarly by President Trump in January 2018 that “this is our American moment.”15


But for all such assertions, the waning of America's strategic influence in world affairs has been clear for some time. Its former secretary of state John Kerry could travel “more than 1.4 million miles in 596 days”16 and have little to show for it in benefit to the United States, while for all Trump's bluster, and with his own secretary of state vowing in May 2018 to help America “get back” its “swagger,”17 its reach remains a limited one in many fields of conflict. “Mexico is going to pay for the wall,” declared the president about his southern border project.18 “Not now, not ever,” the Mexican president responded,19 and laughter greeted President Trump's assertion at the UN General Assembly in September 2018 that “in less than two years, my administration has accomplished more than almost any administration in the history of our country.”20


Moreover, despite the worsting of US armies in foreign fields from Vietnam to Afghanistan and the reduction of its influence in the Asia-Pacific region, its military arsenals have been depleted. The US Navy has fewer vessels now than in the mid-nineties,21 its Second Fleet—previously deployed in the North Atlantic—was dismantled in 2011, its “rapid reaction force” in Europe has been described as “undermanned and poorly equipped,”22 it took almost twenty years of “testing problems, delays and cost-overruns” before its F-35B supersonic fighter jet made a first combat airstrike,23 while its intercontinental ballistic missiles are aging. Even the US space program's Atlas V launch vehicle relies upon Russia's RD-180 rocket engine to get off the ground.24


In February 2018, the Trump administration announced a $700 billion Pentagon budget in order to “begin to rebuild.”25 But Russia's modernization of its armed forces with new jets, tanks, submarines, and missiles—as well as allegedly “invincible” nuclear weapons26—started in 2008.27 Moreover, “the quality of people willing to serve” in the US forces was said in June 2014 to have been “declining rapidly,”28 with many applicants overweight, without a high-school diploma, or with “behavioral shortcomings,” including drug use29; and by 2018 less than 30 percent of American 17-to-24-year-olds met the “physical, mental and moral requirements” for the military,30 which found itself short of 6,500 new recruits31 despite increasing resort to “moral waivers” for criminal offenses “from drug convictions to arson.”32


“Tonight,” nevertheless declared President Obama after the killing of Osama bin Laden in May 2011, “we are once again reminded that Americans can do whatever we set our minds to.”33 It cannot. “US leadership will continue to be unrivalled” and “the US will remain the most influential, powerful and important country in the world,” similarly declared the White House's national security adviser in June 2013.34 Other Americans, “progressive” but equally wrong, have held the United States to be “totalitarian” and even “fascist.”35 It is neither.


But it is not the land it was. In old Europe in March 1778, Louis XVI's minister Turgot described America as “the hope of the human race,”36 while president Obama called it “the envy of the world.”37 It is so no longer. Similarly reduced, Britain's navy, with no ships that can fire cruise missiles,38 was described in 2016 as “way below the critical mass required for the tasks that could confront it,”39 and its army—“twenty years out of date”40—as approaching its smallest size since the American colonies were lost. “Living a lie” about their imagined strength,41 its armed forces were also said in April 2018 to lack 8,000 full-time military personnel, 700 intelligence analysts, 2,400 engineers, and 800 pilots.42


“There is a cycle in human affairs” the rich Croesus is reported to have told Cyrus, the sixth-century BCE ruler of Persia, “and in its turning it does not permit any people to find permanent good fortune.”43 No, but there is little to match the modern free society's lost sense of direction. Meanwhile, the alleged or real military and cyber strengths of Russia—with its robot tanks, new hypersonic missiles, “nuclear-powered underwater drones armed with an atomic weapon,” and “mobile laser system capable of destroying satellites in space”44—increase. It invades the Ukraine, seizes the Crimea and weathers the sanctions imposed upon it, intrudes upon and hacks into an American presidential campaign, “infiltrates the social media” with “robot accounts,”45 carries out a nerve-gas attack in Britain on a turncoat agent, conducts large-scale military exercises with China,46 and has military dominance in the Arctic, while its influence in the civil war-torn Middle East grows as US decision in the region becomes more random. By September 2018, Russia's foreign minister even felt able to mock “several Western nations” for their “self-proclaimed status as world leaders.”47


At the same time, Turkey resumes its Ottoman and Islamizing ambitions; its ties with Russia deepen; it controls parts of northern Syria, gives refuge to members of Egypt's outlawed Muslim Brotherhood, plans to produce its own long-range missiles;48 and its autocratic president vows to “rip the heads off” those plotting against him49 and to “break the hands” of Turkey's foes.50 President Trump's imposition of tariffs against it, exacerbating its economic problems, was similarly denounced as a “plot to make Turkey kneel,”51 while the European democracies were described by Turkey's leader as having “failed,”52 a judgment—whether premature or not—made in times when a new world order is being constructed before our eyes.


Meanwhile Iran, also aided by Russia and attempting to repress internal dissent, suffered economically from the re-imposition by President Trump of sanctions against its energy, petrochemical, and financial sectors after he rejected the 2015 international accord by which its nuclear ambitions were sought to be curbed, a rejection made on the grounds of Iran's “malign behavior” as a “sponsor of terrorism” and its “aggressive development of long-range missiles.”53 Iran nevertheless maintained and even increased its grip (with the help of political proxies) upon Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, its reach thus extending to the eastern Mediterranean, while remaining a threat to Yemen and the Gulf States and posing a challenge to Saudi Arabia. Moreover, even Afghan Taliban fighters were being trained in Iran in 2018,54 while the Teheran regime, its ties with China growing closer, has also collaborated with and been aided by North Korea55 in its nuclear ambitions, with Iran's centrifuge and enrichment programs continuing despite the 2015 accord which sought to curb them.56


In this changing balance of forces, in which new advancing powers are swift to challenge the United States, the Iranian president thus warned Trump in peremptory terms to remain in the nuclear deal—which had relieved Iran of some of the burden of sanctions—or “face severe consequences”;57 the US flag was burned in the Iranian parliament in May 2018; and Iran's foreign minister declared that the United States needed to engage in a “respectful dialogue” with his country.58 The United States did not have “the courage for face-to-face war with Iran,” a senior Iranian military officer even asserted,59 and “would regret what it had done” in withdrawing from the accord;60 to negotiate with President Trump would itself be a “humiliation,” announced the Iranian parliament's deputy speaker;61 while the head of Iran's Revolutionary Guards’ Special Forces mocked Trump's warnings as “cabaret-style rhetoric.”62 “You may begin the war, but it will be us who will end it,” he added, the Iranian president also advising the United States to “think again” about its “presence in the Persian Gulf, in the Sea of Oman, in Afghanistan, in Iraq and other places.”63


For its part, impoverished North Korea, burdened by UN sanctions for its own nuclear proliferation efforts and thought to have produced enough fissile material for up to sixty warheads,64 in 2017 threatened to inflict on America “the greatest pain and suffering it has ever gone through,”65 to turn it to “ashes and darkness,”66 and to “remove it from the world”67 while describing Trump's threats against it as “the sound of a barking dog.”68 Nevertheless, after his meeting with Kim Jong-un, the US president was persuaded in June 2018 that there was “no longer a Nuclear Threat from North Korea,”69 that Kim was “very open and honorable”70—investing him with a status he had not possessed before—and even declared that he had a “very special bond”71 with North Korea's leader.


But the regime's claims to have shut down or disabled its nuclear test site were soon disbelieved,72 with allegations that plutonium was still being produced at its nuclear facility at Yongbyon,73 that the reactor was being upgraded,74 that new ballistic missiles were under construction,75 and that there were as many as “20 undeclared missile operating bases.”76 By mid-July 2018 President Trump had himself declared that there was now “no time limit” for North Korean “denuclearization,”77 while North Korea, in exchange for such “denuclearization,” sought “corresponding measures” from the United States78 and threatened to strengthen its nuclear arsenal if the United States did not lift economic sanctions against it.79 Thus another new power advances.


Meanwhile, in teeming free societies today, anxious millions fear for their futures even as their freedoms are held to be the precondition of the good life, while what seems like progress to some is regarded with abhorrence by others. In the French Revolution of 1848, “men's minds were in a state of utter confusion. They knew neither what to hold on to nor where to stop,” wrote de Tocqueville of another period of turmoil.80 Nor do we today, as floundering democratic politicians in their own confusions search for a “center ground” on which to get a footing.


“What is to be done?” is an old political question, the oldest. Such is the scale of the free society's disorders, it is also a question which most cannot now answer, while the far right's knocking at democracy's door seems destined to grow louder. Even the sense that we belong to a civil society is evaporating, with what was once a polity now largely comprised of rights-bearing isolates wheeling their shopping carts through shopping malls in single file. The very word citizen has been displaced by customer or consumer, while market-thought, not Marxist thought, promises humanity's salvation.


This development has come full-term in today's suicidal free societies. But it has had a long gestation. Adam Smith himself complained that eighteenth-century Britain had established “a great empire for the sole purpose of raising up a nation of customers,”81 while in 1807 the poet Robert Southey declared that “this nation offers a perpetual reward to those who will discover new wants for them.”82 Today's shallowness of huckster-thought has deep roots. Calling it “our latest Gospel yet preached,” Thomas Carlyle objected to what he called the “vague janglement of laissez-faire, Supply and Demand, Cash Payment…Free Trade, Competition and Devil take the hindmost.”83


Carlyle's “janglement” is no longer “vague.” Its sound in free societies is now deafening, overwhelming Reason itself, with a governing purpose of Homo sapiens held by market-thought to be that of producing ever more “goods and services to consume.”84 This ethos is again a reductive betrayal of the political liberties gained in the Enlightenment itself. Old slavery and darkness of mind have been replaced in free societies by servitudes equally great, with deferences to “the market” overshadowing the many desires that cannot be met by “products” and on which no money price can be set. Meanwhile, the thinning out of knowledge of the past has disabled judgment, while on the horizon stand the advancing political and moral forces of the future, watching and benefiting from the free society's self-harms.


There is also widespread naiveté, or ignorance, in Western democracies about the beliefs and purposes of rival powers as the latter's reach and confidence grow. In this new dialectic China, the re-ascendant Middle Kingdom—more than a billion strong, its three largest cities (Shanghai, Beijing, and Guangzhou) each with a population of over 20 million85—similarly sees the United States as a declining force. It has also not hidden its view of President Trump as his tariff trade war with China has proceeded. “The wise man builds bridges, the fool builds walls,” its official news agency declared in June 2018,86 the Great Wall of China notwithstanding, while American criticism of China's trade policies was described in October 2018 as a “symptom” of the “insecurities” of the United States.87


Manufacturing and multiplying—it ceased its “one-child” policy in 2016—modernizing and militarizing, China has been the world's largest trading nation since 2013. In 2016 the yuan became a reserve currency; China is the biggest net oil importer and biggest automobile market; it leads the field in the making of supercomputers; and it could be the world's largest economy by 2029.88 It also has a vast internal security apparatus, tens of thousands of state enterprises, and the world's largest communist party with more than 80 million members, and it is at the same time a substantial holder of US government debt, one of “America's bankers.”89


With the world's biggest standing army at over two million strong, as well as the world's largest navy, and with military spending lavish—including on a new generation of ICBMs, stealth fighters, combat drones, and an unmanned tank—it has installed cruise missiles in disputed islands in the South China Sea,90 expressed its “common military concerns” with Russia,91 and supplied Pakistan with weapons. It has also pledged security cooperation with Turkey,92 grown closer to North Korea,93 set up a satellite and space-mission-control station in Patagonia,94 and banned the promotion of overweight soldiers in its army.95 China also has tens (and even hundreds) of millions living in poverty, tens of millions on the move from rural to urban areas, 20,000 kilometers of high-speed rail track, and over 700 million internet users.96


In addition, while reconstituting the ancient Silk Route's maritime and overland routes, it is engaged in many transcontinental railway, highway, pipeline, and telecom projects, with infrastructure investments—some of potential military use—across the African continent; in aerospace plants in Burma, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia; and in strategically well-placed ports from Sri Lanka to the Greek Piraeus. It also has a stake in nuclear-power generation in Britain,97 invests in and gains access to US technologies (including by cyber-espionage98), and is making advances toward creating limitless energy by means of nuclear fusion99 while simultaneously exerting ideological control over its mass media and seeking to stifle opposition to one-party rule.


Thus, in November 2013 the Chinese authorities published a new version of Mao's Little Red Book, and in March 2015 a party newspaper described “Western values” as a “ticket to hell”;100 “resolutely resist the influence of erroneous Western thought,” declared the president of China's Supreme Court.101 Likewise, in December 2016, President Xi Jinping ordered higher education to “adhere to the correct political orientation”; human rights activists are arrested; websites are shut down; Facebook is banned;102 the need for “iron discipline” is asserted;103 and “unity in thinking” is called for.104 At the same time, it takes from the West whatever ideas and innovations serve it best, while its tech companies stand to challenge those of the United States.105 Indeed, in July 2017 its government promised that “by 2030” China would reach a “world-leading level in artificial intelligence technology and application,”106 and it plans to launch a Mars probe by 2021.107


With its acrobats adept on the high wire, the Chinese, despite intermittent economic and social tribulations of their own—including mounting national debt, increasing capital outflow, fluctuating growth, and the spread of corruption and labor unrest—have so far succeeded in running a giant marketizing society under communist direction. Or as Xi Jinping, made president for life in March 2018, expressed it, “China took a brave step forward to embrace the world market”108 in the “long march of our generation.”109 But at the same time “Chinese socialism” was “entering a new era.”110 “Our land radiates with enormous dynamism,” he also declared in October 2017,111 while “every inch of its territory” would be “protected.”112


Given China's phoenixlike rise as a political and economic force, and America's declining influence and status in the world, the “pestholes of Asia”—in Ayn Rand's phrase113—are not what they were. Nor is the “Atlantic skyline of New York” any longer to be jeeringly contrasted with the “mystic muck of India”;114 its first manned space mission is planned for late 2021 or 2022.115 In Atlas Shrugged, published in 1957, Rand also has her hero, John Galt, express contempt for “barefoot bums” and “jungle females,” inquiring “who will provide them with their electrical refrigerators, their washing machines and vacuum cleaners?”116 It is a misplaced contempt now.


As Western democracies, their liberties increasingly misused, lose their way, the boot is on the other foot. In June 2014, Britain was described in a Chinese party publication, once more, as an “old declining empire” which a “rising country” like China “should understand.”117 But, in the “old declining empires” themselves, these are times of many-sided evasions of unwelcome truths of every kind, whether about their own condition or about the forces at work in the wider world.


This is especially so in relation to Islam's third and potentially greatest historical upsurge. It is being carried forward with particular boldness and skill against free societies weakened by their lack of insight into what afflicts them. This is compounded by their even greater confusion about the nature of Islam. Perceived by “Islamophobes” as bringing impenetrable darkness of mind to the modern world, it is seen by its hundreds of millions of the faithful as a source of salvation and light, while the politically cowed and the nonjudgmental walk on eggshells to avoid giving offense on the subject.


With “Islam,” “radical Islam,” “Islamism,” and even “Islamofascism” as alternative descriptors, some hold that Islam's militancies and violences are fully sanctioned by its sacred writings. Others argue that the same militancies and violences represent a perversion of an essentially pacific faith. Meanwhile, Islam's adherents already constitute around one-quarter of the world's population and are projected to outnumber Christians by 2070.118 As Christian faith in free societies weakens, Islam's defiance of the “infidel” who invades its lands is, or ought to be, easily understood.


But Western democracies, handicapped by nonjudgmental restraints on free thought itself, cannot truly measure the strength of a transnational political and ethical movement—barbarous as are many of the acts done in its name—which believes that it is in humanity's interests to be subdued under Islam's rule. With several of old colonialism's map-drawn countries in the Levant, in Mesopotamia, and in the Maghreb ceasing to exist as states, the West has been in increasing disarray during the half century of the current Islamic advance. It is the new dialectic once more.


Low levels of leadership, especially in the United States, have compounded the non-Muslim world's problems. Or as Edmund Burke expressed it in March 1775, “a great empire”—as was Britain in the past—“and little minds go ill together.”119 Today, Western democracy's confusions, some of them understandable, have brought ambivalence, impotence, and improvisation in the face of civil wars and mutual slaughters in internecine conflicts in Muslim lands. At the same time, Trump-like attempts at deal making with Islamic interests are being made from positions of declining influence. Moreover, a combination of fear of Islam and ignorance of it, together with alternations of belligerence, “outreach,” and compromise with its rising force, have increasingly disabled the West.


Revived Islam is a force which has many guises and disguises. It has created a labyrinth, made more complex by sectarian division within Islam between Sunni and Shia, which Western reason, such as it now is, has been unable to master either by diplomacy or with hellfire missiles. Instead, as time passes, the Islamic world of some fifty-seven nations gains in confidence and strength. “Islam is advancing according to a steady plan. I have no doubt that America is on its way to destruction,” cries a voice from Saudi Arabia;120 “Europe is sick and collapsing,” announces Turkey's leader;121 and “the West is becoming much weaker,” declares the Syrian dictator,122 refusing security cooperation with it in favor of alliance with Russia and Iran. “Our power is growing each day,” asserts the Iranian president in turn,123 as memories of the historic Persian empire quicken and a nuclear-armed future beckons.


Meanwhile, from Algeria to Afghanistan, from Pakistan to the southern Philippines and Indonesia, from Syria and the Sinai to Somalia, from the mountains of Xinjiang to the eastern Mediterranean and even in Mexico and Brazil124—and whether Islamic State, al-Qaeda, al-Shabab, the Taliban, al-Mourabitoun, Boko Haram, Hamas, Ansar al-Sharia, or other—Islam's soldiers, secretly funded by Arab states such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia, wage their battles against local powers and intruding forces, and are joined in combat by “foreign fighters” from Western lands. And when, after some half a million deaths, the “caliphate” which had been proclaimed in Syria and Iraq in June 2014 was optimistically said to have been defeated in 2017, its surviving warriors and their networks moved on, while others remained to fight another day. There are Islamic State cells and affiliated groups now in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Turkey, western Europe, and elsewhere; al-Shabab has moved southward from Kenya into Tanzania and northern Mozambique; while al-Qaeda remains a “disciplined” threat in North Africa, Somalia, Yemen, and beyond125 as messaging apps continue to recruit fighters to the cause of the international jihad.


The Muslim Brotherhood has likewise made no bones about its aspiration for “mastership of the world,”126 its leadership declaring in 2011 that the United States “does not champion moral and human values and cannot lead humanity.”127 Indeed, as the Islamic world's disdain for the Western free society increases, doctrines of market and moral choice are decreasingly a match for the ethics of Islam and sharia, like them or not. Yet in the “battle for hearts and minds” in Iraq, the US First Cavalry Division saw fit in 2005 to set up “Operation Adam Smith” in order to teach marketing skills, among other things, to local entrepreneurs.128 There can be no victory on that terrain.


Further disabling is the vicarious satisfaction felt by “progressives” at the West's reverses. A cavalry of Trojan horses whose number is growing, their principle—or antiprinciple—is that “my enemy's enemy is my friend,” while the naiveté of those who see jihadis as a “minority of fanatics” adds to the prevailing confusion. At the same time, the West is over a barrel in its dependencies on the oil resources of Arab and Muslim countries. Together, such factors have made for divided judgment and decision. Indeed, they have so debilitated Western democracy's responses to the many-sided challenge it faces that Islam's own sectarian divisions, often murderous, have not impeded its progress.


In the fourth century BCE, between 357 and 338, the aggressive and cunning Philip II of Macedon and his army were advancing upon Athens and its allies in the comparably disordered Hellenic world. With a mixture of guile and stealth, threat and violence, the Macedonian took control of Thessaly and Illyria, invaded Thracia, and seized Athenian possessions. But he was also aided by the gullibility, wishful thinking, and mutual hostilities of those who might have fought him, and Athens fell.


Responses to Islam's revival have been similar, with alternations between warfare and the search for compromise, between advance and retreat, and with global market interests today exerting their own pressures. In this new dialectic once more, and as memories of its past triumphs reawaken in the Muslim world, there can be no comparable doubts about Islam's ambitions. “The time has come for the disappearance of the West,” the speaker of the Iranian parliament asserted in July 2012,129 while in March 2015 Iran's Ayatollah Khamenei declared the “American system” to be in a condition of “internal disintegration.”130


In this perspective, 9/11 was a “towering day in history” to a Muslim cleric,131 with some 3,000 deaths, similar in number to those of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, reduced to a mere nothing. “As we ascend in this new era”—a characterization beyond the grasp of most of the non-Muslim world—“we smell our victory over the West,” declared a jihadi in January 2013.132 “The black flag of jihad will fly over Downing Street” and “we will conquer Rome by Allah's permission,” the voices proclaim;133 while amid democracy's responses have been a British prime minister's “I want London to stand as one of the great capitals of Islamic finance in the world,”134 and “I will make London a beacon of Islam,” in the words of a former mayor.135


Islam's upsurge has been both pacific and aggressive. It is being achieved by democratic and diplomatic means as well as with the aid of roadside bombs, with vote-bank gains in free societies as well as by resort to carnage. Bewilderment shakes its head over it, the politically correct look away, and freethinkers—Muslim and non-Muslim alike—put themselves at risk, while jihadis promote their cause on the “deep web.”


But the future of Islam in its third renaissance will in large part be shaped not in the Muslim world but in disordered Western free societies, whose frailties and self-harming excesses, atrophied ethics, and growing social discontents invite decline. Such decline, as Gibbon demonstrated, is a slowly unfolding, not a cataclysmic, process. But in the Western democracies the decline is under way, even if many keep silent about it and others prefer to deny that it is occurring, with weariness and depression playing their parts.


Much of the “apathy” is more seeming than real. Nevertheless, moral disengagement from democracy's social disorders, recurrent economic crises, and political frailties, together with the widespread loss of sense of identity and place, are contributing to the free society's plight. Above all, the fear that resistance to the decline might be considered “reactionary” in the old pejorative sense is misplaced. For if the civic and moral orders of democracy are to be recomposed and are to survive, there is a need to relearn, or to teach ourselves, certain principles that are fundamental to democracy itself. Those of civic consciousness, not class consciousness, are among them.


Moreover, it is truly “reactionary” in today's circumstances to be naively optimistic about the free society's fate. Such fate might be considered a small matter in the order of things. But we are the heirs of historic notions about what constitutes a “true commonwealth,” notions that transcend belief in the autonomy of the individual. It is an ethical and political inheritance whose squandering is among the greatest of our self-harms.
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The disproportionate partition of wealth between nations and within them is an historic constant. “Everywhere the rich are few and the poor are many,” as Aristotle observed of his times.1 In the “developing” world, and out of the free society's sight, hundreds of millions live in often extreme poverty, with hunger and undernourishment—said to affect “one-third of humanity”2—exacerbated by strife, climate change, and the rising market price of staple foods.


But with the cheap labor of Bangladesh's sweatshops providing clothes for British retailers, expensive Louis Vuitton shoes marked “Made in Italy” produced at Cisnadie in Transylvania,3 and Ivanka Trump's fashion “brand”—until it closed down in July 20184—the work of the low paid in southeast China;5 with cobalt mined in the Congo for smartphone batteries and laptops6 and with Kindle tablets assembled by “underpaid” and “exhausted” workers in Hunan province;7 with indentured hirelings building skyscrapers and malls in the Gulf states, and slave-manned trawlers in Thailand supplying prawns to Western democracy's supermarkets, the demands of the global economy drown the complaints and cries of the indigent in conveniently faraway places. And while deprivations of every kind, including growing water scarcity,8 cut their annual swath through the ranks of the distant poor—with hundreds of millions “chronically hungry”9 and three-quarters of the world's blind children, themselves unseen, living in the poorest regions of Africa and Asia10—market interests turn a pretty penny on food futures and on other primary materials.


The “world food crisis” was thus said in April 2008 to have “turned rice into gold,”11 with advice given in democracy's press on how to “make money from increased food-prices”;12 to the historian Arnold Toynbee a “perverse impulse” which prevented humanity from cooperatively organizing effective world food production. “We have become defenseless against ourselves,” he added.13 But in similar “perversity,” Western “big pharma's” property rights—with patents more important than patients—have served to impede the generic production of cheap drugs to treat HIV. Similarly, rich nations deploy their industrial trawlers in the “Third World's” seas, depleting their fish stocks and impoverishing the local communities which rely upon them. The ancient world knew this phenomenon too. “With our own seas trawled through and failing, and with gluttony raging,” wrote the Roman poet Juvenal, “we scour our neighbors’ waters to their depths for the market.”14


But ancient Rome did not know the scale of contradictions in the world today. Thus, benevolence dispatches food aid far and wide to feed the hungry while one-third of food produced on the Earth for human consumption is said to be “lost or wasted” every year;15 and at the same time corporate interest targets poor populations with its synthetic “food and drink products.” Similarly in the United Kingdom, millions of tons of household food—an estimated one-fifth of what is bought—is discarded annually into landfills and other means of disposal16 (with bread, potatoes, milk, and more than a million eggs a day leading the way17), and at the same time over one million food parcels are distributed each year in Britain by charitable food banks. A third of the parcels go to households with children,18 with demand increasing in July and August when school provision ceases.


At the same time, the number of hospital beds in England taken up by patients being treated for “primary or secondary malnutrition”—attributed to “rising poverty” and “inadequate social care”—has almost tripled in the last decade,19 with malnutrition an “underlying cause or contributory factor” in some 350 deaths in hospitals in England and Wales in 2016.20 Meanwhile in the United States food aid is provided annually to over 40 million people, almost half of whom are under the age of eighteen,21 even as the obese and overweight spend increasing sums on gastric bypasses and similar measures.


Self-harm in free societies comes in many forms, the deepening of inequality arguably the most disabling, and with the rich benefiting greatly more than the poor from “growth.” The disproportions of it in Western democracies are reflections of those of the globe itself. The wealth of the richest forty-two individuals in the world was asserted in 2018 to be equivalent to the wealth of the planet's poorest 3.7 billion people,22 while in Britain the richest 1,000 were estimated in 2017 to have more wealth than the poorest 40 percent of households between them,23 a degree of inequality incompatible with democracy itself. “Money,” thought Francis Bacon, “is like Mucke, not good except it be spread.”24 It is a wisdom unheeded.


Despite the scale of it, there is nothing new in phenomena of this kind nor in the destruction of a civil society at its own hand. Injustice and inequality, and the bitternesses they arouse, are constants of the human order. So, too, is greed. To some, or many, “money smells sweet wherever it comes from” and the “majesty of riches” is “the most revered of all,” in Juvenal's words.25 In John Bunyan's The Pilgrim's Progress, “Madam Bubble,” a universal figure, is described as “wear[ing] a great purse by her side” with “her hand often in it, fingering her money as if that was her heart's delight.”26 “A bold and impudent slut,” Bunyan continues, she has “given it out that she is a goddess” but has brought uncountable numbers to “Hell.”


Ayn Rand, avatar of the free market, dissented. In Atlas Shrugged, she has one of her characters, Francisco d'Anconia, assert that “to love money is to know and love the fact that money is the creation of the best power within you.”27 To Bunyan, “the fatter the sow is, the more she desires the mire”;28 in Rand's work, money is called the “product of virtue” and the “base of a moral existence,” while greed is termed “radiant.”29


In similar spirit, London's mayor Boris Johnson in November 2013 pronounced inequality to be “essential for the spirit of envy and, like greed, a valuable spur to economic activity.”30 “But for top traders’ enterprise, their ambition and, yes, their greed,” declares a similar voice, “the country would be considerably worse off” ;31 “we should not outlaw bankers’ greed,” cries another;32 while opposition to inequity could be described by “one of the City's wealthiest entrepreneurs” as itself “reeking of envy.”33


The Roman philosopher Seneca did not concur, referring with disgust to those who “throw themselves headlong into the pursuit of money and possession,”34 while Longinus, as early as the first century CE and without the benefit of modern psychological insights, thought that the desire for riches was “a sickness which diminishes the mind.”35 Such preoccupation has also made possible conscienceless falsehoods about the sources and nature of wealth, among them the claim that America “started with an empty continent to conquer.”36


Truth is similarly mocked by the notion that those who fall by the wayside in the welter of Madam Bubble's market are presumptively “losers” incapable of standing on their own feet. “Forty-seven per cent of Americans believe that they are victims, and that the government has a responsibility to care for them. They believe they are entitled to health-care, to food, to housing, you name it,”37 declared Mitt Romney during the 2012 American presidential campaign, implying that personal well-being is a private matter and that public welfare—in a notional democracy—saps the individual will.


This premise is spoken out loud in Milton Friedman's Free to Choose, where the “winding down of social security” is recommended and “national health” is described as a “meaningless phrase.”38 “Drop it, fast,” says the steelmaker Hank Rearden in Atlas Shrugged, interrupting a government scientist who had raised an issue with him of the public good.39


“I don't speak that language,” declares Rearden.


“But surely questions of social welfare…”


“Drop it.” “But what then is your chief concern?”


“The market,” Rearden replies.


At the heart of recoil from the troubles of others is the moral approval that is given by market-thought to the “spur of self-interest.”40 Or as Rand's Francisco d'Anconia puts it, “You have no duty to anyone but yourself.”41 Rand, to whom selfishness was a “virtue,”42 goes further. In Atlas Shrugged, her alter ego Dagny Taggart sneers at “charity lust,” the “champions of need,” and the “lechers of pity.”43 The Good Samaritan is made an object of contempt.


Even the utilitarian argument that self-interest may be served by serving the interests of others has no purchase here. Demosthenes in the fourth century BCE was more intelligent, even if cynical, in suggesting that aid to the poor and the old was “advantageous to the rich,” since to deprive anyone of the necessities of life by public decision served only to “make many enemies of the state.”44 “My own good was my purpose,” Rand has her Rearden instead declare, baring a truth of which Bunyan's Madam Bubble would have approved.45 “If I was asked to serve the interests of society apart from, above and against my own, I would refuse…. The public good be damned.” It is a dismissiveness which mocks democracy itself but has been made easier by socialist failure.


To hold Rand's now-commonplace views “extreme,” or to attribute them to an author's imaginative skills, are evasions. “I have always lived by the philosophy I present in my books, and it has worked for me as it works for my characters,” she wrote in a 1957 postface to Atlas Shrugged.46 “I trust that no one will tell me that men such as I write about don't exist,” she added. Indeed, the “philosophy” Rand shared with her characters has increasingly made battlefields of public provision—the assaults upon it by the Trump administration were nothing new—with welfare cuts driving the poor into greater poverty, even as economic, educational, housing, health, and other inequalities in rich free societies deepen and as need increases. In the United States, over 40 million people are estimated year upon year to be living in poverty;47 the life expectancy of the wealthiest, with American provision for healthcare in growing disorder, exceeds that of the poorest by “ten to fifteen years”;48 and in Britain, too, the differential in life expectancy between rich and poor is increasing.49


Meanwhile, globalization and automation have destroyed millions of manufacturing jobs in Western democracies, its domino effect forcing many skilled workers into lower-paid or part-time employment, if they can find employment at all. Under such pressures, there have come internal migration and depopulation, and a growing divide between poor and prosperous areas. In microcosm, it brought civic bankruptcy to Detroit in July 2013, its auto industry in collapse, with thousands of vacant, abandoned, and derelict buildings needing to be cleared by the city's “blight task force.”50 Other “postindustrial centers” from which the global economic tide has retreated have suffered in similar fashion.


But even in many areas of prosperous Western metropolises, living standards have fallen. For “growth” has brought great benefit to some—and “gentrification” of once run-down areas—but economic insecurity and job obsolescence to others. It is not only in the “developing” world that the noses of the poor are pressed to the window glass behind which the cornucopias of market plenty stand. Among the submerged in free societies are also the millions in debt in a “borrowing culture,” the armies of young jobless, and in Britain and the United States the millions of children living in poverty.51 Even paupers’ funerals are on the increase in Britain.52


Solon, the ancient Greek lawgiver, tried to put a gloss on such things; there is as long a history of the avoidance of truth as the telling of it: “Many of the rich are very unhappy, many of the poor are lucky to be so,” he pretended.53 Old people surviving in poverty on the free society's small state benefits, and even without enough food,54 might not agree; nor the millions in Britain said to be living in inadequate housing conditions, and unable properly to heat their homes.55


Among the ranks of the most impoverished in prosperous free societies there are not only permanent or semipermanent dependents on welfare, Ayn Rand's “moochers.” There are also the working poor or “cheap labor,” often doing “the world's most needful work”56 in low-paid or part-time jobs, engulfed by rising prices and rents, and reliant on housing benefits despite being in work; 60 percent of the British in poverty, and 58 percent of the London poor, were estimated in June 2016 to live in households where someone was in work.57 Indeed, some of the largest corporate employers pay their workforces, with migrants the most exploited, the minimum wage or close to it—“the living wage would destroy jobs,” a voice declares58—while “zero-hours contracts,” which give no guarantee of regular work or stable income and which provide no benefits of employment, are spreading far and wide. There have been estimated to be perhaps a million people in Britain employed on such terms.59


At the same time, many of the rich grow richer, their assets of all kinds accumulating. In the United States, the gap between the richest 1 percent and the rest is the widest since the 1920s60 and widening, with the average incomes of the lowest quintile one-tenth or less of the average incomes of the highest quintile.61 In some New York condos today, there are even side entrances or “poor doors” for rent-regulated tenants, while higher “market-rate” residents, living in the same building, pass through the front entrance. In addition, the wealthiest in the United States have been found to be giving a smaller share than in previous years to charity, and the poor and middle-income earners a larger,62 even as the income gap increases.


With “potent men breaking through the Cob-web Lawes of their Country,” as Thomas Hobbes put it,63 tax evasion has also become more widespread and complex. “What use are laws where money rules?” the Roman satirist Petronius asked.64 In today's free societies, it has led to “trillions of dollars”65 being hidden away by US corporate giants and others in “black-hole” tax havens, as the worlds of the rich and the poor in ostensible democracies become more distant.


Now a “top soccer star” in Britain can earn more in a few days for kicking a ball than a nurse earns in decades for the care of the sick; in May 2018, a player joined Manchester United for a weekly remuneration of almost €400,000 and another was “bought” by Italy's Juventus for over €100 million.66 Again, CEOs of Britain's one hundred major companies were reported to have earned €3.9 million on average in 2017; a full-time worker on a median salary in Britain would have to work 167 years to earn an equivalent sum.67 Or, put another way, the average FTSE chief executive “earns more in three days than the average full-time British worker earns in a year.”68 Similarly, the median annual “pay package” in 2017 of the heads of America's five hundred major companies was over $11 million69—salaries in the healthcare “industry” can reach $100 million70—with “typical CEOs” making over one hundred and sixty times the median pay of their own employees.71


The scale of all this is new, even if in 1909 Charles Masterman was already complaining that “money power” was “more and more concentrated in the hands of enormous corporations.”72 But today's stellar salaries, stock options, and bonuses reward the United States’ leading corporate executives and hedge fund managers with multiple millions of dollars a year, the net worth of Facebook's founder said to rise at “$4 billion a day,”73 Yahoo's CEO receiving $127 million in severance pay and stock awards on his departure,74 and Amazon's founder and chief executive said to have a $100 billion fortune.75 Likewise, some $25 billion in bonuses can be shared annually by the employees of Wall Street banks,76 while in Britain executive salaries, pension contributions, retention payments, incentive payments, bonuses—sometimes paid despite company losses and failures—and golden handshakes fulfill Rand's ideal, represent Madam Bubble's triumph, and hasten democracy's fall.


For at the free society's ground level is another world. It is one in which “food poverty” increases and, as earlier mentioned, millions in the United States depend on food stamps for their rations; where over 12 billion pounds’ worth of clothes are allegedly thrown away each year in Britain;77 where a London pediatrician could say in 2017 that he was “seeing kids with rickets on a fairly regular basis”;78 a world in which 12 million in Britain were said to be “too poor to take part in all the basic social activities” that concerned them,79 and with almost 700,000 households unable to “afford to eat properly, keep clean, or stay warm and dry.”80 It is also a world, again that of a notional or theoretical democracy, in which poor children are increasingly handicapped before they arrive in the classroom. It is a handicap that accompanies many into a life of social dysfunction in disabled communities hard to escape, and now even harder to redeem.


Meanwhile, the populations concentrated in democracy's conurbations rise, and housing shortages, housing costs and the numbers of overcrowded homes grow. So do the numbers of tenant evictions, with over 40,000 households evicted from rented accommodation in England and Wales in a single year,81 despite “discretionary payments” of tens of millions of pounds annually by local authorities to help the cash-strapped pay their housing costs. At the same time, millions of young adults in employment cannot acquire a home of their own and are driven to live with their parents or to leave the metropolis behind them.


Likewise, a diminishing number of families can afford a mortgage on the earnings of a single breadwinner, with homeownership in Britain at its lowest in decades.82 Simultaneously, second-home ownership by the prosperous is increasing; in Britain, over five million people own second homes, but 40 percent own no property at all;83 and tens of thousands of the “working homeless,” a total that has almost doubled since 2013, live in “temporary accommodation.”84 Moreover, gamblers in real estate make ever-larger profits on their properties, while police, teachers, nurses, and others can no longer afford to live in the communities they serve.


At the same time, as families in the free society fragment and personal relationships become more unstable, the numbers of single people seeking accommodation rise, a problem compounded by the increasing numbers of migrants who require to be housed. Yet in the name of the “right to buy,” and in private ownership's cause, much of the stock of social housing in Britain—once in the community's hands—has been sold off at a relatively cheap price but at always higher cost. The true commonwealth is not this, and a democracy cannot survive it.


Above all, it is homelessness that challenges the very concept of a civil society; a civil society cannot be called so unless its members find adequate shelter in it, and a citizen without a home is a contradiction in terms. But while “the market” talks up “house values” and competition becomes more intense among the prosperous for the most desirable places to lay their heads, homelessness in the free society, as in Britain,85 is rising. In the United States, with budget cuts to homeless assistance proposed by President Trump but rejected,86 over half a million are homeless, with more than 120,000 under-18s among them.87 The young, the derelict old, families broken or whole, poor migrants, and even veterans of the armed forces—some 40,000 were said to be homeless in 201788—are driven to seek refuge in emergency shelters, which are full to capacity in the cold, or in increasing numbers they sleep rough in parks, underpasses, subway carriages, vacant lots, sheds, and on the pavement. “Many older homeless people,” reported the US Department of Housing in 2016, “have been on the streets for almost a generation,”89 while in Britain there have been over three hundred deaths of the homeless in the street or in temporary shelters since 2013, their average age forty-three.90


With 60,000 “in and out of shelters” in New York City,91 young children among them, and 168,000 homeless in California, Oregon, and Washington State—including over 17,000 “chronically homeless” in Los Angeles92—private charity and public provision do what they can, as in the setting up of storage centers on skid rows where those without homes can keep their belongings;93 a “special cart” equipped with “handbrakes, shelving and locks” was designed in 2018 at the University of British Columbia for the use of the Canadian homeless.94 But others see only blight and harm in the presence among them of the destitute, if they see them at all, with growing complaint about “petty crime, public defecation, and people sleeping on sidewalks.”95


In downtown US cities, often where “gentrification” is in progress, increasing numbers of local laws ban living in vehicles, forbid begging, make it a crime to sit on the sidewalk, and restrict or prohibit the charitable feeding of the poor in public places, finding the Good Samaritan and the beggar guilty together. Among the arguments against such charity is that feeding places become “magnets for the homeless,”96 or that the presence of the poor harms local property values. Thus, the city council in Oxford threatened rough sleepers with fines of up to £2500 for having a “detrimental effect” on the quality of life of those living nearby,97 while over fifty local authorities in Britain have issued “Public Space Protection Orders” which ban the homeless from town centers.98


The “hand-built structures” of the homeless in rich Silicon Valley are likewise torn down by police; homeless camps in downtown Cincinnati are “sanitized” and “cleaned out”;99 and rough sleepers on the streets of Tucson, Arizona, are restricted to three items of personal possession each on the sidewalk,100 or they have their belongings—including tents, stoves, medication, and documents—seized. Other sanctions have included the placing of “anti-homeless spikes” in a store entrance in London's Regent Street, metal cages put over public benches in a southern French city, and water jets installed above each of the doorways of San Francisco's main cathedral to deter rough-sleepers.101 There have also been arson attacks on encampments and individuals in Berlin, San Diego, and Seattle,102 and a San Antonio police officer was dismissed from the force for giving a homeless man a sandwich filled with feces.103


At the same time, in that other world of the property market where Bunyan's Madam Bubble rules, housing shortages, soaring house prices, and excessive mortgage lending—with low “teaser” interest rates and no down payments—were to threaten the global financial system itself. On overvalued property, mountains of high-risk (or “sub-prime”) mortgage debt, unrepayably “toxic,” were “packaged up” and sold on as bonds and securities to investment trusts, pension funds, and other financial institutions.


A ramshackle edifice, it was to bring down banks, property values, and aspiring homeowners in its fall, leaving “shattered lives and livelihoods around the world,” as a US attorney general was to describe it.104 But the investment bankers themselves, free of regulation in a free market, made stellar profits by betting on the market's collapse, a hunger for gain which inflicted further harm on the self-destroying social order as a whole, and for which Goldman Sachs, Morgan Chase, Citigroup, Barclays, and Bank of America had to pay billions in penalties for the losses that had been caused.105 But it did not prevent their subsequent access to President Trump's White House and to positions of continuing power.


Civil society in the Western democracies has been further harmed as inequalities between city and country increase. With many small farmers, especially dairy farmers and fruit growers, crushed by the agribusiness and supermarket worlds, and by the low prices they pay, three-quarters of the “economically distressed” areas of the United States are said to be rural,106 and farmers in the United States take their own lives at a higher rate than any other occupation.107 Meanwhile, the prosperous seek “places in the country,” romanticizing the rural and the summer resort, and purchasing their second homes where locals cannot find or afford a first one.


The needs of dissolving rural communities also have ever-lower priority in public-policy decision; President Trump's declaration in January 2018, mere rhetoric as it may have been, that “farm country is God's country”108 was a politically rare one. More typical was the assertion even by a US agriculture secretary in December 2012 that “rural America, with a shrinking population, is becoming less and less relevant to the politics of this country,”109 despite the disproportionate electoral strength it retains in the US voting system. Indeed, it has been estimated that by 2030 two-thirds of the world's population will be living in cities.110


Far beyond the metropolis, village schools, libraries, loss-making post offices—held to be no longer commercially viable as “outlets”—and police stations close, with public service seen as a business like any other. Subsidy of rural public transport is reduced or ceases, further isolating the aged and car-less, and access to healthcare shrinks. Even gas stations disappear. And so the permanent population declines further and village shops, already squeezed by supermarkets, close in turn, with life expectancy itself reported to be falling in isolated areas in Britain.111 “There used to be butchers, fishmongers, bakers, grocers but they have all gone,” a lost voice declares.112 Thus community dies, and local democracy also.




For rural communities are microcosms of the polity as a whole, each a component of the larger body. But such microcosms in Western free societies are now subordinate to market interest. It is a galvanizing and self-harming power, engine of production and innovation, and promoter of gross inequity and injustice. Moreover, in the cost-benefit analyses made by market-thought, much that a civil society—and especially a democracy—require for its well-being and survival has little or no worth at all, being unquantifiable in cash terms.


After visiting America in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville did not think that “democracy in future would retreat before capitalists,” as he optimistically put it.113 He was to be proved wrong, with the failure of socialism leaving the way wider open to the engulfing tide of “market forces.” “I see no danger,” says Simple in The Pilgrim's Progress. “Yet a little more sleep,” says Sloth.114
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There was an abyssal silence in the streets of Bucharest. It was November 1987 in Nicolae Ceausescu's Romania, with not even Pravda on sale. “Sometimes we hear of a strike or a demonstration, or of some poor worker trying to do something on his own and being liquidated. There is no real information, only rumors. Everyone is isolated,” said the dissident intellectual who was to become minister of culture when the regime fell in December 1989.1 “Even Marx would have ended up under interrogation in Czechoslovakia if he had opened his mouth in public,” I was told in Prague in February 1987, when the country was still “building an advanced socialist society based on the principles of class-consciousness, socialist patriotism and proletarian internationalism.”2


“What is socialism?” I inquired of a down-at-heel Bulgarian, Zhelyu Zhelev, who had been banished to the provinces for his antiregime writing. It was April 1989, sixteen months before he became the nation's president. “I do not know,” he answered.3 “What do you have here?” I asked him. “A police-dominated system of bureaucratic human domination which is called ‘socialist.’” “By whom?” I asked. “By its own agit-prop department,” he replied.


In Bucharest, dissenters fearful of surveillance—including by family members—spoke of an “atomistic society where social morality has been forgotten”; in Prague, of a “political fake” where “to get by without trouble you have to be both stupid and silent”; in Budapest, of a system that had “destroyed the notion of a citizen.”4 “To you,” said Gaspar Tamas, a former philosophy teacher at Budapest University sacked in 1982 for “oppositional activity,” “it is theory. To us it is practice. We have been through this damned thing of socialism. We don't share the Western left's illusions.”5 “People feign outward loyalty to the system while inwardly ceasing to believe in anything,” the future Czech president Vaclav Havel told me in February 1988.6


The collapse of state-socialist dictatorships in economic and political ruin exacted its price in Western democracies too. Despite the fact that free-market societies were themselves floundering in crises once dear to the old left's diagnoses, it made the word socialist a term of reproach and taboo for many. It was even argued in September 1996 by a “left-wing” British Labour MP and former student radical that the word socialism should be “humanely phased out.”7


Alternatively, having become an electoral liability, the term was redefined to near-meaninglessness. “My kind of socialism is a set of values based around notions of social justice,” declared Tony Blair, also in 1996,8 his nonsocialism a winning formula in successive elections. “We have everything to gain for our people,” he told the Trades Union Congress,9 as other notionally left parties in Western democracies “rebranded” to avoid the socialist stigma. “We are intensely relaxed about people getting filthy rich,” a British Labour government trade and industry secretary declared in 2008.10


Against such backsliding there have been varieties of left response. For example, the post-Blairite Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn complained in December 2016 in Prague (of all places) that the “message of what socialism is” had been “diluted.”11 But by then the party was itself confused and divided over the doctrinally unpalatable choice between membership of a supranational “common market” and the reclaiming of sovereign powers for the country; a choice between the capitalist devil and the deep blue nationalist sea. Instead, under the influence of metropolitan entrants into the party, it made a bid for the motley youth and student vote in times when class is decreasingly a determinant of political choice. Indeed, with traditional working-class organizations having lost membership and purchase in Britain as in the United States—less than a quarter of the workforce is unionized in the former12 and less than 11 percent in the latter13—“labor movements” have become shadows of their former selves, while the old history of socialism in Britain is at an end.


Instead, to be on the “left” is to be a protester for this and that serviceable cause or interest, and to be opposed to this or that serviceable foe. France's defeated Socialist Party primary candidate in the 2017 presidential election not only offered the politics of the 32-hour week and a universal monthly basic income but the legalization of marijuana; while in the United States the self-described “democratic socialist” Bernie Sanders, promising a “political revolution,”14 called for “no more wars,”15 a “moral economy,”16 and “respect” for “people's choices to love whomever they choose.”17 Defeated in his contest with Hillary Clinton after spending $270 million on his socialist campaign,18 he asserted that “the struggle continues,”19 with the Democratic Socialists of America pledged among other things to “empower ordinary people,” to “restructure gender and cultural relationships,” and to establish “popular control of the resources of production,” its slogans including, “No Borders, No Nations.”20


But despite such surviving idealism—and despite increasing inequality and declining social mobility in Western democracies—state-socialist failure has made it possible, across much of the political spectrum in our new “postideological” times, to assert that the common good is synonymous with the good of the market, while market-thought alone is given the imprimatur of Reason. Moreover, the dream of sharing the market's cornucopia also turned out, after the Fall of the Berlin Wall, to have been the dream of many (or most) of those who experienced, and suffered under, the rigors and privations of communist rule.


In the event, the passage from communism to consumerism—or from Marx to the market—not only brought political and economic liberty to the citizenries of the fallen regimes but also predations by corrupt private interests upon the former public domain and its assets. This has been the case even where, as in China and Vietnam, communist party rule has continued. In the former, the unleashing of market forces—translated by the Chinese president into the “developing of the forces essential to socialism” and the “adaptation of Marx to the Chinese context”21
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