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            Preface

         

         This book, like its predecessor, Confronting Leviathan, is based on a series of podcasts that I put out during and after the Covid pandemic. The first book explored the theme of the state and its power across history, which seemed appropriate for a time when our political masters were locking us down in our homes for our own safety. This book is about imagining a better world, which is more fitting for the post-Covid era. Its central themes are equality, justice and revolution, and it examines the ways that different writers have tried to release us from the traps in which we find ourselves and to conceive of greater fairness and greater freedom in how we organise our collective existence. Each of the authors I write about wanted to know why we find ourselves in the situation that we do and how we could achieve something better. Sometimes the question is personal: why am I a slave? Sometimes it is general: why is modern life so stifling? In each case, I hope the answers are provocative and also, on occasion, inspiring.

         These chapters are written to be read independently of each other but together they tell a story that runs from the middle of the eighteenth century to the end of the twentieth. It is about trying to see through and beyond what is immediately in front of us – or, as Samuel Butler suggested, to go behind the looking glass. This book covers very different styles of writing – philosophical, autobiographical, polemical, anecdotal – and they were produced in a very wide range of settings – from Georgian xEngland  and ante-bellum America to Weimar Germany and post-war France. However, I hope they have more in common than separates them. They are all about liberating our political imaginations.

         I have tried to retain the conversational style of the original podcasts, though each chapter has been extensively rewritten and adapted for this book. Spoken prose and written prose are very different forms and I have done my best to retain the spirit of the first while attempting to meet the standards of the second. In the spoken version I moved between the past and historical present tenses and I have retained some of that flexibility here. All these are my personal takes on the different authors and works that I discuss. Each chapter touches on their life stories, but there are more extensive biographical sketches of each writer at the end of the book and also a guide to further reading by and about each of them. There is, as always, so much more to say about the history of these ideas. But I hope this book is a good place to start.
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            1

            Jean-Jacques Rousseau,

            Discourse on Inequality (1755)

         

         When we think about some of the deepest puzzles of politics we often start with a ‘what’ question. For instance, we can start by simply asking: what is politics? I began the previous book in this series with a version of that question from the seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes: what is the state? And then the questions that follow: what is peace? What counts as order or security? What can keep us safe? But those aren’t the only ‘what’ questions by any means. Later in this book I will be discussing the twentieth-century political philosopher John Rawls, who said that his starting point for thinking philosophically about politics was what he called ‘the first question’: what is justice? And his extension of that question: what counts as a fair society? What is the society in which we would choose to live if we didn’t know how well off we might be?

         Often Rawls’s question and Hobbes’s question are set against each other and presented as a kind of choice. Either you are a ‘what-is-justice?’ philosopher or you are a ‘what-is-peace?’ philosopher. You have to decide which matters more: fairness or political order. Apparently, on some accounts, it is very difficult to have both.

         But these are not the only kinds of fundamental questions that we can ask about politics. In this book I want to start with a different set of questions that I would characterise as ‘why’ questions. Not what is politics in general, but why do we have 2this as our politics in particular? Or, put another way, these are the ‘how’ questions. How did we end up here? How did we find ourselves being ruled like this? By implication, the basic question is often simply: how did we wind up with these idiots in charge? Asking why can also lead to asking ‘where’ questions. Where did all this start? And if this is where we’ve ended up, why couldn’t we find a better path?

         Why this? How come? Where did we go wrong? I’m pretty sure we all recognise that these sometimes feel like the fundamental questions of politics. They have certainly felt like the fundamental questions of politics an awful lot in recent years.

         I’m going to start with someone who posed these sorts of questions in a definitive form in the middle of the eighteenth century. They come from a book that was published in 1755 by the Swiss (not French, as he’s often characterised) philosopher, thinker and writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The book in question is sometimes called Rousseau’s Second Discourse and sometimes his Discourse on Inequality. It contains his most coruscating version of the ‘how’/‘why’ questions. How/why did we end up in a world where, as Rousseau puts it, ‘a child should govern an old man, an imbecile should lead a wise man, and a handful of people should gorge themselves with superfluities while the hungry multitude goes in want of necessities’? The first question is of its time, at a period when children might still be kings. The second speaks to people across the ages, given that seeming idiots do so often end up in charge. But it’s the third that really bites. How the hell did we end up in a world where the rich continue to stuff their faces while the poor lack even the basics? That, in the Second Discourse, is essentially Rousseau’s question: not what, but how and why.

         One of the interesting things about that question is that it’s not where Rousseau starts. These are in fact the very last lines of the book: it ends with this puzzle. (The book doesn’t actually end there since the main text is followed by a whole series of 3slightly crazy footnotes into which Rousseau crams everything he couldn’t stuff into his core argument: disquisitions and asides about all sorts from vegetarianism and the sex life of animals to some pretty weird anthropology; it’s all worth reading.) But the book’s argument finishes there because the ‘why’ question begins at the end. If the question is how we eventually ended up where we are, then you do have to work backwards. This is particularly true if you want to know where we went wrong. We have to retrace our steps. And who are ‘we’ here? For Rousseau it’s a question of retracing our steps as a society, and ultimately, as he does in this book, as a species.

         So the questions at the end are actually the starting point for Rousseau’s argument. There is a somewhat different question at the beginning of the Second Discourse because the book was written in response to an essay competition of the kind they used to have in eighteenth-century France. The Academy (in this case of Dijon) liked to pose a big question and invite anyone who fancied their chances to try to answer it. The question for this competition – the one that Rousseau was ostensibly answering – starts with a ‘what’: what is the origin of inequality among people and is it authorised by natural law? The second half of that question suggests a yes/no answer, which is always a bit dangerous for an essay prize because someone could just say no and be done with it. Rousseau did indeed say no but luckily he went on at some length to explain why.

         The book is called Rousseau’s Second Discourse because five years earlier his First Discourse had been published as an answer to another essay competition question. That time round the question for the prize was as follows: ‘Has the restoration of the sciences and the arts contributed to the purification of morals?’ (The Academy had a taste for somewhat pompous turns of phrase.) It was another yes or no question and Rousseau’s answer was emphatically another no. That question was essentially asking whether the arts and sciences have made us 4better people – more decent, more honourable, leading better lives – and Rousseau said: no, no, no.

         The first discourse was more important in Rousseau’s story – certainly in his life story – than the second for a couple of reasons. First of all, as he said in his own account of his life, when he was thinking about that question and considering the possibility of entering the competition the answer came to him as a kind of revelation. A conventional wisdom of the time – the wisdom of enlightenment progress – assumed that the arts and the sciences, even if they don’t quite lead to the purification of morals, certainly lead to the betterment of the human condition. But when Rousseau really considered it – he had been walking aimlessly in the countryside and deep in thought, as was his habit – he suddenly realised that this couldn’t possibly be right. In truth, human beings were once much better off than they are now. Indeed, we were once better people, and what has happened to our morals is that what we call civilisation has corrupted both them and us. We are worse off precisely because of what is conventionally called ‘progress’, which turns out to be nothing of the sort. So we have the story entirely the wrong way round. Once Rousseau concluded that civilisation was a kind of trap he never budged from that position. He varied the emphasis he placed on it and the implications he drew from it across his many writings, but it was a genuinely life-changing revelation for him. After he had truly looked back, he never looked back.

         The other reason the first discourse matters is that he won the competition – somewhat surprisingly, given the pomposity of the question and the clarity of Rousseau’s answer. He was telling the Academy that their question was nonsense, but he won anyway. In winning the prize Rousseau’s life was changed because it made him famous. It didn’t make him as famous as he was to become later: truly world-famous (albeit in terms of the shrunken world back then), one of the most famous people in Europe, a genuine household name. But winning set him on the 5road to international celebrity and it introduced him to French Enlightenment society, particularly in Paris, where he met the great men and women of the day. It was his calling card.

         The first discourse may have changed Rousseau’s life. But the second is the more significant, partly because it’s simply better. It’s certainly more interesting. Arguably, the first essay question that Rousseau had to answer made it a bit too easy to go against conventional wisdom because he was being invited to attack the pretensions of the arts and the sciences, and even artists and scientists sometimes wonder whether they’ve got a slightly inflated impression of themselves, or more often whether their fellow artists and scientists are too keen on their own importance. The intellectual elite can be an easy target. But in the Second Discourse the line of attack had to be much broader because he was talking about everyone. The Second Discourse is an argument about what it is to be human – and that includes all the non-artists and the non-scientists as well. It means all of us. It’s an incredibly wide-ranging, sweeping analysis. It was clearly too sweeping for the judges because he didn’t win the prize second time round. This one was too much for them.

         Rousseau could be extremely annoying – he certainly had plenty of his own pretensions – and it may be that by making himself famous he had allowed his peers to decide they didn’t really like him. But prizes come and go and prize-winners are soon forgotten. The entry that didn’t win is still the better book. In fact, it’s an utterly remarkable book, quite unlike any other. It’s more widely read now than the First Discourse, even though it’s not the book on which Rousseau’s eternal fame has come to rest. There are later works for which he is now better known. His writing on education in Émile (1762); the self-exposing autobiography in his book The Confessions (1770), which more or less invented the genre of the tell-all life story; and his great work of political philosophy, The Social Contract (also 1762). But I’ve decided not to focus on The Social Contract here, not least because 6the Second Discourse is the more original book. The Social Contract is also a highly arresting book but it is more philosophically self-contained and it has a narrower remit. The Second Discourse is about politics too – and education – but it goes beyond these categories. It is, in essence, an account of what it is for human beings to know themselves. In that sense, like The Confessions, it is a work of self-knowledge and self-revelation. But the subject here isn’t just Rousseau himself, with all his curious peccadilloes and petty vanities. It is everyone.

         To put it in more contemporary terms, Rousseau was writing about social self-harm, about the ways in which we are collectively at the mercy of our petty vanities. He believed that so-called ‘civilised’ society, particularly a society like mid-eighteenth-century France, was consistently harming itself, doing itself extraordinary damage, and that the human beings who made up this society were trapped in patterns of behaviour that were clearly bad for them. How did they get to this state, and why? Why was it so easy to fall into – and why is it so hard to escape – this self-destructive condition? The first thing to say about Rousseau’s answer to these questions is that he doesn’t try to present it as a choice, in the sense that he makes no attempt to identify the moment when we embraced this way of life and gave up on the alternatives. This isn’t a fork-in-the-road story. It’s more gradual than that. If anything it’s an accident rather than a choice – or rather, it’s a series of unfortunate events. Above all, it’s a long story and Rousseau tells it as a story of countless generations of human experience.

         At the same time, Rousseau doesn’t simply present this as a tale of slow and steady decline from early promise to inevitable ruin. There are twists and turns along the way. Rousseau’s version of the human story brings to mind a line from a very different writer and a very different kind of book: Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises. In that novel one character asks another, ‘How did you go bankrupt?’ and gets the celebrated 7reply: ‘Two ways, gradually then suddenly.’ Rousseau’s answer to how humanity went morally bankrupt is just that: gradually, then suddenly.

         Hemingway was trying to convey about bankruptcy that much of the unravelling is contained in small, early steps of which we are barely conscious at the time: it’s the little things that we do, the corners that we cut, the decisions we make that don’t seem all that important, even if we sense they might be a little self-indulgent. Yet they build up, they accumulate, these little debts and little deceptions. And then the moment comes when there is a choice to be made, when things have to be done, and our resources suddenly are inadequate for the task at hand. That’s when we discover that we don’t actually have options, that the choice has already been made. When the bankruptcy comes it happens suddenly because it’s already too late. Then we ask ourselves: how did we get here? And we realise that the story goes back to the beginning and that it started with the early missteps. That’s the kind of story that Rousseau tells about all of us and for all of us in the Second Discourse.

         So where does he think it actually begins? It begins with a version of what, as for Hobbes, has come to be known as ‘state of nature’ theory: an argument about what it is to be human in a pre-social setting. Rousseau’s version echoes some – though by no means all – conventional eighteenth-century anthropology and uses language that many of us now find uncomfortable. He talks about what he calls ‘primitive’ societies, albeit primitive here meaning ‘first’, the primal state of humanity that is there at the beginning. Primitive also means pre-civilised, but you have to remember that when he says pre-civilised Rousseau does not think civilisation is a good thing. Rousseau never sneers at people who lack civilisation, even if he probably misunderstands and almost certainly caricatures them.

         What was it like to live a natural existence? Rousseau says explicitly – and in direct contrast to Hobbes – that it was a time 8of peace. In the state of nature humans were able peacefully and successfully to co-exist. We had no lasting incentive to harm each other. Why not? His answer turns on how we think about equality and inequality, which was the original question posed by the prize committee: what is the origin of inequality among people? Rousseau doesn’t say that the natural condition of human beings is inherently equal. It’s not that we were once all the same and that’s what made us good to each other. We are all different. Some of us are strong, some of us are weak, some of us are naturally healthy and some much less so – and in natural societies if you get sick you will probably die, so inequalities of health really matter. But there is a kind of deeper equality here for Rousseau: healthy or unhealthy, before the advent of modern medicine (or, as it came to be called, healthcare) there was not a lot we could do about it. We are all equally at the mercy of the dictates of nature.

         There is, though, a further equality, not between but within these separate categories of natural well-being. The unhealthy are equally vulnerable. But the healthy are equally self-sufficient. So the reason we can co-exist is that we are not co-dependent. The unhealthy will probably die prematurely. But the healthy can choose to live as they please. That does not mean that they will not conflict with each other. Rousseau doesn’t believe that we are naturally nice any more than he thinks we are naturally nasty. We are human. But if we do get into conflict with other human beings we have an option, which is to walk away: self-sufficient individuals can just disappear into the woods if they have to. He’s thinking of forager or hunter-gatherer societies: if you are a forager, just go and forage somewhere else if you don’t like the people who are foraging around you. There is always a means of escape.

         Rousseau makes the point explicitly that part of what he is arguing against is the vision of Thomas Hobbes, who had said that the state of nature is a state of war – the war of all 9against all – where life is nasty, brutish and short and we cannot help but fight each other. Rousseau thinks that although conflict was sometimes natural it was also avoidable. There was nothing inevitable about it. One way to capture this difference is in the language of equality and inequality. What equalises us in the state of nature for Rousseau is that anyone can simply walk away from a fight; what equalises us for Hobbes is that anyone can attack anyone else. Another way to think about this is in terms of what happens when we’re asleep. For Hobbes, sleep reveals our natural vulnerability: when you are asleep, no matter how strong you are when awake, you are unprotected from attack. For Rousseau, sleep is our natural escape valve: if you don’t like someone just wait for that person to go to sleep and then disappear; you need never see them again. Sleep is an opportunity to get away for Rousseau; for Hobbes it is an opportunity to attack.

         Nevertheless, the Hobbes versus Rousseau contrast does often get overblown. One example of that is a book that was published in 2019 by Rutger Bregman called Humankind: A Hopeful History. It joins the argument about whether we are naturally a conflictual or a cooperative species. Are humans prone to fight or are they prone to be friends? Bregman believes that in the modern world we’ve bought Hobbes’s propaganda and we think that we need states because otherwise we will be at each other’s throats. But it’s wrong to think like that, he says. By nature we are more inclined to cooperate and actually it is states that make us more likely to fight. He may be right. Where Bregman is wrong is when he says that there is a choice in modern thought, such that you are on the side either of Hobbes or of Rousseau. Hobbes is the philosopher of hostility, whereas Rousseau is the philosopher of harmony: he is the friendly philosopher. That’s pushing it far too far. Apart from anything else it’s odd to think of Rousseau as the philosopher of friendship, given that his argument in the Second Discourse is quite explicitly about solitariness 10and self-sufficiency. We can be at peace in nature because we don’t depend on other people. We can be relatively indifferent to other human beings and that’s what allows for security. When it comes to other people we don’t need to care what they think of us and we don’t need much to care what we think of them. On the whole we are free just to think about ourselves. And that does sound authentically like Rousseau, a man who was many things but emphatically was not nice, and who did spend an awful lot of time just thinking about himself.

         In some ways Hobbes is the true philosopher of friendship, since he believes we are naturally drawn to it but also doomed to be disappointed by it. Hobbes’s state of nature is where people want to be friends but they can’t sustain the impulse because they can’t trust each other. Rousseau isn’t even sure they want – or need – to be friends. So I would put the contrast between Hobbes and Rousseau differently. The fundamental difference between their accounts of the state of nature is that Rousseau thinks in the state of nature we are not self-conscious, in the sense that we don’t really compare ourselves to other human beings because we don’t have to. Of course, we do make some comparisons. We will naturally compare ourselves to wild beasts and we will know that they are stronger than us, so if you meet a lion or a tiger you should flee as fast as you can. But that doesn’t trigger in us feelings of inadequacy or self-consciousness. We might worry about lions but we don’t worry whether we are better or worse creatures than lions, because our relative weakness is simply a fact about the natural world. Being eaten by a lion is a terrible fate but it need not affect our pride. (Being fed to lions by other human beings – in front of a mob in a Roman colosseum, say – is something else altogether, a humiliation as well as a horror. But nothing about a Roman colosseum – the show, the baying mob, the captured lions – would Rousseau call natural.)

         For Hobbes, by contrast, pride is hardwired in humanity from the beginning. Hobbes is, among other things, the 11philosopher of vanity – of human preening, of our desire to look better than other people, even if that means kidding ourselves – and he thinks that’s part of what makes us human and what distinguishes us from lions, who might look like they’re preening whereas in truth they are just being themselves. Rousseau doesn’t agree. He thinks vanity doesn’t arrive until later, with the advent of civilisation. To start with we were more like lions, even if we were sometimes their prey.

         However, Rousseau does also believe that we naturally possess an innate self-centredness, which he calls amour de soi: love of self. It means we have a desire to preserve ourselves because all human beings, indeed all animals, are going to try to avoid death: it’s only natural. Yet to call it ‘selfishness’ would be going a bit too far. It is simply a part of what it means to be alive. So far, so Hobbesian. But for Rousseau that drive for self-preservation in the state of nature goes with another quality that is very different and which he calls ‘pity’ and we might call sympathy (‘pity’ in Rousseau’s context does not have its current connotations of mild contempt – it is closer to compassion). One way in which we connect with other human beings is that we do not like to see them suffer. Rousseau thinks this is just a fact of our human make-up: true then, true now, inescapably true. When we see another human being suffering – particularly a vulnerable human being, like a child – we will be moved by it. Not to be moved at all by the suffering of others is to be inhuman – or at the very least to be a psychopath.

         The drive to survive we share with other animals; pity is quintessentially human. But Rousseau recognises that human beings are susceptible to another kind of response to other people: we feel their pain but we can also feel pain at their relative indifference to us when our suffering is not obvious (as perhaps most suffering is not). We do find ourselves wondering how we appear in their eyes. Our distress might arouse their pity but when we are not in distress – when we are just going about 12our business – we may not be of much interest to other people. They don’t care about our inner lives. Why should they? So, without being particularly preening creatures, we seek ways to build ourselves up, to attract their attention, to stand out. And we notice others doing the same – trying to be noticed. That gives us something to compare ourselves to. Their self-assertion makes us aware that attracting notice is a competitive business.

         Rousseau calls this amour propre: that sense of self-love – or self-importance – that humans have in relation to other people. Amour de soi is self-interested. Amour propre is other-directed. At the same time, though all human beings are capable of feeling both kinds of self-centredness (even saints have some amour propre, which leads them to seek attention), there is nothing to say amour propre should predominate – let alone predetermine – the shape of any human society. The relative strength of these two very human qualities is contingent, and both of them co-exist with pity.

         So what had to happen to make later human societies – such as eighteenth-century France – so riddled with status-driven behaviour and status anxiety? Why did amour propre win out, given that nothing about the state of nature requires it? Amour propre is merely dormant at the beginning of the human story. How did it become so dominant?

         Rousseau’s answer is that it happened gradually and suddenly, with a certain inevitability but also in leaps and bounds. Amour propre is not some external infection that arrived mid-way through the story of human evolution and sent us off the rails. It was always latent and it got brought to life. The difficulty is explaining precisely how, given that the conditions that trigger amour propre – competition, comparison, contestation – would also seem to presuppose its existence.

         This conundrum is analogous to another matter that troubles Rousseau, the deep puzzle of the emergence of language, one of the hardest things to explain in human evolution. How 13did we acquire language? What makes it so hard to understand is that it almost looks as though the cooperation needed to produce language also requires us to have language in order to cooperate. How do you agree what words mean unless you can talk about what words mean? Rousseau can hardly be blamed for feeling that he lacked a solid basis to answer this question – it would be a couple of hundred years before the evolutionary evidence would be assembled, and even today the origins of language remain contentious. What Rousseau recognises is that in the long story of how humanity got from what it was to what it has become there is a close and complex relationship between cooperation, competition and co-dependence. Language is a form of co-dependence and a source of competition as well as a means of cooperation. When we communicate we will inevitably compare ourselves with, and we will sometime wonder if we can trust, other people.

         Rousseau argues that two events mark a decisive step-change in the human story, kick-starting the great awakening of amour propre: the twin inventions of agriculture and metallurgy (or what is now sometimes called the Agricultural Revolution, which happened around ten thousand years ago). As Rousseau puts it, human vanity does not begin with gold and silver; it begins with wheat and iron. When human beings move from hunter-gatherer or forager societies to agricultural or settled societies, when they start to till the land, remaining in one place in order to plant and grow the food they need, when they work out how to use the tools required for this endeavour, they also acquire patterns of hierarchy and ownership: my tools, my land. Those same tools also become the tools of a new kind of warfare: from ploughshares into swords. As all this unfolds, it produces a division of labour. If some people are making the tools, then some other people are going to have to provide food for them, and there will be a co-dependency: toolmakers need to be fed, and feeders need tools to produce the food. 14

         But the change is more fundamental than that for Rousseau. It represents a transformation in how we experience space and time. In the natural state of humanity we live day-to-day: you get up in the morning, you go to sleep at night, and that’s your life; no one has to think about tomorrow because tomorrow it is always possible to walk away from today. But once you are settled in one place, and particularly once you are planting and then waiting for what you plant to turn into food, you have to plan and think ahead. Planning and thinking ahead require human beings to worry about other human beings. Can they be relied upon? Will they wait? How will their impatience be contained?

         Space changes too because now you are in one place, it becomes harder to walk away. Can you be sure that there will be somewhere you can walk away to? What if the next piece of land has been settled as well, and by people who are not your kind of people? It becomes a lot harder to go off grid once there are wheat and iron – by no means impossible, but harder.

         By now humanity is on the slippery slope to the next stage, which is the point where things really start to go wrong: the invention of private property. Rousseau says the moment when the first human being established of a particular piece of land ‘This is mine’ and staked it out and gave it a boundary was the beginning of the end, or at least the end of the beginning. It begins what Rousseau thinks will turn out to be the worst effect of progress or civilisation so-called: the dominance of how things appear over how they really are. If you’re going to stake a claim to the land, you’re going to need a reason for it – and by definition for Rousseau the justification will be spurious. Naturally it isn’t yours rather than mine or mine rather than yours. Property is not a natural phenomenon. So you’re going to have to come up with an artificial argument to explain why you have some right to it. That argument will be fake; your entitlement will be a fiction. So we are on the road to fake arguments being 15what matter, and the more skilful you are at a fake argument the better off you will be. How things seem will matter more than reality, appearance will be the currency that we trade in. Once that happens Rousseau thinks we really are in deep trouble.

         Now the story accelerates again. The division between rich and poor gets reframed as a division between strong and weak. The rich justify what they do by saying that they’re stronger, which explains their entitlement. From spurious claims to strength over weakness it’s a small further step to the division between masters and slaves. Some human beings end up being owned by others. Property produces social divisions, which become entrenched and then get backed up by law, which requires the creation of states with coercive authority. The direction of travel is from gateposts to guards to laws to states. The first person stakes out the ground simply by marking it, but then realises that boundaries need to be guarded. To justify the existence of guards and the use of force, laws are required. Laws mean politics and then politics becomes the basis of coercion. At that point we are truly trapped.

         Why is it allowed to happen? So what if one person says this is mine – why does everyone else let that person get away with it? The answer is that the many are naturally disadvantaged against the few because they lack a single voice with which to protest. The natural condition of mankind is, after all, a solitary one. We do not possess the means to come to an agreement about what it is we all want, even if what we don’t want is already happening. It is easier for a single person, or for a small group, to tell a single, self-serving story about what’s needed: a set of rules, maybe even a set of rights, that apply to everyone. It will be a spurious tale. But it could be highly persuasive, particularly if skilfully presented.

         We fall into the trap because we come to feel we have no choice, that it is already too late to resist. To borrow a more recent term, there is a network effect at work here. The more 16people who sign up to appearance over reality, the harder it is to insist on reality. Indeed, if signing up gets you fed, gets you protection, you really have to be brave to walk away. But Rousseau thinks it’s not just a trap for the poor; it’s a trap for everyone, including the rich. Even the person who says ‘This is mine’ is boxing himself in. Rousseau makes this argument as he brings the story up to his present day, a world in which the rich relatively have so much while the poor have so very little. If some have far more than they need while others have nowhere near enough, that is bad for the rich too. Eighteenth-century ‘civilised’ societies were places where even the well-to-do suffered from cramped, shallow lives, along with persistent ill health: they were diseased, they were duped by the false promises of spurious medicines, they were corrupted by luxury, they spent their time and their attention trying to look good while forgetting about what really mattered. Rousseau rails against the hypocrisy of civilisation, with its absurd double standards that insist on artificial values over natural ones.

         In one sense it’s a relatively familiar argument: Rousseau certainly wasn’t the only person who saw through the painted sham of civilised behaviour. But it’s important to say that Rousseau’s argument goes beyond routine denunciations of the shallowness of modern life. What makes it both bracing and shocking is that he doesn’t just reject the hypocrisy of a luxurious, civilised, avaricious existence. He rejects the trappings of a settled existence entirely, including those features that we have come to think of as natural. All of it is corrupted. Pity, for instance. We never abandoned pity – we still retain that capacity to suffer for the suffering of others, even in selfish societies like ours. But Rousseau thinks pity under civilisation is different from pity under the conditions of a primitive existence, where, as he puts it, fellow feeling is ‘obscure but strong’. What he means is there isn’t a lot of weeping and wailing, there is not a lot of emoting, but there is real conviction. In a state of nature, people won’t 17cry if they see someone else suffering, but they will do something about it. He thinks that under civilisation what you get are prominent and ostentatious displays of pity, but the actual feeling is weak. It’s a view that still has bite. We cry when we see a child starving on the news but on the whole we don’t do much about it. Pity becomes performative.

         One of Rousseau’s most radical arguments – and for many of his readers, then and now, his most shocking ones – is to reject even family life as a sham. The family looks like it’s the one thing that connects us all the way back to the start of the human story. It was surely necessary even in the natural primitive state of humankind, the one inevitable co-dependency: fathers, mothers and children. But Rousseau says even that is not natural. Here he is arguing against another seventeenth-century English philosopher, John Locke, who believed that because of the way human beings are naturally constructed – pregnancy is arduous, childhood is vulnerable and weak, human beings take a long time relative to other animals to become self-sufficient – we need a lot of protecting. Mothers need support and protection during pregnancy; children need support and protection during early childhood. Inevitably this will result in a division of labour, on the standard account: fathers will look after mothers, mothers will look after babies. It’s assumed to be natural: the only way that the human species can preserve itself.

         Rousseau says no. It’s not natural. He doesn’t think in the state of nature there is a reason for fathers to wait around for the babies to be born. Some babies will live, some babies will die. He doesn’t think even pity for children will be enough to cement family ties.

         Rousseau believed that human beings are naturally both able and entitled to walk away from family life. What’s more, he didn’t just think it. He lived it. The most notoriously shocking feature of Rousseau’s personal life is that he had five children but he did not raise any of them; they were given away. That 18is, they were taken to the foundling home, which is perhaps not quite as bad as leaving them out on the hillside to die, but it’s closer to that than any idea that we might have of leaving them in a warm, safe place where someone else will look after them. Rousseau effectively abandoned his children. He eventually married their mother – a woman sometimes described as a semi-literate laundry maid – but only after the children were long gone. Maybe he thought he was being true to himself. Who knows what his motivations were? But it’s one of the reasons I don’t think it’s plausible to say of Rousseau that he is the nice philosopher. Hobbes and Locke, neither of whom had any children, were both much nicer than Rousseau.

         Rousseau may not have been nice, but he wasn’t nostalgic either. He didn’t think that it was possible to go back to an earlier, truer, better time. Human societies could not retrace, let alone reverse, their slow, incremental, and then much quicker and ultimately fatal, missteps: through wheat and iron, through property and law, through the family and the state, to luxury, to privilege, to the farcical and absurd performance of a truly modern existence. We were once something naturally but we are not natural any more. Certainly we could all do with more nature in our lives. Rousseau would encourage us all to get out into the countryside, to breathe a more natural air, even if we can’t quite fold ourselves away into the woods and forage to live like we used to. But he didn’t think that as societies we could renaturalise ourselves. Societies are not natural entities and we have all become very social animals.

         So if there’s no going back, what can we do? This is where the political philosophy comes in; indeed, it is where his later, more famous work, The Social Contract, comes in. Rousseau agrees with Hobbes that politics is not natural. It is artificial: we have to invent it. That said, the story Rousseau tells in the Second Discourse is of a politics invented inadvertently, haphazardly, without forethought. If we could do it more consciously 19than we have done in the past, then maybe there is an alternative to that stumbling path where we keep making non-choices and find ourselves in a place where we feel trapped.

         The difference here between Rousseau and Hobbes is that Rousseau explicitly rejects the primary Hobbesian mechanism for achieving artificial order, which is political representation. The only way we can achieve peace, Hobbes says, is to franchise out our decision-making power to someone or something else. Let someone or something else choose for us for the sake of stability. Rousseau rejects this and he rejects representation because for him it is the problem of, not the solution to, what’s wrong with modern, civilised life. Representation as the basis of politics means putting appearance over reality because we end up living under laws that we haven’t created for ourselves. They are someone else’s laws – someone else’s justification – which means we will have alienated our true selves.

         Rousseau wants us to reclaim our artificiality for ourselves. In The Social Contract he comes up with a deceptively simple means for achieving this, which is the possibility that we can reclaim politics by doing it collectively: we can amalgamate our wills into something called the general will, so that we as a people can say that we rule ourselves. But The Social Contract does not make it sound easy and Rousseau was clear it is really, really hard. Given what we have become, given who we are, to do law-making ourselves is incredibly difficult. It means making significant sacrifices – including giving up the pleasures of living for appearances’ sake – and it won’t be for everyone. It can probably only happen on a relatively small scale, in city-states like Geneva, which is where Rousseau was born and grew up. It requires a particular kind of social existence: what he calls ‘austere democracy’. It is not a nostalgic vision – it has none of that cosy comfort – but it is looking back to a more spartan way of life. Less luxury, less commerce, less trade, a check on corporate power, restrictions of personal freedom for the sake of the 20collective. This is not natural life but it is a more pared-down life, with fewer distractions, fewer comparisons, less amour propre, less pride. That’s really demanding. It was demanding in the eighteenth century. God knows it’s demanding now.

         The Social Contract version of politics is not presented by Rousseau as a panacea. Rather, he is suggesting it as a test against which we can judge just how far we are from a politics that might make sense for us, that might emancipate us from the trap into which we have fallen. But for his critics Rousseau’s politics is its own kind of trap: its tempting clarity conceals its impossible demands. Where does that lead? One of his critics, Benjamin Constant, looking back from 1819, blamed Rousseau for the catastrophe of the French Revolution and the Terror that followed, because he thought that The Social Contract was asking too much of modern citizens. That kind of austere collective self-rule was impossible in a society like France, a nation of tens of millions of people, by that point committed not simply to luxury but to trade and commerce and progress and the arts and the sciences and the private pleasures of personal freedom: a society made up of people like you and me. In the end, trying to save the state from the failings of political representation risks turning the state into a monster of oppression.

         But I’m not sure that Rousseau ever believed political self-rule was possible in a society like France, whatever his followers might have imagined. I think he held it up deliberately as an almost impossibly demanding standard for politics to let his contemporaries see who they really were. In the Second Discourse he shows us how far we have come from what we once were. In The Social Contract he shows us how far we are from where we need to be.

         The Second Discourse leads in other directions than just revolutionary politics. It points towards nineteenth-century theories of evolution because it is itself an evolutionary account of human development, emancipated from conventional ideas of progress. 21We somehow have become ourselves without either choosing it or knowing it: there are forces at work that have shaped us and which are in us but of which we are not in control. Rousseau’s version of evolution was not Darwin’s because he had no idea of the science to come. But it foreshadows later arguments about what it is to understand the past in evolutionary terms and to think about the ways in which even our freedoms might be predetermined by our evolutionary inheritance. The argument of the Second Discourse also points towards the twentieth-century intellectual revolution in psychotherapy and psychology, because it is in part an argument about self-knowledge. What would it mean truly to understand our origins, truly to know who we are? What would it mean to think about the ways in which we are shaped not just by the big choices, not even always by the little choices, but by the decisions we give no thought to, some of which we don’t even know that we’ve made? What would it then mean to analyse ourselves and try to understand what choices we still have left? That’s Rousseau’s project too.

         If I had to say what the central difference was between Rousseau and Hobbes – between where I started the previous book in this series and where I am starting this one – it is that Hobbes wanted us to be reconciled to the doubleness of modern life. That was the background condition of being alive in the age of artificiality: we are going to be alienated from ourselves and we are going to have to learn to live with it. It’s the price we pay for personal freedom, for creating a private space in which we can try to make something of ourselves, and then to ask others to take care and take notice. Rousseau says no: we can’t flourish under those conditions and we shouldn’t be reconciled to them. Self-assertion of that kind – founded on superficial self-definition and buttressed by representative truths – is a lie.

         Rousseau doesn’t think we can necessarily make ourselves whole again, and certainly not by retracing the story that takes us back to the natural origins of human inequality. That is more 22likely to leave us depressed at our shallow lives. But he thinks we shouldn’t give up trying, even under the artificial conditions of modernity, to be more whole, to own the artificiality for ourselves and not to accept that it’s going to be something that comes to us from the outside and is bound to be alienating. We shouldn’t give up. We should continue to fight to make modern life less alienating than it would otherwise be, particularly given what we have become: self-conscious creatures, human beings who spend a ridiculous amount of our time not pitying each other but comparing ourselves to each other, wondering whether we are better or worse than that person, wondering whether we can survive or not without that person, entering willingly and sometimes unwillingly and often unknowingly into relationships of co-dependency. Given that’s who we are – given that we are no longer natural human beings – we should own it. Given that we are so obsessed with appearance, we shouldn’t give up on the project of trying to make the appearances more real, better able to be appreciated for what they are. We should know ourselves better. Who’s to say that Rousseau is wrong about that?
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         There is a convention that has been adopted in contemporary American political commentary known as the Goldwater Rule. It says that we should resist the temptation to diagnose the psychological condition of politicians – either as actual professional psychologists or as armchair psychologists – when we haven’t actually treated them. (If we have treated them then doctor/ patient confidentiality means we should keep quiet anyway.) It’s too easy to say of this or that public figure that they clearly suffer from narcissistic personality disorder or psychopathic tendencies or whatever it is. In 1964 a group of psychiatrists was polled on whether the seemingly irascible and possibly irrational Republican presidential candidate Barry Goldwater was fit to be president. Goldwater sued the magazine that published the results and he won. Hence the rule that exists in his name. A lot of people found it very hard to abide by the Goldwater Rule during presidency of Donald Trump, but the principle still stands.

         There isn’t an equivalent to the Goldwater Rule for political philosophers. Perhaps there should be. A strong temptation often exists to diagnose a condition in order to ‘explain’ a philosopher’s view of the world. In particular, there is a tendency to speculate about whether certain well-known thinkers were on 24the autistic spectrum. I have read academic articles that say that Hobbes was clearly autistic; that Kant was clearly autistic; that Wittgenstein was clearly autistic. But perhaps the standout case is the one that is made about the philosopher who is the subject of this chapter – Jeremy Bentham.

         In 2006 an article by two psychologists, Philip Lucas and Anne Sheeran, speculated about Bentham, genius, creativity and their relationship to autism. It made the case that, from what we know about Bentham, it seems very likely that he did indeed have Asperger’s syndrome. What’s the evidence? Bentham was an obsessive systematiser: he loved looking for patterns everywhere. He also was someone who was obsessed with language and with trying to pin it down. He invented many new words – often ugly or eccentric neologisms like ‘abstractiveness’, ‘disprobabilise’ and ‘ratiocinatory’, along with a few, like ‘exhaustive’ and ‘omnicompetent’, that have entered the language. It frustrated him that many words in everyday usage were highly evasive when he really wanted to know not just what he was talking about but what other people were talking about too. He was remarkably prolix. Over the course of his long life he wrote millions and millions of words. The Bentham Project, which tries now to publish all of those words – because most of them were not published in Bentham’s lifetime – has been a generations-long endeavour at University College London. The volume of material is overwhelming and the project is ongoing. The scale of it is in part a product of Bentham’s obsession with system, with trying to nail everything down. Bentham spent his life believing that it was always possible to make things clearer.

         He was afraid of ghosts and he worried about masks. One of the features of Asperger’s syndrome is a difficulty in reading conventional social cues, particularly non-verbal signals, so that the human face itself can sometimes seem to be a mask. Bentham always wanted to know what lay behind the human mask, in large part perhaps because he struggled to read it. He 25was eccentric. He gave names to household objects: he called his teapot Dickie.

         The account that Lucas and Sheeran give is sympathetic and scholarly. All in all it’s quite convincing. But perhaps there should be a Bentham Rule for this sort of diagnosis of historical figures. It does tend to feed into a common caricature of Bentham. The conventional criticism of Bentham is that he is the philosopher who went too far – he didn’t know when to stop because he lacked a form of basic social understanding. Hence the endless, lifelong outpouring of words and systems and lists, constantly breaking things down, enumerating them, counting and recounting them, trying to recalibrate them. Here was a philosopher who didn’t know or understand all the shortcuts other people use to navigate the world and so missed too much about the human experience that, for want of a better word, more neurotypical people would understand: people who could read human expressions and human faces, people who could recognise human emotions, people who knew why the conventions were there.

         That view feeds into the two flagship examples of what’s thought to be wrong with Bentham’s philosophy, which is known as utilitarianism. The first is one of the great practical schemes of Bentham’s life and perhaps the project for which he is now best known – the Panopticon. Among the many other things that Bentham designed – including multiple suggested constitutions for various different states (France, Australia, Venezuela) – he designed a prison. It was meant to be a rational prison, based on the principle that a well-ordered jail would be one in which the governor could observe the prisoners but the prisoners could not see or know by whom they were being observed. The idea was that because they couldn’t see and couldn’t know when they were being watched they would behave better. The Panopticon – which Bentham spent half a lifetime trying to persuade the British government to build – was organised to maximise good 26behaviour at minimum cost. But for many people it seems like a parody of Enlightenment thinking, the inhuman version of rational efficiency that misses what really matters, which is what it would feel like to be watched without knowing that you were being watched. ‘Panopticon’ has become a ubiquitous term for the horrors of a surveillance society. So the Panopticon is exhibit one against Bentham.

         Exhibit two is utilitarianism itself, as summed up by Bentham’s notorious catchphrase: ‘The greatest happiness of the greatest number’. For Bentham the purpose of utilitarianism was to provide both the principle and the standard against which all human endeavours should be judged: do they add to the sum of human happiness? In some respects it looks like an unobjectionable point of view. We are all for happiness, aren’t we? But for his many critics it is also a grossly reductive perspective because it is all about number. It’s another of Bentham’s adding-up schemes and his critics have often said that therefore it prioritises quantity over quality. It doesn’t discriminate between the different types or kinds of happiness because, in order to be enumerated, they all have to be commensurable and translatable into a common currency. That currency is the calculus of pleasure and pain, though which all human endeavours are to be assessed. After all, what is it that we all want? Pleasure. What is it that we want to avoid? Pain. The rest is just window dressing.

         As a result Bentham is sneered at as the person who famously thought that ‘pushpin’ (or let’s say pinball) and poetry are just as good, and just as good for us, as each other: you take your pleasures where you find them. There aren’t the higher pleasures and the lower pleasures. There’s just whatever hits the spot. So he is caricatured as ‘the calculating machine’, which is how his Victorian critics (including Dickens) saw him, the man who just added up like a human abacus, unfeeling, unthinking, unrecognising of the variety of human life, the complexity of human 27existence, the inadvertence of human fate, the man who was so busy with systems that he missed what it meant to be alive.

         That’s the criticism of Bentham and it isn’t just a caricature: it is grossly unfair, untrue both to the man and to his philosophy. Why is it so unfair? Apart from the fact that it seems to me to be prejudiced against the way that someone like Bentham might experience the world, it misses the key to the diagnosis of autism, which it masks. Bentham probably was someone who found it hard to read certain kinds of conventional forms of non-verbal communication. But the result of that was he wanted to know what lay behind the masks that he couldn’t read. His basic question, therefore, wasn’t so different from Rousseau’s: why do we do it like this? Tell me why because I just don’t understand. There was a form of bracing naivety about Bentham, which perhaps came from his psychological condition. He wanted to know what lay behind all this baffling behaviour. Explain it to me! Explain it to me in a language I can understand, because at the moment it doesn’t make any sense. Why are we doing it like this?

         This brings to mind someone else who has Asperger’s syndrome and who is easily caricatured (in her case as a one-person Scandinavian death cult): Greta Thunberg. Thunberg – who talks about it openly – says that the great advantage for her of her condition is precisely that it encourages her to ask the ‘why’ question. Where other people just accept this is how we do it, this is the way things are, she says: Tell me why. Because it sure looks like madness from over here. If there is a good reason, then fine – I’ll accept it. But justify it to me and justify it to me in a way I can understand. So don’t do it by nods and winks, don’t do it by your secret signs and conventions, spell it out, spell it out in language anyone can understand. Why are we still doing this? It’s a very good question.

         Bentham asked that question all his adult life. He lived from 1748 to 1832, which means he was born a couple of years before 28Rousseau published his First Discourse and he died the year of the First – or as it was known at the time, the Great – Reform Act, which marks the beginnings of the democratisation of the British state, something for which Bentham was not directly responsible but for which he was at least in small part the inspiration. He believed in progress, unlike Rousseau. He saw some of it in his life, but to be honest not much. I think he would have felt that in truth, particularly in Britain, there had been depressingly little progress during his lifetime, which is the reason he kept asking why.

         For Bentham the great utility of utilitarianism was not just that it allowed him to enumerate and to systematise and to come up with his endless lists and schemes. It was that it allowed him to pose the basic question of politics: why are we still doing this? Because it sure looks like madness from over here. He was able to say to the defenders of the status quo that if their justification for things remaining as they are is that it adds to the sum of human happiness, then great, we can discuss it: you may be right, you may be wrong, let’s add it all up and see. If that’s your justification you can’t object to me getting out my calculating machine. But if you have some other justification – if this is not about human happiness – then I’m all ears: tell me. But you have to remember that it can’t simply be that it’s good for people overall, because that’s just utilitarianism again (‘overall’, after all, is a question of maths). So either you are going to have to accept the terms of my argument and then we can talk numbers, or you are not, in which case, Bentham says, I really want to know what you think is more important than human happiness. He did not leave any room to fudge the fundamental questions.

         One way to think about Bentham’s utilitarianism is that it acts as a kind of acid. It’s not some dry, arcane numbering system, cold and remote. It is designed to burn through all the crap by which we are surrounded. Bentham had that image in 29mind when he talked about cleaning out the Augean stables of public life. Think of all the accumulated detritus and nonsense of the centuries that inevitably builds up around human institutions and human societies, all the elaborate structures and roles and performances of modern life that we end up taking for granted. Utilitarianism won’t burn through all of it because presumably some of it makes sense and can be justified as a necessary contribution to our collective well-being. But utilitarianism will burn through the nonsense; what’s left is what counts. Bentham didn’t think that what would be left would just be mindlessly pleasure-seeking individuals, let alone – in another common caricature of utilitarianism – pure human selfishness. Life was rich and complicated and Bentham knew that people found happiness and pleasure in all sorts of extraordinary and unusual ways. No one should prejudge what’s worth doing. But at least what was left wouldn’t be garbage; at least what was left would have to make a certain kind of sense.

         Bentham’s utilitarianism was designed to limit pain, particularly unnecessary human suffering. But it was not intended to free us from pain, since pain is an inevitable part of the human condition. He was no more in the business of peddling a preposterous panacea than was Rousseau. What he thought we could all be liberated from – given the chance – was blatant idiocy, especially when it was imposed on people without their consent. In the end idiocy will cause suffering and the sufferers know it. That suffering should therefore be used to expose and ultimately to end the idiocy.

         The first book that Bentham wrote he published anonymously in 1776. This was what’s come to be known as A Fragment on Government, in which Bentham offers a utilitarian interpretation of the laws of England. In other words, he applies the acid test of the greatest happiness of the greatest number to the established legal system and finds it hopelessly wanting. His particular target was a jurist and Tory politician called William 30Blackstone, whose four-volume Commentaries was meant to provide a textbook overview of the whole of English law. Once Bentham had finished with him – and with his justifications for the status quo – there was not much left. The acid had done its work. Much of the law is revealed to be nonsense.

         Some of this nonsense was made up by the various legal fictions that lawyers insist are necessary. These are things that they acknowledge aren’t true and have no strict bearing on reality but are somehow required because otherwise the law won’t really work. We have to pretend things exist that don’t so that we can get the results that we want. Bentham wanted to know why. Why can’t we describe things as they are? If we indulge in make-believe how do we know we’re not kidding ourselves? The nonsense also included the technical language of the law. Bentham loathed all the mumbo-jumbo, all the jargon. He particularly hated the fact that the law was often not in English, but in Latin, which was another barrier to comprehension (just as Protestant reformers had once complained about the Bible being in Latin). Why did lawyers – like priests – not want people to understand what they were up to?

         Essentially Bentham despaired of the fact that anyone in late-eighteenth-century England who came before the law had a pretty good chance of not being able to understand what was being said to him or her, because it was a language to itself. Part of the reason that Bentham wanted to create his own language was to establish a set of agreed terms that could be understood by all sides. It’s true that Bentham’s mooted alternatives often seemed more obscure than the terms he was trying to replace – a private jargon in place of a public one. Nonetheless, the ambition was to start, if not quite from scratch, at least somewhere nearer to ground level. Legal talk was far too highfalutin – the worst of it was what Bentham famously described as ‘nonsense upon stilts’.

         That phrase specifically referred to the language of ‘natural 31rights’, which Bentham thought avoided all the important questions by shutting them down (the implication being that ‘natural rights’ are beyond dispute). Rights for Bentham were human creations so they could not be natural. To say that they were would be to imply that their worth is self-evident: natural in the sense that no one could argue with it. That’s what drove Bentham mad: saying something is beyond argument is merely to fail to come up with an argument for it. (In fact, ‘natural’ often means traditional: it’s just the way we’ve always done it. But that is precisely what needs to be justified.)

         Why did people – above all, lawyers – talk this rubbish? Bentham thought that there were really only three possibilities. One was that it wasn’t actually rubbish: it just sounded like nonsense but in fact it did make sense. In that case, Bentham wanted to hear the justification in utilitarian terms. Perhaps we do this – talk in Latin, invoke natural rights, make use of legal fictions – because it leaves people better off, it adds to the sum of human well-being. It seems unlikely, but who knows? Once the argument is conceded in these terms Bentham would have felt at least able to make his case back – to try to show that the defenders of the status quo had miscalculated. If it wasn’t nonsense then at least there was something to discuss.

         The second possibility was that the lawyers knew that it was nonsense and not only did they not care, they valued it because of the narrow, personal benefit they got from it. The sum of human happiness was not their concern. Legal nonsense was a mask to hide behind, where scheming could take place without the public being able to know. In modern words, it was a scam. The legal system had been allowed to remain unreformed because it existed for lawyers to feather their own nests. Bentham was prone to believing that. He had a paranoid streak and sometimes he sounds a bit like what we would now call a conspiracy theorist. He certainly wondered whether the legal system wasn’t some vast conspiracy against the public; but 32he was hardly alone in that. Over a century later, in his play The Doctor’s Dilemma, George Bernard Shaw has one of his characters declare that all the professions are ‘conspiracies against the laity’: medicine, accountancy, the law. They are designed not to be understood by the people who require their services. Bentham suspected that leaving the law in the hands of those with the requisite inside knowledge simply allowed them to turn that knowledge to their own benefit.

         But there was another possibility too, which is that lawyers might not have known they were talking nonsense. Perhaps they would have liked to have known, but they didn’t. They weren’t deliberately setting out to deceive people, but they were trapped in traditions or conventions that they took for granted. It was part of the training and it was how you got ahead: you just had to learn the lingo. It wasn’t a conspiracy, as such. It was a kind of obliviousness.

         To summarise Bentham’s three possibilities: one, lawyers are reasonable people, in which case utilitarianism provides the grounds for a real argument; two, they are crooks, in which case utilitarianism will expose them; three, they are fools, in which case utilitarianism will educate them. Argue with them, expose them, educate them: win, win, win.

         An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, which was written in 1780 and published nine years later, is the definitive early statement of Bentham’s broader utilitarian approach. It’s an attempt to go beyond simply trying to remedy what’s wrong with the English legal system and to argue for grounding all systems of punishment, sanction, moral approval and disapproval, on utilitarian principles. It is a book full of lists and taxonomies, numbered and accounted for, as Bentham tries to break down his readers’ assumptions. As a result, it is not an easy read. There are a lot of jagged little pills to swallow. Still, Bentham is pressing his essential case. We need to take our medicine so that we can all get better. If we refuse, what is it we are 33afraid of? A little discomfort, when so much is at stake? Or is it something more sinister?

         In the book, Bentham methodically goes through the various arguments people use for resisting the utilitarian calculus. And he demolishes them. One of the arguments that Bentham considers for rejecting the idea that human happiness is the only suitable basis for evaluating schemes to improve human well-being is asceticism, which is explicitly against pleasure. It says there is something wrong with the pursuit of pleasure and that to seek it out is bad for us and ultimately will leave us worse off. This is primarily, though not exclusively, a religious philosophy. Bentham takes it seriously but he does not ultimately think that there is a serious case that can be made for it.

         There is an easy and a more complex utilitarian argument against asceticism. The easy response is to say even ascetics value pleasure; they just get their pleasure from self-denial. The danger with this line of thought is that it is a little too easy and may in the end be question-dodging itself. It is always possible to say that anything someone does they do because they want to do it, and they must want to do it because it brings them some kind of satisfaction. The flagellant, the faster, the hermit: aren’t they just doing their own thing like the rest of us? Perhaps. But it doesn’t get us very far because it doesn’t leave room for further discussion. If you tell the man who is scourging himself that deep down he’s enjoying it, and he says that he isn’t, you’ll end up going round and round in circles.

         Bentham suggests that in many cases the ascetic is deriving pleasure from his asceticism, but he is also aware that he needs more than that. So Bentham takes seriously that saints might actually be motivated by saintliness: they’re not just doing it because they are as selfish as the rest of us, but because they believe that self-denial is a virtue and self-seeking pleasure is a vice. Fine, Bentham says, let’s take that at face value; what would a social system built on such a philosophy be like? 34How would it work? Asceticism fails the task of scaling up to a general guide to morals and legislation because there are no systems of government or law that actively seek to harm people. Bentham is acutely aware of the irony here since there are many systems of government and law that do in fact harm people. Indeed, there are many terrible systems of government, but they do not set out to be terrible. No government advertises itself as being in the business of maximising harm, however much harm it ends up causing. As Bentham says, show me the system of government where the rulers say they are trying to encourage highwaymen and robbery and larceny because they love pain and they think it’s good for their people to suffer. None do, even the most wicked and corrupt. Even the worst systems try to justify themselves by saying they’ll make people better off. Therefore ascetics will never be able to justify their creed as a social system and if you can’t justify it as a social system then it’s your own business if you want to lead a self-flagellating life. Just don’t inflict it on others.

         There’s another set of possible arguments against utilitarianism that Bentham considers. He calls these the arguments from sympathy and antipathy, by which he means the view that certain things are right or wrong not because of what they add to the sum of human happiness but because of the ways in which we are either attracted to or repelled by them. Perhaps some things are rightly rejected by us not on any utilitarian calculus but simply because they are repellent: we just know that they are wrong. A particular version of that argument that Bentham often heard and hated is that they are wrong because they are ‘unnatural’. In other words, our nature tells us they are against our nature. We don’t need to say what we mean by unnatural and what harm is being caused. It is enough to insist that these are unnatural practices and for that reason alone they must be stopped. You still hear it said today.

         What is Bentham’s response? He says only two things could 35possibly be true here. One is that this is simple prejudice. If the argument is that this is wrong because it’s repellent to the speaker, it does not follow that personal repulsion is sufficient to turn it into a social or political sanction, even though the speaker may well be genuinely repelled. That for Bentham would be the very definition of prejudice: how I feel about something is going to be how you all have to live.

         So that’s one possibility and it’s completely unsustainable. The other possibility is that when people say something is unnatural they mean it is generally repugnant, in the sense that the balance of human responses is against it. But that Bentham says is a utilitarian argument being masked or clouded in the language of nature. If something is wrong on balance then we need an agreed scale to measure those responses and the balance of harms being caused. Bentham is making a philosophical point but this isn’t an ivory-tower argument. After all, what sorts of things get described as unnatural practices? Most often, it is matters of sex and sexuality. In the eighteenth century, homosexuality was not simply considered to be unnatural: it was a capital offence. What was invariably referred to as the Sodomy or the Buggery Act meant individuals could be hanged for homosexual acts. And this wasn’t just some dead-letter law. People were hanged for these offences during Bentham’s lifetime and beyond it. The last two men to be executed in England for sodomy were hanged in public in 1835, three years after Bentham died. One was a man called James Pratt and the other a man called John Smith. They were seen by the landlord of an inn performing what were described as ‘unnatural’ acts and they were put to death for it, notwithstanding the pleas for clemency from both men’s wives. This is what is at stake in the language of unnatural crimes.

         Bentham finds the brutal criminalisation of homosexuality grotesque. Again, he says there are only two possibilities here: either some men are being hanged because of prejudice and that 36is unconscionable; or they’re hanged because these acts detract from the sum of human well-being, whereas killing them adds to the sum of human well-being, which simply can’t be true. For Bentham, consensual sex is one of the main sources of pleasure. Consensual sexual acts between two men done in private are not merely no one else’s business; they add to the sum of human pleasure. To hang them for it must be either wicked or completely and utterly absurd; it may well be both.

         In late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century England many things were punishable by death. Small acts of theft – anything more than five shillings – was classed as a capital crime, of which there were more than 200 on the statute books, and though not many were hanged for those kinds of offences some were, and many others were transported. In An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation Bentham spends a lot of time systematising, itemising and neologising in order to describe what a proportionate utilitarian code of crime and punishment would look like. Working through it all is not easy. He uses words like propinquity, efficaciousness, sensibility, proportionality. It looks dry but it simply means that one must always ask: does this crime really merit this punishment? Will this sanction leave people better off overall? Is hanging a man for stealing five shillings proportionate? It can’t be.

         But Bentham is interested in politics as well as punishment. Here his focus is less on the grotesque – though politics often has its grotesque aspects too – and more on the pointlessly foolish. One of the uses of utilitarianism is to get people to think about whether they are asking the right questions. Bentham applies that to questions of taxation. No one likes paying tax. It causes pain in the sense that someone who derives pleasure from being taxed is vanishingly rare. As a result people often try to justify why they shouldn’t pay tax. One argument might well be that this is a question or a principle of natural justice, of fundamental right. This can get dressed up as the sanctity of private 37property, as though I have some kind of natural or God-given right to this thing, and therefore you can’t take it from me. But rights are human artefacts with human origins. Bentham just wants people to think harder than they do about where these rights come from.

         What if, although we don’t like paying tax, the reason that we have to pay this particular tax is because an earlier tax was avoided by the people who ought to have paid it and so the tax has passed down the system and it’s arrived at us? We get on our high horse and start talking about the sanctity of private property. But we wouldn’t do that if we knew that the only reason we were being asked to pay this tax is that other people had evaded it, at which point we might well say well they should pay it. What price the sanctity of private property then? We wouldn’t be talking about the sanctity of anything; we would be talking about the efficaciousness of the system if we asked the right question.

         Utilitarianism helps us see that what are often presented as matters of high principle are in fact questions of practical outcomes and trade-offs. On the whole everything is connected (and one of the advantages of a conspiratorial mindset is the ability to see how things are connected). The real issue is how we have chosen to arrange things, sometimes foolishly, often carelessly. If we arranged things better people would be less unhappy, and when they are less unhappy people talk – and believe – less nonsense. It’s a virtuous circle – in theory, anyway.

         Benthamite utilitarianism stands at the foundation of modern economics, which is based on comparing the utility of different outcomes. There are many things to be said against modern economics, including its infuriating propensity to connect the dots of human behaviour and call it the truth about human behaviour. Economics can go wrong when economists get too enamoured of their systems and their models and forget that human beings aren’t necessarily as they picture them. Like 38Bentham, it’s possible to become so keen on devising an interoperable scheme of assessment that you forget what it is you are trying to assess. But there is also a sound Benthamite argument for economics, which is that it does at least often save us from all the nonsense by which we are surrounded. I sometimes think of Jeremy Bentham when I read Paul Krugman, the Nobel prize-winning economist and New York Times columnist, who has been writing pretty much the same column every few weeks for the last twenty years. It says: we have to stop believing this rubbish just because it feels right or we want it to be right or we don’t like the people who tell us it is wrong. Instead, here are the numbers. Economics if it’s worth anything should at least spare us from being fed garbage in the name of high principle and natural justice.

         But there are still things to be said against Benthamite utilitarianism. One was expressed by the Victorian philosopher John Stuart Mill, who started out as a devoted Benthamite but then came to have doubts (as so often the most telling criticisms of a worldview come from the people who used to believe in it). Mill felt that there was a great danger in the direct pursuit of utility. If we spend our lives asking whether this or that adds to the sum of human happiness, we will miss the wood for the trees. So, for instance, love is not particularly amenable to utilitarian questions. If you are wondering whether or not to join yourself with another human being it’s probably not best to frame that as a utility question: will this union add to the sum of human happiness? You might be better off – and therefore you might add to the sum of human happiness – by simply following your heart. There is a case for saying that to achieve net utility it is better if people don’t keep seeking it out, that the route at the very least has to be inadvertent. You have to go round the edges and surprise yourself with happiness.

         There’s a further criticism that is an extension of this line of argument. Most people, it’s clear, shouldn’t be dogmatic 39utilitarians in their everyday lives because it gets in the way of love or art, of poetry or beauty. Don’t look at a painting and ask yourself if this is adding to the sum of human happiness; look at a painting and ask yourself: does it move me with its beauty? But still there’s the thought that in the organisation of society there should be some people keeping an eye on the aggregate of human happiness. Somebody has to do it. This can then be turned into what has been called Government House utilitarianism, which is the idea that most people shouldn’t be and aren’t utilitarians, but the people who run society should be and often are. The result is a gap between those who make the rules – including their understanding of what lies behind the rules – and the rest who have to live by them. It produces a remote, technocratic, utilitarian elite. Here is another mask, worn by the people who rule us and make decisions for our benefit but not in terms they want to communicate to us in case we get confused and start pursuing utility for ourselves.

         The most egregious examples of Government House utilitarianism are often associated with colonial projects of betterment, whereby supposedly more enlightened rulers from supposedly more enlightened societies make decisions for people who are not thought to be fit to make those judgements for themselves. From there you get quite quickly to the criticism of Bentham that he was not just the architect of the Panopticon, he was the architect of the Panopticon society, the philosopher who ultimately believed that entire societies should have their overseers, keeping an eye on us, making sure that we are conforming to the greatest happiness of the greatest number without telling us how or even why. We are observed but we are not aware of when we are being observed because we are being tweaked and adjusted and nudged in the direction of human betterment at the cost of our freedom and indeed of our self-knowledge. That is the critique that most often resonates today. It is no coincidence that Edward Snowden – the WikiLeaks whistle blower 40– had as his nickname for the NSA ‘the Panopticon’: America’s security apparatus is the prison in which people are watched without knowing they are being watched.

         Then there’s the private world of the digital surveillance society, or ‘surveillance capitalism’ as it’s come to be known. In the privatised version of the Panopticon we are constantly being not only watched but also nudged by the machines in our pockets that bleep and burp at us with little triggers that are designed to give us dopamine hits so that we can endlessly compare and contrast ourselves to others and wonder if we are missing out and buy new things and get stimulated in such a way that we are endlessly being treated like we are part of the giant push-pin of human life. You do end up with something that sounds like it’s a grotesque parody of Bentham’s utilitarianism.

         So what is there to say back against these criticisms? Much, though I will limit myself to three brief responses. First it is a question of context and the balance of risk. The argument that if we pursue utility through utilitarianism we will miss out on the important things in life – that if we are too busy worrying about what’s useful we will miss out on what’s beautiful – can appear to be a luxury, enjoyed by societies that think they have dealt with more prosaic matters of basic human welfare. It is dangerous to believe that such matters have ever truly been dealt with. Of course there are also dangers in economic calculus, that we will miss out on things that aren’t so easily quantified. Excessive quantification can lead us to forget that there are qualitative differences between human experiences. Sometimes. But that wasn’t the most important thing in the kind of society that Bentham was living in, where men could be executed for consensual sexual acts. In those circumstances the balance of risk is the other way. Then it’s far more dangerous not to do utilitarianism than to do it, to leave untouched the barriers in the way of seeing the truth: the truth being that many, many human beings are suffering terribly and unnecessarily for the sake of 41doctrines and arguments that are just garbage. In that kind of society – and I think we have to judge for ourselves whether or not we still live in that kind of society – the balance is in favour of empowering the utilitarians to do their stuff. Pour the acid and see what happens. Yes, there are risks: it might burn through things of real value. But when many people are suffering unnecessarily, it is more important to burn through whatever it is that is holding that suffering in place.

         Second, there is the Panopticon itself. Bentham spent many years and much exasperation trying to persuade the British Parliament to fund Panopticon schemes to build better prisons, at a time when existing prisons were extraordinarily grim places. One should remember that the original Panopticon must not be compared with a nice twenty-first-century Scandinavian prison but with the hellhole of Newgate. Parliament, having seemingly said to Bentham that they would build one of his prisons, consistently let him down. He was endlessly frustrated by their failure to do what they said they would do and he felt he had been betrayed by the deviousness of politicians. His response was not to seek out some private benefactor to build his prison but instead to attempt to reform politics itself. Parliament was the real problem. It too had become a masked institution, inaccessible to ordinary people, standing on its own ceremony and privilege, and justifying its practices on the basis of customs that no one was inclined to interrogate. Parliamentary politics was opaque and corrupt, the remedy for which was obvious: more openness. It had to be possible to see what was really going on.

         As a result, Bentham became a radical democrat, more radical the older he got, and not simply radical by the standards of his times but also in some ways by the standards of ours. The Britain in which he lived was not really a democratic state at all: its elections were a charade, often farcical versions of democratic politics, complete with rotten boroughs, a tiny franchise and almost everyone excluded. Bentham argued for three basic 42reforms: secret ballots so that people could express preferences in private and not be bullied; a widely extended franchise so that working men could vote (votes for women was still a step too far, though there is no question that Bentham ultimately saw no reason to exclude anyone); and annual parliaments with annual elections, so that elected representatives did not have time to turn themselves into a private club. Make them answer for themselves on a yearly basis – no politicians should be allowed to think that their powers are a sinecure.

         We have ended up with two of those three: we have secret ballots, we have a very wide franchise (though children are still excluded), but we don’t have annual parliaments. The closest to that in an established democracy is the US House of Representatives, where all must stand for re-election every two years. But that process has been usurped in a different way, by widespread gerrymandering, so that districts have been captured by party interests and some politicians are able to treat them as sinecures, so long as they keep the most vocal base of their own party happy. Bentham would have wanted to throw his acid all over that.

         His Panopticon disappointments helped turn Bentham into a democrat. He did not become a Government House utilitarian – quite the reverse. He came to see that the great advantage of democracy was that it gave people the chance to push back against those who thought they knew best but were really just channelling their narrow private interests. Forcing politicians out of their closeted worlds – bursting their bubbles – was one of the contributions that utilitarianism could make to the welfare of the rest of us. It broadened their horizons by forcing them to listen to things they would prefer to ignore.

         Finally, what would Bentham say about our digitised, surveilled, bleep-bleep world where we are nudged and triggered for cheap pleasures? He would be horrified by it. There’s nothing in Bentham’s writings that suggests that he wanted us to live 43like this. He would doubtless be astonished by it because it is so technologically distant from eighteenth-century life, but he would recognise some of what’s going on here. We are being manipulated for the sake of narrow, private interests, something he railed against all his life. And he would ask the most basic question of all, the utilitarian question: is it making us happy? Is living with these machines in our pockets leaving us content? Is the constant search for gratification online adding to the sum of human pleasure? There are pleasures being triggered for sure, little pleasures and little pains in a hyped-up economy of dopamine hits and nagging privations. But is all this actually leaving us better off? If we suspect that it isn’t – and I do strongly suspect that it isn’t – then we have to ask the inevitable follow-up question: why are we doing it like this?

         It’s not natural, that’s for sure. This is a human-made world. So why do we allow it to prey on some of our worst human instincts? How did we end up so quickly in a situation where this technology, which had so much potential, has been captured by vast, monolithic, heartless corporate interests, which justify what they do in the vapid language of ‘connectedness’ and ‘empowerment’? Bentham would say we only really have one tool to help us answer these questions – utilitarianism. If you ask the utilitarian questions, it won’t be good enough to be told that this is just the way that technology is and we have no choice but to go along for the ride. It won’t be enough for some people to say this is just how free markets work and freedom is something sacred so we must be very careful about interfering with the sanctity of personal choice, when anyone paying attention can see that our choices are being manipulated by forces beyond our power to control. Saying that we are being manipulated and deceived does not make you a conspiracy theorist. It makes you a utilitarian. Apply the acid test of utility to our digitised world and then ask if there is really nothing we can do to make ourselves happier. 44

         Our surveillance societies are not an extension, nor even a parody, of Benthamite utilitarianism. They are precisely the kind of social construct that utilitarianism is designed to help us escape because it allows us to see that none of this is inevitable. We need to focus back on the business of human well-being/ happiness/pleasure, not narrowly conceived – certainly not conceived as narrowly as many giant technology companies seem to conceive it – but conceived broadly. In An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation Bentham has a remarkably broad template for what might count as pleasure. People can get pleasure from all sorts of things; they can even get pleasure from pain, they can certainly get pleasure from self-sacrifice, they can get pleasure from simply caring about other human beings. There are a million ways we can find satisfaction. Bentham is not a reductive political philosopher. If this has become a reductive technology it shouldn’t be blamed on Bentham’s way of thinking. Bentham is definitely not the villain of the twenty-first-century story. Jeremy Bentham, a strange but also, his many friends insisted, a deeply lovable man, is a hero for our times.
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            Frederick Douglass,

            My Bondage and My Freedom (1855)

         

         Rousseau posed the definitive version of the ‘why’ question: why do the rich have so much and the poor so little? More to the point, why are the rich the ones who get to make the rules, given that there are so few of them? But in some ways the starkest version of the ‘why’ question – which is also a ‘how’ question (Why did it happen? How did it happen?) – was the one posed a hundred years later by the American writer Frederick Douglass. It comes from the second of his autobiographies – he wrote three in all – which he called My Bondage and My Freedom. It was published in 1855 when Douglass was thirty-seven or thirty-eight, at roughly the halfway point of his life. It returns to the question that he posed throughout his life and never fully answered because it was never fully answerable. Why was I born a slave?

         We don’t actually know when Frederick Douglass was born – because he was born a slave. He thought that he was probably born in February 1818, but even at the end of his life he was still trying to find out the exact date of his birth because birthdates were not marked for people like him. He died in 1895, so his was a life that traversed most of the nineteenth century. The likely year of his birth was the year that Andrew Jackson invaded Florida to take it from the Spanish; the year of his death was the year in which the first patent for an automobile was registered in the United States. Douglass saw nineteenth-century America unfold. He saw the end of slavery. He saw Reconstruction and 46he saw the end of Reconstruction and the rebirth of a racist order in the American South. He saw the emergence of a new age of inequality, the Gilded Age. But the question that he poses in My Bondage and My Freedom predates all that. He first asked it near the very beginning of his life, as a child of seven or eight: why am I a slave? Was there ever a time when this was not so? How did the condition commence? Why? How?

         Even as a child – albeit as recalled thirty years later – Douglass concluded that there was no answer to that question that he could accept, in the sense that there was no possible justification for his circumstances. Even back then – in Maryland, where he was born – he understood that there were some black people of his acquaintance who were not slaves and some white people who were not slaveholders. So even as a child he knew that the answer could not be colour, in that it could not be to do with the nature of black and white. There was no plausible natural explanation for this hierarchy, and if there was no natural explanation then the only possible answer was, as he puts it, ‘not colour but crime’. It was theft. Slavery cannot be justified; it can only be explained as one set of people stealing freedom from another set of people.

         That was the conclusion Douglass came to as a child and he never deviated from it. One of its implications is that there is no argument to be made against slavery because to argue against slavery is to imply the possibility of a counterargument for slavery. Douglass was absolutely clear that there could be no back-and-forth on this question. Slavery was something that could never be explained in terms that the slave – that Frederick Douglass – could accept, not by anyone, not ever. And he never did accept it. There was in that sense nothing to discuss.

         In the Second Discourse Rousseau says that attempts to justify the domination of the powerful over the powerless are invariably symptoms of the condition that they are trying to explain. In other words, these are arguments that make sense only if 47you have already accepted that the people making them have the right to determine the terms of the debate. Slaves can be required to justify the authority of their masters because they are slaves – because they have no choice. That is not justification of slavery; it is simply an instantiation of slavery.

         This is what Douglass saw happening among his fellow slaves when he was growing up and it made him despair. He heard discussions between slaves about whether they had a good master or a bad master – about whether they were lucky or unlucky in that respect – even though there was no possible basis for those distinctions. Clearly there could be a distinction between the degrees of cruelty meted out by masters and overseers but there were no grounds for distinguishing between good or bad – including between good fortune or bad fortune – because those distinctions had completely collapsed. For a human being who is owned by another human being to describe anything about that relationship as good says nothing except that the person is unfree, since no one who was free would ever say that.

         Just as there is nothing that the slave can say that can make sense of slavery, so there’s nothing that the slaveholder can say. Douglass was not a utilitarian but his arguments have echoes of the way Bentham exposed the personal prejudices that often lie behind general principles, particularly when these principles are expressed in the language of ‘nature’. One of the great things about the acid test of utilitarianism is that it asks of any argument whether it is justifiable in terms that transcend the interests of the person making it. Douglass was clear that he never heard an argument for slavery that could stand up to that challenge because justifications for slavery only make sense if you are a slaveowner, not a slave. An individual might be better off on one side of that line rather than the other but it is impossible to generalise from the interests of a particular individual to a general social rule. There is nothing to be said for slavery beyond the personal preferences – and therefore prejudices – of 48the slaveowner. The sole general truth about slavery that is applicable in all cases regardless of personal circumstances is that it is a crime.

         So if there was no argument to be had about slavery, what remains to be said or to be done? You can’t reason with it. The only thing to do is to try to get out from under it by whatever means are available. All means are legitimate. The first response of Frederick Douglass, the child born a slave, was to try to find any kind of escape that he could. The initial step he took was to learn to read. He had been sent as a child from the plantation on which he was born to a family in Baltimore who were relatives of his original owners. The wife of the man who was his new master took a liking to the young Frederick Douglass and decided he should be educated, so she taught him his letters. It is important to emphasise that in Douglass’s account of his education he didn’t think he needed to learn to read in order to understand what was wrong with slavery. Reading was not emancipation and nor was it enlightenment. He had already fully understood his condition before he learned to read. He had asked the question ‘Why am I a slave?’ three or four years earlier and answered it – or rather understood that there was no answer worth hearing. He didn’t need his letters for that. Rather, learning to read was a form of resistance, simply because it was forbidden.

         The husband of the woman who taught him to read, once he discovered what was going on, forbade it on the grounds that it was against the order of things for slaves to be educated. Eventually he persuaded his wife of the truth of that proposition and she stopped teaching Douglass, punishing him when she caught him trying to read a newspaper. But of course nothing could persuade Douglass of that. From this point on he had to be entirely self-taught. He found a copy of a book called The Colombian Orator, which was a standard ‘how to speak’ guide of early-nineteenth-century America, and he learned from 49that. This experience taught him two things: first of all, if it’s the case that education is taboo for slaves then slavery itself is the anathema, since anything that outlaws education is itself a crime; and second, it confirmed that everything about slavery was unnatural because the woman who taught him to read was doing a natural thing, a kind thing, something Rousseau would have recognised – she was motivated by a form of pity. She was behaving naturally until her husband came in with an entirely spurious and artificial argument to dupe her into believing that it was in her interests to prevent this boy from reading. There is nothing natural about slavery because even natural kindness has to be driven out of the people who have it.

         Learning to read was the first step in resistance because it was an assertion of his basic humanity against the inhumanity of his masters. The next thing that Douglass did to resist was to fight back. As a young man who knew his letters he got a reputation for being difficult – an ‘uppity’ slave – and he was moved around from place to place until he was eventually sent to a man with the terrible nickname Covey the Slave-breaker. Covey was an overseer whose job was to break the resistance of young male slaves who didn’t know their place. So he set about breaking Frederick Douglass. In his autobiography Douglass describes this process and it is deeply painful to read because Covey did indeed break him. As Douglass says, he was ground down by a mixture of physical and psychological torture. Douglass had seen many terrible things as a slave, many tortures, many killings, but when it was done to him in this systematic way he could not bear it. It destroyed him.

         Yet the way in which he broke was not that he stopped resisting but rather that he fought back in an entirely heedless way because he realised he no longer had anything to lose. He reached the point at which he recognised that were he to resist – and by now he had grown into a tall, physically imposing adolescent – it would likely cost him his life. He didn’t care. Again it 50is important to emphasise that in Douglass’s telling of his story he is not saying that this heedlessness is somehow the hidden strength of the slave, that the advantage the slave has over the slaveholder is that the slave has got nothing to lose because even death might be a release. Douglass is completely clear that he does not want to die and that it is truly terrible to be in a situation where even the loss of one’s life no longer seems like something to shy away from. That is not the strength of the slave; that is the horror of being a slave.

         One day when he couldn’t take it any more and Covey came for him once again with his fists the young Douglass fought back and eventually overpowered his attacker. It is what happened next that astonished both men. When Covey called for help, realising he was being outfought by someone who was heedless of the consequences, the onlookers did not come to his assistance and they allowed the fight to run its course. In the end it was Covey who was broken by this experience. Douglass describes it as one of the most important moments in his entire life, when he realised he could fight back and yet somehow survive. But having fought back and having broken the slave-breaker he was still a slave. In that respect nothing had changed. His resistance hadn’t freed him in any meaningful way. It had freed him in a partial sense from the perpetual torture and constant fear of what might happen next, but it had not freed him from slavery: he was still entirely the possession of other human beings. And so the final stage of taking himself out from under the crushing weight of the slave system was literally to escape it.

         Douglass’s autobiography contains a celebrated and harrowing description of the plan that he concocted with a small group of fellow young male slaves over a number of months to try to get away: that is, to make a run for it to the North. The terror of that experience as he describes it was like living in a monstrous version of the Panopticon. To live under slavery is to be constantly overseen by people that you cannot see. You cannot be 51sure who is watching you because you are forever at the mercy of those who may at any moment decide to take arbitrary action against you, to punish you for something that you have done or something you haven’t done. To conspire under those conditions is terrifying. Bentham’s Panopticon was designed among other things to prevent prisoners from conspiring together. I’m not trying to draw a line from Bentham to slavery – far from it – but there is in the slave world a warped version of the logic of surveillance: if you never know when you are being watched you never know when you might be caught.

         This creates the awful tension in Douglass’s account. When do you make your move? How do you know the watchers aren’t simply biding their time and waiting for you to reveal yourself? You don’t know. Eventually, after much agonised dithering, Douglass and his co-escapees decide to take the plunge: tomorrow will be the day. But they have been betrayed, and before they can even start it becomes clear that one of their number has let their masters know of their plans. They are immediately rounded up and it is all over, both for Douglass and for his resistance.

         What saves him is simple, inexplicable good fortune. There is no logic to it, as there is no logic to slavery. It could mean anything to be captured as a failed runaway – it could mean death – but in fact after a terrifying week Douglass discovers that he is not going to be punished. Instead he is sent to a new kind of slave life, working as a manual labourer in Baltimore, the city where he learned to read. There he works alongside both free black men and working-class white men in a community where the line between slavery and non-slavery is somewhat blurred. To be a slave in Baltimore was to live a life that, from the outside at least, could appear to be somewhat similar to the lives of others alongside whom Douglass was working. There was some freedom of movement, and of association; there was less surveillance. But he was still a slave. 52

         Douglass soon decides that whatever improvement to his lot this change of circumstances represented, he still has to escape. Why? Because he is still at the mercy of people who might decide the next day to take him away from Baltimore and send him back to some horror show in the Deep South. At the same time, what he now cannot bear is that for the first time in his life he is being paid for the work he does, like the men working alongside him. He is now a wage labourer but he doesn’t get to keep any of the money that he earns. What he earns by his own work goes to his owners and he only gets back what they decide to bestow upon him. In Baltimore he is not at the mercy of their arbitrary violence as he was before. He is at the mercy of their arbitrary generosity, which for Douglass is the unbearable thing.

         Sometimes Frederick Douglass is held up as an emblematic American because there is in his various accounts of his life a strong streak of a self-help ethos. He is a great believer in hard work and he is a great believer in people earning a living by their own efforts. So he can’t bear that he works hard and yet he doesn’t get to keep his earnings. It drives him to escape. In My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass doesn’t describe the details of his escape because he still needs to protect those who helped him get out, including his first wife Anna, an abolitionist and member of the Underground Railroad – a network of escape routes and safe houses set up by anti-slavery supporters. This time he reaches the North but he doesn’t thereby become free because he is then simply an escaped slave, and by the laws of the United States of America at that point in its history he could legitimately be recaptured and sent back. Escape didn’t mean security; it simply meant escape.

         So what to do next? The first response to the ‘why’ question, when you realise there is no answer you can accept, is to get out. The second response is to expose the thing that you have got out from under; that is, to expose slavery. Not to argue against it but simply to show it for what it is. Douglass was around twenty at 53this point, and he soon began to make a new living as a speaker and as a writer, speaking and writing about slavery. He did not think that his new job was to go around the country taking the argument to the slaveholders, nor to the wider slave party that represented their interests. He believed his job was simply to tell the story of his life. He was a witness to slavery in order that people could see what he had seen. To see it was to understand it because even a child could understand it. Torture and killing and arbitrary punishment and cruelty and refusing people even the right to read and breaking up families arbitrarily, separating children from their mothers, as he had been separated from his mother: you don’t argue against that, you simply reveal it.

         Still, the revelation came in two forms. There were two versions of slavery that Douglass had experienced in his life. The first was in his early years on a plantation hidden away in the netherworld of the American South, in rural Maryland. This was a world unto itself, a place of horror that was very hard to see from the outside because it was quite carefully protected from prying eyes. As a child all he knew was that world. But never to have experienced it is not to know it at all. He understood that the mask of slavery in the rural South had to be ripped off, the veil had to be penetrated so that the thing itself could be seen. But the other thing that had to be seen properly was the world of slavery in Baltimore, where the lines could appear blurred and where it seemed as though the life of the slave was not necessarily all that different from the life of the people who worked alongside the slave. That also had to be exposed, even though it was not hidden. The line had to be made clear. It was still entirely different to be a slave than to be free, even if you were performing the same labour. The difference being the total absence of self-determination.

         Douglass was a hugely impressive man. He was good-looking, he had a great speaking voice, he was an astonishingly fluent orator and he became a sensation on the abolitionist 54circuit. He was the perfect person to tell the story of slavery because it was his story and because he told it so well. It was a litany of horrors, but Douglass could also be funny. Accounts from those hearing Douglass speak often refer to the fact that he liked to make his audience laugh, and he himself sometimes said that if he couldn’t make his listeners laugh then it made him uncomfortable. The laughter was intended to make its victims uncomfortable. It was to mock the slaveholders. Mockery is not an argument. It is exposure.

         In 1845 Douglass wrote the first version of his life story. The full title of this early autobiography is Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself. Yet Douglass faced a problem first as a speaker and then as a writer. He saw his job as to expose the monstrosity of the world from which he had come and he was amazingly good at it, but he was so good at it that sometimes his audiences suspected that he was too good to be true. As a result, some of the white abolitionists who took him on the speaking circuit tried to persuade him to tone it down a bit. Their fear was that his audience would think: if it’s as bad as he says it is, how has he turned out so well? How could such a horrific system have produced such a remarkably impressive human being? His handlers wished he sounded a bit more plantation and a bit less like one of them.

         Worse, because it was known of Douglass that he had mixed parentage, his audience might think his eloquence was the result of his origins. Douglass didn’t know who his father was, only that he had been white (and had presumably raped his mother). He knew how easy it would be for his white listeners to attribute his natural gifts to the white and not the black in him. He resisted that inference throughout his life. He made a point in his autobiography of pointing out that his mother could read, though she was a slave. He did not know how, only that she had managed it. She was someone whom he met only a few times in his life, who died when he was very young, from whom he 55had been separated and of whom he knew painfully little, but when he met her he discovered that she was very rare among the slaves of his acquaintance in that she too could read. Whatever gifts he inherited – of tenacity as well as of natural ability – he wanted his audience to know he inherited them from her. But he also made clear in his first autobiography that it was his story, written by himself, because he knew that he would be suspected of having had the book ghost written, because it was so beautifully composed. It’s the charge that is often made against miraculously good writers who come from obscure, or in Douglass’s case worse than obscure, circumstances: they cannot be for real.

         The emblematic version of this argument is the still-argued case that Shakespeare cannot have written Shakespeare’s plays because they’re too good, too transcendently remarkable to have come from the mind of some obscure boy from the middle of England. Stratford-upon-Avon is not a place where someone like Shakespeare just appears; surely Shakespeare must have been the Earl of this or the Prince of that. The best argument against the idea that Shakespeare didn’t write Shakespeare’s plays is to ask what we would think about Charles Dickens if we didn’t know for sure that Dickens was who he says he was, because there is enough evidence to prove it. Here is a boy who had very little sustained education, whose father was a debtor, who spent part of his formative years in a boot-blacking factory, who had a miserable childhood and many setbacks, and who suddenly emerged aged twenty, the same age that Douglass emerged, as a miraculous writer, seemingly all-knowing and all-seeing, able to express anything, to understand everything. If we didn’t know that Dickens’s story is true, the sceptics would say, ‘It’s not actually Charles Dickens who wrote this, it can’t be; it has to be someone with a better start in life.’ But it was true of Dickens, it was true of Douglass, and it was true of Shakespeare. It happens. 56

         Douglass was a great admirer of Dickens and Dickens knew about Douglass. Dickens took a trip to America in 1842, when he saw for himself what he immediately understood as the terrible hypocrisy of slavery, something he set about exposing in his novel Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4). Douglass read Martin Chuzzlewit when it came out, and when Douglass published his autobiography a year later Dickens returned the favour. They were similar people in some ways, with lives that overlapped. They were both performers, great speakers of their words as well as writers, and they both became magazine editors (Dickens of Household Words, Douglas of The North Star). To be an editor in the middle of the nineteenth century was to have far-reaching power, because newspapers and magazines were the primary source of public opinion. Both Douglass and Dickens understood that well.

         In the winter of 1845–6 Frederick Douglass undertook an extended book tour to Ireland and then to England to promote his autobiography, and at the end of that tour a farewell dinner was held in his honour in London that Dickens was supposed to attend but didn’t – he sent his excuses. Dickens was a very competitive man and he probably knew that he couldn’t compete with Douglass. He must have realised that Douglass had the better story. Having been a slave is something else again from having escaped a boot-blacking factory. Moreover, like almost all white people of his time, even if committed to the abolition of slavery, Dickens was unpersuaded by the idea of racial equality. His world of experience, though wide, was still a white world.

         That trip to the British Isles changed Douglass’s life in a number of ways. The book he was promoting had become a bestseller and he was already a minor international celebrity by the time he crossed the ocean. A great novel published in 2013 by the Irish writer Colum McCann called TransAtlantic, which tells the tales of various crossings between America and Ireland over the past two hundred years, has at its heart the story of 57Frederick Douglass’s journey in 1845. And at the heart of that story is the cruel irony that Douglass arrived in a country that was at the beginning of the most terrible famine in its history: what we now call the Irish Potato Famine. Douglass encountered a place where millions of people were soon going to starve to death or be forced to emigrate, and it raised an acute question alongside the trauma of witnessing it. When he saw the conditions in which Irish peasants lived – abject poverty and total dependence on a single crop, potatoes, such that when the crop failed they and their children starved to death – the question arose: isn’t that as bad as slavery? Is it possibly even worse?

         There was, after all, no famine of that kind in the American South. Slaves were fed. Douglass had never seen anything quite so dreadful as the worst conditions in which the Irish peasantry lived. Yet he remained adamant that this mustn’t be confused with the crime of slavery. Although slaves in the American South did not starve, food could be a means to torture them. It could be withdrawn arbitrarily and starvation used as a tool of control. The English colonial overseers of the Irish peasantry at this period were grotesquely negligent – some to the point of cruelty – but they were not slaveowners. They did not kill people simply because they could; instead, they allowed them to die because they were indifferent to their fate. Negligence is terrible; slavery is worse. Thus Douglass insisted that slavery had to remain a distinct category of human experience. To be a slave was not the same as to be someone who might starve to death: it represented a different order of culpability. The English did not on the whole mean to starve the Irish to death, even though that is what they ended up doing. Slaveowners did – to a man – mean to own their slaves.

         He deployed the same argument when he came to England. This was 1846, in the early years of the radical working-class movement known as Chartism. Chartists often made the case that the life of the working man in England, particularly in the 58north of England, was a form of slavery, sometimes known as wage slavery. The conditions were so terrible, the exploitation was so harsh, the power of the masters – the people who ran and owned the factories – was so absolute that it could be equated with enslavement. Douglass refused to accept that. It was not slavery. It was indeed terrible in many ways but it was not slavery because slavery is categorically different. Slavery is nothing but violence. It is not an economic system, even though it underpinned the economy of the American South and left many dependent on its pattern of existence. Economic systems, however harsh, have a logic. Slavery only has cruelty.

         Three things changed for Douglass on that trip. The first was that in monarchical, aristocratic Britain he didn’t encounter so much racism as he had experienced in democratic America, including in the northern states. America was less socially hierarchical than Britain – where class ruled – but it was considerably more racist. Douglass noticed, for instance, that he did not come across nearly so much racism when he was in Ireland as he had endured from Irish immigrants in the United States. He concluded that in America, beyond slavery, there was another issue that overlay it. His name for it was caste – a racial hierarchy – and it structured not just the South but the North as well. Caste, then as now, was a word often associated with India, and the various castes in Indian society from Brahmin to Untouchable. Douglass concluded that America, however ostensibly classless, was also a caste-based society and so even when slavery, inevitably, was abolished, because it could not be sustained, there was another task, the deeper challenge of undoing the deadly hierarchy of caste, and that was a project of many lifetimes.

         The second thing that changed for Douglass was that his English and Scottish admirers bought him his freedom. He was still technically at that point a slave under American law – he was still someone else’s property. He could have remained in England and been safe there but he wanted to go back to the land 59of his birth, and to that end his freedom was purchased from those who had it to sell. This angered many of his American supporters and champions who felt that by buying his freedom he was essentially compromising with a practice with which he had said there could be no compromise. To do so was to pay lip service to the economic logic of the slave system – to imply that it had a logic. Douglass decided that he didn’t care what his critics thought. He wanted his freedom in order to return to the United States safe from recapture and there to continue the fight against slavery. Personal hypocrisy – if that’s what it was – was irrelevant (just as the personal hypocrisy of people who might occasionally fly round the world to campaign against climate change is irrelevant). There were more important things at stake.

         As a result, on his return from his transatlantic visit, Douglass found himself at odds with many of the people with whom he had been allied in his early years as a campaigner for the abolition of slavery. Eventually he broke with them altogether and went his own way. The primary schism was with the group known as the Garrisonians, after William Garrison, their leader. Early in his public career Douglass had been taken up by the Garrisonians and he became a great admirer of Garrison personally. But over time he came to think that the Garrisonian approach was the wrong one. Garrison and his followers viewed abolitionism as a moral cause and their approach was both religious and revivalist. In their view slavery was America’s original sin and as a result America needed to be purified. That meant there could not just be no compromise with the American South, there could essentially be no compromise with the United States of America either. It had been corrupted from the inside and from the outset: its crimes were written in its constitution.

         What was needed instead was a fresh start, through inspiration and example, leading to renewal. That’s why the Garrisonians loved Douglass, because he was such an exemplary version of 60their idea of the inspirational former slave now bearing witness. The goal was to be as pure as the thing to be got rid of was impure and that meant Garrisonianism was a non-violent creed. It didn’t want to be corrupted by violence, but nor, at bottom, did it want to be corrupted by politics. Garrison was for disunion, for the breaking up of the United States of America and starting again. That stance included discouraging free American black men from taking part in the political system, as they were entitled to do. Voting was a compromise with something rotten.

         That had been the creed that Douglass had signed up to as a young man but he changed his mind. Part of the reason that he wrote his second autobiography in 1855 was to signal that change of mind. There were two things that he had decided were necessary for emancipation and that therefore made it necessary for him to break with Garrison. The first was violence. Slavery couldn’t be argued with, it had to be fought, and if you were going to fight it you couldn’t just fight it by being pure. You had to attack it with whatever you had. He had learned that, with hindsight, from his fight with Covey the Slave-breaker. He had come to the view that slavery would only ultimately be defeated by violence and as a result there is much more violence, and indeed more celebration of violence, in the second autobiography than in the first. At one point he says: if need be, let the cholera come and take the slaveholders of the South; it doesn’t matter what kills these people, they must be got rid of.

         Necessary violence could take lots of different forms. Douglass became a friend of John Brown, who in 1859 launched his famous raid on Harpers Ferry that was designed to foment an insurrection of slaves in the American South and was a trigger for the far greater violence of the coming Civil War. Douglass was very nearly implicated in the raid and he had to go to Canada to escape the consequences of it, which could have been fatal. His critics, having it both ways, called him a coward for fleeing and a would-be terrorist for the thing he was fleeing. By this point 61Douglass was firmly of the view that needs must. What mattered was ending slavery. He says in My Bondage and My Freedom that slaves are allowed to do anything to their masters because their masters are allowed to do anything to them. When the system is nothing but a crime, then nothing is a crime.

         The other thing that had to be embraced was politics. Douglass concluded that the constitution of the United States of America was not an inherently corrupt and rotten document simply because, as the Garrisonians insisted, it was intertwined with the institutions of slavery. Douglass read it and he realised that it provided the basis for the abolition of slavery because slavery was inconsistent with its core principles. No state founded on those principles could endure so long as it treated some human beings as the property of other human beings. But that did not mean the state had to be disbanded. It simply had to be true to its principles.

         One year before Douglass published My Bondage and My Freedom a new party was formed in the United States – a national party or would-be national party called the Republican Party – and that became Frederick Douglass’s party, once he decided he wanted to be in politics. He remained a Republican for the rest of his life. The Republican Party that fought and ultimately won the Civil War did what Douglass hoped: it achieved the abolition of slavery in the United States. Douglass had his doubts about Abraham Lincoln, the man under whose presidency the war was won and the slaves were freed. He knew that in Lincoln there was a lot of caste-based thinking, racialised thinking: he recognised Lincoln’s racism, which was probably as ingrained as Dickens’s. Douglass was also suspicious of some of Lincoln’s ideas. At various points Lincoln flirted with the possibility of sending freed American slaves back to Africa. Repatriation was abhorrent to Douglass. The whole purpose of emancipation was to be emancipated into American society and American politics, not separated out from them again. Yet Douglass also 62knew that in Lincoln the Republicans had stumbled upon the most important politician of his lifetime, the man who could do what others could not. And deeds, not ideas, were what mattered. Douglass said that the greatest day of his life was the one when Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation into law.

         After the Civil War Douglass still had a third of his life to lead: a whole further generation. He became something of an establishment figure. He worked for the American government and at one point served as an ambassador to Haiti. He campaigned for education; he campaigned against poverty; he campaigned for women’s suffrage. He believed that there were many other injustices to be addressed in the American system because to make good on the promise of America was to do much more than simply abolish slavery. But even the abolition of slavery required much more than just the enacting of the law that ended it. True emancipation required social and political reconstruction and that possibility was ended with the end of Reconstruction, as the politics in which Douglass had come to believe failed to deliver on its promise. Throughout his life Douglass saw hope and he saw the failure of that hope, and then he looked for hope again.

         Douglass was a truly remarkable human being: in some ways, along with Lincoln, the most remarkable American of his age. He was an unusually talented person – exceptionally naturally talented – and yet at times he was expected to stand in for an entire people. He had to be emblematic of his race while also being a man apart. It was a fate he shared with Lincoln, and to some extent with any democratic leader: he had to be extraordinary and ordinary all at the same time. Douglass deeply resented the burden this placed on him – he had not, after all, sought out political leadership and he never stood for office – but he also hated it when other people became emblematic of his race in his place.

         He was a difficult man. He was often prickly and he knew 63it in himself (as Rousseau knew it in himself, though that self-knowledge didn’t stop either man from behaving badly). Douglass could be short-tempered, he was sometimes intolerant and he was somewhat vain, albeit he had plenty to be vain about. My Bondage and My Freedom came with an introduction by a man called James McCune Smith, another celebrated black American of the time, educated in Scotland, well-known as a doctor but also as a publisher and a writer, in his own right an extraordinary man of letters. He became Douglass’s champion and in his introduction he talks about Douglass’s remarkable personal journey, not just his escape from slavery but his move away from high-minded Garrisonianism into practical engagement with the political challenge of ending slavery. McCune Smith says of Frederick Douglass that he is America’s representative man. So he was: Douglass somehow always had to stand in for something. His life represents a kind of inversion of what Rousseau was doing in the Second Discourse. Rousseau was trying to tell the story of the human race as though it were the story of a single person: a single life, a single narrative. Douglass had to tell his story, his life, as though it were the narrative of a whole people. It was, understandably, incredibly hard work and it took its toll.

         But he was also the representative man in another sense. Once he had asked his ‘why’ question – ‘Why am I a slave?’ – he knew what he had to do next. He could have posed it as a personal question – ‘Why am I, of all people, a slave?’ – but he didn’t. He made it a universal question. Three things followed. First he had to escape from slavery. Then he had to expose it. Then he had to help end it. Escape, expose, abolish: one, two, three. What comes next? What’s the fourth stage in that journey? Unlike Rousseau, Douglass believed in political representation. He believed in political education, he believed in progress, he was in many ways a conventional Republican, he believed in hard work and self-help. He was no more all-seeing 64than Dickens was. When Douglass was in Ireland he gave voice to his own prejudices; he thought that part of the reason that the Irish were suffering their terrible famine was their ingrained habits of which he thoroughly disapproved – drink and Catholicism. He scorned what he saw as the laziness of other people. But he was a representative man because he believed in representative politics. He understood that once the criminal, intolerable, unsustainable division in American life had been overcome, then the work began. What came next for Frederick Douglass was politics.
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            Samuel Butler,

            Erewhon (1872)

         

         One curious minor theme in the intellectual history of the nineteenth century is the role of New Zealand in the English political imagination. New Zealand was the furthest place away from Britain to be colonised and it symbolised not just the other side of the world but a place from which it might be possible to see the world upside down. Part of the reason New Zealand acquired this symbolic role was because of a famous line written by the historian Thomas Macaulay in an essay published in 1840, where he speculated about a future in which the British Empire, still far from its actual apogee, had already collapsed. Macaulay contemplated that day on which ‘some traveller from New Zealand shall, in the midst of a vast solitude, take his stand on a broken arch of London Bridge to sketch the ruins of St Paul’s’. The ‘New Zealander’ became shorthand for the person who would come to see the aftermath of a once great civilisation as the representative of a world that was relatively untouched by historical decay.

         New Zealand also played a role as the place from which it was possible to imagine things that would be harder to conceive from nearer the centre of modern industrial civilisation. It is a role that it still sometimes plays to this day. For many in the twenty-first century New Zealand looms largest as the real-life setting of the Lord of the Rings films, a beautiful, familiar but also slightly eerie landscape. New Zealand continues to 66be a place where some of the most interesting science fiction writing – utopian and dystopian – comes from. New Zealand is also where some Silicon Valley tech billionaires have apparently bought their hideaways to escape the looming apocalypse for which they themselves may be responsible. A familiar/unfamiliar landscape, a spur to the imagination, an escape: New Zealand played these roles in the life of Samuel Butler too. Butler took that journey to the other side of the world and he saw things differently there.

         Butler was born in 1835 to a conventional, Middle-England, Anglican family. His father was a clergyman and his grandfather the headmaster of a public school. Butler had a conventional mid-Victorian education. He went to Cambridge and he was expected to follow his father into the clergy but he soon rebelled. He couldn’t face a clerical existence, not least because he couldn’t face devoting his life to something that he thought essentially hollow. It wasn’t just that he lost his faith; he also saw through what he understood as the relentless hypocrisy of Victorian religion. So he chucked it in and, aged just twenty-three, he took a ship to New Zealand to become a sheep farmer. He made the journey in 1859, a significant year not just in Butler’s life but in the life of the world because it saw publication of perhaps the most important book of the nineteenth century, Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. Butler read it on publication and it had a profound impact on him.

         Its impact on Butler was not the one it had on many of its readers, who were shocked by the implications of an account of evolution that took God and design out of the picture and thereby posed a direct challenge to the religious basis of much mid-Victorian life. It didn’t shake Butler’s faith because his faith had already been shaken. He didn’t need Darwin to tell him religious authority was a sham; it was enough to have been brought up by his father to know that. It had a different kind of effect on Butler because it made him think about the arbitrariness and 67randomness that Darwin had put at the heart of the development of all life. It made him consider the difficulty of drawing the line between any forms of life and indeed to know what constitutes life at all. He didn’t just reflect on the blurring of the boundaries between plant and animal, and between animal and human. He took the extra step. Butler was probably the first person to think really seriously about what it would mean to apply Darwinian thought to the boundary between human and machine. What if Darwin’s story encompassed everything? Everything: inanimate as well as animate, mechanical as well as organic.

         While he was in New Zealand setting up as a successful farmer Butler wrote a short essay that was published as a letter in his local Christchurch newspaper. It appeared anonymously in 1863, though it soon came to be known that it was written by the young immigrant. It was called ‘Darwin Among the Machines’. It’s very short, just four or five pages long, but it is one of the most remarkable pieces of writing of the age. In it Butler speculates about what it would mean to think of machines as capable of evolving in the way that species evolve, but far quicker, at an artificial, breakneck speed. Indeed, he argues that it was already happening in 1863: machines were clearly evolving far faster than living things. The kind of machinery that Butler is thinking of here is mid-Victorian machinery: steam-based engines, giant manufacturing equipment, bustling factories, the latest versions of the industrial revolution that was transforming the world. The human beings who had built these machines were increasingly serving them; indeed, in Butler’s terms, people were constantly feeding machines and allowing them to grow. In a single human lifetime it had been possible to see a remarkable evolution of machinery, as machine gave life to new machine, and new machine, and new machine.

         Butler speculates about what will happen when, as he puts it, steam engines start to breed with steam engines. He contemplates – half playfully and half in deadly earnest – a world 68in which machines marry machines and raise little machine children and educate them, a world in which the proliferating machines ultimately take over. He suggests that recognising the fact that all things evolve, including machines, means acknowledging the inevitable obsolescence of the human race. The machines will replace us and it is bound to happen sooner or later because they will evolve in ways that we cannot control. They will move beyond us, perhaps very quickly, and they will learn how to do many of the things we do – how to think, how to create – but in ways that we cannot understand. Butler voiced fears that are now commonplace at the dawn of the AI revolution. He articulated them 170 years ago.

         At the end of this brief essay Butler says, perhaps seriously, perhaps not, that there is only one way to forestall looming human obsolescence and that is to abolish the machines. He says war must be declared on all machinery and no quarter given. The machines must be defeated because if they are not defeated the machines will supplant us. ‘Darwin Among the Machines’ – and its conclusion in particular – provided the germ for the book that Butler wrote when he came back from New Zealand and settled into a somewhat more conventional life in London, as a writer and also a financial speculator, though to start with he was less successful at either of these than he had been as a sheep farmer. That changed in 1872 when he published Erewhon. He originally published it anonymously, but it was soon discovered that the author was Samuel Butler and it made him famous. The book is often thought of as a utopian – or possibly a dystopian – fantasy. As readers quickly noticed, the unusual title Erewhon almost, though not quite, spells the word ‘nowhere’ backwards. It is a backwards utopia, the literal meaning of ‘utopia’ being a nowhere place. Erewhon contains in one of its chapters an expanded version of ‘Darwin Among the Machines’. But it is a very different book from the essay and it’s about much more than just machinery. 69

         Like the essay, its inspiration lies with Butler’s initial response to Darwin. What Erewhon seems to be about is using the idea of evolution and its arbitrariness – its randomness – to explore alternative paths along which little kinks and mutations can produce profound change over time. Or, to put it more bluntly, it takes the idea of random mutation and applies it to a society like Victorian Britain as seen from the other side of the world. It begins with an extended description of what is evidently the New Zealand landscape as remembered by Butler, beautiful yet eerie, recognisable to an Englishman but also deeply strange. And it tries to give an account of what it would be like to encounter a society that is also recognisable to a mid-Victorian Englishman yet profoundly strange, formed by long-distant kinks and mutations that have produced an inversion of what we think is the only way that we can live.

         Erewhon is a topsy-turvy world. But this is not a world turned upside down in the revolutionary sense of the turning of the wheel, where those on the bottom come out on top, as in the revolutionaries’ drinking song in Hamilton the musical, when after the Battle of Yorktown they sing ‘The World Turned Upside Down’ because the downtrodden have turned the tables on their oppressors. Butler was not a revolutionary in that sense. He wanted to imagine inversions of what seems like the established order in order to show the randomness of it, not to show the injustice of it. His aim was not to contrast the way things are with something that makes more sense but to try to suggest that what we think makes sense is a product of forces over which no one has any control. Erewhon is an exploration of the arbitrariness of social convention. Many of our most deeply held beliefs are the products of chance, and to understand that is to understand something about ourselves. It doesn’t tell us what to do and it may be that the implication is there is nothing that we can do. But we should at the very least be careful of thinking that we know and can control who we really are. That’s Butler’s argument. 70

         The book that Erewhon most closely resembles in this respect is one that was published just a year earlier. In 1871 the second of the Alice books, Alice Through the Looking Glass, appeared, and that’s what Erewhon is: it’s a mirror image of Victorian society seen from the other side of the glass. But it is more radical than anything conceived by Lewis Carroll.

         It starts as the tale of a traveller, who is the narrator – a Samuel-Butler-style figure who has arrived somewhere that closely resembles New Zealand and goes on a journey to explore the country because he’s heard tell of a land over the hills that is different from what lies on this side of them. Even within New Zealand there is another world beyond. He travels with a native guide but he’s soon abandoned and finds himself going on alone, eventually climbing a steep ridge, where he discovers a haunting sight. This is ‘the place of the statues’: a wild and deserted spot where what appear to be derelict giant statues whistle in the wind. They seem to be relics of some kind of lost civilisation. They are human-made but they have evidently been abandoned and there is no immediate evidence of the life that created them still existing.

         This image suggests all sorts of comparisons. One is ‘Ozymandias’, the great Shelley poem about the ancient king whose ruined statue lies in the empty desert – ‘Round the decay / Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare / The lone and level sands stretch far away’ – evidence of what the passage of time does to hubristic civilisations. It brings to mind Macaulay and the New Zealander coming to sketch the ruins of St Paul’s. It also suggests the great heads on Easter Island, a symbol then and now of what happens when a society embarks on a building mania and loses control of itself. Easter Island is often held up as emblematic of the ways in which a society can destroy itself by the heedless consumption of natural resources for the sake of human grandiosity. But what Butler does with that image in Erewhon is not to suggest that these are the relics of a society that 71has gone beyond its own limits in an act of hubris. Rather they are the gateway to a society that has turned back on itself, that has reversed course. The traveller has reached the boundaries of a place that had indeed arrived at the cusp of unsustainability, but what it did at that point was to embrace the option that Butler had proposed in ‘Darwin Among the Machines’: it abolished the machines. The traveller in Erewhon crosses over the hills, goes past the place of the ruined statues and enters a society that is clearly not ruined, one that is not only functioning but which is apparently flourishing and has many features that the traveller can recognise. Yet there is something about it that is deeply odd. The first sign that the familiar may be unfamiliar is that the traveller comes with a watch, and because he owns a watch he arouses deep suspicion. It’s made very clear to him that mere possession of a watch is some form of illicit activity and his watch is taken away from him. It is treated as an object of horror. So something strange is going on.

         But before he gets on to what happened to the machines – the full revelation, as in the best mysteries, only comes at the end – the traveller discovers all sorts of other features of Erewhonian society that are weird inversions of what would be expected by a Victorian, or indeed by us. He soon becomes aware that in Erewhon ill health is treated as a crime: you will be punished for getting sick. Yet what the traveller counts as crimes get treated as accidents: you will get sympathy for doing wrong. For instance, in Erewhon if you are suspected of having consumption (tuberculosis) you will be charged with an offence and – in a process that mirrors conventional criminal proceedings – if you are found guilty you will be punished. The ultimate punishment for being really sick is execution: absurdly for us, self-evidently for the Erewhonians, the penalty for coming close to death is to be put to death. But if you do something that the traveller thinks clearly wrong – the example in the book is embezzlement – you will be given every opportunity to heal. He meets a man who 72has ‘suffered from embezzlement’. The victim – which in this case is the embezzler and not those from whom he has embezzled – is given time to recover from his misfortune. In Erewhon you recuperate from committing embezzlement but you get put on trial for catching consumption.

         One of the most extraordinary scenes in Erewhon is a detailed description of a consumption court case. It’s a bit like the trial of Alice in Alice in Wonderland, in that it is a recognisable and in some senses familiar legal procedure, with a judge and jury and spectators in the public gallery. But it is also mad. The judge in this case gives a sympathetic summing-up in which he says that he can see it is a tragedy for the defendant, a young man in the prime of life who has got sick and is going to have to be executed for his crimes. But unfortunately there is no excuse and there is no defence. And though the young man might try to claim that he comes from a family where sickness is endemic – it is hereditary – the judge is afraid that no society could possibly survive if it tolerated this sort of excuse. Consumption must be punished because it is too dangerous to leave it unpunished. Whereas the embezzler is given the opportunity of a rest cure.

         The traveller also meets an alcoholic in Erewhon – that is, he encounters a woman who claims to be an alcoholic. In truth, he discovers, she is not a drinker, she is simply sickly, but she is terrified that people will discover that she is unwell and she will be punished for it. So she has to pretend that the reason for her infirmity is moral weakness on her part – she has chosen to blame the demon drink because then she will be treated with sympathy. Alcoholism is an accident; natural illness is a crime. This woman pretends to drink and her terror is not that she will be caught drinking; it is that she will be caught not drinking – only pretending – because if she’s found out they’ll know her ill health has nothing to do with her own moral choices. And if it’s not her choice then it’s fit for punishment.

         What is Butler trying to say with this inversion of our 73expectations? Is it satire? Certainly there are some satirical elements to it. Erewhonian society contains a group of people Butler calls ‘the reformers’, who think that there is something deeply unjust about their system, that the idea of punishing people for their illnesses is too cruel. This can be seen as a satire of Benthamism, which took the view that there was something grotesque and disproportionate about the punishments that were meted out for the kinds of crimes for which people could be executed in early-nineteenth-century Britain. In Erewhon the reformers say you can’t execute someone for consumption – it’s grotesque – but they accept that of course you do have to punish them a bit, just as the Benthamites did. Bentham, after all, was not advocating the abolition of punishment, only a more proportionate version. Erewhonian reformers – like Victorian reformers – say be kinder, be more sympathetic, be more proportionate, find punishments that fit the crime. But they don’t say being ill is not a crime. They accept that people who are sick must be kept away from public view and if they have an infectious disease they should be kept away from other people who might catch it, so yes, they probably need to be in prison. But do the prisons have to be so dirty and harsh? Does the punishment have to be so cruel?

         It seems that what Butler is saying with this inversion of what we think of as the natural order of things – we punish moral failings, we have sympathy with physical failings – is that somewhere in the middle this perspective and the Erewhonian perspective meet. After all, we do shut people up for getting sick; indeed, we have very recently been living in an extreme version of such a world during the Covid pandemic. Was lockdown punishment – it was certainly backed up with threats of sanction – or was it healthcare? Was it perhaps both? In modern liberal societies we do also sometimes see criminal activity as requiring treatment rather than punishment – rehabilitation instead of restitution – especially if it has underlying causes for which treatments are 74available. Is drug addiction, including the criminal activity associated with it, a moral failing or a physical affliction?

         This blurring of the lines is a theme not just of Erewhon but also of Butler’s wider writing. If he is arguing against anything it is taking any position to its extremes. For Butler the absurdity would be either to live in a society which is massively punitive of moral failings or in a society that is massively punitive of physical failings. A society that is somewhere between the two will be very close to its mirror image, so that when you come up close against the looking glass, punishing people for moral failings and punishing people for physical failings will appear not that different from each other. And if we look at our societies we’ll see that they do come quite close, that part of the case for penal reform is to treat crime as though it were illness, and some of what is said on behalf of medicine treats illness almost as though it were a personal failing. Can we really be sure which side of the looking glass we are on?

         Erewhon also brings to mind Rousseau’s Second Discourse, because Rousseau too makes a version of this argument, that in the state of nature the only truly bad thing is getting sick. There are no other rules as such, just the categorical distinction between good health and ill health. The difference is that Rousseau thinks that state-of-nature world is inevitably eradicated by the creation of society, which interposes a new distinction between good and bad (‘mine’ and ‘yours’) that relies on laws and conventions and customs and – I think Rousseau and Butler would both agree – a kind of bogus morality to sustain it. Butler takes the Rousseauan idea of what might be natural and imagines a society built on that. Butler knows it will strike us as mad because we think society has to be the way it is. But what Butler wants us to consider is that society could in a way be anything at all. We are not in control of the kind of society that emerged for us. It is the result of a series of random steps along the evolutionary path that created what we have and we should at least 75be capable of imagining that it could have been different. But above all what he wants us to acknowledge is that whatever it is – whatever kind of society we happen to find ourselves in – we should not treat it as the natural order of things. We should not assume that our standard of what is good is the standard of what is good. We should always try to get as close as possible to the looking glass.

         There are other versions of this kind of topsy-turviness in Erewhon, and some of them have stood up to the test of time better than others. But they all have a certain charm to them, since apart from anything else it’s a very quirky and eccentric book, which is where the appeal lies. In Erewhon Butler describes what he calls ‘musical banks’, which are where the traveller discovers Erewhonians regularly popping in to either deposit or withdraw music. It is a worthless currency and they know you can’t really buy or sell anything with music. But everyone is committed to this and it seems to be something that everyone has to do – both to have an account at a musical bank and to pay regular visits – even though no one has any real reason to believe that it does any good. The musical banks are clearly meant to stand in for churches. This again is a slightly heavy-handed satire of mid-to-late Victorian religion. Butler is trying to highlight the hypocrisy of the established Church because, as he says of the clerks (who are the clerics) of the musical banks, even they don’t behave like they actually believe in it. You won’t find the people who work in the musical banks living as though the money they store is real. They do it for show like the rest of us. But even more than the rest of us, they have to keep up appearances. Butler was thinking of the Anglican clerics he knew, including his own father.

         Yet for all its heavy-handedness there is a gentleness to the satire in Erewhon. Butler is never dogmatic. When it’s pointed out to the traveller that people are using the musical banks less and less – just as church attendance was in reality starting to decline 76 – Butler allows their defenders to remark that it’s simply evidence of the way that their values are now woven into the fabric of society: people don’t need to use the banks to understand their worth. Butler always prefers the gentle to the more muscular version of Christianity. In Erewhon there are also universities, clearly modelled on the universities that Butler knew in England – particularly Cambridge, his alma mater. This again is a mild and slightly cumbersome satire of the pomposity of Oxbridge life. The dons in Erewhon are faintly ridiculous figures who somehow feel certain that they’re right about everything and will argue about anything, even though no one actually cares what the results of their arguments are. But in the topsy-turvy world of Erewhon the universities are where people go to study not truth and reason but untruth and unreason. Students take courses in how to be wrong because even the pompous, too-sure-of-themselves academics realise that so much in the world is untrue, unknown and uncertain, so we should study it. We should be tested on being wrong and we should do better in our exams the better we are at getting things wrong. It’s both a ridiculous inversion and also an illustration of a familiar theme: nothing should be taken to extremes. A more moderate version of this would bring learning about truth and learning about untruth closer together. Moreover, academic study should not assume it’s always on the right side of that line. What Butler hated about the academics he knew was not really what they studied or what they believed but their certainty they were right. This is another way of saying the best place to be is right up against the looking glass.

         In Erewhon Butler is constantly thinking about the way in which everything evolves – randomly, haphazardly – including art. Art is also a kind of living thing for Butler and that means not just works of art but styles of art, whole genres of art, are born and live and die. In Erewhon there are committees that have to clear up when deceased art is left lying around. The Erewhonians agree that the dead are to be commemorated by 77having statues put up in their honour, but they also accept that the style of those statues will die, just as the people they commemorated died. The danger is that dead art will clutter up the streets, so it’s decided that a cleansing committee has to be created to kill off art that is known to be dead but won’t wither away as it would if it were truly organic. I’m sure Butler had in mind some of the art of his own time when he wrote that: he would happily have seen much of it put out of its misery.

         However, towards the end of Erewhon comes the part that makes it not just a charming, eccentric, puzzling, amusing book, but a work of prophetic genius. This section is called ‘The Book of the Machines’. It is where Butler takes the argument of ‘Darwin Among the Machines’ and he doesn’t simply extend it, he inverts that argument too. An explanation has to be given of how and why Erewhonian society got rid of the machines and it turns out it did so because a prophet emerged many centuries earlier and told the Erewhonians where machine life was heading. This prophet persuaded them of the case that Butler had made in 1863 that war had to be taken to the machines if the human species was to be anything other than redundant. The prophet has some extraordinary insights. One of the things he says is that too many human beings wrongly believe that the highest point of evolution a machine could achieve would be to think, or even to live, like a human. So they assume the thing to be most worried about is the prospect of a machine acquiring human-like intelligence. The prophet says if we think like that we are thinking like vegetables. He invites us to imagine what it was like earlier in the evolutionary story to be a vegetable and to see the beginnings of animal life. The vegetables probably thought that these very primitive animals – these molluscs, these amoebae – were evolving to the point where one day they might become vegetables, because to be a vegetable is the highest point of evolution. We are to the machines as the vegetables were to the animals. 78

         If we think that machine evolution is moving towards humanlike consciousness we are very wrong. The machines are going to evolve as all things evolve, not in ways that anyone can control or foresee and it will not end in human-like states, it will go far, far beyond them. As animal life went beyond vegetable life, and indeed as human life went beyond animal life, so machine life will go beyond human life. That’s why, the prophet says, if we don’t want to be as the vegetables were to the animals, we need to abolish the machines. But, the prophet insists, we also need to recognise that the machine takeover won’t be a sudden event – it won’t be an act of revolution. It will be a gradual process, such that we might not even notice that it is happening. The timeline is hazy here. The prophet is talking about many centuries earlier in Erewhonian society but Butler is clearly referencing something like 1870s Victorian society. He says we’ve already reached the point where we are losing some of our essential characteristics to our devices. He says it in a line that literally could have been written this year: people are losing their memories to their pocket-books, they’re putting their thoughts in their pockets, out of their brains and into their trousers, because that’s where they write things down that they can’t remember for themselves, in exactly the same way that we say in the 2020s that the phones that we carry around in our pockets are doing too much of our thinking for us and if we don’t at least pay attention we might soon lose the ability to think for ourselves. Butler articulated that idea in 1872.

         So the prophet says the machines have to be abolished and in Erewhon, unlike in England (or New Zealand for that matter), the prophet is heeded. There are terrible wars because abolishing machinery could never be easy and the defenders of the machines fight against the enemies of the machines, but the enemies of the machines eventually win and Erewhon becomes a society where to possess a watch is a crime.

         Yet Butler inverts this idea too, because the traveller also 79discovers another lost Erewhonian prophet, one who tried to make the counterargument that there was both no point and ultimately nothing to be gained by taking the war to the machines because this is just how things evolve; it would be like fighting against nature itself. This prophet insists that to be human is to accept that the line between plant and animal and human and machine is always going to be blurry, and in many ways we are already machines. You can’t fight evolution. This alternative prophet is perhaps closer to what Butler actually had come to think ten years after his sojourn in New Zealand. Yet Butler is not trying to say that humans should simply accept we are the stepping stones to something higher. He is both a more surprising and a more mystical thinker than that. He does it the other way round: he wants us to think about all the ways in which the early part of the evolutionary story is not so different from where we’ve ended up. He doesn’t want to reduce human beings to the level of vegetables; he wants to raise vegetables and indeed inanimate objects – stones as much as pocket-books – to the level of human beings. Everything from the stone to the thinking machine, from the onion to the human being, is part of the same story, we are all part of the story of evolution and trying to impose an artificial hierarchy is wrong.

         The first prophet wins the historical argument in Erewhon but the second prophet is where the book Erewhon closes. He has the last word. The second prophet is closer to Butler’s perspective in that he suggests the thing we need to be wariest of is pushing any argument to its extremes. The case for abolishing the machines, for rescuing humanity from evolution, will always be pushed too far because it is too absolute. It places too great a priority on something that is arbitrary. And what is arbitrary here? What is arbitrary is our current conception of what it means to be human. Our current understanding of human nature is just the one that we happen to have now. It is not more profoundly natural than any other and it is not even 80more natural than that conception of the human that is to come when human and machine are merged. At that point it will mean something different to be human, and if from our perspective that looks entirely arbitrary it’s no more arbitrary than where we are now relative to where we once were; it’s no more arbitrary than where we are now as seen from the perspective of a potato.

         At the end of Erewhon there is one final iteration of what I take to be its central theme, which is an argument against thinking that the arbitrary is fixed. This is another kind of satire: a satire of vegetarianism and of veganism. Other arguments emerge in Erewhonian society once people reflect the true nature of evolution and the blurring of the lines between the human and the animal, the animal and the vegetable. One concerns food: why do some people or things eat other things? Why is it that way round? A group of radical vegetarians emerges to demand that Erewhonians must stop eating flesh because the line between the human and the animal is not sharp enough to allow it. This position gains traction: it seems that in Erewhon whenever a prophet comes along there is a temptation to believe the new prophet and to turn prophecy into law. So meat-eating is outlawed. But there is always another prophet who will outdo the last, and the vegetarian prophet is replaced by a vegan prophet who makes the case that if we are not going to be eating animals we really shouldn’t be eating anything that comes from an animal. And then the argument goes further: we really shouldn’t be eating most vegetable life either because vegetables are where this story started and we should be respectful of that. We must not take any fruit from the tree; we must let it fall to the ground. We must be wary of the feelings of vegetables. If we are going to eat vegetables we have to do it in an ethical way. We have to be the most extreme and most radical forms of vegans we can in order to be consistent.

         There comes a point in any society when an argument 81pushed to its legal limit becomes impossible to sustain. Even when vegetarianism becomes law in Erewhon there are still those who secretly eat meat because they can’t live like that. As the laws become more radical and more extreme so the hypocrisy becomes greater and in the end the hypocrisy defeats the pursuit of purity and the Erewhonians give up and go back to eating meat again. For Butler that cycle has a kind of naturalness to it. The extreme versions of anything – of morality, of health – will eventually collapse in on themselves. The Victorian phrase ‘muscular Christianity’ really riled Butler. Anyone who takes anything to its extreme – any prophet, any dogmatist – is playing a dangerous game because it’s not sustainable. The muscular version of anything is still arbitrary and it will produce hypocrisy in others, and eventually in its champions too. If you get your way and get your preferred system adopted in your society, other people will not be able to live by it. How do you then hold the line? Some hypocrisy is inevitable in any society. But some forms of hypocrisy are unsustainable. Victorian hypocrisy was ultimately unsustainable unless it was moderated. It needed to see itself in the looking glass.

         Butler’s fame grew after his death in 1902 with the publication a year later of his autobiographical excoriation of his own upbringing, The Way of All Flesh. He came to be seen, by Virginia Woolf and George Bernard Shaw among others, as one of the most significant truth tellers of Victorian society, the great unmasker of its hypocrisies. His writing had a notable vogue in the early decades of the twentieth century and then it faded. His fame hasn’t lasted. There was something arbitrary about it and I suspect Butler would be fine with that. He would see the irony in the fact that his own posthumous celebrity was itself just a passing phase; the statue got taken down. Erewhon still gets read, though it’s usually listed among the works of quaint utopian fiction. But I think it’s something other than that. Really it’s a unique book. I’m not sure what its lesson is beyond its argument 82for being careful about mistaking the arbitrary for the natural or the inevitable. It’s certainly not nihilistic. It’s not saying that because everything is arbitrary, anything goes. It’s arguing for the consolations of randomness, that there is a consolation in knowing and understanding the ways in which we are simply the products of countless generations of evolution.

         Yet Butler had a problem with Darwinism that he grappled with all his life. He was trying to understand evolution before genetics, so the true arbitrariness of it wasn’t properly understood. Butler himself struggled to make sense of it and he became what in another context would be called a Lamarckian, in that he believed in inherited characteristics, including the possibility that it was possible to pass on the habits acquired over the course of a lifetime to those who come after us. Larmarckianism turns out to be wrong. We can only pass on our genes and – until very recently anyway – it’s not been possible to alter those. But maybe Butler’s approach is not wrong in relation to the machines. Perhaps it is at least possible that the characteristics that machines acquire in their lifetimes do get passed on and that when the machines evolve and come to transcend the human condition Darwinism will be transcended too. In that sense it’s all arbitrary. What Butler wants us to understand is that if it’s all arbitrary, even our understanding of the arbitrariness is itself potentially arbitrary. We should be very careful about being zealots for any of it: zealots for Darwinism, zealots for atheism, zealots for muscular Christianity, zealots for Benthamite reform. It’s not that we should just think anything goes but we should always think about what it would look like if we took the thing that we believe in and we brought it right up close to the looking glass.
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            Friedrich Nietzsche,

            On the Genealogy of Morality (1887)

         

         Some political philosophers get associated with catchphrases that end up better known than they are. For Hobbes it is ‘Nasty, brutish and short’; for Tocqueville ‘The tyranny of the majority’; for Hannah Arendt ‘The banality of evil’; and so on.

         Friedrich Nietzsche is unusual in having two equally famous catchphrases. They have become almost literally T-shirt slogans. You can see them on leisurewear and posters and mugs, along with his extraordinary, haunted face and his even more extraordinary bushy moustache. Nietzsche is a recognisable twenty-first-century pop-culture icon. His two catchphrases are ‘God is dead’ and ‘The will to power’, and between them they give a very pithy summary of Nietzsche’s genius. But they don’t give a summary of his genius on their own. If you take them separately there is nothing either particularly profound about them or particularly original to Nietzsche. The idea that God is dead is essentially saying that religion – particularly Christian religion – has been exposed as a human construct. It’s not something that comes to human experience from outside, let alone from above. It comes from inside: we made it and it’s an expression of us. The idea that Christianity is a construct wasn’t original to Nietzsche and there were plenty of others in the second half of the nineteenth century saying something similar. It was a thought that came to many people after they read Darwin. Nietzsche was no fan of Darwin – he was no fan 84of science in general since he thought it too was a kind of construct and we ought to be able to see through that as well. But Darwin inspired many to wonder whether what we call religion isn’t actually a way of telling a story that has a better explanation through science. At the same time, Nietzsche was writing at a period when extensive research was first being undertaken into the historical Jesus, on the understanding that the Bible can be read as a historical document. That made it a product not of revelation but of human imagination and at the extreme turned it into a kind of religious propaganda. It wasn’t only Nietzsche who was starting to have profound doubts about Christianity.

         The will to power – the idea that there is at the heart of human life a drive to dominate, an impulse towards assertion or self-assertion – was also something of a commonplace thought. This drive could be creative, it could be destructive, but either way we are creatures with an instinct to impose ourselves on others. It wasn’t only Nietzsche who thought that. Many others, before and after, have seen in humanity a domineering spirit. Sometimes this has come out as a justification for domination in international politics, for racial hierarchies, or for the idea that certain types of people are born to rule others. These kinds of arguments have become associated with Nietzsche, usually unfairly, because his ideas have frequently been appropriated by those with little desire to understand their true originality. That’s the problem with becoming a T-shirt slogan.

         God is dead; the will to power: those ideas are not original to Nietzsche. His genius was to combine them. In fact, his genius was to explain one in terms of the other. Nietzsche explained the death of God in terms of the will to power and the way he did it was to conceive of the will to power of the powerless. That’s the truly original idea. And that for Nietzsche is what Christianity was and is: it’s the expression of the will to power of the powerless. Once you see that, you see through Christianity and once you see through it then in a sense you’ve already killed 85it. Take the Christian catchphrase ‘The meek shall inherit the earth’. Who would come up with an idea like that? Nietzsche had a very clear answer: the meek would, which means they are not so meek after all. Why would they come up with that idea? In order to inherit the earth. It sounds obvious. But there was something about how Nietzsche explained it that made it absolutely revelatory to many people and also horrifying to many more.

         There is a more Nietzschean way of making the same argument. Nietzsche said that human beings would rather ‘will nothing’ than not have a will. All of us, even those of us who have very little or nothing, including little or no power, won’t give up on our human will, so in order to express that will, we will powerlessness, we will nothingness as a form of self-expression. Better to will nothing than to be nothing. Those who are nothing are going to need a vehicle for their will to power, which will be the expression of their nothingness, and that for Nietzsche is the Christian religion, the power of the powerless. On the basis of this insight Nietzsche constructed an entire history and philosophy of the world, or, as he put it, ‘a genealogy of morality’. Over the course of his life he wrote about many, many different things and it is by no means all about this. It’s not all about either the death of God or the will to power. But his writing connects, and this is the key connection.

         Nietzsche was exceptionally prolific, but he wasn’t prolific in the way that Bentham was. He wasn’t a great list maker or systematiser. His literary product was more like a stream of consciousness. It just came pouring out of him, particularly during the 1880s, and the late 1880s above all. The arc of his life was a remarkable and in some ways tragic one. He was an intellectual prodigy: one of the youngest ever professors in the German university system, which, given what a hierarchical and status-driven system it was, turned him into a minor academic superstar. His subject was philology, which he made about 86much more than the study of language. Eventually he wrote about almost everything. But he was a difficult man and he fell out with his colleagues. He fell out with his friends too, most famously with the composer Richard Wagner, and in time he moved away from and outside the system that had nurtured him and protected him. Over the course of his life he became much more of an outsider and a wanderer, drifting across Europe. The more he wandered, the more he wondered, and vice versa, but also the closer he came to outright madness. In 1889 he had a fullblown nervous breakdown. He spent the final ten years of his life in an asylum. The mid-to-late 1880s represent the last great outpouring of Nietzsche’s genius as he drifted towards insanity. After 1890 he stopped writing, in the sense that he stopped being published. But the words still poured out of him in the form of endless, deranged letters, written to everyone from Wagner to the Pope.

         On the Genealogy of Morality comes from that final, creative flowering. It was published in 1887 before he went mad. But it was not long before and it has a slightly unhinged quality to it, as a lot of Nietzsche’s work does. Nietzsche’s writing is also extraordinarily self-referential, and by this point the lines between the books were getting blurred so that it’s not entirely clear where one ends and the next begins. He’s the kind of writer who quotes himself a lot, more than he quotes anyone else. And yet On the Genealogy of Morality stands alone. It is perhaps Nietzsche’s masterpiece. It’s certainly the clearest statement of the relationship between the story of Christianity and the will to power.

         It is a genuine genealogy, in that Nietzsche tries to tell the story of morality both backwards and forwards, as a family tree can be built out backwards (from someone alive now to all his or her ancestors) or forwards (from someone long dead to all his or her descendants). In that respect it has something in common with Rousseau’s Second Discourse, which also runs the human 87story both backwards and forwards. Rousseau wanted to explain how some things that seem so central to us have their origins in a wide variety of contingencies and incidental comings together. But he also wanted to tell us that if we go back to the beginning we can see a simple story open out into an amazing and terrifying complexity – the complexity of modernity – as a more straightforward version of human life becomes endlessly complicated.

         Nietzsche does that too in his genealogy. He both wants to show how many different contingencies went to make up our conventional moral code, but also what happens if we start at an earlier – and perhaps purer or simpler – version of human experience: how it can open up into multiple possible outcomes. As with a family tree, it really depends on where you start and what you want to achieve. Nietzsche tells it backwards and he tells it forwards, like Rousseau does.

         There are other features that Nietzsche’s genealogy has in common with Rousseau’s. Nietzsche goes back to the origin of the human experience in search of clarity because he believes human beings were once less dependent on each other than they have become. His origin story seeks out that element of independence and also of unself-consciousness that has been lost. This absence of self-consciousness was there at the beginning for Nietzsche as for Rousseau, so it makes sense for both of them to ask where it went and whether it has disappeared altogether. But despite these similarities the differences between Nietzsche and Rousseau are profound. One obvious difference is that Nietzsche’s is a genealogy of morality, so what he is primarily interested in is getting from the pre-moral to the moral, whereas Rousseau was primarily interested in how we got from the pre-social to the social. The most important question for Rousseau was where society comes from, and it is from his answer to that question that he arrives at an answer to the question of where our conventional morality comes from. Nietzsche 88was much more interested in the question of where our morality comes from, and from that he thinks we get an answer to the question how we ended up with the kind of society that we have. Or to frame it slightly differently: the central distinction that Nietzsche wants to understand is between good and evil or, as he puts it, how we got from good versus bad to good versus evil. Rousseau, on the other hand, wanted to understand how we got to a world that was divided between mine and yours. All these things are connected for both men – morality, society, property, propriety – but they have a very different order of priority between them.

         Another big difference between Nietzsche and Rousseau is that Rousseau starts with pity, which is there at the beginning of his account of humankind. For Nietzsche, pity is one of the things that has to be explained because it is an add-on. It comes later, with morality, and indeed he thought it was a product of morality. He considered it a kind of sickness or an epidemic: the terrible epidemic of pity that swept the world with the arrival of Christianity, which for Nietzsche was a disaster. He wants to get back beneath and behind pity. Rousseau puts pity at the start.

         Then there is perhaps the biggest difference of all. It lies in their respective understandings of the core ‘why’ or ‘how’ question. For Rousseau it’s why and how did the few – the privileged few – come to dominate the many. For Nietzsche it’s the other way round. His big puzzle is how did the many come to dominate the few, because the many for Nietzsche are the weak and the few are the strong. How did the powerless many turn the tables on the elite? For Rousseau the privileged elite are the weak; he compares them to imbeciles and children. For Nietzsche the puzzle of modern life is that the many – the undifferentiated, undistinguished mass – came out on top of their true masters.

         Where does Nietzsche’s story begin? It’s not a state-of-nature story. It begins with a version of the human experience that is deeply hierarchical and profoundly unequal and in which a 89form of social stratification has already occurred. Some human beings, just a few of them, a narrow band, are capable of living at a remove from everyone else, above and beyond them, with a disdain for the rest because they are so far beneath them. The will to power manifests itself straightforwardly within and among this elite. They are the dominant ones and they are the creative ones. This for Nietzsche is at the heart of what it means to be human: the will to power is also a will to create, to leave our mark. This way of life is hierarchical but it’s not structured as a formal hierarchy. The stratification is not something that is expressed in law or in any kind of formal code; it’s certainly not expressed in some sort of constitution. The hierarchy is simply expressed in how the powerful behave – what they do, who they are – and Nietzsche says that in this world the distinction between good and bad is simply the distinction between what the strong do and what they don’t do. What they do is good and the test of whether it’s good is whether or not they do it. The test is not whether it matches up to some external ideal or code of practice.

         So this is a very expressive version of what it is to be good: you recognise it when you see it and you see it when it is done. Likewise to be bad in this world has no connotations of evil or even wrongdoing. To be bad is simply to be ordinary, not to be one of the strong and instead to be on the receiving end of their strength. The strong don’t define themselves against what is bad. They don’t even define what is good. They just do it. That unfettered version of human life and expression is for Nietzsche the closest there is to our true creative potential. At least it is for those few, those very few, who get to live it. And the rest? Well, they don’t really count for these purposes. They are there to be used. And if that makes them slaves – literal slaves – so be it. Creativity and slavery are for Nietzsche two sides of the same coin.

         Where does the worm enter this story? What can unravel a 90world in which the strong are strong, the weak are weak, and there is nothing more to be said about good or bad? In fact there are three things, which could be called the three Ps, though that’s not exactly how Nietzsche puts it: priestcraft, philosophy and property (the last being the one that connects Nietzsche’s story to Rousseau’s). Priestcraft emerges because the weak will still look to find ways of expressing their will to power and one way of doing that is to create a code of self-denial: become an ascetic. First stifle yourself deliberately and then turn that into an ethic of selflessness and separateness: use your asceticism to make yourself a caste apart. That for Nietzsche is precisely what early priestly castes did. They sought to cleanse the human experience by purging it of many of its most human qualities, including the urge to treat other people however the hell you liked. Denying that impulse became a means of self-assertion: it made them different. Initially this kind of priestly asceticism was a withdrawal, and it could mean embarking on a hermit-like or solitary existence, so it’s a somewhat self-defeating way of asserting the will to power. If you don’t see anyone else, who can you dominate? But it also had the potential to become a social phenomenon: not just a mark of separateness but a mark of value. Look at the hermits and the ascetics and admire their discipline. See their worth, which they have created for themselves.

         For Nietzsche one of the things that happens once you get priestly purification is that disdain turns into a kind of disgust. In the original version of the human experience the strong have disdain for the weak and the healthy have disdain for the sick. Nietzsche says that there is no reason for the healthy to look after the sick, to lower themselves to their level. Why should they care? But the priestly version of self-purification introduces a latent unease around the workings of the human body, including the most basic bodily functions. It extends from an anxiety about ill-health to a squeamishness about dirt, a prudery regarding bodily fluids, a desire to purify the body by distancing it from 91all the things that come out of it. From that sense of disgust it’s a very small step to a feeling of shame and once you are in the world of shame – of priests trying to persuade other people that there are perfectly natural things they should be ashamed of – you are not very far from having created a stifling morality. It stifles the priests as well, because disgust can quite quickly become self-disgust too.

         On the Genealogy of Morality is not exactly a funny book. I don’t think it has any jokes in it as such. But sometimes it’s hard not to smile at Nietzsche’s sudden lurches of imagination and expression. He can be writing in extremely abstract terms about the origins of morality and then launch into a disquisition on why it is that these priestly castes are so obsessed with their bowel movements. In the end, he suggests, priests are governed by the knots in their stomachs. Theirs is a morality of indigestion. That is one way in which the worm turned.

         The arrival of philosophy is similar but different. Philosophy is not so much about purification – unless it’s about intellectual purification – but instead it’s an expression of curiosity on the part of those who have no other outlet for their creativity. However, this is not curiosity manifested by action – stepping into the unknown, which is what the strong do – but by asking general questions. It’s the move from saying this is good because I do it, to asking if what I do is any good, judged by some criteria external to the action itself, criteria that might gain a wider acceptance by dint of reason, or logic, or sheer force of argument. To think like that is a mark of weakness because it benefits the weak. Or, to put it differently, this is the move to the ‘what’ questions. What is justice? What is truth? What is allowed?

         For Nietzsche, as for most people who try to tell the story of Western philosophy, all that really started with the ancient Greeks. Nietzsche was very conflicted about the ancient Greeks. He both hugely admired and indeed longed for aspects of their culture and way of life but also thought that this was the beginning 92of the end: ancient Greek philosophy was where the rot set in. He distinguished within ancient Greek life and society between the pre-philosophical – or, as it’s sometimes called, pre-Socratic – version and what came after, once Socrates had appeared with his endless questioning, his constant asking ‘what’, ‘why’, ‘why not’, his relentless pushing for answers, pushing for the truth. Before that the Greeks just lived, unencumbered by philosophy, and some of them lived heroically. Nietzsche draws the contrast between Homeric Greek culture – Achilles and Agamemnon – and the era that arrives with Socrates and then Plato and then Aristotle, the more ‘academic’ version as it came to be called (after the Academy in Athens where they philosophised). In the heroic version people act; in the academic version people ask. The problem with asking is that it overlays human action with a superstructure that conditions and limits its possibilities. People will be expected to do things in the name of truth, in the name of justice, rather than discovering what is true by dint of what they do. Good and bad are no longer manifested in action; they become its preconditions. Once you have started down that road, your society will begin to turn itself inside out. The strong will start to feel that there is something outside themselves to which they have to refer before they decide what to do. Or they will if they listen to the philosophers.

         Finally, there is property, which is a problem for Nietzsche because it introduces the idea of ownership, which in turn creates the notion of obligations. Property makes sense only if others can be made to acknowledge what you own. Worse, property leads to the idea of debt – of being required to pay people back for what you have taken. Debt on Nietzsche’s account is closely linked to the concept of guilt. Indeed, the two concepts are directly connected etymologically and in German the same word – Schuld – can mean either debt or guilt. The philologist in Nietzsche is never far away.

         So from ownership to obligation; from obligation to owing; 93from owing to debt; from debt to guilt; and from guilt quite quickly an alliance can be made with shame and with the priests and even the philosophers. Suddenly these things start to come together: guilt and shame go along with worrying about what is justice and what is truth. Yet we are still in the pre-Christian world. We have not yet arrived at what Nietzsche would recognise as morality. The ancient world had its priests, it had its philosophers and it certainly had its wealthy individuals. These were invariably slaveowners: their wealth wasn’t just wealth; it was a form of absolute power. All of these were narrow elites. The priests were elites, the philosophers were elites, the rich men (and they were all men) were elites. None of it was arranged by or for the common people – not even in (slave-owning) democratic Athens. The vast majority were still the disempowered and dispossessed. But out of shame and guilt and self-denial and debt comes the opportunity for the many to get their claws into the few. These concepts created the opening for the decisive move in Nietzsche’s genealogy, which he calls, in a truly memorable phrase, ‘the slave revolt in morality’. This is his name for the Christian revolution, the turning of the world upside down, when the many used these and other ideas to impose constraints on the few.

         How did they do it? Nietzsche provides various examples. I’ll just give a couple. Take another Christian catchphrase: ‘Love thy neighbour’. Now there’s a nice idea. What does it mean? For Nietzsche it introduces the idea not just of neighbourliness but of community, the thought that there is something that is owed to people in common, whoever they are. It doesn’t matter who your neighbour is, you should love that person. This idea merges the few into the many by abolishing the distinction between them in the way it jointly constrains them, all in the name of love. Nietzsche argues that the relationship of the individual to the community, which is created by the Christian creed, is like the relationship of the debtor to the creditor. Suddenly you 94owe something to your fellow man and as soon as you owe something you are no longer that free, creative, self-mastering human being of old; you are trapped. Who does it serve to trap people in this way? The ones who were already trapped, above all slaves: both literal slaves but also, in a more metaphorical sense, the downtrodden. Let’s call them the meek. Christianity allowed the meek to turn the tables on their superiors by imposing on them not only codes and laws and constitutions but also morality itself, the very idea of good and evil, that whole set of categories that in Nietzsche’s mind limit the capacity of individual human beings to be themselves. They are all designed to work to the advantage of the people who have the least to lose. That is why Christianity is nothing but a construct. This great reversal is not an act of divine revelation, it does not derive from a supernatural power intervening in the human story. This is human beings doing something to themselves. It is the many doing it to the few.

         It is not a benign story in Nietzsche’s telling. There are parts of On the Genealogy of Morality that are genuinely horrifying to read. Nietzsche contrasts the idea of Christian compassion with the hard facts of human cruelty and, while it’s not fair to say that he celebrates the cruelty exactly, he certainly embraces it, in the sense that he thinks it is absolutely fatal to the human experience to try to suppress it or deny it. He also sees cruelty at work throughout the human story, even when the powerless start to come out on top, and perhaps especially then. All religions, he says, are founded on cruelty – whatever they might teach. The will to power is simply an expression of the ability of some people to do things to other people and not to care. Christians are no exception. In perhaps the most gruesome passages in the book he describes some of the things that Christians have done to each other. These are by Christian standards – though not by Nietzsche’s standards – the worst things that you can find human beings doing. The worst tortures, the most dreadful cruelties, 95the most terrifying acts have taken place in Christian circles. He particularly picks out medieval German Christian communities, and he itemises the tortures and horrors that happened there. Who were the people who boiled other human beings alive in oil? Christian kings. There is real cruelty underneath the attempt to invert cruelty and replace it with pity. You can always see the cruelty, Nietzsche thinks, behind the pity if you look hard enough. And sometimes you barely need to look at all.

         But Nietzsche also tells the story forward, so that as well as uncovering what underlies Christianity he also describes what overlays it. These are more recent phenomena: welfare, social justice, democracy. They are the ultimate modern expression of the idea of the community, based on the idea that we owe something to everyone, to the ordinary people, who were once for Nietzsche the definition of what it means to be bad. For the sick, we create welfare states to make them well; for the downtrodden and disadvantaged, we build democracies to give them a voice. These are all extensions of the slave revolt in morality, and therefore extensions of the Christian ethic. All of the great panoply of civilised late-nineteenth-century European bien pensant thinking, ideas of progress, of rights, of the rule of law, of liberal democracy, of caring for others can be understood in terms of the slave revolt, which is the expression of the will to power of the powerless who would rather embrace their nothingness than not have a will. The many would rather embrace democracy than not have a say, even though for Nietzsche liberal democracy is the negation of human life because it is designed to stifle human greatness. All forms of legality, he says, are a limitation of the human experience. It is a shocking and bracing philosophy.

         Above all I think what Nietzsche wants his readers, whoever they are, to take from the story that he tells is an understanding of the inversion at the heart of it: what was once good has become evil; what was once bad has been deemed good. There are echoes of Butler here, as well as of Rousseau. I don’t know 96if Nietzsche read Butler; he might have done. He was certainly curious about, and deeply contemptuous of, much English political and scientific writing (he was particularly scathing about what he saw as crass English utilitarianism). Butler probably read Nietzsche, though not by the time he composed Erewhon. But the Erewhonian notion that there could be a world turned upside down in which the things that we think are bad are good and the things that we think are good are bad has a Nietzschean ring to it. Yet Nietzsche’s version is not the utopian fantasy of an adventurer, and nor is it the dystopian version. Nietzsche’s inversion represents what he thinks of as the true history of the human condition. This is not imaginary people on the other side of the world. This is us.

         The idea of community, of sharing, of looking out for each other, of turning the other cheek, of loving your neighbour, the idea that ordinary people deserve the same say as everyone else, the idea that the worst thing that you can do is to be cruel: we think these things are good. Once they were bad, because the strong did not do them. Once upon a time to be cruel was to be human. To disdain the community was to be human. Even marriage, Nietzsche says (and again this has some echoes of Rousseau, though Nietzsche is a very different kind of opponent of marriage), something that was at the end of the nineteenth century the absolute bedrock of what it meant to lead a moral life – to devote yourself to one person, to be true, to be committed – was not always good. Once it too was bad, because by claiming one woman to yourself (and Nietzsche can only really conceive of it that way round) you were stifling the capacity of some human beings to take whomever they wanted and to call it good because they did it. Marriage was for losers. It is a genuinely shocking philosophy.

         Where does it lead? That’s the hardest question to answer with Nietzsche because it leads to many different places, depending on where you start and in which direction you go. There is no 97doubt that somewhere in this story there is a hankering for that much earlier absence of dependence, for the heroic indifference of the pre-Socratic world. It was not a time of self-sufficiency as such because this is not a purely individualistic story: the heroes still needed each other. For Nietzsche a core value is culture and culture is simply not what individuals do. There is always something collective about culture, even in the age of Homer. But culture filtered through modern ideas of community is for Nietzsche the antithesis of culture, and democratic culture is almost a contradiction in terms.

         That absence of dependence is different from Rousseau’s version. What Rousseau misses is the loss of our ability to fold ourselves away, to disappear into the woods, to get into a difficult situation and then simply to walk away from it. What Nietzsche misses is the capacity of some human beings, when they get themselves into a difficult situation, just to trample all over it; not to walk away but somehow to walk through it or to go beyond it; not to disappear but to rise above it. Nietzsche often uses the word ‘distance’ to capture this. In Rousseau’s imagination the place where human beings can escape is the forest or the woods, where nature will enfold you. In Nietzsche’s writing the fantasies are fantasies of the desert or of the mountaintop, where the air is pure and dry and it is possible to see for miles. This isn’t priestly purification but a kind of rising above the herd; it’s not asceticism but a stripping away of the ties that hold people back.

         It is possible to read a story like Nietzsche’s – indeed to read any family tree – and when you realise all the things that have gone together to make you who you are to feel diminished by it. You discover that you are just a contingent product of all sorts of forces over which you had no control. That’s something that many people felt when they discovered the evolutionary account of human development that emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, a feeling of emptiness, almost 98of nihilism: it’s random, it is actually nothingness. Maybe what we should learn from this story is not that we are right to will nothingness but we should reconcile ourselves to the contingency of the whole thing. But Nietzsche was completely clear that he was not endorsing nihilism. He didn’t want people to read this story and reflect that as a result of it there’s nothing we can do. He thought that when you see how contingent it is you should be liberated by it. But he also thought that what you can take from this story is an understanding that the trap of modern civilisation – its stifling quality – is created by the thing that is trapped by it. That is the ultimate inversion: the stifling of the will to power was created by an expression of the will to power, the will to power of the powerlessness. Hence this is not a story that says that the will to power is dead. Anything but. This is a story that says even the powerless can find an outlet for it if they are creative enough, determined enough, maybe even ruthless enough. Just look at those terrible medieval Christians. Maybe even look at these terrible contemporary democratic politicians. The cruelty of which they are capable shows that the will to power is still alive and kicking, even in civilised European societies.

         Nietzsche meant this to be an emancipatory story, not a nihilistic one. Where did it lead him? It led him to madness, and hints of the madness are already there in the grandiosity and wildness of his imagination expressed in On the Genealogy of Morality. Three years later he had his breakdown. It then led to the most extraordinary afterlife in the history of modern philosophy. When Nietzsche was just pouring this stuff out in the late 1880s – writing four books in a single year – no one was reading it. The books sold just a few hundred copies each in the year of their publication. What he wrote seemed too mad and there was too much of it. There is also a hectoring tone to some of it which can be hard to take. So people stopped reading Nietzsche and he was essentially forgotten. Then he was taken to an asylum and 99no one heard from him again; yet as soon as he finally shut up people started to listen. Quite quickly, once the books stopped coming out in an unstoppable torrent, people around Europe began to read them and to be inspired by them. From 1890, the year he went mad, to 1914 he went from almost nothing, a forgotten, one-time minor academic celebrity, to one of the most widely read writers in the Western world. His influence was everywhere. The American president Theodore Roosevelt read him. George Bernard Shaw – the man who also loved Samuel Butler – was inspired by him. He influenced Franz Kaf ka and Gustav Mahler, Max Weber and Thomas Mann, Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, Jack London and W. B. Yeats. He was taken up by reformers and by reactionaries, by champions of more democracy and by those who wanted emancipation from democracy. He was ubiquitous and all-conquering.

         Then the First World War broke out and Nietzsche’s reputation changed because the association changed. He was no longer the wild, emancipatory philosopher; he was the German philosopher. And in those countries at war with Germany – including Britain, France and eventually the United States – he became the German philosopher whose views of the will to power, of dominance, of hierarchy, of cruelty, were associated with German ruthlessness and with German cruelty. Nietzsche became part of the propaganda wars of the first half of the twentieth century, years after his death. That process was then greatly accelerated by Nietzsche’s identification, through no fault of his own, with the Nazi regime. It was partly the fault of his sister, Elizabeth Forster-Nietzsche, a Nazi sympathiser and anti-Semite who managed Nietzsche’s archive, but mainly the fault of the Nazis themselves. Elements of Nietzsche’s thought – the Aryanism, the celebration of ‘the blonde beast’, what looked to many people like the anti-Semitism, the seeming celebration of violence – were cherry-picked by his fascist disciples. Nietzsche could appear to be the house philosopher of the Hitler regime. 100And when the Third Reich collapsed, Nietzsche’s reputation went down with it. He was cancelled. His ideas were considered toxic after the Second World War, too horribly tainted by what they were thought to have inspired.

         It was only in the 1960s and 1970s that he was allowed a voice again. He was rediscovered by those who wanted to use him not for the purposes of politics but for what came to be called critical theory and is now usually known as post-modernism. His acute sense of contingency – the idea that most things, maybe everything, including morality, is a human construct and could be reconstructed – was used for theories of art and culture, for how to read literature, for how to think about philosophy. The politics, which was still considered to be too awful and too embarrassing to mention, was just parked to one side. It was thought maybe if you could just forget about the nasty stuff there were elements of Nietzsche, carefully husbanded, carved out from the toxicity, that could be useful. Yet that position was unsustainable. Nietzsche wasn’t just useful, he was a complete philosopher of a kind, and the politics inevitably came back in. Readers began again to ask the question that they had asked after 1890 about this extraordinary, unsettling philosophy – what does it mean for politics?

         In truth, there isn’t a huge amount of politics in Nietzsche, though there is some and maybe more than a post-modernist approach might suggest. It’s certainly not Nazi politics, it’s not crude nationalism, it’s not crude racism. It’s complicated and it has a lot to do with Nietzsche’s understanding not just of the world of modern politics but of what kind of politics was possible at the start of his story in the pre-Socratic world. There is an argument to say that Nietzsche is actually an egalitarian political philosopher, so long as the people who are equal are the ones at the top, not the masses: the masters and not the slaves. Slave equality – aka democratic equality – is a disaster for Nietzsche. But equality among Homeric heroes, treating each 101other as genuine equals as well as rivals, could be the basis of the best of human culture. Yet what good is that vision at the end of the nineteenth century, never mind at the start of the twenty-first, when the heroes have long gone? Instead, for people like us, there are perhaps three different ways Nietzsche’s argument could go for politics, depending on how you read him.

         One possibility is that this is an argument that seeks to take us beyond modern politics. What we call politics is part of the sham. Politics – like God – is effectively dead because democratic politics in particular is an overlay of Christian morality, and once you see through that maybe you can see through all of it. All of the things that we think are now good – democracy, justice, welfare, the rule of law – when we trace them back we see the cruelty that lies behind them. And when we see the inversion of the will to power that lies behind them, we realise that they are just an empty shell. And when we see they are just a shell, just as Christianity is just a shell, we understand the imperative to break free from them and from it. Maybe democracy should be lumped together with God: deadwood.

         One of Nietzsche’s most haunting images comes in a different piece of writing, The Gay Science, published in 1882. There he says that now that humanity is finally free of the dead hand of Christianity, we humans are like sailors setting out on an open sea and ready to take our chances: ‘At last the horizon seems open once more, granting even that it is not bright; our ship can at last put out to sea in the face of every danger; every hazard is again permitted to the discerner.’ One way to read that image is that when we set out to sea we leave politics behind. But an alternative reading would suggest that we are setting out in search of a new politics, one that is true to us and through which we can truly be ourselves. Nietzsche has sometimes been read that way, including by democrats and reformers. Perhaps we should be heading towards a new kind of equality, an equality that takes us all seriously not as slaves, but as genuinely self-expressive and 102creative individuals. There are those, one hundred years ago and today, who have tried to construct from Nietzsche’s argument a new understanding of democracy itself, one that gets beyond the sham and empty promises and tries to take human beings seriously as freely expressing, individual, self-creating agents. The first reading consigns politics to the rubbish heap of history. The second reading reclaims politics in order to reinvent it.

         Finally, there have always been those who have found in Nietzsche what they think is the expression of a kind of pure politics: uncluttered, unsentimental, unillusioned. What Nietzsche discovered is that behind all the political chit-chat of modern society there is something more basic, crueller, more domineering, more hierarchical, and we need to recognise it for what it is. There can be no real human autonomy unless we understand that somewhere inside our politics we are going to find something that we modern, liberal, democratic Christians (if we are still Christians) will feel is unpalatable. But we shouldn’t find it unpalatable because it’s part of who we are too. Sometimes this reading of Nietzsche is called ‘realist’ and it is associated with power politics. There are many varieties of political realism. By no means all of them celebrate the exercise of power and excuse the immoral acts that invariably come in its wake. But there have been readers of Nietzsche who have wanted to do that, particularly in the first half of the twentieth century. These are the people who gave Nietzsche a bad name.

         Those people are not Nietzsche. Nietzsche is not his followers. Nietzsche is the philosopher who thought that we were about to set sail for the first time in a very long time out onto an open sea. I think Nietzsche is not captured by the third reading. I think Nietzsche is either the first or the second reading. Nietzsche is not the philosopher who wants us to tear off the veil and see politics for what it really is. Nietzsche is the philosopher who wants us to tear off the veil and then see what we can do. We can do anything.
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            Rosa Luxemburg,

            The Russian Revolution (1918)

         

         Rosa Luxemburg lived a revolutionary life in every sense. It was a perilous life. She spent a significant amount of time in jail and she was often in physical danger. It was a pretty tumultuous life, both personally and politically. She did not live by the rules in her private relationships any more than she did in her public pronouncements. She also lived the life of an outsider. She was a woman in a world of men. She was a Jew in a notoriously anti-Semitic age. She was Polish but she spent a large part of her adult life among Germans.

         For all the drama, for all the tumult, it is nevertheless possible to say quite straightforwardly what was the worst day of Rosa Luxemburg’s life; that is, the worst day before the final day of her life. She was murdered at the age of forty-seven on 15 January 1919. But before that terrible day, by far the worst thing that ever happened to Rosa Luxemburg took place on 4 August 1914 with the outbreak of the First World War. More particularly it was what happened on that day in the German parliament.

         By 1914 Germany had a democratically elected national parliament but it was still something of a fake institution. It wasn’t comparable to the British Parliament in Westminster; it did not have that kind of authority. Germany was still an autocratic regime ruled by the Emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, who appointed his own ministers; the country’s parliament did not have the power to stop him. It could not demand the resignation of 104ministers in whom it had lost confidence, which was the great power of the British parliament. Yet the German parliament was elected on a broader franchise at this point in its history than the Westminster one – something close to universal male suffrage. All working men could vote in Germany, and as a result by 1914 the largest bloc in the German parliament was made up of socialists – most of them members of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) – who were fully committed to Marxist principles. They were, in their own minds at least, still revolutionaries.

         The one significant power that the German parliament possessed was the right to approve or reject government budgets, including loans and other financial measures, over which it had a veto. On 4 August 1914, then, a parliament containing a large number of socialist representatives was asked whether it would approve what were called ‘war credits’, a scheme of public debt that would fund German participation in the coming war. For Rosa Luxemburg, present in the public gallery, the answer was blindingly obvious. She too was a socialist and she well understood that the SPD was a very factional party, divided into all sorts of different groupings. There were the orthodox Marxists and the revisionists; there were the internationalists and the nationalists; there were the pragmatists and the ideologues. Luxemburg had strong views about all of these positions but nonetheless she thought that the one thing that should unite them was opposition to the war. It was the antithesis of everything all of them stood for: they all believed in their different ways in worker solidarity; they all believed in their different ways that the job of socialism was to unite the workers against the ruling class; they all believed that better days were to come. It was not their job to empower the ruling class to send the workers out to kill each other. It was not their job to vote for war credits so that German working men could kill French working men and Belgian working men and British working men, and civilians too. 105

         The answer was so obvious to Rosa Luxemburg that she literally could not understand what happened on that day and she was utterly dazed by it. What happened was that her party, the revolutionary socialist party of Germany, voted unanimously for the war credits and thereby gave the green light to the First World War. Even her colleague, the radical socialist Karl Liebknecht – the man who would be murdered alongside her in January 1919 – voted for the war credits, for the sake of party unity. For Luxemburg, this was betrayal.

         When she saw the party in which she believed do the opposite of the thing for which she thought it stood she contemplated suicide. She thought that perhaps her life was over because nothing made sense any more. But that feeling of blank despair did not last long. She realised what it was she had to do. Indeed, there was only one thing for a true revolutionary to do, which was to stop the war. If the war was the antithesis of revolutionary socialism then to be a revolutionary socialist meant from that day on doing everything in one’s power to bring the war to an end. Ending the war would be the revolutionary act. In coming to that view Luxemburg also came closer to the view of someone who was her near contemporary, her fellow revolutionary and her nemesis – Vladimir Lenin.

         Luxemburg’s response to the outbreak of the First World War was similar to Lenin’s in three respects. First they had a similar understanding of what had caused it. To their minds, imperialism explained the conflict, and that explanation was consistent with an orthodox reading of Marx. As Marx had understood, imperialism was the final stage of capitalism, the form it took when it could find no other way to deal with its internal contradictions. On the standard Marxist account, capitalism was ultimately unsustainable because it produced more than could be consumed, since capitalism meant exploiting the workers and that exploitation meant paying them less than their labour was worth in order to make a profit on the goods they 106produced. But who are you going to sell these goods to if you’ve impoverished the workers? That’s why capitalism is constantly plagued by crises of overproduction and it is why capitalist businesses go bust. So if you’ve got too much stuff to sell and no one to sell it to, what do you do? You build an empire and you dump the surplus overseas. Imperialism was an extension of capitalist overproduction because imperialism was the means by which capitalists could find new markets to conquer – literally to conquer.

         However, imperialism does nothing to change the underlying logic of capitalism, which remains fatally flawed. Ultimately this attempt to put off the final reckoning simply produces a greater international reckoning as the empires themselves come to clash in a competition to protect their rival captive markets. For both Luxemburg and Lenin this is what the First World War was: a war of empires battling to stave off the inevitable failure of their respective economic systems. It was no coincidence that all of the major combatants were imperial powers: the British Empire, the French Empire, the Belgian Empire, the Russian Empire, the German Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Ottoman Empire, and after 1917 the American Empire. The war was a capitalist-imperialist fiasco and both Luxemburg and Lenin understood that therefore the definitive revolutionary act in that context would be to end it. Their job as revolutionaries was to do whatever was in their power to bring this war to a conclusion, not least because the end of the war was likely to spell the end of capitalism. Luxemburg believed it; Lenin believed it; and Lenin ultimately did it.

         Finally, what they had in common was their view – which was absolutely hardwired in Lenin but had to be acquired by Luxemburg – that Russia might be where the overthrow of capitalism began. Under conditions of global conflict the revolution could break out anywhere. It certainly was not necessarily the case that it would come first in an advanced industrial society 107like Germany, where Luxemburg had been fighting the revolutionary struggle for most of her adult life. The idea that the revolution might happen in Russia before it happened in Germany was an unconventional one by orthodox Marxist standards, particularly in the German intellectual circles in which Luxemburg moved. Many German Marxists took a somewhat patronising view of Russia as a backward society, a peasant society, a theocratic society, and in so far as it was an imperial society more medieval than modern. The Tsarist regime was a throwback to the feudal past. Russian peasants had been serfs only a couple of generations before. It was hardly likely that this was where the proletarian revolution would break out, since the proletariat in Russia was tiny, still dwarfed by the number of peasants. Industry in Russia was backward; society in Russia was archaic. Germany, or maybe Britain, or maybe the United States, or maybe France, or maybe even Belgium: these were the countries that were ripe for workers’ revolution. Russia was somewhere much, much further down the line.

         This view turned out to be wrong. But even before it proved wrong it led to ridiculous and painful contortions. For Luxemburg it was a line of thought that reached its most absurd expression on 4 August 1914 when socialists tried to justify how and why they could possibly vote for a war that was the antithesis of what they were meant to believe in. One argument was that in a war between Germany and Russia, the inevitable victory of the advanced German industrial state over its backward Russian counterpart, would accelerate Russia’s progress to German levels of readiness for revolution. Luxemburg thought this was spurious nonsense. You don’t justify a war like this in the name of turning Russia from a feudal into a capitalist society for the sake of sequencing the preliminaries to a socialist revolution. She and Lenin saw that for the intellectual posturing it was. War is not a means of sequencing anything. It is bloodshed and opportunity. 108

         Luxemburg’s view that Russia was a possible site of revolution was partly informed by her experiences as someone who had been born and raised in Poland. All her life arguments raged among Polish socialists and revolutionaries about the correct answer to the question of when and how a revolution might be achieved. Again there was a conventional view, which stemmed from Germany, that Poland, not even an independent state at this point, needed a helping hand from the outside to be ready. Poland was a nation divided between two dominating powers: to the west, Germany, and to the east, Russia. Orthodox – but also to Luxemburg’s mind inadequate – Marxist theory said that the part of Poland that was closest to Germany would be the more advanced because Germany was a more advanced society than Russia. Western Poland was bound to be riper for radical change than the area that was still trapped by Russian traditions, Russian institutions and Russian peasant practices. By definition, the feudal East would be lagging behind the industrial West. To which Luxemburg said: that’s all very well in theory, but have you ever been to Poland, you Germans who are theorising about where the development must be taking place? Because it’s not happening in the West; it’s happening in the East. The part of Poland that was dependent on Russia was more developed and also more industrialised than the part that was dependent on Germany.

         How could that be explained in theory? Luxemburg knew the answer: Russia was an empire. What capitalism does, whatever stage it’s at, is to try to control the market. Advanced capitalism is not simply market forces let loose, because if you do capitalism like that it just blows up in your face. A Marxist must understand that capitalists are always seeking to monopolise the market, to limit competition, and to control where and on whom they can dump their goods, in order to save themselves from ruin. That’s what empires are for and that’s why capitalists ally themselves with imperial projects – to gain the sort of 109control they need to survive. Hence it was the imperial aspect of Russian domination that allowed eastern Poland to develop under conditions of capitalist control, and this therefore gave the lie to the whole idea that the nearer you are to Germany the nearer you are to revolution. Luxemburg thought it was at least possible that the opposite was true.

         She still believed that Germany was ripe for revolution because frankly she thought pretty much everywhere was ripe for revolution. But the idea that Russia and by extension Poland had to wait was anathema to her. She also thought that Polish nationalism was a mistake. Luxemburg emphatically rejected the idea that Poland needed to be an independent nation state before it could embark on the path of revolutionary transformation. She was a lifelong, fully committed internationalist, and in her mind that is what it meant to be a Marxist. Marxism was at its heart an internationalist doctrine or it was nothing. Yet it had become fatally mixed up with the principles of nationalism. Even its founders had made that compromise. The Communist Manifesto, written in 1848 by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, was a proudly internationalist document and over the second half of the nineteenth century it appeared in several languages, often with a purpose-written new preface by Engels. The preface to the Polish edition of 1892 allowed that Polish nationalism, notwithstanding the internationalism of the wider movement, was a force to be reckoned with and encouraged (‘The restoration of an independent and strong Poland is a matter which concerns not only the Poles but all of us,’ Engels wrote). Luxemburg revered Engels but she hated this pandering to national identity at the expense of revolutionary principle.

         What Luxemburg so mistrusted about Polish nationalism was something she identified in various forms of Marxist orthodoxy: it was both too rigid and too flexible. The rigidity lay in the assumption that societies have to pass through certain stages before they are ready for the proletarian revolution and 110ultimately the arrival of a communist utopia. That orthodox but inflexible view ranked societies on how near or far they were from the promised land according to a hierarchy of social states. Poland was not yet even an independent nation, so it still had to pass through its national bourgeois liberal revolution and throw off feudal Russian imperial rule. Engels encouraged revolutionary movements in Poland to annex themselves to nationalist movements in order to accelerate this.

         That was the rigidity: first stage one, then stage two, then stage three, and no rushing past stage two just because you’re in a hurry. Yet it came with a lot of flexibility and pragmatism because it encouraged all sorts of unorthodox compromises. Here, after all, was the Polish edition of The Communist Manifesto compromising on what for Luxemburg was its uncompromising essence, which was its internationalism. How was that possible? Because it doesn’t matter so much what we do at this stage since these are just the preliminaries. This is the point when we can afford to make compromises, since all that will be washed away when we finally reach the promised land.

         Luxemburg recognised and deplored that these two things so often went together: the people who were most rigid were also the ones who compromised too much because they didn’t think their compromises mattered. They thought they could get away with it because this wasn’t the part that really counted. The time for principled action was still to come. Luxemburg thought that Polish nationalism was a distraction from and a gross distortion of revolutionary principles. The job of a revolutionary was not to fight for national independence; it was to fight for an international revolution. Overthrow the Tsarist yoke by all means, but don’t do it simply to make Poland free. Do it to make everyone free.

         Her view that Russia might be a site of genuine revolutionary possibility was confirmed by the Russian Revolution. But this was not the 1917 revolution – it was the 1905 revolution. Both 111she and Lenin had their views reinforced by what happened in Russia in 1905, though in very different ways. The First Russian Revolution, as it’s sometimes called, was seen by many orthodox Marxists as the wrong revolution, or at least a very preliminary uprising – a preamble to the real thing. Because Russia was still a feudal, theocratic, Tsarist, agrarian society it had to pass through its bourgeois liberal revolution (something akin to the Glorious Revolution of 1688 in England or the French Revolution of 1789) before it could have its proletarian revolution at a later date. As a result many Marxists thought 1905 was a revolution for them to sit out: let the bourgeoisie get on with it and then see where we are. This one certainly didn’t look like a proletarian revolution. It was driven by a hotchpotch of all sorts of different forces. The peasantry was up in arms. The workers were on strike, but the bourgeoisie were on strike too. Even the capitalists – the liberal middle class – were demanding radical change. They wanted to get rid of the Tsar, or at least they wanted the Tsar to make very significant concessions: to liberalise, to constitutionalise, to modernise the Russian state. Their focus was on elections to an assembly that would be tasked with drawing up a new constitution and enshrining in it liberal rights, such as freedom of religion and freedom of the press. What would a Marxist want with that – bourgeois elections, bourgeois priorities, bourgeois liberties? It was the wrong revolution.

         Luxemburg thought that attitude was nonsense; Lenin thought it was nonsense too. In 1905 Lenin wrote a series of scathing articles in which he essentially said: if we call ourselves revolutionaries, and this is a revolution, why the hell would we sit it out? This is the thing that we believe in, so if it doesn’t look like the revolution that we want, let’s make it the revolution we want. He made a joke that is not remotely funny but I think it’s probably the closest thing that Lenin comes to a joke that is actually a joke. He said the attitude of these overly rigid, overly orthodox Marxists to the 1905 Russian Revolution was like the 112people who fell for the advertisement for flea powder where it says on the side of the bottle – ‘Instructions: first catch your flea; then pour on the powder.’ That’s the joke: you don’t need the flea powder if you’ve already got the flea. To be a Marxist is not to wait until the flea is caught; it’s to catch it. It’s to take the flea powder and chuck it over everything and see what dies, confident in the knowledge that what dies had it coming anyway.

         Lenin was that kind of revolutionary – the proactive kind – and Luxemburg was in many ways that kind of revolutionary too. But they had a big disagreement about the lesson of the 1905 Russian Revolution. The disagreement was about Lenin’s view that to get the revolution they wanted it needed a strong dose of top-down leadership from the Bolshevik Party. Lenin was a centraliser. He believed that if this revolution was going wrong it was the job of Marxist intellectuals at the head of a tight-knit political organisation to steer it in the right direction. The chaos and uncertainty of the 1905 revolution showed that the workers didn’t really know what they were doing. They were confused about what they were trying to achieve and in conjunction with whom. The peasants? The bourgeoisie? The Tsar? But the people around Lenin were not remotely confused: they knew what they wanted. The job of the party was to grab the workers by the scruff of the neck and drag them – kicking and screaming if necessary – to the promised land.

         Luxemburg thought that Lenin’s attitude was wrong. In 1905 she came up with a rival interpretation of the First Russian Revolution which she identified with one word in particular: ‘spontaneity’. The revolution had to be a spontaneous act. What she meant by that was it had to teach us its lessons as it unfolds. You find out what the revolution is by discovering what drives it. You follow it as much as you lead it. If you do that, it will educate you. The big difference between Luxemburg and Lenin is Lenin thought it was his job and that of a tight coterie of intellectuals who thought like him to educate the revolution. 113Luxemburg thought intellectuals needed to be educated by the revolution, by the workers. If you go into a factory as a Marxist revolutionary and discover that the workers aren’t arguing for the things that you think they ought to be arguing for, you don’t tell them that they’re wrong; you try to understand why it is that they are arguing for those things. When you understand that, you will be much better placed to lead them because you will have discovered what it is they have understood about their fate by trying to regain control over it. Lenin was having none of that. He didn’t believe that the workers truly understood their fate. Only the Bolshevik Party did.

         When the Russian Revolution of 1905 fizzled out both Lenin and Luxemburg believed that they’d been proved right. Lenin thought the reason the revolution failed – it didn’t even get minor concessions from the Tsarist regime; it didn’t even move to that stage where one could say of Russia now at least it was a bourgeois liberal society – was because of a failure of leadership. He could have driven it on if he’d been given the chance. For Luxemburg it was all about failures of learning. No one had been sufficiently alert to the opportunities as they opened up. It required an open mind. Maybe the seeds of a workers’ revolution lay in unexpected and unexplored places because spontaneity cannot be preordained. For Luxemburg a real revolutionary moment leads onto new and unanticipated things. For Lenin it leads to the place it was always meant to go, and if it doesn’t get there it’s because it hasn’t been properly steered.

         Then in 1917 there was another Russian revolution, and that was one about which Lenin and Luxemburg had exactly the same view. But this was not Lenin’s revolution, which came in October. This was the second Russian revolution after 1905 but the first Russian revolution of 1917: the February revolution, the liberal revolution, the one that did get finally get rid of the Tsarist regime after it had collapsed under the weight of trying and failing to prosecute the First World War. It fell apart in the 114chaos and carnage of global conflict, as Lenin and Luxemburg had foreseen. Once again, as in 1905, the initial impetus was to create a new constitutional order through elections, a bill of rights, the liberalisation of public opinion and the press, and a greater involvement of a far wider range of Russian society in democratic decision-making: a classic, liberal – and for Marxists, bourgeois – revolution. And again there were those Marxists who said we have to sit this one out: it’s not our revolution. And again Luxemburg and Lenin said: it’s a revolution, we don’t sit out revolutions, we are revolutionaries. What’s more, they both felt there was an unsustainable contradiction at the heart of the February revolution which meant it would quickly evolve into something else. The liberal reformers were committed to continuing the war – fighting it better, more humanely, more efficiently, and perhaps even winning it – whereas Luxemburg and Lenin knew that the only sustainable revolutionary outcome would be to stop fighting the war altogether. This was the moment for true revolutionaries to try to seize power and end Russia’s involvement in the conflict. That’s what Lenin did. The third Russian revolution – the second revolution of 1917 – was the Bolshevik Revolution, which was effectively a coup. Lenin and a relatively small number of people within the Bolshevik Party seized power at the centre and clung on to it long enough and hard enough to take Russia out of the war.

         By March 1918 the new Bolshevik regime had effectively ended Russian participation in the conflict. To many on the outside it looked like an act of madness. What to Luxemburg and Lenin was the definitive revolutionary act was defined by the wider world as abject surrender: not stopping the war, not rescuing the workers from more meaningless, pointless slaughter, but straightforward surrender. And who was Russia surrendering to? Militarist, imperialist Germany, which demanded and secured punitive concessions from Russia in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Worse, in surrendering Lenin appeared to be making it more 115likely that Germany would win the war, since it was no longer committed to fighting on two fronts. How could Rosa Luxemburg, by this point in jail in Germany, believe that was a good idea? But she did. She thought Lenin was a true revolutionary hero. Not only had he achieved a genuine socialist revolution – or at least started one – but he’d also passed the primary test of his revolutionary credentials by leaving the imperialists to battle it out among themselves. She was exhilarated by it.

         Luxemburg was in jail because she had during the same period been trying to stop the war in Germany, which was considered not only disloyal but treasonable by the dictatorial German war machine. From her jail cell she turned her attention to what might happen next in Russia. For all her euphoria she feared a repeat of what had always divided her and Lenin, though this time the stakes were much higher, because Lenin had the power and she had none. In prison Luxemburg wrote a pamphlet called The Russian Revolution in which she celebrated Lenin for his courage and his historical significance – she made it clear that she believed him to be one of the most significant figures in human history – and she also excoriated him. In places she absolutely tore his revolution to shreds. What was she so bothered about? She was complaining about what she had complained about in 1905: that Leninism was too centralising, too controlling, and as a result Lenin’s revolution would end up being too oppressive and too cruel.

         By the spring of 1918 it was already clear that the Bolsheviks had embarked on a reign of terror. They had also begun suppressing and stifling democracy. Democracy for Luxemburg, as indeed for all Social Democrats, was an integral part of the socialist revolution. Lenin also paid lip service to the idea that this was all about creating a true and genuine democracy, a workers’ democracy through the dictatorship of the proletariat. But Lenin would insist that the kind of democracy he had in mind had nothing to do with a fake, bourgeois democracy 116of elections and free speech and open debate. That was all just a ruse, and his taking part in that kind of politics in 1917 was simply a sham to get him to the point where he was in charge and could decide what kind of democracy suited the workers best. Conversely, Luxemburg remained committed to the idea that to take part in a revolution is to open yourself up to what ordinary people think is happening, not to tell them but to ask them, to try to understand it from their point of view, even if it wasn’t what you were expecting. One definition of democracy is that democracy should be surprising. Luxemburg believed that too. Lenin didn’t. Lenin believed democracy should never be surprising.

         Luxemburg said it was a grave mistake on the part of the Bolshevik regime to stop the elections to the constituent assembly and to remove the newly established freedoms of 1917, including freedom of expression and freedom of the press. Lenin ditched them because they were nothing to do with his revolution. Luxemburg believed that some form of ongoing democracy was essential if any revolution was to meet its potential. She thought that Lenin was killing the revolution before it started by lacking the courage to listen to it instead of leading it. But there’s an oddity to the argument that she makes in The Russian Revolution. It is a piece of writing that seems to point two ways at once. She celebrates Lenin and she lays into him, so that you can never quite tell when and if her tongue is in her cheek. She does seem genuinely to think he’s an absolutely heroic figure and you sense that she also knows that he might be a monster. But the real puzzle is two particular policies for which she criticises him and his new regime in 1918. The reason she criticises them is that they’re not centralising enough.

         Luxemburg says that the first big mistake Lenin made was in relation to what she calls the national question. It concerned the constituent parts of the Russian Empire, the proto-nations – including the Baltic states of Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, 117along with others like Ukraine – which Luxemburg viewed as fake states and fake nations. She doesn’t think Ukraine really exists as an independent entity except in the fantasy of a few intellectuals. Yet what Lenin did when he achieved power was not to try and hold this empire together but allow it to break apart; to say, as many Marxists had said, including Engels, that it was fine if different nations took their own path to revolution. So he had permitted, for now anyway, these nations their right to self-determination, a phrase that Luxemburg associated with Woodrow Wilson and American imperialist capitalism, dressed up as democracy. Here was Lenin saying he too believed in a form of self-determination, that it was too much to try to hold the legacy of the Russian Empire together, even though it had been, if nothing else, a transnational entity. Instead these nations were to be allowed to go their own way before they were brought back into the fold (as they soon were – Ukraine was co-opted into the USSR in 1922). Luxemburg wanted him to hold on to them. Yet she was also criticising him for being a centraliser and a control freak.

         The other criticism that she levelled was over Lenin’s land policy and it’s the same kind of rebuke. One of the decisions that the Bolshevik regime made very early on was not to try to keep intact the large, legacy, semi-feudal estates on which most peasants worked. These vast estates were broken up into lesser, self-contained pieces of land and given back to the peasantry to be organised on a smaller scale. Full public ownership was to be deferred to a later date. Luxemburg thought this policy too was a serious mistake. How so? How can it be the case both that Lenin is too much of a centraliser and also that he is too laissez-faire when it comes to allowing big units to break up into small units? I think the answer has something to do with the lessons Luxemburg learned from Poland and its development. She was an internationalist so she hated concessions that allowed nationalism its head. She also believed that Russian control of 118eastern Poland had made Poland a more advanced and in some ways potentially a more revolutionary society through the scale of that control. The size of the Russian Empire was where its revolutionary potential lay. Breaking it up, and breaking up the land, was to draw the wrong historical lesson. But it was also wrong politically, because the process of reamalgamation and reintegration – both of land and of nations – when it finally happened would be more brutal and more painful than trying to hold the whole thing together from the outset. Lenin wanted centralisation but only on his own terms, something for which he was prepared to wait. Luxemburg thought he was utterly misguided – and that the ultimate consequences of doing it on his terms would be catastrophic.

         Her view was in its way the exact opposite of Lenin’s – she thought you hold it all together in order to open it up; you don’t open it up in order to bring it back together. In other words, what Luxemburg believed a revolution needed was the largest possible scope within which surprising things could happen. You keep the estates big; you keep the state big; and then you let people express themselves. You do not stifle the newspapers and break up the land; you hold together the land and you open up the newspapers. You don’t break up the empire into its national component parts; you hold the empire together and then you give as much possible say to all of those different parts at the centre, with real elections and genuine democratic representation. Lenin had done the opposite. What he had done was break it apart while retaining narrow, centralised control, so what was being held together was his power and the power of his party, and what was being broken apart was the social structure. That for Luxemburg was the antithesis of the promise of Marxism. The promise of a genuine workers’ revolution was to take what capitalism had amalgamated and conglomerated – whether it was so-called ‘backward’ Russian imperial capitalism or so-called ‘advanced’ German industrial capitalism – and open 119it up to democracy. You had to embrace the scale of what you had taken over. You didn’t fracture it, stifle democracy, and then try to rebuild. That was to be afraid of what you had taken on.

         Luxemburg’s central critique of the Leninist revolution was that Lenin would never get beyond the point of centralised control: his regime, and its successors, would remain narrow, undemocratic, and allow development only on the party’s terms. She thought any opening up to democracy would be indefinitely deferred, and she was right. Luxemburg always believed that the essence of a revolution was in its origins. There aren’t phases to be passed through; there aren’t stages on the road to it making sense. It makes sense in its own terms, so if it begins as a reign of terror, if it starts as a regime that suppresses free expression and is frightened of what people think, if the first thing it does is take votes away from people rather than giving votes to people, then that’s what it is. She asks the basic question in The Russian Revolution: how can a workers’ revolution begin by taking votes away from the workers? The February revolution – the bourgeois, liberal revolution – had enfranchised the workers. Now Lenin was taking votes away from them in the name of the workers’ revolution. That told you the character of what was to come. It was her old critique of the people who are too rigid also being too lax. Rigid orthodoxy allowed dramatic deviation from the orthodoxy because this – whatever this was – was just a passing phase when it doesn’t really matter what we do, because what we are trying to do is steer the whole thing to some destination where it will all make sense again. Let it go for now – let Ukraine be a nation, let the peasants take over the land – one day the central party will pull it all back together.

         There was only one direction Luxemburg thought that could go – in trying to pull it back together the central party would have to become not more but less democratic, not less but more oppressive, more terrifying, more coercive. If it was authoritarian when it was making the compromises, it would 120be even more authoritarian when it was returning to the true path. The Bolsheviks would never reach the point of believing that it was time for less central control, or not until it was too late. Luxemburg was advocating for the opposite: more unity but less control at the beginning for true democratic revolutionary socialism to emerge.

         Was she right that a socialist revolution that is democratic at the outset can and will retain its democratic character to the end? It seems idealistic to believe so, but who knows, because this kind of revolutionary socialism – the Rosa Luxemburg version – has never really been tried. Was she right about Lenin? Yes, she was right. What she wrote in 1918 was in many ways prophetic. She was right that Lenin was a world historical figure who did something completely extraordinary through the year 1917 and she was also right that the revolution he created in 1918 was not suddenly going to morph into free democratic socialism. It was going to remain what it was at its origins: a regime of terror. And she was right about other things too. She and Lenin were both right that Russia getting out of the war did not mean that Germany would win it. Germany lost the war within a year of Russia’s surrender, and when the German state collapsed in the aftermath of its defeat there was a German revolution, the thing that Luxemburg had wanted all her life. The most advanced industrialised state in Europe was now in the hands of the party of the workers – the SPD. But that meant it was also in the hands of many of the politicians who had voted for the war in 1914, the ones who were still standing in 1918. They became the provisional government. Luxemburg thought they were fatally compromised: the socialists of 1914 could not be trusted with the revolution of 1918 and she pushed for more radical change. Free from prison, she became a revolutionary again in every sense of that word. She started campaigning for more democracy, more workers’ control, more spontaneity: for a true socialist revolution. 121

         She didn’t get very far and then she was persuaded into a fatal error. It was her great mistake, on a much smaller scale than anything done by Lenin but for her personally far more catastrophic. She agreed to participate in a kind of Bolshevik coup. Her small revolutionary group, who were known as the Spartacists, attempted to overthrow the new regime in Berlin, starting on 5 January 1919. They aimed to take over various government offices with a small number of people in targeted attacks, just as the Bolsheviks had done, and then to summon the workers to their aid. Luxemburg had her doubts. She wasn’t sure it would work – she wasn’t sure it was spontaneous enough. There was more spontaneity to her mind about the actual Bolshevik Revolution than this ersatz, imitative German version. But these were her friends and she was a revolutionary and this was a revolution and something had to be done. So she joined in and took the lead. But she had been right in her doubts: the Spartacist uprising soon failed. Ten days after it began its two leaders, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, were rounded up by counterrevolutionary paramilitaries and secretly shot. Rosa Luxemburg’s body was dumped in a canal in Berlin, where it was not found until the summer, though when she disappeared it was widely understood that she had been murdered.

         In the celebrated lecture that the sociologist Max Weber gave in Munich in January 1919 about ‘politics as a vocation’ there is a strong suggestion that he had been thinking about the fate of Liebknecht and Luxemburg. He deploys a cold and unsentimental line to characterise their kind of revolutionary politics: ‘Those who live by the sword shall die by the sword.’ Weber did not shed any tears for Rosa Luxemburg. Yet what Weber says is not just unsentimental; it’s deeply unfair.

         I think it’s unfair for two reasons. First, because Luxemburg had something in common with Weber. They did not share a political outlook but they shared a political instinct. They both understood that there was a deep danger in any form 122of revolutionary politics that assumed that the choices of the present – the terrible compromises with violence – didn’t matter if you had a goal in mind that would transcend them. In other words, they shared an instinctive mistrust of the rigid revolutionary mindset that insists this stage doesn’t matter, this period of killing doesn’t matter, this reign of terror doesn’t matter, because at some point we’re going to reach the promised land. The ones who think like that are the most dangerous people of all. The fact that Luxemburg was herself a revolutionary and died in that kind of revolution, while Weber was an opponent of that kind of revolutionary politics, doesn’t mean that they didn’t both understand it. They both made mistakes. Luxemburg wrote with more farsighted courage about Leninism in the last year of her life than Weber did. In 1918 Weber had called Leninism a fascinating experiment. Luxemburg, who thought that Lenin’s revolution was the greatest thing that had ever happened in the history of the world, nevertheless foresaw from her jail cell the disaster that the experiment was already destined to become.

         And what’s the other reason that it’s unfair? I think Luxemburg would say: yes, those who live by the sword may well die by the sword. But those who live by the sword, those who have lived a revolutionary life, the ones who have tried, genuinely tried, to change the fixed and pitiless order of the world, at least those people have really lived.
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            Carl Schmitt,

            The Concept of the Political (1928/1932)

         

         The central fact about Carl Schmitt’s life is one that cannot be avoided and has to be addressed upfront. Schmitt was a Nazi. He wasn’t just a Nazi in the sense that people might bandy that term around on social media to describe someone whose views they find abhorrent, although many people do find Carl Schmitt’s views abhorrent. He was an actual, card-carrying Nazi. He was a member of the National Socialist Party in Germany between 1933 and 1936.

         He joined soon after Hitler came to power. He left three years later, having become a prominent spokesperson for Nazi legal philosophy. He went out of his way to promote a way of thinking about the law that he thought consistent with Nazi ideology, including racial ideology, and yet he didn’t go far enough for some. He came under the suspicion of the SS and he was investigated for disloyalty, though he wasn’t purged. He quit of his own accord. He didn’t become a pariah but he did become something of an outsider, in his own eyes at least. For the remainder of the Thousand Year Reich – which in reality only had nine more years left in it – he stayed in the country, he kept his professorship, he continued to teach and to write, and he cooperated; more than that, he was complicit in some of the worst aspects of the Nazi regime. He continued to speak out in support of various Hitlerite policies including Lebensraum, the doctrine of expansion to the east. He was sufficiently 124complicit that when the war was over he was arrested and held at Nuremberg, where he was investigated and interrogated by the Americans, who considered charging him with war crimes. In the end they decided to let him go.

         Schmitt’s defence during those interrogations was that he hadn’t really understood the nature of the Hitler regime until it was too late, which is frankly a pretty weak defence for someone who had made his reputation as the pre-eminent legal and political scholar in Germany. So if he was a Nazi, why would we read him today? The most common intellectual defence for reading Schmitt now is that the writing on which his current reputation rests was largely produced before 1933. That includes the book that is the subject of this chapter, The Concept of the Political, first written in 1928 and published in 1932, at the very end of the Weimar period. Schmitt was not yet a Nazi then; in fact, in some ways, he was a critic of fascism and a defender of the Weimar Republic, though a strange kind of defender it has to be said, because he was also a staunch critic of the Weimar regime. He thought that the Weimar political system was rickety, poorly constituted, ill thought through, weak, chaotic and ultimately incapable of defending itself against its enemies. He included among these enemies of Weimar the Nazis themselves, as well as those on the revolutionary left who also wanted to overthrow the established order. But given that Carl Schmitt then signed up with one set of those enemies, the triumphant foes of the Weimar Republic, the people who ultimately killed it, one has to ask – if he was a friend of the Weimar Republic, with friends like that who needs enemies?

         So why do we read Schmitt today? Certainly not because he was a Nazi. Nor because before that he was unsure about the Nazis and articulated a mealy mouthed defence of the Weimar Republic. In fact, the reason for reading Carl Schmitt is his critique of the Weimar Republic. It wasn’t a fascist critique; it became a fascist critique only later. His original critique 125of Weimar politics was driven by a desire to disentangle two ideas that he thought had become confused. These ideas were too often run together as though they were mutually reinforcing and Schmitt believed that it was crucially important to see just how different they were and are. That argument resonates today because we do still assume that these ideas go together. The two ideas are liberalism and democracy, or liberal democracy as we usually call it. It is tempting to imagine that there is something inevitable about this conjunction, as though liberalism and democracy necessarily suit each other. Schmitt wants us to know that they don’t. And that if we don’t see the ways that they don’t, we may find ourselves unable to defend either liberalism or democracy. That was his critique of Weimar but also his implicit declaration of support – it constituted a failure to defend something that might be worth defending.

         How did Schmitt think we should distinguish between liberal and democratic ideas of politics? He drew a stark, almost stylised distinction between them. Liberalism for Schmitt is about the individual. It celebrates individual identity and integrity and therefore what it also celebrates are difference and diversity. We are all individuals – we are all ourselves – and therefore we are all different. For that reason liberalism also celebrates heterogeneity, variety and self-expression. Further, Schmitt identified liberalism as a discursive form of politics. What liberals love to do, he thought, is talk. And talk. And talk.

         It is important to emphasise this is about small ‘l’ liberals. We need to forget about the parties that call themselves Liberal or Liberal Democrat. We also need to forget about contemporary definitions of liberalism in North America, where the term equates with left-wing or progressive political agendas. Schmitt is writing about the tradition of European thought that stretches back to the early nineteenth century – back to writers like Benjamin Constant, Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill, for whom liberal principles were a means of defending 126personal freedom against the forces (religious, political, intellectual) liable to stifle it. This kind of liberalism tended to see the best way of solving political problems as being to bring together different points of view to argue it out. The definitive setting for liberal politics is a parliament or an assembly, a gathering together of rival opinions and perspectives in order to try to reach the holy grail of liberal politics – consensus, or if you can’t get consensus, then the next best thing, compromise. Liberalism is the search for agreement and if you can’t arrive at agreement you keep talking. The more difficult the problem, the more you need to talk about it. That, for Schmitt, was the liberal way.

         And that, for Schmitt, stood in obvious contrast to his understanding of democracy, a form of politics that had a far older history than liberalism, long predating the modern world. The ancient Greeks were not liberals in any sense. But some of them were democrats. (Again, this is small ‘d’ democracy – we are not talking about political parties.) Democracy is not individualistic according to Schmitt; it is collective. The defining characteristic of democracy is majority rule: the many rule and they rule together as though they had a single voice. For that reason democracy presupposes some kind of homogeneity. There has to be a collective identity in order for the group – the many – to speak as though they were one.

         Individual vs collective. Heterogeneous vs homogeneous. But beyond that, the primary difference for Schmitt was that democracy is not about discussion. Democracy is all about decision. It is an inherently decisive form of politics. There might well be talking before the decision is reached, but the decision – the vote – the choice – is the essence of democratic politics. It will create winners and losers, because although the group will have spoken, some members of the group – the minority – will not be directly represented in that decision. But they will be implicated in it. Those outside of the group will not be represented in the decision at all. The decision is the end of the 127conversation. Even if the decision is not the final word, it’s time to start talking about something else.

         When liberals see a problem they want to discuss it. When democrats see a problem they want to pick a side. That stark difference made it hard for Schmitt to make sense of how and why it’s so often assumed that liberalism and democracy naturally go together. Individualistic, heterogeneous, discursive on the one hand; collective, homogeneous, decisive on the other. Did Schmitt himself pick a side? Often Schmitt has been read as someone who was on the side of democracy against liberalism. He is sometimes straightforwardly called a ‘decisionist’, meaning that his political philosophy prioritised the need to take decisions over everything else: stop talking – just decide! That idea has its roots in Hobbes, whom Schmitt closely studied, frequently wrote about and sometimes criticised; all in all, he had a deeply Hobbesian understanding of politics. At the same time, he was frequently scathing about liberalism and the liberal ethos. He wrote a number of books in the aftermath of the First World War that in their different ways sought to offer a challenge to what he saw as the creeping influence of a certain kind of soft or vapid liberalism.

         One of the problems with liberalism, as Schmitt understood it, is that it gets very easily connected with, and drifts into, other ‘-isms’. For example, it is a close relation to internationalism because liberals think that individual differences matter more than national differences and therefore don’t really set much store by national borders and national boundaries, which are about excluding people. Liberals want to find a way of bringing all different points of view into the political fold. Internationalism is not far removed from an even vaguer idea – humanitarianism, the notion that the ultimate political unit is the human race as a whole and all of us have rights simply by dint of belonging to it. That then leads directly to what was to become the language of human rights. Schmitt was very suspicious of the ‘human’ as 128the measure for anything – it was either an empty or a wishful concept. He was equally suspicious of those who acted for the sake of ‘humanity’, which could mean whatever you wanted it to mean. Humanitarianism for Schmitt was in the eye of the beholder, notwithstanding its pretensions to represent a universal value. Indeed, liberal universalism was another of his bugbears. Anything universal lacked true definition: there was nothing to define it against.

         In 1919 Schmitt published a book called Political Romanticism, in which he also detected a strain of romanticism in liberalism, or perhaps it was a strain of liberalism in romanticism. He thought liberals too often simply liked the sound of their own voices. One of the reasons liberals like to talk is that they like feeling that they are being heard for who they are. It’s about speaking from the heart, as romantics also like to do. This is the authentic me – please listen! Then there was one last ‘-ism’ that Schmitt associated with liberalism. It’s not a word that has caught on but it has a certain ring to it, even now. He talked about ‘occasionalism’ or the ‘occasionalist’, meaning the people in politics who really love an occasion, a moment to make a stand, the chance to cut a figure, to be on the stage and to wear one’s heart on one’s sleeve. The occasionalist, like the romantic, wants to emote, to have passions, to display concern. All of these things Schmitt thought came too easily to liberals. They had a propensity for that kind of vanity: shallow, performative, lacking in grit.

         Thus a part of his criticism of liberalism is that it was weak. It was a weak form of politics because it lacked the necessary decisiveness. But if that was all he had to say he wouldn’t be nearly such an interesting political writer. What’s interesting is that he detected another side to liberalism too. It could be called an irony but I think it’s stronger than that. It’s closer to the paradox at the heart of liberal thought, which is that when it wasn’t too weak it was too strong. Liberalism had a tendency 129when it moved out of its introspective mode to become something aggrandising and even totalising and Schmitt thought he saw that all around him too. On the one hand he detected at the basis of liberalism a kind of anti-politics, because the liberal is the person who wants to limit the power of the state in order to protect individuals against arbitrary interference. Liberals like to create barriers in the way of state action so that individuals can retreat behind those barriers and be safe. That for Schmitt is why liberals often find it hard to take decisions because they don’t like to force their way into people’s lives. But Schmitt also noticed that when those same liberals get into power their supposedly limited politics sometimes has no limits at all. The problem here is that within liberalism everything is potentially political, precisely because liberals want to treat everyone as being of value: every opinion, every point of view, every slight, every hurt, every insult, it all counts. For that reason liberals don’t know where to stop. There was in the end no inherent barrier to the expansion of liberal politics into every area of life because anything could be political, since everything could be painful or hurtful, an affront, an offence. Hence for Schmitt the real threat of liberalism was that when liberals acquire power they can be more dangerous than democrats because liberals in power are capable of doing nothing, but they are also capable of doing anything.

         Democracy, by contrast, has limits. It has the limits of its national borders and boundaries. It also has the limits of the fact that it is comfortable with winners and losers. One of the problems with liberals is that they are never quite able to say – whether it’s for reasons of vanity or of principle – that this is not our problem, this one’s not for us, take it somewhere else, maybe next time. Nor are they able to say, more bluntly, you don’t belong to our group, you don’t belong to our tribe, we’re not interested, tough luck, life’s like that sometimes. Liberalism implies that everyone’s problem is potentially our problem. In a 130democracy, if you are not part of the group that gets to decide then you don’t count for that decision, and even if you are part of the group that gets to decide you may well be on the losing side. Moreover, in a democracy you cannot say that the views of the losers carry the same weight as the views of the winners, because if you did think that you would never reach a decision as the losers would have a veto. Certainly Schmitt thought that in some liberal-democratic systems the big problem was precisely that liberalism introduced too many vetoes into democratic decision-making.

         For all these reasons, it does sound like Schmitt was on the side of democracy against liberalism. But it is more complicated than that, in part because the world is more complicated than that. The world doesn’t divide up into vapid or crazily self-aggrandising liberal regimes on the one hand and robust, ruthless, exclusive democratic regimes on the other. At the time Schmitt was writing there were plenty of regimes that were part liberal and part democratic, notably in Europe, although most of them were soon going to suffer at the hands of Hitler. But Schmitt also understood history well enough to know that there had been regimes that were liberal before they were democratic, just as there had been regimes – going all the way back to ancient Athens – that were democratic before they were liberal. All had their strengths and their weaknesses. The pre-eminent example of a liberal state that was not a democratic one was pre-democratic Great Britain: the British state of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which Benjamin Constant envied as the home of liberal freedoms and that many European writers looked to as a model of liberalism. It exemplified the rule of law, respect for private property, immunity from the worst of religious conflict, with a parliament where issues were discussed and debated. Yet this was a parliament that was capable of taking decisive action and eminently capable of defending the regime. One of Schmitt’s criticisms of the Weimar Republic was that 131its liberal propensity to dither endlessly left it unable to defend itself: it was so busy worrying about everything that it couldn’t see that it had to focus on its mortal enemies. By contrast, the British liberal state of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was notably good at identifying, taking on and defeating its enemies. This was the state that successfully prosecuted the wars against Napoleon. No one could look at that version of the British state – the state of Pitt the Younger – and say that because it was a parliamentary liberal regime it didn’t know how to defend itself.

         One of the ways in which a liberal regime can defend itself is to suspend its liberal principles when it has to. The British state did this during the wars against revolutionary France: it became a much more oppressive state – in some ways, it turned itself into a proto-police state, clamping down on most forms of dissent – but it did not become more democratic. It became more democratic only later on in the nineteenth century. Decisive liberalism is not a contradiction in terms. European history shows that very clearly, which is why it cannot simply be liberalism that Schmitt has in his sights. His real complaint is about what happens when liberalism and democracy become intertwined and his case study for this was the Weimar Republic itself. He saw from the outset that the Weimar Republic was trying to be both things at once – both liberal and democratic – and that this double standard, as he regarded it, was fatally written into the heart of its constitution.

         The Weimar constitution is a truly remarkable document. It is also, as Schmitt believed – and he’s not wrong about this – an extraordinarily wishful document because it presupposes that it’s possible to be all the good things in politics at once: to be a good liberal, to be a good democrat, even to be a good socialist, all together. The Weimar constitution upholds all of the basic liberal rights – freedom of expression, freedom of association, freedom of property, including most forms of private property. 132It offers protection against the arbitrary rule of the state in the name of personal privacy and individual difference. But it’s also a deeply democratic document. It talks about the will of the German people and it seeks to facilitate the expression of that will in unitary terms. It enables the German electorate to take decisions as a single body with a single voice. It does this through a presidential system based on the quintessential democratic principle of one person, one vote. Liberals would anticipate that one person, one vote will result in a multiplicity of voices. Democracy assumes that it will result in a single voice. The Weimar constitution appears to assume that both these things can be true.

         For Schmitt the real evidence of the incoherence of this liberal-democratic constitution lay with the parliamentary system that it established alongside the presidential one. The German parliament – the Reichstag – was where legislative power lay. In Weimar, parliament was elected on the principle of proportional representation (PR), which for Schmitt exemplified the muddling of liberal and democratic ideas. The liberal element of PR is the proportional element. PR systems celebrate difference and diversity. They want to avoid having just two parties competing to speak for the people as a whole, as happens under first-past-the-post systems. They seek to allow the full range of voices into parliament. If that means that parliament will be made up of ten or more different parties, and if it means that governments must be forged by coalition and consensus and compromise, then so be it. Indeed, a liberal would say good, because consensus, compromise and coalition are good liberal ideas. Yet it’s not a pure liberalism because these are still elected representatives and they are answerable to their constituents. They have to do democracy alongside the pursuit of liberal agreement.

         In Weimar, elected representatives weren’t like the elites of late-eighteenth-century British parliamentary politics, who 133frankly didn’t have to care too much what the voters thought of them, because there weren’t many voters. Weimar had universal suffrage for men and women over the age of twenty, remarkably broad for the period (broader than existed in the UK in 1918). But because it was a proportional system, Weimar politicians were frequently preoccupied with what their narrow base of voters thought of them since they had to answer back to those voters. So it ended up as the worst of both worlds – indecisive, discursive, yet fiercely competitive, requiring endless attempts to compromise between people who really couldn’t compromise because they were there to represent a particular democratic interest within the state. They would be replaced if they didn’t speak up for the Protestants or Catholics or peasants or students or workers or northerners or southerners who had put them there. It was this region vs that region, this identity vs that identity. Schmitt’s view was that if you are going to have identity politics then elected representatives have to be free within a parliamentary setting to change their minds. That’s the only way liberalism can work – if it’s possible for politicians to change their identities. Identity politics that is also democratic politics, Schmitt thought, would never work. It was a contradiction in terms.

         One of the manifestations of its inability to work was its failure to defend itself against the parties that had no interest in coalition and consensus and compromise but wanted to tear the whole thing down. While the Weimar parliament was debating and failing to agree, the parties of both the far left and the far right were plotting to destroy it. Ultimately, Schmitt thought, there could be no viable defence of the Weimar Republic unless the democratic element of the constitution could be carved out from the liberal element. To defend liberal principles in a liberal-democratic constitution required democracy to be free of liberalism in order to take the decisive actions required to preserve it. One way Schmitt runs this argument is through an idea that he borrowed from ancient Rome and about which he 134wrote a book at the dawn of the Weimar Republic: dictatorship. The arrival of a dictator has come for us to represent the end of constitutional politics – one-man rule, tyranny, authoritarianism. But the original Roman model saw dictatorship as a brief interlude in constitutional government, a temporary expedient required when a system that had lost the ability to defend itself commandeered a decisive actor to perform that task. The job of the dictator was to defend the republic against its enemies and then to hand the power back when that task was complete. In a modern setting, Schmitt thought, there was no reason why the constitution being defended in this way should not be a liberal one.

         This for Schmitt was the essence of the political: to know one’s enemies. In The Concept of the Political he says that politics can only be defined in terms of one particular distinction. It was not good versus bad, nor was it beauty versus ugliness: politics was neither a moral nor an aesthetic field of judgement. Nor was politics an economic activity: it was not about distinguishing between the profitable and the unprofitable. Politics was solely about the friend/enemy distinction. That, Schmitt said, is the concept of the political. What matters is who belongs within our group so that we are able to take collective decisions, and whoever makes it impossible for us to take those decisions has to be excluded. Inclusion/exclusion was the essence of politics and a regime that had lost the ability to draw that line because it was too busy debating or squabbling or posturing – too busy focusing on the occasion to find time for the decision – had to be rescued from itself. The Roman model for doing that was to suspend the constitution, to step outside of the established order so that the purely political choice about who we can tolerate and who we cannot could be made. Then, having excluded the intolerable, the dictator re-establishes the pre-existing order. It could be a liberal order. But the liberal order can be saved only by stepping outside itself when required.135

         If Schmitt had a catchphrase it was: ‘The sovereign is he who decides the exception.’ To be sovereign in any regime, including in a liberal regime, has to include the ability to decide to suspend the rules if necessary. It is a part of Schmitt’s basic understanding of politics that some of the political situations we face will be exceptional – exceptionally dangerous, exceptionally threatening, exceptionally challenging – and will therefore require exceptional solutions. Politics as all ‘norm’ and no ‘exception’ is an impossibility: a liberal pipe dream.

         In the Weimar context this meant emphasising the exceptional powers that resided with the president of the republic. The Weimar constitution included a clause – Article 48 – that established that when parliament could not function the president could and should step in to suspend parliamentary government. Essentially, though this wasn’t quite the language that was used, it was a mandate for dictatorship. The president would suspend parliament in order to save it from itself, if necessary by excluding some of its elected members, or perhaps by changing its rules. Where did this exceptional presidential authority come from? For Schmitt it came from the fact that the president under the Weimar constitution was uniquely qualified to speak for the entire nation, because the president was the only representative elected by the people as a whole.

         This is pure democracy rescuing liberalism from its entanglement with ineffective liberal democracy. Presidential politics had to trump parliamentary politics in a crisis: that’s what Article 48 was there for. And in the crisis at the end of the Weimar period presidential politics did trump parliamentary politics: Article 48 was invoked, the rule of law was suspended, and not long afterwards Hitler came to power. I’ll return to what that says about Schmitt’s argument at the end of this chapter.

         Before that, though, I want to say something more about Schmitt’s critique of Weimar as the definitive example of ineffectual liberal democracy. Just as in the late eighteenth and early 136nineteenth centuries there were examples of liberal regimes that could defend themselves, so in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries there were examples of liberal-democratic regimes that could defend themselves. By 1918 the most powerful state in the world was a liberal democracy, the United States of America. The US had a liberal-democratic constitution, one that empowered the American people to speak through a president, though its voice was somewhat softened by the existence of an electoral college that was meant to distance the president from being the direct representative of the people. Still, I don’t think anyone would doubt, certainly not by that point in its history, that the US was a democracy. But its constitution also upheld liberal rights and liberal values, notably through the remit of a powerful Supreme Court and a constitutional system of checks and balances. At the same time, by 1918, no one could look at the American state and think that it didn’t know how to defend itself. It had just been on the winning side in the First World War and it was at that point embarking, briefly, on a crusade to impose its version of politics on the world: ‘To make the world safe for democracy,’ in the words of its president, Woodrow Wilson.

         Yet for Schmitt that was the other side of democracy entangled with liberalism. When it’s not too weak to act, it doesn’t know its own limits. Wilson had fallen into the trap of the self-aggrandising liberal democrat – the universal politician – who thought that American democracy and its principles could and should be extended to the rest of humanity. So America embarked on the first of its periodic bouts of humanitarian intervention, of trying to reorder the world. This was liberal-democratic hubris, the flipside of liberal-democratic indecision. Liberalism can infect a democracy not only by weakening it, as happened in the Weimar case, but also by turbocharging it, as in the American case, thereby getting it to lose sight of the fact that democracy is about exclusion as well as inclusion, that it cannot say everyone’s 137problems are our problems. In the German case Schmitt thought liberalism hamstrung democracy, but in the American case he thought it blinded democracy to its inherent limits.

         Schmitt is a difficult thinker to pin down, notwithstanding his occasional pithy turn of phrase. There is a double quality to his critique of the liberal-democratic consensus that he saw emerging after the First World War. He thought it was both too little and too much; too weak and too strong; empty of ambition and overflowing with it. This helps to explain one of the truly remarkable features about Schmitt and his subsequent legacy, given that (though not in the Weimar period) he was to become briefly but indelibly a Nazi. Despite that fact, he had and continues to have a strong intellectual appeal to people on the left as well as on the right of politics. There have been many left-wing admirers of Schmitt’s political thought. Of course, he did also speak to those on the far right of German politics who felt he had diagnosed exactly what was wrong with the Weimar set-up, that it was enfeebled by liberal guilt and wishful thinking, that it needed to be more volkisch, more homogeneous, less tolerant of rival opinions, more decisive in excluding the people who wanted to do it down (the assumption for those on the right being that the real enemies of the state were those on the left). These admirers of Schmitt often read him through the lens of Nietzsche – or at least their warped version of Nietzsche. He also appealed to certain types of liberals – many of them suspicious of democracy – who thought the Weimar regime needed to be more assertive in its defence of personal freedom and private property. A more robust liberal state was required to take on those rabble-rousing socialists (the memory of Rosa Luxemburg would still have been strong) who wanted to appropriate private property from its rightful owners.

         Schmitt spoke to all these people. But he spoke to their enemies on the left as well. Another remarkable feature of the Weimar constitution – it really was trying to have it every which 138way – was that it combined strong protection for social rights alongside liberal and democratic rights. It insisted on the right of every German to a home; there was a right to full employment, guaranteed by the state; there was a right to personal welfare and insurance provision. This wasn’t just a proto-welfare state, it was an extensive welfare state, even by modern standards. The appeal of Schmitt to social democrats lay in their sense that liberalism had limited the ability of the German state to deliver on these commitments – they were paper promises without decisive political action to enforce them. Noble social ideals had got bogged down in the mess that German liberal social democracy had become. What, then, if you could park the liberalism – including the blocking power of the law courts, which socialists tended to think (often rightly) were packed with conservatives – and focus on the social democracy? This too could be achieved by presidential authority: get a true socialist elected president, bypass parliamentary squabbling and legal nit-picking, nationalise industry, levy taxes, commandeer, appropriate, redistribute, deliver.

         Hence Schmitt’s decisionism appealed to people across the political spectrum in Weimar. What they had in common was their conviction that this constitution could work if only the different bits of it weren’t all run together. What was needed was prioritisation and a clear view of friends and enemies, winners and losers. Above all, what was needed was a decision about what mattered most. They simply disagreed about what did matter most.

         The strange capacity of Schmitt’s thought to cut across left and right has been revealed more recently too. After a similar period out in the intellectual cold to the one suffered by Nietzsche – though longer because Schmitt really was a Nazi, and also because he was still alive and still writing (he died in 1985) – Schmitt’s thought was rediscovered in the 1980s, notably in the United States. In the aftermath of 9/11 there was a new 139vogue for Schmitt’s writing in all sorts of unexpected places. Somewhat bizarrely, his ideas were used both to defend the War on Terror and to attack it. On the one hand, Schmitt was the philosopher who said that it was sometimes necessary to suspend the constitution to protect that very constitution from its mortal enemies. Liberal freedoms could not be allowed to threaten the survival of liberal freedoms. In a US context these arguments often harked back to the American Civil War, when Lincoln – one of liberal democracy’s greatest defenders – had assumed illiberal, though not quite dictatorial, powers to save the Union, the beacon of freedom. Why should George W. Bush not do the same?

         Much of the language used after 9/11 had Schmittian undertones. Schmitt had talked about the friend/enemy distinction as being ‘existential’, in the sense that unless a political system was able to identify and to resist its enemies it could not defend its own way of existence. Labour prime minister Tony Blair talked in similar terms in the run-up to the Iraq War: the challenge was existential because it was about meeting a threat to the liberal-democratic (aka ‘Western’) way of life. In the United States Schmitt was also wheeled out by Republican constitutional theorists and lawyers who wanted to explain the need to step outside the rule of law in an emergency. Arbitrary detention, extraction, even torture: liberals could not afford to be too squeamish about these things. Guantánamo – the detention centre set up by the Americans in 2002 to enable terrorist suspects to be held indefinitely without trial, and in that sense the antithesis of liberal values – could be justified as necessary to defend those values from mortal attack. How is this inside-out, through-the-looking-glass liberalism possible? Schmitt explains how it’s possible – if it’s a temporary suspension in order to re-establish the long-term security of the liberal order. Of course the flaw with it comes when the temporary suspension turns out not to be temporary.140

         Yet at the same time Schmitt was also cited by critics of Guantánamo, who saw it as evidence of the monstrous overreach of the War on Terror. They alighted on those aspects of Schmitt’s thought that suggest the danger with liberal democracy is not ultimately its weakness but its hubris. The scariest side of liberal democracy is that it does not know when to stop because it thinks it can fight wars on behalf of abstract ideals and universal moral principles like humanitarianism. After 9/11 it was tempting to see an uncanny repeat of the hubris of the Wilsonian period after the First World War – the failed attempt to make the world safe for democracy. There is a section in The Concept of the Political which reads like a pure critique of both the early-twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century humanitarian wars undertaken by liberal democracies to save the world from its enemies. Schmitt points out that the great danger of wars fought in the name of humanity is that the enemy is dehumanised. When Schmitt talks about the friend/enemy distinction he says the point of it is that it’s limited: you don’t dehumanise the enemy, you treat the enemy as a fellow human being, simply one that cannot be accommodated. So once you have defended yourself and your way of life there is no reason to hound your enemies to the ends of the earth. But if you fight a war for humanity and you dehumanise the enemy, then that enemy is left utterly defenceless, because they are placed outside civilised norms. It is the fate of liberal-democratic wars for humanity that they can appear to know no bounds in the means they’re willing to use to get their way. The casual cruelty, the arbitrariness, the inadvertent barbarity of those wars can be worse than other kinds of conflict between a friend and an enemy, each of whom is capable of respecting the other while recognising their ultimate political differences.

         That argument really resonated in the Bush/Blair years, especially as the Iraq War came to encapsulate liberal-democratic overreach. And yet I think that it also highlights what’s 141wrong with Schmitt’s conception of politics. The problem with Schmitt’s analysis of politics is that it is too ecumenical. It appeals to anyone who wants to use it for almost any purpose because it actually contains within itself the same flaw that he identified in liberalism. What’s wrong with liberalism for Schmitt is that although it tries to limit politics it knows no limits. Schmitt’s own argument has that characteristic too. In wanting to say that politics is not economics, is not morality, is not aesthetics, Schmitt actually raised the stakes. He insisted that the category of politics should not be misapplied beyond the friend/enemy distinction so as to prevent non-essential disputes (say over economic growth or religious doctrine) from becoming existential. It looks like a reductive account. But it is also the opposite because politics can’t be defined in terms of anything else beyond defending an entire way of life. Schmitt wanted to remind us that politics is simply the business of the state (there is, for instance, no such thing as office politics on his account – too trivial). But then the business of the state is allowed to be anything that might threaten our ability to live. Politics can’t be compared to anything else on this account. It is its own thing. As a result, it becomes significant beyond measure.

         The problem is encapsulated by the word existential. It is both limited – politics is only existential, not moral, not economic, not religious, not aesthetic – and it’s everything – it’s existential. It means politics is just one part of human experience and it is also potentially the whole of it. The confused and confusing distinction that Schmitt tried to maintain between politics as just one thing among many and politics as the one thing that matters above all else was exposed in how he tried to defend himself to the Americans in 1945–6, when he was questioned about his complicity in the horrors of Nazism. What Schmitt said in his defence was that he had failed to understand the Hitler regime because he had misunderstood its essential character. He said that he had thought it was a dictatorship, which is what he had 142wanted and what he thought Germany needed to restore the political order that had unravelled during the Weimar period. What he had failed to understand, he claimed, is that it wasn’t a dictatorship at all; it was a totalitarian regime.

         In the transcripts of his interrogation by an American lawyer when he was held at Nuremburg, which have recently been published, you can almost hear the American’s bafflement at this distinction. It doesn’t really mean anything to him. It sounds like nonsense, or at best special pleading. So Schmitt wanted a dictatorship but what he got was a totalitarian regime: couldn’t he have seen that was always likely to happen? Yet for Schmitt this was absolutely the central distinction. He thought he was saving politics from totalitarianism, including the totalising ambition of liberal democracy. He thought that a dictatorship – especially a Roman-style dictatorship – could rescue Germany from an era of political chaos in which there was a real risk that politics would infect everything. Dictatorship was designed to put politics back in its box. Ultimately that is what Schmitt thought Hitler had come to do for Germany: to return politics to a focus on the friend/enemy distinction so that life outside politics could be allowed to continue.

         It is not hard to see why his American interrogator would have been unconvinced by that argument. It’s not very persuasive, and not only with hindsight. But there is something else to say about it as well. If that’s what Schmitt really thought – if he thought the most important thing was to be able to distinguish between limited dictatorship and totalitarianism – the fact that he could not see that Hitler was not a limited dictator but had totalising ambitions, ones that would ultimately lead to catastrophe for Germany and the wider world, for Hitler’s friends as well as for his enemies, shows that Schmitt’s political philosophy ultimately was no help to him at all.
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            Joseph Schumpeter,

            Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (1942)

         

         If one of the starting points for thinking about modern politics is to ask, ‘What is democracy?’ then there is really quite an astonishing range of answers available. The previous chapter considered just one, Carl Schmitt’s decisionism. But there is a vast spectrum that runs all the way from extremely idealised, elevated notions of democracy as some kind of ultimate goal or good, seeking what’s in everyone’s interest by allowing people to rule themselves in a way that is both noble and productive, all the way through to extremely cynical answers that say democracy, particularly modern representative democracy, is a scam or a sham, a mere performance, enabling the people with power to hold on to power while pretending to let the voters decide. As the saying goes: if voting changed anything they would make it illegal. From idealism to cynicism – and Schmitt is closer to the idealised than the cynical end of the spectrum.

         The writer who is the subject of this chapter, Joseph Schumpeter, is often thought to have provided one of the more cynical characterisations of modern representative democracy in his book Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, published in 1942. There he gave a celebrated account of what democracy truly is, stripped of its illusions, and it was one that many readers have found disheartening. He was a debunker of democratic idealism. 144Often, therefore, he is assumed to be a cynical debunker. But that does not necessarily follow.

         What did Schumpeter say democracy was? In essence he says it is a kind of show, if not quite a sham. Its practices are fundamentally manipulative. Modern representative democracy consists of politicians trying to persuade people to vote for things that the politicians have constructed primarily in order to try to persuade people to vote for them, using whatever means and techniques are at their disposal to make these things sound good. It doesn’t matter whether they actually are good or not. If you can make them sound good, you will win.

         So far, so cynical. Here is one very short quote from Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy that gives something of the flavour of the book. Schumpeter says: ‘The psychotechnics of party management and party advertising, slogans and marching tunes, are not accessories to democratic politics, they are the essence of it.’ He might as well have added the balloons in there too. It is the show, it is the performance, it is the razzmatazz: that’s democracy.

         There are some other reasons for thinking that Schumpeter might be one of the cynics in the great divide between the idealisers and the exposers of modern democracy. One is because he was an economist and – though this may be a cynical thing to say – economists have often been quite cynical about democracy. There is a tendency for those who approach political questions through an economic perspective to see self-interest where others might see the common good, and to assume that macro decisions are often just micro decisions made by people in their own interest and for their own benefit, including when made by politicians. Schumpeter wasn’t a typical economist by any means. He was much more interested in both history and human psychology than many economists of his time. Nonetheless it is true that much twentieth- and twenty-first-century economics has been unpersuaded by the idea that democracy is 145anything more than the aggregation of self-interested behaviour.

         Then on top of that there was Schumpeter’s own experience of democratic politics. He is somewhat unusual among the writers I discuss in this book – unusual but not unique, given that it includes Rosa Luxemburg – in having first-hand experience of the coalface of modern politics. In 1919, in the aftermath of the First World War and following the defeat of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (Schumpeter had been born in Moravia, then part of Austro-Hungary, now part of Czechia), an independent Austro-German democratic republic was created. Elections were held and Schumpeter, still a relatively young man, became the finance minister in the new Austro-German government, as part of a pretty rickety coalition. His time in office was not a success. He was fired after a year, having presided over hyperinflation, and never got a grip of the vast problems that the massively indebted new state faced after the war. But it also meant he saw democratic politics from the inside: the scheming, the bargaining, the grandstanding, the gameplaying. He wasn’t much good at it and in the end it spat him out. After he failed as a finance minister he went into private business and he became the head of a small investment bank in Vienna. He failed at that too. In 1924 his bank went bust and he retreated back into academia, which is ultimately where he found fame and fortune. He eventually moved to teach at Harvard, and from 1946, when John Maynard Keynes died, until his own death in 1950 was probably the world’s most famous living economist. Yet he was not known for any success either in politics or in business (unlike the polymathically successful Keynes). That might make a person somewhat jaundiced about democracy.

         Yet despite all this, it would misrepresent Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy to describe it as a cynical book about politics. It is one of those books that has somewhat changed its character over time: what stands out about it now is not necessarily what stood out when it first appeared. Of the three words in the title, 146‘democracy’ is the one that tends to receive the attention today, and it’s a course book that is more often assigned to students of political science rather than economics. But that is not the reason Schumpeter wrote it. He wrote it in order to make sense of the ongoing relationship between capitalism and socialism, and democracy was something of an add-on – it comes third in the title of the book for that reason.

         Schumpeter was most interested in capitalism. He closely studied and wrote extensively about business cycles, entrepreneurship, economic dynamism and what he famously called ‘creative destruction’. He was convinced of the ability of capitalist societies to drive technological innovation, and through that to generate vast new forms of wealth and ancillary benefits that were then more widely distributed among their populations. Schumpeter did not believe that capitalism was inherently flawed. Yet he did believe that capitalism was likely to be supplanted by socialism. This was not in any real sense a Marxist argument. Schumpeter wrote extensively about Marx, including in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, where he took Marx and Marxism very seriously, but not because he thought they were right. Certainly he did not agree with Marx that capitalism would be undone by its inevitable internal contradictions. What for Marxists and other socialists were evidence of capitalist failure were for Schumpeter the markers of its extraordinary adaptability. The idea of ‘creative destruction’ sought to capture how capitalist chaos and crisis were also the engines of innovation. Companies go bust, capitalists run out of money, old businesses are swept away with all their employees and with all the distress that causes; and yet the net result is not inevitable immiseration and certainly not revolution. The net result is an even wider distribution of ever greater wealth and prosperity.

         For Schumpeter capitalism was going to be undone not by its failures but by its successes, which had unintended social and political consequences. Capitalist growth depended on a 147certain kind of drive, a sort of élan, the élan of the entrepreneur, with his (and Schumpeter assumed it would almost always be a he) willingness to live with and through periods of creative destruction, with all the uncertainty that entailed. Some would be destroyed by it, but many others would emerge better off. Yet it left them better off in ways that were likely to sap the spirit of capitalism over time. What capitalism created in the wider distribution of its benefits were, among other things, greater education and more leisure time. The impatient, hungry bourgeois entrepreneur trying to build a business from scratch, endeavouring to create a legacy for his offspring in a dangerous world, is replaced by a more comfortable bourgeois class, better educated, with more time on their hands, including the time to study capitalism and to criticise it, to worry about the human cost of creative destruction; time to read Marx; time to be Marx. For Schumpeter, the reason that Marxism becomes a political force under capitalism is that it accurately describes some aspects of capitalism but also feeds off what it describes: capitalist progress as well as capitalist destruction. Material advances mean that other priorities than risk-taking take hold, including social security and material comfort. It becomes easier for politicians to sell an alternative version of the political and social order – social democracy. Socialism is able to be parasitic on the success of capitalism because capitalism in its dynamism creates the room for social democrats to succeed.

         That is Schumpeter’s core argument, although it is somewhat more complex and more subtle than this sketch. On his account, democracy plays a key role in changing the character of capitalism. Democracy is not in his book to answer the question ‘What is democracy?’ Nor is it there to answer the ‘why’ or ‘how’ questions: Why did we end up with this as democracy? How is this farrago what we now call democratic politics? Instead Schumpeter is trying to answer the question of how democracy is implicated in the possible transition of capitalism into 148socialism under conditions of capitalist progress. His answer is that democracy encourages that process. Democracy will not stand in the way of capitalism going out of business, if not with a bang, then with a whimper.

         Crucially, though, this is not because democracy is anything like what many socialists imagine it is. Certainly it is nothing like the idealised version that revolutionary socialists both anticipate and celebrate. Schumpeter goes out of his way to debunk the socialist ideal of democracy: the notion that come the revolution the people will genuinely rule themselves. There was no such thing, he said, as a true proletarian democracy, in which the working class are able to impose their will on the state in order collectively to take charge of their own fate. That was never going to happen. It was just a fantasy.

         Schumpeter’s evidence for it being a fantasy was that whatever they might say, even revolutionary socialists don’t really believe in it. The proof that they don’t believe in it is that whenever they face a choice between genuine popular self-rule and the socialist values in which they do believe – collectivism, state control, redistribution, nationalisation, full employment, whatever it happens to be – they do not side with democracy as their ultimate value or goal; they ditch it. Schumpeter did not have much in common with Rosa Luxemburg but he saw very clearly, as Luxemburg had, that one of the distinctive characteristics of Leninism, and likewise of the Stalinism that followed it, was that it had no real interest in democracy, despite the lip service it endlessly paid to the democratic rule of the people. Democracy went out the window first – not last – when it conflicted with the ideals of the revolution. But when Schumpeter points this out he is not having an especial go at the egregious hypocrisy of socialist revolutionaries. It is simply a fact of political life that nobody values democracy above their true ideals. Everyone sees democracy as a means and not as an end in itself.

         In Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy Schumpeter asks his 149readers – whether socialists or not – to consider of whatever thing they think is most important in politics: would you ditch it if the people voted for something else? Because unless you would ditch it when the people vote for something else democracy is not your lodestar. It is simply an add-on. He asks his readers to conduct a thought experiment. At the time of the Roman Empire, during the persecution of the Christians, imagine that the empire had been a much more democratic regime, with the Roman people in charge. Schumpeter is pretty confident that it would not as a result have become a more tolerant state; if anything the persecution of the Christians would probably have been accelerated and endorsed by popular vote. Yet if you’re a true democrat that should require you to say in that case the persecution of the Christians would have been fine because it would have been a democratic decision. After all, we’re democrats and we believe in democracy. And Schumpeter asks his readers: are you really comfortable with that? He answers the question for them. No, he says, you’re not. You would not think that the persecution of the Christians would be fine so long as it were democratically endorsed. You would think it wrong and if you think it’s wrong then you don’t think that democracy is an end in itself.

         Schumpeter goes through a whole range of examples of the ways in which actual democracies do often produce cruelties and intolerances and other deeply undesirable outcomes. The fact that democracy has produced them does not make them any more desirable. Democratic cruelty is still cruelty. The truth is, whatever we might sometimes choose to say to the contrary, democracy is not a goal. It is simply a method. That is Schumpeter’s definition of democracy in this book. Democracy is a method or a means for arriving at political outcomes. These outcomes can be good or bad. They have no inherent value just because they are democratically arrived at. Their value must come from outside democracy.150

         So, what is the democratic method? How does it work? Here Schumpeter offers two contrasting answers, not quite drawn from the idealised and the cynical ends of the spectrum, but close: they are what he calls the classical and the more modern or realistic versions of democracy. The first is an understanding of the democratic method that he thinks we’ve partly inherited from eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century political thought – he identifies Rousseau and Bentham as two of his prime culprits here, since he thought they each in their different ways had a pretty simplistic notion of democracy. This is unfair to both Rousseau and Bentham, neither of whom had a simplistic view about anything. Still, Schumpeter associates them both with a version of democracy that assumes it is a method for identifying the common good. You ask the people what they want in order to elicit an answer that then allows you to know what it is they want in common. This is what you are after: the democratic method exists to enable a picture to be formed of the collective interest of the voters. It is then the job of their representatives to enact it.

         Schumpeter was extremely sceptical about this. That was not just because the equation of any commonly held view with the common good was a massive leap in the dark – what the people want in common might well end up being bad for everyone. The problem was more basic than that. In a modern democracy we simply don’t have enough in common in the first place. The voters of a modern state are going to be too diverse, too varied in their interests, too unpredictable in what it is they want for there to be any method for eliciting a single point of view that they – or even a bare majority of them – share. There are, of course, some things that most people value. Schumpeter gives the example of health and acknowledges that the classical democratic method could probably elicit a very large majority of people who think that healthcare is important and should be at the heart of government policy. But as Schumpeter says that 151doesn’t really tell you anything. It certainly wouldn’t tell their elected representatives what to do. Tell them to value health and they’ll say: OK, but that still leaves all the important questions unanswered. Whose health? At what cost? Who’s going to pay for it? Using what kinds of medicine? Organised in what kinds of ways? And when you ask the people those questions – whose health, what kind of medicine, at what cost, paid for by whom – you’ll get a hundred, a thousand, a million different answers. And though you might then try to devise complicated democratic methods for turning those many different answers into a single answer, the single answer will be fake because it will simply obliterate the differences.

         That’s problem number one. Problem number two is that even if it were possible to construct something that plausibly could be called the common good or the collective interest, the people wouldn’t know what it was. That is, even if they weren’t so different in their understanding of it, they still wouldn’t know enough about what’s at stake to be able to identify it. The voters are, for the most part, clueless about what different policies might actually achieve. The first problem is the problem of diversity; the second problem is the problem of ignorance – voter ignorance.

         Again this sounds pretty cynical. But it is important to say that Schumpeter is not claiming people are too stupid to take big decisions. He does not think that people on the whole are stupid, certainly no stupider than their politicians. It’s a different kind of argument. He says most people – almost all of us – are extremely knowledgeable about some things, but we are knowledgeable about the things that matter to us; and the things that matter to us tend to be the things that are closest to us and regularly impinge on our lives. It could be our work, it could be a pastime or a passion, it could be our families, it could be the place where we live. We all know some things really well: everyone is an expert in one field or another. But very, very few people are 152experts in general fields – general fields like, say, health (unless, of course, it is your work). Because that requires an interest in something that takes you a long way from yourself. It requires you to step outside of your narrow sphere and to accumulate and then assimilate a wide range of different information and different experiences. Most human beings are simply not incentivised to do that, and that includes the vast majority of the electorate. If you asked someone whose passion was chess to take a decision about chess – say the organisation of a tournament – that person might well be extremely well informed. But if you ask that same person – no matter how intelligent – to take a decision about healthcare it’s very, very unlikely that he or she would have the wherewithal to do it.

         There’s a version of this argument that I think almost anyone who has experienced it will recognise as true. Many of us still regularly read newspapers or other kinds of journalism and most of the stories that we read are about things that we don’t know particularly well, whether general topics or stories about areas of life that relate to people who are quite distant from us, either literally or by dint of their celebrity. We read these stories, we take them in, we might be influenced by them, we might forget them, but we often tend simply to absorb them. And then very occasionally you might read a story about something that really touches on your life: maybe about a person you know well, or about the place where you live – not just the town but the street – or about your specific line of business, or whatever. And when you read that kind of journalism, written by the people who have been writing the journalism that you’ve been unreflectively absorbing on a daily basis and sometimes taking in as though it were the truth, you realise that journalists have no idea what they’re talking about. When it impinges on your world – not just on the world – you discover that most journalism is made up, full of mistakes, misinterpretations, misunderstanding of subtle and complex things, generalisations that ignore all 153the important differences. Lots of people have had that experience and suddenly you think: Oh my God, these journalists that I’ve been reading every day don’t know their arses from their elbows! And then you read other stories about things of general interest – I’m speaking from personal experience here, both as a reader and as an occasional journalist – and you lapse back into the easy, comfortable assumption that at the general level these generalities will pass just fine.

         We all of us know some things – particularly things about ourselves – better than almost everyone else and when someone strays into that domain, even if it’s their job to explain it, we notice they don’t understand it. But for the vast majority of the time, about the vast majority of things, we’re comfortable to let the generalists talk generally. Journalists have an incentive to generalise. Politicians also have an incentive not just to generalise but also to teach themselves how to generalise convincingly: to bluster and to pass muster as able to comprehend a wide variety of fields of interest. Schumpeter thought this was the biggest difference between the voters and the people that the voters elect: the politicians know how to do politics – with all its pretensions to a general understanding of things – because it is their job. It’s their line of business, which is not true of the voters. This is not the knowledge of the politicians versus the ignorance of the voters. It’s the incentive that politicians have to think and communicate in general terms versus the complete absence of any such incentive on the part of the voters.

         All of which means we have got to ditch the ‘classical’ idea that democracy is a method for eliciting the voters’ view of what is in their common or general interest. Schumpeter offered a radically different definition of democracy. He said democracy is a method or means of competing for power between political elites – essentially between members of the class of professional politicians – in order to elicit the support of the voters for versions of the common good that have been manufactured by the 154politicians. The politicians dress up their projects – the things they want to do – in the language of the common good and then democracy is the business of selling those spangly projects back to the voters. The ones who sell best are the ones who will get the most votes, and the ones who get the most votes are the ones who will win the competition for power. Politicians are salesmen and saleswomen. It is not all that different from selling soap. And that, Schumpeter thought, is the essence of modern democracy.

         However, it does not follow that Schumpeter’s is therefore some lower form of democracy, a step down from the classical version. Nor is it a preliminary stage on the road to more genuine forms of people power. The common good is not out there waiting for us to discover a better method – perhaps a more technologically sophisticated method – for discovering it. It doesn’t exist. This is what we’ve got. Democracy is a means of selling a confected version of what the people want back to the people so that they will endorse it and in so doing allow the politicians to get on with doing the thing that is their primary interest, which is exercising power. It certainly sounds cynical. The analogy that Schumpeter draws – the closest analogy he can find between the business of politics and some other line of business – is with advertising. He explicitly says that politics is very close in its methods to the methods of modern advertising – hence the razzmatazz, the balloons, the marching bands. If anything that analogy looks bleaker and more sinister when seen from a twenty-first-century perspective, with most of the marching bands long gone. What Schumpeter called the ‘psychotechnics’ of democratic campaigning are more pervasive and more manipulative in an age of online advertising and targeted messaging. Politicians will try to persuade voters that something is in their interest by using whatever techniques are available – and more are available than ever before. The goal is not to win the argument but to strike a chord, to trigger a response, to 155engender an emotional connection. All this, as Schumpeter says, is not an accessory to democracy. It is democracy.

         In a burgeoning era of deep-fake technology, if democracy is just glorified advertising then it does sound like we are in a lot of trouble. Moreover, this is not just the age of micro-targeting and trolling; it’s also the age of the vast tech corporations, the Metas, the Googles, the Amazons, each of which derives much of its revenue from a hyped-up version of the advertising business. Capitalism itself – with all its powers of creative destruction – is now being part-driven by these techniques, which on Schumpeter’s account form the essence of democratic politics. There are a whole range of nightmare scenarios here, including the possible merging of capitalist psychotechnics with democratic psychotechnics to produce forms of manipulation that are so sophisticated, in their way so subtle, that they are completely unrecognised by the voters, who then do what they are asked.

         Yet for all that I don’t think Schumpeter’s argument is particularly cynical. Nor do I think that nightmare scenarios are the only way it goes. There is a lot more to be said about his definition than that democracy is just turbocharged advertising. In three different ways it can be claimed that Schumpeter’s definition of democracy provides the basis for making important distinctions between different kinds of politics, and potentially even between good politics and bad politics, or at least between the kind of politics we might want – notwithstanding all our differences of opinion – and the kind we might not want. Schumpeter identified two of these three himself. The third has been identified by a more recent generation of political thinkers who take their inspiration from Schumpeter.

         The first thing that Schumpeter suggests is that although this sounds like a pretty minimal definition of democracy – it’s just a competition between political elites to secure, by manipulation if necessary, the consent of the voters to their manufactured versions of what it is the voters might be persuaded that they 156want – there’s still a difference between the competitive and the non-competitive version. That is, there is still a difference between a political system in which the voters are offered a choice between this group trying to sell you something and that group trying to sell you something and a political system where you have to accept whatever the group in power is selling. The latter, Schumpeter says, is not democracy, whatever its proponents might call it (he may have had Lenin in mind). Democracy must involve genuine competition, or to put it in slightly more democratic language, genuine choice.

         This argument still resonates today. In contemporary political theory there is what is sometimes called ‘the minimal definition of democracy’, which seeks to identify the bare minimum we need to call something a democracy. One version goes: it’s a democracy when following an election in which the incumbents lose power the other side is allowed to take power. That’s it. It could be said that if that happens just the once it might be an accident. But if it happens twice you have got the makings of a democratic system. Moreover it can be distinguished from rival systems because this is not such an easy threshold to cross. There are many instances over the years since Schumpeter wrote of states failing that basic test – sometimes incumbents do not give up power, even when they have lost, usually by refusing to accept they have lost and claiming that they have won. When this happens, and if there is no other way to resolve the stalemate, it can result in civil war. An ultra-minimal definition of democracy says simply: it’s civil war without the fighting. In a democracy the people who control the armed forces – the government – give up that control when required without deploying it. And if they don’t – and if we call ourselves democrats (even ultra-minimal democrats) – we have the grounds to resist.

         For all the clarity of these definitions it’s not always so straightforward, however, because there are many types of 157regime that seem to occupy a middle ground between the minimal definition of democracy and failing even to meet the minimal definition. The slightly jargony term in political science is that these are ‘hybrid’ or ‘competitive authoritarian’ regimes where there is a form of political competition and yet it’s not clear that their elections really do offer a genuine choice, either because the result is rigged or the playing field is far from level. These are the places that call themselves democracies, that hold elections, yet where it’s hard to imagine the incumbents giving up power. Russia under Putin is one; Turkey under Erdoğan is another. Some people have been worried for quite a while that the US may be on the way to becoming one too. Not yet. The United States of America is still a fully functioning democracy in Schumpeterian terms. The then-incumbent, Donald Trump, lost in 2020, and although he said he wouldn’t give up power, he did. Crucially he gave up power without much of a fight. There was some violence but it was minimal (by historical standards anyway). When in his 2021 inaugural address Joe Biden celebrated his becoming president as a vindication of democracy, it sounded somewhat self-indulgent. But in fact he was defending (if not by name) the Schumpeterian model of democracy. It wasn’t the case that when Biden became president the will of the people was enacted after their common interest had been identified such that the politicians now knew what to do. The politicians never know what to do in that sense because the people are not capable of telling them. All that had happened was a more or less peaceful transfer of power under trying circumstances. That was enough to call it an instance of successful democracy.

         Second, Schumpeter notes that not only is his conception of democracy a genuine test but also it’s not easy to pass that test because certain other background conditions have to hold. In Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy Schumpeter spends quite a lot of time establishing what also has to be true for even this 158minimal definition of democracy to be a sustainable method of doing politics. He tends to associate it, initially at least, with capitalism. A flourishing capitalist society has a couple of advantages over other kinds of economic order, one of which is that most people are too busy doing other things to prioritise politics, and that is a precondition of a successful democracy for Schumpeter. Democratic politics requires most people to have better things to do with their time than democratic politics. If politics really mattered for everyone then the contrast between the ignorance of the voters and the incentives of the politicians would start to break down because everybody would have a reason to care, and when everybody has a reason to care democracy becomes much harder to organise. So politics must not be a priority for most people and at the same time democracy requires a society in which people are willing to lose, at least politically – the second being a corollary of the first. Not just the politicians but the voters too must accept that if their preferred option – the choice that they were sold and wanted to buy – is not the one that most people have chosen, then they won’t get it. Not for now, anyway. Democracy, in other words, requires disengagement as much as it requires engagement.

         Schumpeter says that these conditions favour a capitalist model of social organisation – where economic competition is often more pressing than political competition – but they are consistent with the transition from capitalism into socialism. Not to radical communist socialism; not to totalising socialism; not to revolutionary socialism; but to a milder form of social democracy, with more and more decisions being collectively managed by the administrative structures of the state bureaucracy. That kind of society could still go along with most people having better things to do than worrying about politics. Indeed, it is possible, Schumpeter suggests, that under democratic socialism people won’t really worry about politics at all; they will be perfectly comfortable with minimal democratic choice 159because they won’t believe that the choice matters very much. It still has to be a real choice – it still has to be possible to turf this lot out and replace them with that lot, especially if this lot have become corrupt or entrenched in their power – but under social democracy Schumpeter thinks the democratic method might well flourish because less and less is at stake. Yet it’s also possible that those conditions will not hold and that state-controlled societies will be ones in which the stakes are too high and democratic politics starts to break down. Hyper-organised societies, where the social control exercised by the government extends into more and more areas of people’s lives, might become places in which voters do not have the fatalistic attitude towards winning and losing required by democracy. Too much may be at stake for the politicians as well because when their power is so extensive it becomes ever more painful to give it up. The relationship between socialism and democracy could go either way.

         Writing in 1942, Schumpeter suspected that the direction of travel for democratic societies was from capitalism to social democracy, for the reason that he believed socialism was, relatively speaking, the easier sell – it has more to offer, especially at times of unhindered creative destruction. Yet nothing about this was either preordained or self-sustaining. Entrepreneurial politicians might find new ways of selling capitalism to the people. And socialist politicians might find that keeping up the supply of goods puts a strain on the democratic method, especially since capitalist dynamism may be absent. Social democracy draws voters’ attention to what the state has to offer, which puts pressure on the state to deliver. And since democracy is just a method, nothing about the method guarantees the success of the results.

         The final reason for thinking this is not a purely reductive, let alone a cynical, account of democracy is that the minimal test of a democratic system could be applied outside of politics too – that is, outside of conventional state politics. It’s possible to argue that the real purchase of the Schumpeterian definition 160of democracy comes if it is applied to areas of our lives where most people do not have any real choice, where they cannot pick whether it’s this lot or that lot who tell them what to do. Which are these areas of life where people don’t have that kind of choice? Well, almost every area. Within families, for example, it could be argued there are entrenched forms of centralised decision-making and control without the option to pick other options. Children are often stuck with what their parents decide (a Schumpeterian approach to family life might suggest that having two parents is better than having one simply because it gives children rival authority figures to choose between). Spouses often feel trapped by their partners. Minimal democracy – real, minimal democracy – means having a choice. The state can’t offer up alternative spouses. But it could offer welfare systems that enable people stuck in bad marriages to choose a new life for themselves without being dependent on their partner’s income. If democracy requires choice, then providing choice in any part of life can be a version of democracy.

         It is also possible to think about Schumpeterian democracy in the workplace. There aren’t that many workplaces where if you don’t like what your bosses tell you to do, you can pick other bosses. What’s called shareholder democracy does give the shareholders of a company – in theory at least – the right to vote out the board and replace them with others, but it rarely happens. It seems a pretty thin version of democracy – you have to be a shareholder to start with – but it also makes clear just how great a difference it could make if it wasn’t such a thin option. Why just shareholders? What if the workers could vote out the management and replace them with alternative managers? To be clear, this version of democracy does not offer the prospect of voting out your bosses and putting the workers in charge: on the Schumpeterian account the people will never rule, and therefore by implication the workers will never rule either. But contemporary Schumpeterians want us to recognise 161that there is still an enormous difference, even under conditions of unavoidable hierarchy, between choice and no choice, and real choice under those conditions is the radical option. There are writers about democracy now who want to encourage us to think about all the different ways in which even elite competition modelled on minimal democratic choice could transform the way we live because it would mean that in all sorts of areas of our lives where power really is entrenched – much more entrenched than it is in politics, as it so often is in the economic sphere – we would have the option to get rid of the people we don’t like and replace them with someone else. Meet the new boss, not necessarily the same as the old boss. It is one of the unique qualities of democracy that we really can chuck the bastards out. Where else can we do that?

         This, however, was not the message that Schumpeter primarily wanted to get across in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. As I said earlier, it is a book about capitalism, socialism and democracy, in that order. Schumpeter, unlike Marx, believed that capitalism could survive but, like Marx, he thought it might not. The way it works may suck the life out of it, and the democratic method might well be the enabler of that transition. That message does now look rather dated. Democracy has not for the most part been the enabler of the transition from capitalism to socialism. After the Second World War it did look for a while as though that was the direction of travel, but since the late 1970s the direction of travel has predominantly been the other way. How so? Part of the reason derives from Schumpeter’s account of how capitalism drives innovation. Schumpeter understood that in capitalist systems there was a propensity for the successful firm, particularly during periods of rapid technological change, to achieve a kind of monopoly: some products simply take over. We’re seeing that now following the digital transition as semi-monopolistic firms hoover up money and resources and power because they have essentially captured a 162whole new market. That is part of what drives innovation, not only because of the incentive to become one of those successful monopoly firms with all the riches that entails, but also, given the incentive of other firms, to pull the rug out from under the monopoly. The incentive to innovate comes at the point where the monopolistic firm has become set in its ways, too complacent, too comfortable. Creative destruction follows.

         Well, the state is a monopoly too – and that includes the democratic state. On Weber’s definition states are the monopolisers of legitimate coercion. That monopoly can in its own way drive political entrepreneurship and innovation. When social democracy became entrenched and set in its ways other politicians emerged to try to pull the rug out from under it – democracy incentivises them to do so. That included the politicians who were ostensibly pushing back against the monopolistic powers of the state – the neoliberals, the privatisers, the deregulators. Deregulation was just the product they had to sell. They still wanted to capture the monopoly power of the state, just as capitalist free marketeers still want to capture the monopoly advantages of their rivals. That’s how entrepreneurship works and political entrepreneurs – including the most successful neoliberal pioneers, like Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan – are no different. They sold a version of the common good back to the people predicated on limiting the power of the state yet they did it to capture the power of the state. And it worked – they helped shift democratic preferences by manufacturing something new. But the new is now the old and it may be time for another change – the existing capitalist order is tired and looks set in its ways. Other political entrepreneurs – from the ultra-conservative Trump to the maximally progressive Ocasio-Cortez in the US, from Milei on the right in Argentina to Boric on the left in Chile – are looking for the gaps in the market. Even under Schumpeter’s minimal definition – especially under that definition – democracy has some life left in it yet.
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            The Second Sex (1949)

         

         In this book I’ve discussed many of the different ways in which human societies can be divided between oppressors and the people that they oppress. These hierarchies, structures and forms of group discrimination include slaveowners and slaves, white and black, capitalists and workers, the rich and the poor. The many can oppress the few and the few can oppress the many. Unaccountable elites can make the lives of almost everyone else miserable. And yet there is one kind of hierarchy, one structure of power and of discrimination that seems to be more pervasive than any of these. It is near ubiquitous, present in every kind of human society in some form or another. It is the way in which men oppress, or discriminate against, or abuse their power over, women.

         The fact that it happens almost everywhere – after all, there are some societies that don’t have slaveowners and slaves in them, but none (outside of myth or antiquity) in which men have not held advantages over women in some form or other – raises a puzzle. Given its ubiquity, is sexual oppression like these other kinds of oppression? Can it be compared to racial or religious or economic discrimination? Something that is universal can stand for everything, or it can stand apart from everything else by dint of its universality. In this case, does its universality give the oppression of women a totemic or emblematic quality such that it represents all oppression? Or is there something 164about the male/female, man/woman relationship that separates it out politically or philosophically from these others?

         The risk in focusing on the universality of female oppression is that it can appear to naturalise it. By saying it’s everywhere there’s a danger of suggesting it’s somehow hardwired into us and therefore impossible to avoid. It can breed a kind of fatalism: if you naturalise oppression you can make it harder to think it’s possible to do anything about it. This is especially true if the arguments are based on biology. But if you say it is like these other kinds of oppression or discrimination and it should be understood in comparable social or political terms, you then have to explain why it is so pervasive. Why is it so hard to get rid of? Even the worst kinds of oppression under the other categories can be abolished. Can this one be abolished and, if it can, why has nowhere done so?

         That dilemma is where Simone de Beauvoir starts her book The Second Sex. She begins by asking whether the oppression of women by men can be compared to other kinds of political or social discrimination. She borrows her terms from other hierarchies and settings. She talks about the enslavement of women by men. Some of it is literal – women have been actual slaves just as much as men have been slaves – but some of it is by analogy. Women can get treated as though they were the slaves of men. She talks about vassalage, a semi-feudal term meaning a relationship of obedience with the expectation of favours, creating a structure of dependency that allows men to control women in return for protection. She also uses the language of caste, the word that Frederick Douglass used, to draw a comparison not with the relationship between slaveowners and slaves (as Douglass said, that’s not caste, that’s just crime) but with the relationship between white and black Americans in the northern United States.

         Caste describes a form of discrimination and prejudice that is not just written in law, it’s writ large in people’s minds and 165attitudes. De Beauvoir says that men are a caste and women are a caste and one of the noticeable features of caste relationships is that the dominant caste – the people who get the benefits – are often oblivious to it. Caste relationships may be less explicit in some ways than other kinds of oppression, yet to be on the receiving end of that kind of prejudice is to notice it all day, every day. You experience it in all sorts of minor interactions, you see it in tiny encounters – microaggressions – while the people who are doing it often don’t notice it at all. That’s men. And that’s the experience of women.

         De Beauvoir makes these comparisons and then she says it’s still different. Male/female relationships have a different character, which means they can’t just be compared to the forms of discrimination and oppression that are meted out to people on the basis of race or religion or economic or some other consideration. Why is it different? One reason it’s different, she says, is that women are not a majority and they’re not a minority. This is not the persistent oppression of a minority group, such as the way European Jews have been treated throughout history. But nor is this the work of a narrow elite. Men are not some kind of unaccountable, inaccessible group, an aristocratic class or caste. There is basic demographic equality here. The categories of men and women are, in these terms, more or less equivalent. Not always: there are societies in which the numbers can get seriously out of kilter. In twenty-first-century India, as in late-twentieth-century China (under the one-child policy), a form of selective infanticide through abortion that prioritises the live births of boys over girls has created a surplus of young men over young women, with potentially devastating consequences. Nonetheless, compared to other kinds of discrimination that can come from either the few over the many or the many over the few, historically speaking men and women have been equally balanced.

         At the same time, de Beauvoir does not believe that women 166are readily able to see themselves as an oppressed political class in the way that either a persecuted minority or a persecuted majority can. Women are unlike either the Jews (a minority) or the workers (a majority) in this respect. One piece of evidence she gives is that it’s relatively uncommon for women to talk in political terms about ‘we’ or ‘us’. Women do not tend to conceive of themselves as belonging to a group possessed of the kind of collective identity that makes them a political force in their own right (de Beauvoir was writing before the advent of modern feminism, for which she herself was partly responsible, but the point still holds to some extent). Other kinds of oppressed groups talk all the time about ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘them’, but in politics de Beauvoir finds that women rarely do.

         Finally, there’s the fact that these other kinds of oppression are ones that seem to allow for greater latitude in repudiating the categories in question. You don’t have to believe that being a member of the proletariat is your inexorable fate (even if it may turn out that it is): you can try to escape from your class. You can also try to abolish your class, or the other class, or even to create a society in which class does not exist. If you are one of the oppressors – if you are a capitalist, if you own a business – you can give it up, you can lay down your tools of oppression. No one, de Beauvoir says, has to be a colonial administrator; there is choice. Is there a choice when it comes to men and women? She thinks not. This argument might look different now, but she thought sex as a category was inescapable. She says men have no choice but to be men and women to be women. She also says women can’t really aspire to abolish men as a class. You can abolish slavery. Can you abolish maleness?

         The Second Sex was published in 1949. De Beauvoir’s assumptions can appear very dated. Twenty-first-century arguments about gender and its mutability – from women to men, from men to women, with many identities in between – have opened up new possibilities. The most radical versions of these 167arguments want to suggest that biology is mutable too, though de Beauvoir – like many contemporary feminists – would not go so far. Equally, some radical feminists have disputed her anti-abolitionism. Valerie Solanas, the woman who in 1968 shot Andy Warhol, a year earlier published the SCUM Manifesto: The Society for Cutting Up Men in which she argued that the goal should be the elimination of men altogether. De Beauvoir did not think that was an option, and because it wasn’t an option she thought feminism faced a constraint. The absence of ultimate emancipation limits the power of the political movement. It can be harder to see how to make progress if the grounds of the injustice are ones that appear impossible ever fully to eradicate. Fatalism shadows feminism. Douglass’s approach – escape, expose, abolish – doesn’t seem to apply here.

         Despite these constraints, de Beauvoir was clear that the cause of female emancipation is a progressive one. Women required the legal and political protections that have been extended to other oppressed groups. Here, though, the real difference was that progress for women had been painfully slow, above all in France. French women were entitled to vote in 1949, but that right had been granted just five years earlier. All progress takes time, and prejudice can be hard to shake off, but still it seems astonishing that it took until 1944 to enfranchise French women, especially given that the question of women’s suffrage had been raised at the time of the French Revolution more than a century and a half earlier. The revolution had been undertaken in the name of rights for all, which led many to ask why women shouldn’t share in those rights. Yet in post-war France the French were still struggling to answer that question in the affirmative. Similarly, at the time of the revolution the question of divorce was already central to debates about civil liberties, since the inescapability of marriage was understood as a form of oppression for which women predominantly paid the price. Women had almost no rights within marriage. Over 150 years 168later they still didn’t. In 1949 the same argument was still being made and the divorce laws in France still hadn’t been liberalised.

         Some successful campaigns of emancipation, when they happen, happen quickly. Gay rights, and in particular gay marriage, which would have been anathema to many barely a generation ago, are now sufficiently widely accepted in places that would recently have rejected them as to pass without comment (France being a case in point). Women’s rights in mid-twentieth-century France were the opposite. The promise of the French Revolution had made female emancipation an early Enlightenment project. Yet generations of French women had lived – and died – without seeing any of that promise fulfilled. When de Beauvoir was writing, little had changed. Women were stuck where they had been for centuries.

         De Beauvoir compares this with the emancipation of women in the United States, where progress had been more rapid. American women in the late 1940s had many more social and economic opportunities than their French counterparts, even though there was still a long way to go. France remained a Catholic country, with all that entailed for a woman’s lot. America looked like a society in which there were greater possibilities for women to be free agents, to do things in their own right, particularly to forge a career or to find opportunities in the workplace that were denied to women in France. Yet, as de Beauvoir says, it’s never as straightforward as that: the emancipation never comes without strings attached. In America, as women became more emancipated, so they were increasingly subject to other kinds of social and moral constraints. There was widespread suspicion of the woman who earned her own living, just as there was widespread disapproval of the woman who wanted to break free from her marriage. New freedoms created new ways of judging women and finding them wanting.

         Moreover, a basic contrast still held with the freedoms enjoyed by men in the United States. Men who took advantage 169of their right to live as they chose could do it in a way that assumed they were not going to be judged for it – liberty for the American male was often understood as a means of self-actualisation. To be a free woman was simply to belong to a new category that was loaded down with burdensome expectations. Men chose what to do and did it; women were forced when they made choices to look over their shoulders and ask how they were being judged for it. That’s one of the things that makes the oppression of women by men more pervasive than other kinds: any form of emancipation tends to come weighed down with new moral baggage.

         Where did this baggage come from? Why did it appear that whatever was given to women by men with one hand was taken away with the other? The word that captures de Beauvoir’s understanding of the predicament of women is that it’s a trap. It’s more of a trap than other kinds of oppression. Other kinds of oppression may be worse – the worst of slavery, actual slavery, is worse than the metaphorical enslavement of women by men – but the pervasiveness of female oppression exists because there is an inescapable quality to the way it has been constructed. This is not a matter of biology or nature. It is a social construct. A whole world has been built around the implicit inferiority of women to men. It is everywhere: a ubiquitous organising idea. That’s what makes it so hard to escape.

         The Second Sex is a long book and it explores many different ways of thinking about the same puzzle: the puzzle of this trap. It isn’t just a work of philosophy or history. De Beauvoir draws on myth, culture, taboo, folk tales, psychoanalysis and much else: she’ll take anything and she’ll read anything and she’ll write about anything that might help unpack the puzzle. She draws on many of the different fields she has studied and she’s pretty scathing about a lot of them. It is often a scathing book. For instance, she takes psychoanalysis seriously and at the same time she’s completely clear about how ridiculous Freudian 170psychoanalysis is as a foundational explanation for the ways in which men and women are trapped by their relationships with each other. It is a wholly inadequate theory for what it wants to describe. The psychoanalytic interpretation that seeks to locate our sexual misalignments in our genitals, in penis envy, in the absence or presence of a particular sexual organ, seems hopelessly reductive. Indeed, de Beauvoir insists, the question when it comes to Freudian penis envy is not what it explains but what explains it. Why do men come up with this stuff? She says that if you’re that kind of psychoanalyst then what you really need is psychoanalysis. You should be on the couch because if you believe in penis envy the question is: what on earth happened to you to make you believe that? Like I say, it’s scathing, and the intellectual hauteur is often exhilarating.

         Ultimately, though, de Beauvoir’s analysis rests on philosophy. One name for her philosophical approach is existentialism, a forbidding term for what can be a forbidding set of ideas (especially when in the hands of her friend and lover Jean-Paul Sartre). It can, however, also be characterised in somewhat more familiar terms. De Beauvoir uses the language of ‘subject’ and ‘object’: men have traditionally been the subjects of sexual understanding, women the objects, and therefore women have been objectified. She also uses another word that has become more widespread in this context than when she was writing: women have become the ‘other’. Men, to use a slightly ugly transitive verb, other women: they define themselves against women and in doing so they define women. Because women are the object and the other, they are routinely denied the power to define themselves. It is denied to them by men.

         Yet this is not only an account of the ways in which women are trapped. Men are trapped too. The subject/object relationship starts with the struggles that men have in knowing how to relate to the natural world and to each other. Although this primarily reads as a story about male dominance and power and 171cruelty, it’s also a story about male weakness and inadequacy and fear. Men don’t know what to do with their predicament, which is to be the subjects not the objects of their own stories. They are the people who can decide how to live, who can make choices about who they want to be, who can define themselves. The dilemma is this: do you define yourself in and through your nature as a man? Do you embrace your natural condition, your natural privilege? Many philosophers, including Rousseau, have thought that was the place to start: men (but not women) should seek to locate themselves in nature. But de Beauvoir says the trouble with that for most men is that it’s terrifying. It can make you feel not just inadequate but somehow insignificant because nature doesn’t care about you, no matter how much you care about it.

         Nature is indifferent to the place of individual human beings within it. You can commune with nature but you can’t communicate with nature; you can feel the beauty and the power of it, but whatever you are feeling about nature, nature isn’t feeling anything back about you. Mountains might make men feel manly, but in the end, a mountain doesn’t care. Nor does humankind as a species care about its individual members. Individual human beings mean nothing to the species. We don’t need evolutionary theory and genetics to understand that. We know that we are all here today, gone tomorrow, as the world turns.

         To be a man, de Beauvoir thinks, is to be haunted by the spectre of personal insignificance that lurks behind your subjectivity. So the alternative for any man is to try to find meaning among other men – among his fellow subjects, the ones who are capable of defining their own lives and making their own existential choices. But the trouble for men with finding meaning among other men is not the indifference of other men so much as the fact that the other men are not so different from them: they’re all desperately in search of meaning. There are a few 172men who stand out from the crowd – the occasional Rousseau or Napoleon, the ones who somehow transcend their times and their circumstances – but they are extremely rare and hard to emulate, not least because they are usually pretty damaged individuals. For most men, most of the time, to be among men is to notice that they – we – are basically all the same. There’s a different kind of indifference here: it’s not the impersonal indifference of nature but the indifference of interchangeability. As a result men need something else that grounds their existence and gives it meaning – something that contains a bit of nature and a bit of their fellow man but not too much of either. What men have found, de Beauvoir thinks, in almost all social, cultural and political settings, is that the role they need to be filled for them to feel fulfilled is best filled for them by women.

         Men define themselves against women by treating women as part natural/part social creatures. Seen as part of nature, women allow men to feel their difference, their subjectivity, their freedom. A man can compare himself to a woman – a naturalised woman, a woman treated as emblematic of this thing called ‘Woman’ (with a capital ‘W’) and often reduced either to body or reproduction or sex – and the man can feel different, freer, as though he had more choices, as though he, unlike the woman, were not trapped in his body and as the object of others’ desires. But at the same time women are people too, and therefore it is possible to have a relationship with a woman that is mutual, a relationship with someone who has been naturalised by men yet is also capable of conversation, of love, of comfort, of affirmation. A woman is an object with the capacity to make a man feel like a subject. The mountain won’t affirm the individual man but a woman might. So what men seek from women is a curious mix of the natural and the personal: natural enough to allow a man to feel different, personal enough to allow a man to feel affirmed. That’s how it’s meant to work.

         The problem is that it doesn’t work. It never works because 173it doesn’t make sense. The two parts of the equation don’t reinforce each other: they pull against each other. The relations between men and women are wrecked by the fact that women are never quite the thing that men want them to be. They’re either too much naturalised and therefore too impersonal – just another body – or too personalised and therefore not natural enough, not distant enough – too much of another mind. De Beauvoir describes in a wide range of different settings the unavoidable and unstable doubleness of male/female relationships that is shaped by this paradox, this pulling in different directions. Men cannot have their cake and eat it. They cannot have women both as interchangeable natural objects and also as sufficiently human and individual to make them feel human too.

         No one can have it both ways. What men find and what women find is that men are always complaining that the woman who is her own person is not enough of a generic Woman; and the women whom they treat as just Woman don’t give men enough of a sense that they are truly special. That tension never goes away and it eats into the relationship between men and women in multiple ways. Ultimately it produces structures of coercion and discrimination and prejudice because men are always seeking the thing that they can’t have. De Beauvoir draws on letters and diaries and novels and memoirs and she finds in all of them this endlessly recurring theme. The relationship between the sexes can never give the men what they want, and because the men don’t get what they want they reinforce the domination that they think will provide the sense of self they seek. But all it does is make the problem worse.

         This doubleness is present for de Beauvoir in almost all sexual relationships between men and women (same-sex relationships could be a different matter, but she cannot really discuss that). She finds it in the misery she thinks that most sexual relationships cause most people most of the time because no one gets the relationship they want. The women are miserable because 174they are given no power, no authority, no ability to decide, no freedom to explore their individuality; the men are miserable because they want something that they can’t have: a woman who is both individual and generic, which is essentially a contradiction in terms.

         In The Second Sex de Beauvoir spends quite a lot of time dissecting and essentially eviscerating the institution of marriage. She talks about wedding ceremonies and wedding nights in harrowing detail: the horror of them. Take a typical mid-century French village wedding, which as de Beauvoir says is both a deeply ceremonial and sacred occasion – ribbons and bows, the mayor and the priest in their finery, the village turning out to cheer and celebrate the happy couple – and also a profoundly bestial one, cruel, sometimes violent, a compulsory union of bodies. It’s ribbons on the church and it’s blood on the sheets. Or take the absurd double standards of men in their attitude to motherhood: the celebration of the mother, the reverence for the mother, the turning of the mother into an object of worship (this is Catholic France) and at the same time the contempt, the fury that many men have for their mothers and, de Beauvoir points out, almost always have for their mothers-in-law. She identifies the repeated, ridiculous contrast between the way some men talk about their idealised mothers and then the way they talk about their despised mothers-in-law, as though these were two completely different categories of person.

         It may not happen so much now but I’m old enough to remember when mainstream comedy – including on primetime TV – turned on the mother-in-law joke. It was incessant. Les Dawson was one of my favourite comedians and he was extremely funny, but nonetheless he built a career out of saying things about mothers-in-law that he wouldn’t dream of saying about mothers, certainly not his own. It’s no joke for de Beauvoir. It is emblematic of the profound and unsustainable double standard in what men want from women. It runs from the cradle 175to the grave. She says of men that it is absurd to think that you can confer personhood on a woman by putting a ring on a finger, as though a tiny band of gold can turn someone from one kind of person into another. If you want to confer personhood on to a woman you have to do more than put a ring on a finger. If all you do is put a ring on a finger, all you will get is an object. And yet what men want is an object who is also a subject, a woman whom they can control but not control so much that they don’t also feel that that woman has freely chosen them. De Beauvoir is withering about the wish men have for women to have chosen them freely alongside their instinct to deny them the right to choose because of the fear that if you allow a woman to choose a man that woman might not choose you.

         It’s a trap. It’s clearly worse for women than for men, not because women are more trapped by the doubleness of it than men – all parties are trapped by it – but because the consequences are far worse for women. Much of The Second Sex is a litany of misery as de Beauvoir describes these consequences: the horrors of a bad marriage, when there is no prospect of divorce; the horrors of the life of a French peasant woman in mid-century France, where there is no escape from drudgery and domestic servitude and frequently from domestic violence as well; the horror of being reduced to motherhood without any choice and without access to abortion. She looks beyond France and outside the twentieth century. She describes what it is to live in a harem and to be subject to a man who is not himself subject to the law: to be literally interchangeable. She itemises the consequences for so many women of having to navigate the world of men with no legal capacity to possess property of their own. It is always worse for women than for men. But it’s bad for men too.

         There isn’t a huge amount of compassion for men in The Second Sex but there is some understanding of the ways in which men are trapped. The wedding night in mid-twentieth-century 176Catholic France was a horror for many women but it could be agony for the men as well. There is a hint of compassion when de Beauvoir says that men can’t win on their wedding night. If they know what to do then it becomes clear they’ve done it before and that this woman that they have just declared in church is the only one for them is not the only one; there have been other women. And if they don’t know what to do because there truly have been no others, if they are inexperienced, they will seem clumsy and foolish even though prior innocence is meant to be the point of the exercise. De Beauvoir can see that as a man you have to be pretty lucky to find your way between those two ghastly fates, either the clumsy fool or the cold libertine. Most men are one or the other. Some are both.

         Is there a way out? Yes, in theory and perhaps also in practice. De Beauvoir has a philosophical answer but she has some political answers too. The philosophical answer is that women must be subjects; they cannot simply be objects. If women and men were both able to define their existence the result wouldn’t be harmony, it wouldn’t be peace, it wouldn’t be wonderful wedding nights and wedding ceremonies that made sense. There would, de Beauvoir says, still be vice and wickedness; there would still be libertine orgies. In any world we construct there will still be sexual misery as there will still be sexual ecstasy. There will be everything that there is now but it won’t be a trap because if men are subjects and women are subjects then neither the misery nor the ecstasy will be founded on one-sided objectification. There will still be othering. Freedom for women must mean the freedom to treat men as the other because that’s what human beings do – we all need something to define ourselves against.

         It would be wishful to think that when human beings relate to each other there isn’t going to be some alienation, some fear; that there isn’t going to be some attempt to see ourselves in how people react to us. There will always be people, maybe even the 177people to whom we’re closest, who seem like the other to us, but if both sides of the relationship are able to do this freely there is the possibility of reaching a new kind of understanding. The Second Sex ends with holding out that possibility – that if men and women were free each to determine their own existence there wouldn’t necessarily be harmony, there wouldn’t necessarily be a coming together, but there would be progress. The differences between men and women might become starker, not less stark, but there would be scope for understanding even in the absence of agreement. Otherwise, to borrow a term from existentialism, all that’s left is bad faith. Mutual understanding under conditions of one-sided objectification is a lie, but it’s not the objectification that creates the lie, it’s the one-sidedness. When both sides are at it, there is the possibility of a shared recognition.

         The Second Sex is not much about de Beauvoir’s personal experiences, though they must lie at the background of what she writes. Most of her examples come from the lives of others: in history, in memoir, in fiction. Yet many readers, especially in the decades since the book was published, have found themselves putting de Beauvoir’s own life front and centre. The central relationship of her life was with Sartre, her fellow existentialist, and his shadow hovers over this book. Not because it is a mouthpiece for his ideas – it isn’t. Sartre could never have written it: he would have lacked the imagination, both as a philosopher and as a man. Yet when it comes to the idea of a free relationship between men and women as equals it is hard for readers not to wonder how de Beauvoir’s life itself matched up to some of her ideals.

         She became known – indeed notorious – in France as a woman who tried to live a life free from conventional constraint and her relationship with Sartre epitomised that. They never married. It was an open relationship of a kind – both had other lovers, in de Beauvoir’s case women as well as men. Sartre 178is also there in the book because there are passages where it seems fairly certain that Beauvoir was thinking of him as she wrote. One of the persistent double standards she describes is that women are constrained by an expectation of how they should appear and yet some men have found the freedom to dress and to look however they like and still be themselves. A man can be scruffy, a man can be unwashed, a man can be ugly and still feel that he is his essential self – even his lovable self. Sartre was scruffy and Sartre was unwashed and Sartre was ugly and de Beauvoir still loved him, but she also recognised that for him, his scruffiness, his smelliness, his ugliness were a kind of sexual weapon in a way that would never have been possible for a woman and certainly never were possible for de Beauvoir herself, who was always groomed and elegant and at pains to look her best. His dishevelment and her chic were often taken for granted and could almost pass unnoticed in Parisian intellectual society. They did not go unnoticed by de Beauvoir.

         The question of the double standard between them has become more acute since they died and especially following the posthumous publication of their letters to each other. Since the 1980s readers have known a lot more about how they lived – about Sartre’s selfishness, his neediness, about the fact that de Beauvoir at various periods didn’t seem to be a free partner in an open relationship but an enabler of a certain type of familiar male sexual behaviour: the cold libertine type. Their relationship can appear to have been, and can be portrayed as, a kind of trap. Does it matter if de Beauvoir herself failed to live up to the standard of free womanhood that she described in The Second Sex? I think it is almost certainly the case that she did fail to live up to it and also that it doesn’t matter. De Beauvoir’s life simply shows how hard it is. Who, having read The Second Sex, would expect it to be anything other than hard, given the pervasiveness of these ways of structuring societies, the hold that the trap of female objectification has had on people everywhere through 179culture and myth and religion and law and education and politics? Of course it’s not easy. Why on earth would it be easy? Why would it be any easier for de Beauvoir than for anyone else?

         There are points in The Second Sex where de Beauvoir asks questions that are familiar enough from other accounts of female oppression and female emancipation, but where she gives somewhat surprising answers – answers that seem to allow too much credence, intellectually at least, to a male perspective. One of the questions that she asks is the perennial one: why have there been so few great female artists? And she gives the feminist answer – the correct answer – that it’s got nothing to do with nature or aptitude or ability or biology; it’s all about social construction and the fact that men have the opportunities and women don’t. Many more men have had the economic benefits needed to lead the life of an artist; few women have been so lucky. Men are the advantaged class in this respect, women the disadvantaged. If the playing field were level, of course there would have been as many great female artists as male artists.

         But de Beauvoir also says – and this is the surprising bit – that the puzzle for her remains why women have not written any books that are as great as the very greatest books that men have written. Why is there no female-written equivalent of War and Peace? Why is there no female-written equivalent of Ulysses or Moby Dick or The Trial or even – God help us – Seven Pillars of Wisdom, a male work if ever there was one? She still seems to hold up the ideal of the male novel, the male writer, the male thinker as capable of aspiring to the universal, whereas for women writing is always particular. Women writers situate their fiction in and through human relationships, while for men it’s possible to think about life as a whole – to think of themselves and their experiences as emblematic of something transcendent, in the round. De Beauvoir says women write books like Middlemarch and men write books like War and Peace, and she implies that what we need is a world in which women can write 180books like War and Peace. She also states explicitly that War and Peace is the better novel. She claims that only a woman would write Wuthering Heights but only a man could write The Brothers Karamazov. This strikes me as weirdly intellectually snobbish as well as reductive – the sort of thing a man would say. Why is maleness the measure of a novelist’s ambition? I’m not saying that Middlemarch is a better novel than War and Peace but I am saying that War and Peace is not a better novel than Middlemarch.

         Something else that can jar in The Second Sex is the politics. De Beauvoir has a clear political agenda, though it appears only at odd moments and it is buried for the most part in the extraordinary, wholly original dissection of culture and history and social mores and psychology and sex, sex, everywhere sex, that makes up the bulk of the book. The politics that occasionally cuts through all this is her socialism – her and Sartre’s socialism – which in this context means a form of Stalinism (they would later both become Maoists). De Beauvoir suggests at various points that the only sure-fire way out of the trap of the relations between the sexes is a socialist revolution. Ultimately there needs to be emancipation from the bourgeois laws and institutions that constrain women – including the bourgeois practices of marriage and motherhood – which are an inbuilt part of the oppressive structure of capitalist societies. The model for how this could be done is the Soviet Union – Stalin’s Soviet Union – where she says the constitution makes clear that women are to be free. That constitution abolishes many of the constraints that tie women to marriage and that tie them to motherhood, it allows equality of education, along with equal opportunity in the workplace, it legalises abortion and it treats women’s bodies as their own. It sounds – and it was – too good to be true.

         De Beauvoir treats the Stalinist constitution of the Soviet Union as though it were a model for female emancipation. At the same time, because this is 1949, she acknowledges that in the light of recent history those rights enshrined in the constitution 181turned out to be just paper rights and they vanished on the wind as soon as the state demanded something else. When it became clear during the Second World War that what the Soviet state needed more than anything else was enhanced human reproduction, because the state was chewing through male lives at a terrifying rate, sacrificing millions upon millions of young men, it suddenly became the job of Russian women to return to their traditional roles as mothers and all those rights were abolished: abortion was outlawed and women became breeding machines for the state. De Beauvoir accepts all that – but she never quite says that therefore the rights in the constitution are hardly the model for a future form of female emancipation. If female emancipation depends upon the authority of a state like Stalin’s Soviet Union then it’s just another terrible trap.

         However, The Second Sex does not end with Soviet-style socialism, even though the final paragraph is a quote from Karl Marx and even though one of the people that de Beauvoir holds up as a shining example of female emancipation is Rosa Luxemburg. The book finishes by going back to where it started with comparisons to other kinds of oppression to address the question of what sort of progress is possible in the absence of socialist transformation. De Beauvoir recognises that most progress is going to be bitty and piecemeal, as it has been in France. Yet for all that the progress is still real, even in France. Progress towards enfranchisement and emancipation is real, piecemeal economic changes matter, women need opportunities in the workplace, women need educational equality, women need legal protections, women need rights, women need the ability to get out of bad marriages, women need the ability not to have to enter into bad marriages, women need control over their own bodies. These things can’t all wait on a revolution. Progress matters but progress is hard. Why is it so hard? Because, as with other kinds of oppression, there are barriers put in the way of progress by the oppressors; in this case, put there by men.182

         There are two types of barriers in particular that de Beauvoir identifies. One is a form of nostalgia. Men – mainly men but not only men, some women as well – will say we need to be careful what we give up in the name of progress. The old ways are not all bad. Liberating women from traditional social conventions might get rid of things that we value – femininity, a certain refinement, an elegance, a charm. There is nothing more charming than a charming woman, some men will say, and some women too. De Beauvoir says this reminds her of the arguments that are sometimes made about slavery in the American South, where people will claim to be nostalgic for the old plantation ways of life, for the elegance of it, the charm of it, the Gone with the Wind chivalry, the smell of magnolia – the smell of magnolia that masked the stench of blood. In making that comparison she makes it clear what she thinks of that kind of nostalgia. It’s grotesque.

         She says something else that connects her to many of the other writers I’ve discussed in this book. Another barrier that is sometimes put in the way of progress towards female emancipation comes from men saying to women the same kind of thing that colonisers say to the colonised, that slaveowners say to their slaves, that capitalist bosses say to their workers. They say: you don’t want what we have. The reason that we are not giving you this power and the right to decide your own lives is that it’s hard. The colonial administrators say to the colonised: we do the hard work, we’re sparing you this, we’re allowing you to lead lives that are easier, less cluttered by anxiety; we’re the ones who can’t sleep at night. The factory boss says to the workers: I’m the one who has to worry about going bankrupt, all you have to do is show up in the morning, take your wages, go home at night, drink, eat and sleep. So men say to women: don’t you trouble your little heads about this, we’ll do the difficult stuff, this is painful hard work. It’s no fun being a man, the men say. It’s no fun worrying about how to run an empire, the imperialists 183say. It’s no fun managing a plantation, the slaveowners say. And what does the slave say? What does the colonised person say? What does the woman say? They say: if you don’t want to do it, let us do it. If it’s so hard we will be more than happy to take that burden from you. We will be more than happy to risk not being able to sleep at night if you will let us decide for ourselves how to live, if you’ll set us free. If you really don’t like it, give it up. But you won’t give it up because you do like it, because you’re lying. And because no one who is given their freedom ever gives it back.

         It is the argument Frederick Douglass made – nothing said by the slaveowner can justify slavery to the slave because the justification can only make sense from the point of view of the slaveowner. Saying that the business of freedom is hard means nothing to the person who is unfree. De Beauvoir thinks that the freedom we should all aspire to is the freedom to know just how hard it is, to know what it is like to have real choices, what it is like to exercise real power. If it’s so hard, she says, let us do it.
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            John Rawls,

            A Theory of Justice (1971)

         

         John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice might seem like it doesn’t really belong in this book. Rawls exemplifies the kind of political philosopher whose central question is ‘what?’ not ‘why?’ Rawls poses his question at the start of his book: ‘What is justice?’ Then, over 500 pages, he painstakingly answers it. Moreover, he reads rather differently from the other writers I have been considering. He is calmer, more patient. Rawls tries to build his answer up carefully in order to use it as a guide, not as a stick to beat people with. He’s not in the business of tearing down the world as it is, ripping it apart, exposing it, showing us just how weird it is that we’ve come to think of this as justice and reminding us of all the ways that we have been deceived. Rawls hopes in his judicious, somewhat cautious, wholly rational way to bring our thoughts together and to build them up into a coherent picture of what should count as justice for us. He intends to ground us, not to pull the ground out from under us.

         As I mentioned in the first chapter, Rawls sometimes gets contrasted with Hobbes: the philosopher of fairness vs the philosopher of security. Someone else Rawls occasionally gets compared to and contrasted with is Nietzsche. The difference between them can be described, to use two slightly jargony words, as Nietzsche’s realism against Rawls’s moralism. What that means is that Nietzsche supposedly gives us a warts-and-all, unillusioned take on politics – the power, the passion, the 185cruelty, the desire of human beings to dominate each other – and he makes central to politics the things that we might prefer to look away from. Nietzsche exposes our moralising tendencies. Whereas Rawls starts and ends with moral questions. He wants to know how we can lead our best lives and how in so doing we can be fair to each other. This approach has many champions – who doesn’t want to lead their best life? – but when it is labelled as moralism, that is meant to deride it for its unworldliness. Rawls is sometimes mocked as an ivory-tower philosopher, detached, remote, floating some way above the nasty, grubby business of human beings telling each other what to do, often under conditions of extreme duress, without the time to think it through philosophically. In other words, for a political philosopher, Rawls is seen as not political enough. He spent his professional life at Harvard and his view can appear to be the view from his office there – a little rarefied. The accusation that has clung to Rawls is that a comfortable berth at an Ivy League university in the north-east of the United States might not be the best place from which to construct a plausible answer to the question of what’s fair.

         But as so often with these kinds of reputations it’s a caricature. In fact, it’s worse than that – it’s plain wrong. Just as Nietzsche was not a hard-nosed realist – he wanted the best for us if anyone ever did – so Rawls was not an ivory-tower philosopher and he was never detached from the real business of politics. He fought in the Second World War in the Pacific, a truly grim experience, and he certainly knew all about cruelty: he saw worse things than Nietzsche ever did. When he returned from the war he asked what he thought was the fundamental philosophical question coming out of his experiences and it wasn’t about justice; he came to that later. There’s a more basic question and it’s a familiar one – you definitely do not have to be an academic philosopher to think this question is worth asking. Rawls came back from the war and he wanted to know what 186we were fighting for. What makes it worth trying to defend a way of life like that, at that cost? He spent the next twenty-plus years trying to work out what it would be to give an account of a society like the United States – it doesn’t have to be the United States but that’s who he had been fighting for – that would make it worth defending in that way. A defensible society would need to be a just society. So what would make it just?

         Rawls thought about it through the 1950s, he refined his answer through the 1960s, and he published it in 1971. There is sometimes another caricature at work here, which is the assumption that to be an American in the 1950s was to live in a relatively peaceful, stable, consensual society, the society of Eisenhower’s presidency, of suburban conformity and growing prosperity. There’s a cosy version of 1950s America – captured by the TV show Happy Days, a 1970s nostalgia fest for that more innocent time – which makes it seem like an implausible place to work out something as contentious as what justice is. The resulting answer might be a little bland, a little washed-out. But there was nothing bland about 1950s America and nothing bland about Rawls’s answer. When I imagine 1950s America I often find myself thinking of the Billy Joel song ‘We Didn’t Start the Fire’, in which Joel, who was born in the late 1940s, recounts what the world was like in his childhood by simply listing all the things that happened: a relentless, never-ending cascade of explosive events and ideas and cultural phenomena and political upheavals and traumas that took place throughout the 1950s and long beyond. What’s interesting about that song is as it gets closer to Joel’s adulthood and maturity the events become more spaced out, not because less was happening in the seventies and the eighties, but because in your formative years what’s happening around you is overwhelming: ‘Bardot, Budapest, Alabama, Khrushchev / Princess Grace, Peyton Place, Trouble in the Suez.’ That’s just 1956, and on it goes.

         The 1950s were Rawls’s formative time: McCarthyism, the 187beginnings of civil rights, the threat of nuclear war. Then, of course, in the 1960s it all really kicked off. I don’t think anyone conceives of the 1960s as a bland decade. When Rawls was refining his political philosophy, it’s true he was doing it from Harvard, but Harvard was not cut off from planet earth. American universities were roiled by dissent at this time, about civil rights, about race, about sexual liberation, and above all about the Vietnam War. Civil disobedience and student unrest were everywhere by the late 1960s – even at Harvard – and Rawls was at the heart of it. He was fully involved in the political upheaval – he went to public meetings, he attended sit-ins, he marched in the streets – and his political philosophy is informed by it. There is an extended section in A Theory of Justice about the idea of civil disobedience and when resistance is justified. That question, what should we fight for, is still at the heart of Rawls’s book.

         Through the 1960s and early 1970s other political movements were getting going as well. This was the dawn of ecological politics, which meant thinking about the obligations we owe to future generations. There was the ongoing question of what, if anything, could be done to prevent a nuclear holocaust. The second wave of feminism was about to break. All this informs Rawls’s book too. Compared to many twenty-first-century political philosophers, whose work can be highly technical and abstract, Rawls was fully engaged with what was going on around him. But it is true that his work is nonetheless highly academic, which makes it different from the other books I’ve discussed so far. Rawls was a professional political philosopher, not simply an intellectual or a writer, and sometimes it feels as though the philosophy took priority over the writing. It’s not just that he was slow to write – twenty years is a long time for any book to be in gestation – but also that he is not always easy to read. Rawls does not use technical language when he can avoid it – and he is nothing like as technical as much philosophy has become – but he is careful, precise and a little dry. He writes 188clearly but he can be long-winded. It’s not the most stimulating book in its prose style. The ideas, though, are exciting and almost everyone who has ever read A Theory of Justice comes away with the sense that there is something really exciting going on here.

         Yet because it is an academic book, the puzzle at the heart of it is one that has an academic framing: it is about the failures of philosophy. Rawls wants to find a way for political philosophy to escape from what he sees as the long-standing trap of being forced to choose between two possible answers to the question of what justice is, neither of which is satisfactory. These were often presented – by academic philosophers anyway – as the only two possible answers. Rawls, however, believed it was a false choice.

         One answer was utilitarianism, the philosophy that goes back to Bentham among others. Utilitarians believed that any plausible account of an abstract concept like justice must be capable of being evaluated in comparative terms – there must be a measure for deciding whether any given answer works. That measure is the calculus of utility, which enumerates social welfare in terms of aggregate human happiness or well-being or utility – ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ and all its many variants. The problem with utilitarianism for Rawls is what happens when you try to maximise utility in the name of justice. In some ways, utilitarianism is more useful for answering the question: what is injustice? Rawls wants to aim higher than that. This is the late twentieth century, not the late eighteenth. He doesn’t just want a tool for identifying things that are clearly and obviously wrong in order to expose them: slavery, arbitrary punishments, executing people for their sexual orientations. He wants to find a way of justifying and grounding a political society in rules and principles and institutions that are as good as they could be. He wants to aim, if not for perfection, then for a version of the best we can do.189

         Utilitarianism, including Benthamite utilitarianism, is excellent for calling out what’s egregiously wrong: it is the acid that burns through injustice. But there are some notorious problems with the utilitarian calculus when it comes to answering the question of what’s the best we could do. The problem is that it treats individual human beings as simply part of the calculation, or, to use Rawls’s language, it treats them as means and not ends. We are all just units to be totted up and if we happen to be one of the units that makes the calculation come out wrong it might be better if we didn’t count. We might be discounted, we might be discarded, we might be cancelled. The problem with utilitarianism is that there are extensions of utilitarian philosophy in pursuit of what’s best overall that seem to end up logically with intolerable conclusions – absurd, ridiculous, counterintuitive outcomes stating that in order to maximise happiness we should dispense with people who are less happy. Maybe it would be better if such people didn’t exist at all. Alternatively, in order to maximise happiness maybe we should just give birth to more and more people, even if they are unhappy, since they will have little bits of happiness in them, and if you tot it all up you can still get to a bigger number: more is better. Fewer people, more people – all for the sake of the global calculation. It sounds heartless because it is. The problem for Rawls comes from the fact that utilitarianism doesn’t take people sufficiently seriously as individuals with their own lives and values and wishes and desires and identities. It claims to – it purports to be valuing their happiness – but because it’s a philosophy that measures things in the round, the danger is that it fails to see the trees for the forest.

         But if the problem with utilitarianism is that it produces outcomes that can appear deeply counterintuitive, the problem with that is it seems to push us in the direction of what Rawls calls intuitionism. Perhaps if we can’t calculate the answer to what justice is we have to fall back on what our instincts tell us: 190if it doesn’t seem right – if it looks wrong, smells wrong, feels wrong – then it probably isn’t right. But just as intuitionism can tell us what’s wrong with utilitarianism, so utilitarianism can tell us what’s wrong with intuitionism: gut instinct isn’t enough. As Bentham understood all too well, our sympathies are no guide to anything. They are too dependent on where we happen to find ourselves and they vary too much with our circumstances. Intuitionism is simply not reliable. If we have to build a society based on our intuitions, we may end up with something that is shot through with contingent prejudices. Bentham was right about that.

         Is there an alternative to this deeply unsatisfactory choice between either too little calculation or too much? Rawls thought there was, and he found it in a tradition of political thought that he felt had been unjustly neglected in the twentieth century, though it had flourished in the centuries before that. He calls it the social contract tradition and it includes both Hobbes and Rousseau – not the Rousseau of the Second Discourse, but the Rousseau of The Social Contract. The question being asked by social contract theorists is: given the choice, what would we sign up to? What version of the state? What version of justice? The advantage of this approach for Rawls is that it takes individual points of view seriously – it does not simply feed them as raw meat into the utilitarian sausage machine – but nor does it allow personal preference or prejudice to hold sway. It requires agreement. We will need to find a shared basis for our understanding of justice despite our differences. We will need a common measure, just not one that is imposed on us from the outside.

         What might we agree on? Hobbes’s answer, which is not Rawls’s answer, is that the thing we can agree on is our mortality. Our apprehension of death and our common desire to avoid it – these are the great equalisers. In other words, we can reach agreement because of the fears we share. But that for Rawls is not good enough because it says nothing about fairness (death 191is inherently unfair so fairness doesn’t really come into it). Fairness is about what we want from life. Rawls needs to find a way to treat people as individuals in their own right but not to allow their individuality to derail the agreement by bringing in too many incommensurable perspectives. The way he achieves this is with an idea that he derived from the social contract tradition but which he made both more explicit and more interesting. He does it by introducing a veil into political thinking. A lot of the thinkers I’ve been talking about in this book were trying to take the veil off politics – that’s what the exposing is all about, that’s what utilitarian acid does, it burns through the gauze and the veil. Rawls wants to impose a veil. He wants to create a kind of gauze that prevents people from seeing the world as they would see it if they were located exactly where they stand. He calls it ‘the veil of ignorance’ and it produces what he calls ‘the original position’ – the place to start. Fairness requires a certain kind of blindness because, after all, justice is blind.

         However, a political philosophy that was based on ignorance of the world wouldn’t be much of a philosophy – it really would be cut off in its ivory tower. Rawls does not want that. This ignorance is not general ignorance: he doesn’t expect people to reach an agreement on the basis of not knowing what’s what. He expects them to know enough about how the world works, about how societies work, about economics and politics, about building institutions, about what we can do collectively, to be able to reach a judgement on what would make a fair society. The thing that he wants people to be ignorant of is who they are as individuals and where they personally stand: the ignorance is the absence of knowledge of ourselves. It is a thought experiment, as the whole social contract tradition is a kind of thought experiment (these contracts never actually get signed by anyone). Imagine not knowing your situation or where you are placed in the social hierarchy but still knowing there is such a thing as a social hierarchy and having some idea of what causes 192it. Behind the veil of ignorance you won’t know if you are rich or poor, male or female, black or white, but you will know what difference it can make being on one or other side of these divides. You will understand about power structures and about some of the ways that democratic institutions can attempt to mediate between power structures. Any society will have advantaged and disadvantaged citizens. Those who have the advantages will not want to lose them. But what if you didn’t know whether you were advantaged or not? The question then is, what would justice look like for people who know how societies work but don’t know where they are within them?

         Like all thought experiments, this can sound like a fairly artificial exercise. How can we truly ignore what it means to be us? Won’t we soon enough remember who we actually are? Rawls is aware of this and he introduces another concept that goes along with the veil of ignorance, which he calls ‘reflective equilibrium’. If the veil represents a partial brain wipe so that we can arrive at some general principles of justice, when the veil is lifted we then see what our actual society looks like by comparison with those principles and also where we stand in relation to them. There would be no point in coming up with a theory of justice that couldn’t withstand the knowledge of who we really are and therefore we may need to adjust the agreement so that it works for people who live outside of a thought experiment and in the real world. Our intuitions can’t be permanently excluded. That’s why it’s called reflective equilibrium – there is a back-and-forth between the ideal scenario and the real one until a settled position is reached. You lower the veil to come up with your theory; you lift the veil to see if that theory has a chance of taking hold, and if it doesn’t have a chance – if it is, say, too remote, too demanding, too optimistic, too utopian, too whatever – you drop the veil again, but now you have some more knowledge about how society works. What you know is that what you came up with previously won’t cut it. If you factor in 193that knowledge you can have a fresh go at agreeing on the principles of justice. Then you lift the veil again and you see if the new principles might stick.

         Rawls painstakingly does this – the dropping of the veil and the lifting of the veil. It’s part of what makes the argument slow and steady. He wants his theory to work, and not just as a thought experiment. He contends that in this way it is possible to come up with a simple yet comprehensive, challenging yet realistic set of principles that capture what should count as justice for a society like his – that is, mid-to-late-twentieth-century America. What are these principles? There are three, though they come in two parts (he labels them 1, 2.1 and 2.2). The first and most important principle that he thinks people would agree to behind the veil of ignorance is that they want to be sure of their personal freedom – to have as much as possible of what he calls basic liberties. They do not want to take the risk of coming back into their society and discovering, ‘Oh no, I’m a slave!’ The risk of being a slave vastly outweighs the prospect of being a slaveowner, and that’s without even taking account of the fact that slavery corrupts and destroys everyone.

         But the first principle goes further than that. Rawls thinks we would want to guard against any temptation that the seriously disadvantaged might experience to sell their freedom in order to get benefits. This is meant to rule out the possibility of an oppressive, authoritarian socialism justified by an offer to the people who are oppressed – let’s call them the proletariat – to give up their freedom for the sake of an alternative conception of justice, a more overtly egalitarian justice. Rawls prioritises liberty, as he believes the rest of us would do from behind the veil of ignorance: as much liberty as is compatible with equal liberty for all. If our judgement was unclouded by our immediate fears, we would all want to guarantee our freedom.

         Something else he thinks we would want to guarantee is that in a free and fair society the opportunities that are available 194to individuals – since some people will always be better off than others, some will have better jobs, some will have better life chances – are equally available to all, in the sense that no one can be ruled out simply because of who they happen to be. This is there to guard against what he assumes would be everyone’s fear of being on the wrong end of prejudice. A society in which it was possible to become a doctor so long as you weren’t Jewish or a society in which it was possible to go to college so long as you weren’t a woman would be rejected behind the veil of ignorance because people would be very conscious of the risk that they might be in the group that was discriminated against. The equal freedom principle is there to stop people selling their freedom. The equal opportunity principle is there to stop people from being discriminated against. It’s justice not for intuitionist reasons – not because it feels right – but because we would all agree that it was right if we didn’t know what type of person we were.

         Finally, there is the third principle (which is part two of the second principle) and this is the one that tends to garner the most attention from people who read Rawls. It’s called the difference principle, or sometimes it’s called the maximin principle, though in its origin it’s simply what he calls the efficiency principle. It says that the way the society is organised should work to everyone’s advantage as far as possible. If we didn’t know who we were we would want rules and principles and institutions to be organised in such a way that regardless of who we turn out to be they do not leave us out of account. No set of rules can make everyone happy nor allow everyone to lead the life that they want to lead. But in so far as it’s possible they should treat us all as ends and not means. No one should be sacrificed for someone else’s happiness.

         But as he thinks through the process of reflective equilibrium, and after a bit of back-and-forth, Rawls argues that we can specify the rule more tightly than that: we would agree that 195for a society to be fair, as well as having these basic liberties and this equality of opportunity, it also needs to be organised so that its rules work to the advantage of the least advantaged. The priority should be making sure the worst-off in a society – the poor, the disadvantaged, the unfortunate – are as well off as they can be. This principle does not prioritise material equality for its own sake – it is not an argument for communism, in theory or in practice. Nor, however, does it allow the rich to get rich for their own sake – this is not that version of the American dream, in theory or in practice. The third principle prioritises improving the condition of the worst-off in so far as that is consistent with equal liberties and equality of opportunity. In other words, material inequalities will be allowed so long as the worst-off benefit too. It’s a liberal argument for a redistributive state that organises its rules and its principles, its background conditions, so as to pay attention to the people at the bottom of society.

         Why does Rawls think that we would all agree – all of us – on that last principle? That’s a harder question to answer. There may be reasons for doubting that we’d agree on the first two as well – would we really never take a chance on our freedom, no matter what the rival offer? – but this is the one that has tended to attract the most doubts. It feels like a bigger ask, since the other principles apply to everyone and this one only applies to the worst-off. Rawls has an answer as to why we would all agree but it is quite a specific answer and it depends upon how he thinks human beings conceive of their lives – and of what makes for a good life. His assumption is that we are rational, even though all of us have different things that we want from life, different values, different life plans. Some of us might want to be poets, some of us might want to be doctors, some of us might want to lead a religious life, some of us to find our meaning in family life, in domesticity, some of us might want to travel, some of us might simply want to drift, but whatever the goal we will have an idea of what we want to do and because 196we are rational we will recognise there is a relationship between means and ends in achieving that goal. If we are going to have a decent chance of fulfilling our life plan – even if it’s to drift (and maybe especially then) – we will need some resources. We know enough about how societies work to know that if you are unlucky enough to be one of the very disadvantaged, one of the poorest, one of the people who were born into circumstances that mean it is really hard to find a way up and out, then living out any version of the good life will be extremely hard. If there’s a risk of our belonging to that group, we would want to make sure that the life chances of its members were maximised: hence ‘maximin’ (maximise the minimum). We would all accept that what’s most important for fulfilling any life plan is to have some resources. Some is more important than a lot. The big difference is between some and almost none or none at all. Extreme poverty kills most life plans because no one has the time or the space – including the headspace – to plan when life is a day-today struggle. So if there is a risk that we could be one of the people for whom life is a day-to-day struggle we would know that in order to have a decent chance of a fulfilling life we would need to be the focus of public policy.

         The corollary of this – its underlying assumption – is that if we’re one of the others, in the middling group, in the upper group, one of the well off, even the super well off, it doesn’t make that much difference to our chances of achieving our life plans to keep moving up the scale. To be richer and richer and richer doesn’t produce greater and greater and greater prospects for fulfilment. Rawls assumes that a law of diminishing returns is at work here, one that we all ought to be able to understand: just accumulating more and more wealth, resource, advantage, doesn’t advantage us in our ability to lead a good life. It’s having enough, not more than enough, that makes the difference. That’s why we agree on the maximin principle. We do it because we know the worst thing that could happen (beyond 197losing our freedom) and the thing that we all would want to guard against if we didn’t know who we were would be belonging to the group who have the least.

         There have been all sorts of criticisms levelled against this argument. One is that it is psychologically implausible: that it is not the thing that we would all agree on, since people greatly differ in their risk profiles. A risk-averse strategy is not necessarily a universal strategy for justice if it feels to some like a constraint. Some people, even in the original position, so the argument goes, might want to take their chances. They might think they would risk being at the bottom for a chance of being at the top. Even without knowing where they stand, they might think there is a reasonable possibility that their definition of a good life would involve being better off than almost everybody else. Plenty of human beings do seem to think that there is a huge difference between being comfortably off and being rich. Or even between being rich and being very, very rich. As it’s sometimes said, what’s the difference between having $100 million and $200 million? The answer is another $100 million, thank you very much. But while some people might think like that, it doesn’t seem likely that enough people would think like that behind the veil of ignorance to derail the process. Much of the excitement of wealth accumulation rests in the heady experience. The point of the veil of ignorance is to take the excitement out of deciding about justice – to lower the temperature to the point where we can all agree, sensibly.

         That, however, leads to another criticism: it’s all too coolly rational. More than that, it’s all a bit conventionally, blandly, predictably, social democratic, or even, to use a word that might have been used back then, a bit Swedish – in the sense of being redistributive, welfarist, comfortable and ultimately a little depressing. Isn’t it just the same old lefty politics – exactly the kind of thing someone sitting in Harvard would think was a just society? Not radically left wing, not revolutionary by any means 198– Rawls was no Rosa Luxemburg – simply left wing enough, for Harvard. Where’s the excitement in that? But I think Rawls can say – and the Rawlsians do say – that the excitement lies in the fact that the United States is not Sweden, it’s never been Sweden, so if this is a bit Swedish, in an American context that still has bite. The US has never been that kind of society, though there have been periodic moments, including in the mid-1960s under Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programme, when it seemed as though American politics might gear itself towards the predicament of the least advantaged. But those moments are rare and they tend to be fleeting. They run up against not only institutional resistance but also the hard facts of race and racial prejudice in American society – facts to which Rawls’s first two principles of justice are addressed. To say, as Rawls does, that these fleeting moments shouldn’t just last longer than they do, they should be the anchor of American life, is not bland. It is genuinely radical.

         Moreover, by Rawlsian standards, even Sweden is not really Swedish any more. Inequality is on the rise there too, and not to the advantage of the least advantaged. A society that is genuinely geared towards the life chances of the worst-off probably requires more than just Scandinavian welfarism. It may well take a complete reconstruction of capitalism, so that much more is put in the hands of the state and much less left at the mercy of the market. Rawls is one of those rare thinkers who got more radical as he got older and his position moved from social democracy to something more like democratic socialism. Even though Rawls was deeply suspicious of twentieth-century projects of egalitarian justice – the Soviet kind above all, which violated the first principle of justice from the get-go (in that, Rawls was like Rosa Luxemburg) – he came to believe that his idea of justice requires more than a redistribution of the fruits of capitalism. Those fruits are invariably too sticky and they tend to cling on in the places the social democratic state doesn’t 199reach – in networks of privilege among self-serving elites. The view from his Harvard study would have told him that – elite universities, no matter how well intentioned their outreach programmes, tend to remain seats of privilege. Money and power look after each other, especially when the state is looking the other way. Rawlsian justice may require pre-distribution rather than just redistribution: state control to create a more level playing field from the outset. Rawls himself came to believe that. His political outlook was never bland.

         There is another kind of criticism – a more philosophical criticism – of Rawls’s argument, which is that it is too rationalistic. It conceives of what it means to lead a good life too narrowly in means-ends terms. Rawls’s rationalism suggests a somewhat artificial sequencing in how we live. First we decide what would make our lives meaningful – poetry or family or business or whatever – and then we pursue that goal systematically. It sounds too neat. Who really lives like that, outside of a career guidance counsellor’s office? A good life can’t always be reduced to a means-ends calculation about how we get to where we want to be. More often we make it up as we go along. Equally, many people’s idea of what a good life consists of is not about their own life goals; it’s much more shaped by their sense of belonging, of community, of shared identity. An individual’s values may not be the values of a rationalistic conception of life; they may be the values of a religion or a culture that does not necessarily prioritise individualistic goals. Indeed, rationalistic individualism can itself be understood as the product of a religious culture – Protestant Puritanism, the founding philosophy of some parts of the north-eastern United States. Harvard was founded by a Puritan – John Harvard. Maybe Rawls’s outlook is the view from there after all.

         Rawls took this criticism seriously, perhaps because it did strike home a little. Even as his politics grew more radical, he also modified and moderated his philosophical approach. He 200did not alter the principles of justice but he altered his understanding of the means of arriving at them, to take account of a greater diversity of conceptions of the good life. He moved from insisting the participants in the original position be rational to suggesting only that they need to be reasonable. Your sense of self, and that of the community to which you belong, need not be goal-oriented in a rationalistic sense. It was fine to have a less than fully rational view of what makes life worth living. What was not fine was seeking to impose that view on others. Your worldview still has to co-exist with the worldviews of people who don’t agree with you. Behind the veil of ignorance no one can insist that everyone else believes what they happen to believe, because no one knows what they believe. The best you can do is agree to disagree afterwards – it’s only reasonable. The principles of justice will therefore be, Rawls says, using another somewhat bland word, consensual. But they will be the same principles of justice.

         On this account, the ambition is to achieve what Rawls calls a modus vivendi – an acceptance of live-and-let-live rather than a foundational agreement – whereby different religions, different outlooks and different worldviews can co-exist fairly and justly. In response, his critics argued that by going down that road Rawls makes a bland philosophy even blander, and an academic philosophy ever more academic. The prose style certainly didn’t get any easier. What’s more, as Rawls went one way, America went another. The maximin principle, which in the early 1970s might have looked like it existed within the bounds of the politically possible, has over the following decades become more and more remote as an ideal. The US has, under successive administrations (most but not all of them Republican), allowed a form of ‘maximax’ to take hold. The rich have got a lot richer – not just the 1 per cent, not even just the 0.1 per cent, but the 0.01 per cent – and though it has been the middle classes that have been squeezed, it is impossible to believe that as the gap between 201the richest and the poorest has grown, it has been tolerated for what it does for the life chances of the worst-off. Rawls’s shift from social democracy to democratic socialism, however, rather than being a sign of his unworldliness, could be seen as a direct response to what was going on. As America abandoned social democracy for neo-liberalism, so he abandoned social democracy for something with more teeth. Is it a failing of Rawls’s theory of justice that its principles came over time to have less purchase on American politics than they did when he first formulated them? Or is it an indication of how much they are needed?

         At the same time, consensus has become a more remote ideal too. That word reasonable – let’s just be reasonable! – can sound far too polite for the Trump era and for a polity that has moved from partisanship to hyper-partisanship and from mistrust to the more extreme forms of conspiracy theorising. Does that make it a damp squib? Or does that mean it’s not so polite after all – that reasonableness in an unreasonable age is an idea with real sting? Rawls’s modus vivendi still requires that the unreasonable are excluded from politics, by force if necessary. As Carl Schmitt would say, there is no reason that even the most reasonable of liberals can’t defend themselves against their enemies. But they do need to be willing to fight.

         Rawls’s ideas are outdated in other respects. There is a feminist critique of Rawls and it is a fair one. Rawls assumes when taking people behind his veil of ignorance that he is talking about what he calls ‘heads of households’. In 1971 that would overwhelmingly have meant men. Moreover, family life is somehow exempt from their considerations. Rawls doesn’t want to apply the principles of justice – questions about liberty and equality of opportunity, let alone maximin – to personal relationship. Rawls is a liberal: he is instinctively against allowing government institutions to interfere with how men and women, mothers and fathers and children, relate to each other. Going inside the 202family unit is a step too far. To which the critics will say: why is it, given that families are often the places where the greatest injustices happen? Just as Schumpeterian democracy can be extended to family life, so can Rawlsian liberalism. If you really are thinking about the advantage of the least advantaged, you need to accept that the least advantaged are often women – it is one of the facts of social life. Justice, even constructed from behind the veil of ignorance, cannot be gender neutral.

         Equally, why stop at the boundaries of the American state? There is plenty of injustice in America but it pales compared with the inequity in the global distribution of wealth. To be poor in America is to be poor, but by God it’s not to be poor compared to being poor in the very poorest parts of the world, in Asia and in Africa. So if you want to know what fairness is, surely you have to ask what we would do behind the veil of ignorance if we didn’t know whether we were going to be born in the United States of America or the Democratic Republic of Congo. What global rules would we think should apply then? If we still wanted to guard against the worst outcome – and we surely would – then the principles of justice would have to cross national borders. In the end, isn’t Rawls’s theory of justice an argument for massive redistribution on a global scale? Rawls himself never went that far. He may have believed that the necessary institutions simply weren’t there, unlike in the US. Who is going to tax the world? Who is going to take money from North America and Europe, by force if necessary, and hand it out in the places where people’s life chances are blighted by the most extreme forms of poverty? But if you’re serious about justice you need to try to build the institutions that can make it happen. Reflective equilibrium might tell us it’s impossible, that we can’t have a world state, that we can’t have a global wealth tax. But the veil of ignorance would indicate that we’re kidding ourselves if therefore we think we live in anything like a just world. Maybe we knew that already. 203

         In many ways, Rawls’s argument points towards the need for new kinds of democratic institutions. If it is the case that these principles of justice are the ones that human beings ignorant of their own circumstances would adopt, and yet democratic politics in America, which supposedly gives a voice to all, has allowed for greater inequality, greater accumulation of advantage by the people who already have all the advantages, then something is wrong with the institutions that translate people’s votes into collective outcomes. Rawls is aware of this. The section in A Theory of Justice on the right to civil disobedience acknowledges the need to wake democratic institutions up to their blind spots. Sometimes resistance is the only way of communicating what’s wrong (this section was inspired by, but by no means limited to, resistance to the military draft during the Vietnam War). Rawls’s focus, however, is primarily on the distribution of other material and social resources – wealth, education, healthcare, employment – because he thinks that basic democratic freedoms have been taken care of by the first principle of justice. What if they haven’t? What if the reason that the poor in the United States never get a fair crack of the whip is because American democracy doesn’t actually provide a voice for the poor, because it is so dominated by power and money, and because of all the barriers to direct majoritarian politics that were put there at the birth of the republic by wealthy men who were frightened of direct democracy? Then the priority becomes not Swedish-style welfarism. The priority becomes tearing down that constitution and starting again.

         There’s one last criticism of Rawls that is often made, which I suppose goes back to the accusation that he is somehow unrealistic about politics. Since he wrote A Theory of Justice, Rawls has been perhaps the most influential philosopher in the English-speaking world, at least among other political philosophers. Almost everyone references Rawls when they consider what it would be to organise society better. They criticise him, they 204endorse him, they adjust him, they tweak him, they radicalise him, but they engage with him. There is a whole academic industry of Rawlsian and post-Rawlsian political philosophy and as a result Rawls has been enormously influential in the ivory towers of the world, particularly of North America. He’s also been very influential among lawyers. There is much more likelihood that Rawlsian arguments will be considered and lead to tangible outcomes in the judgements of law courts than of legislatures. Judges often cite Rawls in their decisions. He continues to be widely taught and studied in law schools. So there is a case, and it is usually framed as a criticism, that what’s distinctive about Rawls’s political philosophy is that it’s not really a political philosophy; it’s a kind of juridical philosophy; it’s really for lawyers. It’s true that Barack Obama studied Rawls closely. But the reason Obama studied Rawls is that Obama went to Harvard Law School, where they teach Rawls. When Obama was president of the United States frankly he didn’t do much – some, but not much – to uphold Rawlsian principles of justice. Certainly you couldn’t say at the end of his eight years that maximin had taken hold.

         So perhaps this is a political philosophy that requires the time and the space of a law court, the room for reflection of a judge who steps back from the case, goes back to first principles, rereads his or her well-thumbed copy of Rawls and then comes to an enlightened judgment. That is still a form of politics but it’s not the heart of politics: it’s not democratic politics. It is a bit elitist, a bit ivory tower, a bit detached. You can do a lot that way and a lot of American politics in particular is shaped by what judges decide, but a politics that’s reduced to what judges decide is still too remote from the hard business of securing genuine popular consent.

         It is a valid criticism, but it is also a limited one. There’s a kind of parody version of it, although this is not about judges but about politicians. When Rawls died in 2002, it was noted by 205one speaker at his memorial service in Harvard that finally a president of the United States was starting to take seriously the argument of A Theory of Justice. Yet the president of the United States at the time was George W. Bush, who was not much interested in Rawls. In fact, the president who was paying attention to A Theory of Justice was President Josiah Bartlet from The West Wing: every liberal’s fantasy president. Pretend presidents do it, Harvard Law School-educated judges do it, even Barack Obama when he was briefly a law professor did it, but elected politicians caught up in the hurly-burly of democratic politics with no time to think, constantly fighting, fighting, fighting, just trying to stay afloat, don’t have time to do it, or even to think about it. President Obama didn’t have time.

         The realist rebuke is that Rawls’s so-called moralistic conception of politics asks for too much calm and detachment, it takes too much time, it requires taking that extra step back, when politicians who step back get crushed by the ones barrelling forward. There isn’t time in the real world to get behind the veil of ignorance; there isn’t time not to know who we are. If we don’t know who we are, someone else will eat our lunch, and that’s what democratic politics is: a bunfight. Well, maybe it is. But the counterargument turns that idea on its head. If so-called real politics doesn’t give us the time to reflect, then what is it but shadow boxing, a charade? It is barely real at all.
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            Robert Nozick,

            Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974)

         

         Here is a list of names. Some of the people on it are a little obscure, but most should be fairly familiar. The question is: what do all these people have in common?

         
            Wittgenstein, Elizabeth Taylor, Bertrand Russell, Thomas Merton, Yogi Berra, Alan [sic] Ginsberg, Harry Wolfson, Theroux, Casey Stengel, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Picasso, Moses, Einstein, Hugh Hefner, Socrates, Henry Ford, Lenny Bruce, Baba Ram Das, Gandhi, Sir Edmund Hillary, Raymond Lubitz, Buddha, Frank Sinatra, Columbus, Freud, Norman Mailer, Ayn Rand, Baron Rothschild, Ted Williams, Thomas Edison, H. L. Mencken, Thomas Jefferson, Ralph Ellison, Bobby Fischer, Emma Goldman, Piotr Kropotkin, you, your parents.

         

         The list comes from Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and Utopia, which was published in 1974, and it has something of a 1970s feel to it. The first thing that stands out about these people is they are almost all men. There are very few women here, though Elizabeth Taylor is one of the first, and it includes Ayn Rand, Emma Goldman, your mother (in most cases) and, if applicable, you. There are quite a few baseball players on the list, which is slightly odd, and presumably says something about Nozick’s interests. But what do they all have in common? The 207answer, of course, is nothing. There is no common denominator of any kind.

         This is just a random bunch of famous and not-quite-so-famous names. The point of the list is to suggest just how ridiculous it would be to try to conceive of any society, any political arrangement, any conception of justice, any way of ordering the good life, even any idea of what it would be to lead a good life, that would work for all these different people, given just how different they all are (even though they’re almost all men). Imagine trying to construct a society for that group. The kicker is at the end, because even if you leave out all the others, Nozick is saying: just try to imagine an ideal society that works equally well for you and your parents. This is a book of its time – the mid-1970s – an era, like now, when there was an acute generational divide, particularly in thinking about politics. A lot of people, then as now, would struggle to conceive of a society whose conception of justice and of the good life suited their parents as well as it suited them, and vice versa.

         What Nozick is doing here is essentially pushing back against the philosophers of social justice, including John Rawls. Rawls was Nozick’s colleague. They worked together at Harvard – both of them spent almost their entire careers there – and they knew each other well. So in some ways this is a rather parochial dispute. Anarchy, State, and Utopia is a book against Rawls, published three years after A Theory of Justice and rejecting most of Rawls’s assumptions about politics and how to think about a good society. That list is a rebuke to Rawls because it is designed to undercut the idea of the veil of ignorance: the point of all those names is to suggest that it’s ridiculous not to tell people who they are and ask them to come up with a theory of justice simply based on their knowledge of how society works, because that’s not enough. It really matters whether you’re Socrates or Elizabeth Taylor, whether you’re the Buddha or Frank Sinatra. More broadly, Nozick is pushing back against the notion that 208there can be an answer to Rawls’s first question of politics – what is justice? – that would satisfy a list like this. Though the names on it are somewhat eclectic, that only reflects the vast diversity of the human experience. If you can’t answer Rawls’s question for these people, you can’t answer it for anyone. In that sense, this is not a parochial dispute at all.

         Perhaps surprisingly, however, this list only appears in the third and final part of Nozick’s book, which is not the anti-Rawls part. Part three of Anarchy, State, and Utopia is ‘Utopia’. Nozick takes very seriously the question of what it would mean to live in the best possible society that we can imagine. He still wants us to think big. Even if it is not possible to come up with an answer to the question of what justice is that will satisfy everyone from Wittgenstein to your parents, he nonetheless does not believe we should give up on the highest ambitions of political philosophy. Nozick still thinks that politics should aim for the stars. I will come back to what that means at the end of this chapter.

         The anti-Rawls part of the book is primarily the second part: ‘State’. This is where Nozick dismantles the idea of the redistributive welfarist state that Rawls championed – the maximin state, which looks after the worst-off in society and focuses on their well-being in the name of justice and fairness. The book begins with the section on ‘Anarchy’, and that’s probably what it’s still best known for. It’s where I’ll start too before we return to Elizabeth Taylor and the Buddha. The first part of Anarchy, State, and Utopia tries to answer a question that is very different from Rawls’s starting question and has more in common with where I started this book: the ‘why’ questions, not the ‘what’ questions. When talking about anarchy Nozick doesn’t want to know what the state is. He wants to answer a more basic question: why do we have a state at all? How can we possibly justify it? The question has that emphasis for Nozick because he thinks it is hard to explain how and why it can be justified. Our default 209assumption should be that the state is illegitimate. Hence the default for Nozick is anarchism. Any state will surely be illegitimate because states are monopoly organisations that coerce us, that breach our rights, that interfere with us, that tell us what to do, that restrict us, that jail us, that punish us, that tax us. Why the hell would we agree to any of that?

         Nozick assumes that we all have inherent rights not to be interfered with or abused or told what to do – rights that, far from depending on the state, should protect us from the state. He calls these ‘natural rights’ and he summarises what that means at the very outset of the book: ‘Individuals have rights, and there are things no person or group may do to them (without violating those rights).’ Why would we allow an impersonal organisation like the state to trample all over our rights? We would have to have a very good reason to allow it. As a result, Nozick thinks too much contemporary political philosophy starts in the wrong place. It takes for granted that the state is allowed and then asks what we should do with the power of the state. Nozick wants to know whether we should do anything at all with the power of the state. The answer will be that we should do nothing if the state cannot be justified.

         Yet in the end Nozick is not an anarchist. He does believe that the state is allowed. How does he justify it? He does it by drawing on a different set of intellectual traditions than any of those I have been exploring so far. In the bibliography to Anarchy, State, and Utopia, the person who has the most entries is the nineteenth-century American activist, anarchist, individualist, pamphleteer and legal reformer Lysander Spooner. His name is barely known today and he rarely features in the canons of the history of political thought, but he was a central figure in the history of American anarchism. Spooner was pretty eccentric: he belongs to that long tradition of Americans who do not like anyone telling them what to do. He was also politically eclectic. Spooner was an abolitionist and at the same time he didn’t believe 210that the Southern states had done anything wrong in seceding from the Union because, he said, no one should be allowed to bind anyone to political arrangements against their will. He believed in natural rights and he was also a socialist – he had been an early member of the International Workingmen’s Association (The First International). There is quite a bit of Spoonerism in Nozick. Like Spooner, Nozick had been a youthful socialist, before becoming interested in libertarian, anarchist and individualist thought. Nozick’s belief in natural rights went along with a strong streak of political radicalism. However, alongside Spooner, Nozick also draws on two more familiar figures from the mainstream canon of modern political thought. One is John Locke, the seventeenth-century English philosopher; and the other is Adam Smith, the eighteenth-century Scottish economist. Neither of them was a radical, eccentric anarchist.

         Nozick essentially takes one idea from each. What he takes from Locke is the Lockean version of natural rights: we have rights to our bodies, rights to our opinions, but also crucially rights to what we produce – as Locke put it, we have rights to those things that we ‘mix our labour with’. When something exists in the world that didn’t exist before we made it – food, art, cultivated land, enlightened opinion, you name it – then we own it. We have the rights to the products of our hard work. One term we might use for this is property rights. Nozick begins by saying that if we have these rights then there can be only one reason for allowing anyone or anything to interfere with them – it must be because there simply is no alternative. Rights can be breached only for the sake of protecting rights.

         This line of thought is the basis of Nozick’s argument for the state. But he doesn’t take the route Locke did, which was to imagine a contractual arrangement whereby people trade or barter their rights consciously and knowingly in order to create a political association to give them the necessary protection for their rights. Nozick finds this implausible. It is both too 211demanding – everyone has to agree – and too neat – tying it all up in a one-off, big-bang moment of state formation. Unlike his colleague Rawls, Nozick doesn’t really have time for the social contract tradition.

         Instead, he borrows from Smith the idea of what he calls an ‘invisible-hand’ explanation. Smith had understood the workings of the market economy in terms of forces that are essentially invisible to the participants. Markets are not conscious, rational agents; markets are sites of decision-making where outcomes can be for everyone’s benefit – or to everyone’s detriment – without any one particular person or group of people having intended that outcome or having geared the system to produce it. Nozick wanted to find a market-based, invisible-hand explanation for the state. We have states not because at one big-bang moment we decided to trade away our rights. We have them because in the defence of our rights we all behaved in ways that made the state over time the only option, whether we wanted it or not.

         How does Nozick’s invisible-hand argument work? He starts by conceiving of a state of nature in which people have their natural rights and where they merely trade and barter with each other in order to protect those rights. It takes no great leap to imagine that before long such individuals would band together in what Nozick calls protection associations. They will recognise that there is strength in numbers and that private property is best protected by mutual forms of defence – I’ll protect yours if you protect mine. There is also a Smithian notion of the division of labour at work here: some people will be better at some forms of protection than others, including guarding against intrusions, seeking out wrongdoers, maybe even meting out a kind of vigilante justice (something that is definitely not for everyone). In the state of nature it is natural that people will want to protect what’s theirs and they’ll want to find the people who they think offer the best protection service.212

         Before long rival organisations will be competing to offer the best services: to build better security systems, to be more vigilant, to be there for their clients in the middle of the night. And soon they will be offering other services too, perhaps including some kind of trial-based procedure to try to work out who the wrongdoers are, since you will be safer if your protection association hunts down the people who actually did it. It makes good business sense not to waste time going after innocents, so rival associations will seek to reassure their clients that they will follow the evidence. Over time, Nozick says, it will become clear that some of these associations are better at all of this than others and customers will congregate around the most efficient and the most reliable protection associations, which offer the best value. The winners won’t necessarily be the cheapest: no one who wants to protect their property would only think that what matters is how cheap the protection is; they would think what matters is how effective the protection is. At the same time, what we would now call network effects will come into play: the more people who join a particular organisation, the more reason there is to join. Once again, it’s safety in numbers.

         The result is that this market in protection services will naturally move towards a dominant protection association. One of these organisations will eventually come out on top because that’s how markets work. It will end up with something close to a monopoly but it won’t be an actual monopoly because there will always be some holdouts – even with network effects, some people won’t want to join, for whatever reason (just as in the world of search engines, where network effects also hold, some people still refuse to use Google). Moreover, they will be well within their rights not to join – no one can force them to sign up without breaching their rights. That means the dominant protection association is still not the same as a state. Nozick is quite clear about this because the state – to count as a state – has to be an actual monopoly. Nozick accepts the basic Weberian 213definition: the state has the monopoly of legitimate coercion (or protection). Because Nozick has read his Lysander Spooner he knows that there are bound to be some Americans who will never sign up to that – maybe not just Americans but this is a very North American book. There will always be some individuals who prefer to take their chances either with a smaller, rougher-and-readier rival association, or with no association at all. This is the state of nature, which in the back of Nozick’s mind seems to be something like the Wild West. Some people will simply say: I’ll protect myself, thank you very much – I’m not under any obligation to sign up to your rules, I’m not under any obligation to agree to your procedures and I’m certainly not under any obligation to pay your fees. I’ll take care of myself and my family. Yet for the dominant association to count as a state, somehow those people have to be required to sign up as well.

         Nozick thinks that the pressure to have the holdouts join will be overwhelming, partly because none of the members of the dominant protection association are going to be happy with the thought that in various places its jurisdiction ceases to hold and if you are unlucky enough to stumble into an encounter with one of these renegades then there’s nothing to protect you. People will expect their protection association to protect them at all times – especially if it’s the dominant one – and they won’t like to think that there are places where the law doesn’t run. So the association will be under pressure to bring these people in. But how can it bring them in without breaching their rights? How can it force people to join if they don’t want to join? Nozick has an answer – it’s probably too clever by half but it is an answer. He says if there are people who don’t want to join, yet the association needs them to join in order to provide a comprehensive service for its members, in breaching their rights it has to compensate them for the breach. How would it compensate these people? By giving them protection for free. 214What it could do is to say: we accept that you don’t have to join, we’re going to make you join anyway, which means we’ve breached your rights, but we’re going to make it up to you by not making you pay the fees. Hey presto, Nozick says, now you have a state, one that passes the Weberian definition, though Weber wouldn’t recognise it as such. It is what Nozick calls a minimal state. It does the basic things that we expect states to do. It provides protection, it also charges fees, otherwise known as taxes, and it redistributes its proceeds, in that some people will pay but other people won’t pay, they’ll get the services for free. It is not just a voluntary organisation – membership is compulsory. At the same time, it is nothing more than a protection association – that’s what makes it minimal.

         What are we meant to make of that argument? Philosophers have puzzled over it for a long time – ever since Nozick wrote it – trying to pick holes in it (and there probably are some holes to be picked; that compensation move does look a little bit like a sleight of hand). But what Nozick wants us to take from this is not really that he’s come up with a clever way of justifying the existence of states, but that this is the only possible justification and therefore states aren’t allowed to do anything else. A lot of readers have noticed that the dominant protection association – this vigilante version of politics – looks rather like the Mafia. In other words, it looks more like a protection racket – people are banding together to pay an organisation to provide them with protection and then, for the people who won’t join in, making them an offer that they can’t refuse. Yet Nozick’s point is that this is not just a protection racket because there is a way of explaining its origins such that everyone who might have a claim against it on the grounds that their rights have been breached will get an answer.

         For Nozick, the real protection racket is Rawls’s state. Nozick argues that any state that goes beyond this minimal version and tries to redistribute on the basis of some idea of justice and to 215rectify wrongs not on the basis of breaches of rights but according to an ideal of fairness is the one that’s exploiting its power, using its monopoly control to force people to do things that they wouldn’t otherwise do. Nozick’s invisible-hand explanation is meant to suggest that at no point has anyone been coerced, but when you go beyond the minimal state that’s when the real coercion starts. Taxation to pay for protection and for the compensation of the people who wouldn’t otherwise choose your association is acceptable, but taxation for anything else – to look after the poor, to protect the unemployed, to create a welfare state, for maximin principles of the advantage of the least advantaged – is wholly unacceptable. That for Nozick is the real racket: Rawls’s racket.

         The second part of the book – ‘State’ – is where Nozick seeks to back up this claim. The first part, though philosophically elegant, is primarily a piece of storytelling. The second part is more like a work of analytical political philosophy. It’s actually enormously respectful to Rawls. Nozick says that Rawls is a masterful philosopher and his theory of justice has done more than anyone’s to inspire people truly to question their own views and challenge their assumptions. Rawls did that for Nozick. All he is doing in return is offering his own response to a work that he thinks is enormously valuable in its own right. Yet what he then does is to try to chop it off at the knees.

         There is storytelling in this part of Anarchy, State, and Utopia as well. Nozick has a rare gift for coming up with accessible, arresting illustrations of his thesis. I’m going to discuss just a couple of them. One is that he asks us to imagine a marriage market: twenty-six people, call them A to Z, and twenty-six possible partners, call them A* to Z*. Then he says, let’s rank them: A/A* are the most attractive, most desirable; Z/Z* the least attractive, least desirable. Let’s assume that they all want to marry and they’re at liberty to choose whomever they want. If this is a free market – and one in which there is full information 216about what’s on offer – it seems likely they will pair off according to their mutual attractiveness: A will want to be with A*, B (now that A* has been taken out of the market) will go for B*, C for C*, and so on. All free choices, all mutually agreed, no coercion, no pressure, no misinformation, everybody doing what they’re entitled to do under conditions of fairness – and that means that at the end Z will only have one person left, Z*. That’s the choice, which is not much of a choice, because there is no one else available to marry.

         Nozick insists it’s still a free choice. More than that, he says it’s not remotely unfair. It’s fair because nothing unfair has happened – if that’s what you’re left with, that’s what you’re entitled to get. He wants us to reflect that Z/Z* represent the most disadvantaged in any given society and to remember that a maximin principle would require us to think about how we could improve their situation. Yet surely there’s nothing we can do here. Are we really going to embark on the path of forced marriages for the sake of fairness? Are we going to redistribute attractiveness or desirability or whatever it is that is causing these people to pair off with each other in the way they do? Are we going to interfere in this market – let’s not call it a marriage market, let’s call it a love market – because we don’t like what it produces? If we’re not, on what basis do we interfere in other markets? It’s easy enough to feel sorry for the people at the bottom of the pile. But on what basis do we interfere with free, uncoerced choices which simply result in the people who started with the least having the least choice in the end?

         Another illustration that he gives is what’s come to be known as the ‘Wilt Chamberlain example’. In the early 1970s Wilt Chamberlain was the most popular – or at least the most in demand – professional basketball player in the United States. In later versions this could be the Michael Jordan example or the Shaquille O’Neal example or the LeBron James example. It doesn’t really matter – it just happens to be the Wilt Chamberlain 217example. Nozick says to his critics: all right, have it your way. I’m going to concede to you that you are allowed to construct a society that from your perspective is perfectly just, where everyone has what they should have, where the least advantaged are looked after, the poor are cared for, no one is exploited, no one is suffering unnecessarily. He says in effect: I’m going to give you a utopian magic wand and I’m going to let you wave it to create your perfect society so that it is patterned according to your principles of justice. Come back and tell me when you’re happy, tell me when everything is as it should be. And then I’m going to introduce something, or rather someone, into your society – your perfect society – Wilt Chamberlain, a basketball player who is better than the others, more fun to watch, more charismatic, more exciting, just plying his trade playing basketball. It turns out that in your perfect society people will happily pay an extra dollar or two to see Wilt Chamberlain play. Tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions of people will happily part with a dollar or more to watch Wilt Chamberlain. No one has been coerced, no one is being tricked. It’s an open, free exchange and everybody is better off: the people who see Wilt Chamberlain play are happy and Wilt Chamberlain is happy because he’s going to become very rich. If a million people want to pay him a few dollars each to watch him play he’s suddenly going to be much richer than they are. So your perfectly patterned society, where everyone has what they should, is suddenly out of kilter. You’ve skewed it, Wilt Chamberlain has skewed it – you could say you’ve screwed it. Yet, Nozick says, no one has done anything wrong.

         Nozick defies his critics to point out in that story where the wrongdoing is and if there is no wrongdoing then they have to accept that their perfect patterned society is unsustainable. If something has happened that they cannot complain about but which wrecks their pattern then they have to give up on their pattern. Therefore, Nozick concludes, you cannot pattern 218a society according to a principle of justice without also accepting that you will only be able to uphold that pattern with the use of unjustified coercive power. The best laid plans will be undone by what he calls ‘capitalistic acts between consenting adults’.

         What else is there to say about these two examples? They are intended as provocations and it’s hard not to feel provoked. The marriage example provokes thoughts about where we could and should draw the line between what can and can’t be redistributed. Nozick is assuming that we’ll all be pretty squeamish about the idea that it’s incumbent on the state to redistribute good looks or attractiveness. Yet it’s also true, especially as technology advances, that some people have started to question whether we shouldn’t think harder about justice and fairness for people who are disadvantaged not just in the economic lottery of life but the genetic lottery of life. This includes some philosophers who have been inspired by Rawlsian ideas of justice to ask why we think our physical endowments – abilities and disabilities – are off limits when considering what is owed to each other (it should be said that Rawls believed they were off limits). I have read wholly serious articles that argue that the most entrenched form of discrimination in modern societies is against the ugly, who suffer blighted life chances through no fault of their own. Why don’t we do more to compensate for that?

         However, the point Nozick was really trying to make with this example was about industrial relations in the 1970s. His argument is that trades unions have no case when they say workers who are reduced to taking jobs below a living wage are being exploited. Nozick wants us to think of those workers as like Z or Z* in the marriage market. This analogy relies on a Lockean assumption that our bodily endowments and the products of our labour are equally our own – and that taking money from workers who have found better-paid jobs to recompense the workers who are left with the worst-paid jobs would be like telling them who they can and cannot marry. There is no reason 219to accept that assumption just because Nozick – and before him Locke – have insisted on it. It’s only a premise, not a conclusion, and if you reject the premise, the conclusion will not follow. Moreover, the labour market, unlike the marriage market, is far more open to collective bargaining: individuals can be disadvantaged by the coercive behaviour of powerful groups. Nozick would say that’s still no reason to up the minimum wage. Instead, it’s another reason to break up the power of the unions, which interfere with free personal choice in the labour market. It depends on which groups you think have more power: bosses or workers.

         The Wilt Chamberlain example raises other questions. Nozick wants to present the most straightforward possible picture of how capitalism works: people hand over money in exchange for goods and services and then some people become much richer than others, the implication being that these transactions are transparent and also direct. We pay Wilt Chamberlain to play basketball, or we pay LeBron James to play basketball, and the money passes from us to them. But it doesn’t. The money goes through so many hands, in a process so opaque and obscure that it can be extremely difficult to follow. Certainly it is not simply the case that wealth straightforwardly accumulates in the hands of those who put bums on seats – these people do get rich, but so do many others, performing backroom services that it can be extremely hard to characterise in terms of their popular appeal. And the people who get richest of all are the ones who own the overall operation. Capitalism is an extraordinarily complex and intricate system of transactions in which it’s often bafflingly hard to explain why these people – rather than those people – came out with all the money.

         It is true that in sport some performers are simply better than others and this is not hard to appreciate: the numbers (points, goals, hits), the results (wins, losses), even the intangible excitement of seeing certain superstars play, tend to speak for 220themselves. There have been plenty of public opinion surveys suggesting that most people are quite relaxed about the thought of the best sports performers earning inordinate sums of money, the assumption being that they have earned it. But most people don’t think that about bankers, they don’t think that about financial fat cats or about superstar CEOs – in fact, they don’t think that about the vast majority of people who make huge fortunes in a capitalist economy, because it’s not transparent and it’s not obviously based on talent. Those select people at JP Morgan who are making absurd sums of money – never mind the ones at the obscure hedge funds that we don’t even know about – are they really the Wilt Chamberlains of the world of finance? Are they simply better than everyone else at what they do and is it that we have all willingly handed over our loose change in order to enjoy their services? No. Capitalism doesn’t work like that. Bums on seats – money through the gate – watching the big show: that’s sport, that’s entertainment, but it’s not capitalism. The most money in a capitalist economy will be made by those who can capture a monopoly and then hide the extent of their control of the market. Fortune favours the unscrupulous. If anything, it’s a giant protection racket.

         There is a different implication of Nozick’s argument, which he himself came to take seriously. It appears to be a defence of the minimal, non-interventionist state, and therefore appears to imply that there is very little we can do to make right what might look to us like unfairnesses and wrongs, especially because the exclusive focus of Nozick’s argument is on past wrongs. The state – the protection association – can intervene only when something wrong has already happened; it cannot intervene to anticipate or prevent future wrongs. But, as many people have pointed out, there are an awful lot of past wrongs to focus on. One question is: how far are you willing to go back? If we all have a right to our bodies and our property – the things we’ve mixed our labour with – then the United States of America is 221simply built on injustice after injustice because it was taken from the Native Americans whose land was stolen from them. Even the minimal state, if it’s in the business of righting past wrongs, might think that this restitution should be its primary business. What if the principle at work here is not Rawlsian maximin – not to find in a given society whoever happen to be the least advantaged and work to their advantage – but a kind of historical maximin, that is to find the people who have suffered the greatest historical injustice and work to their advantage? In that case American politics should be geared around righting the wrongs done to Native Americans. In many ways that would be a far more radical idea than any politics of Scandinavian-style soft-left welfarism, or even of democratic socialism, that comes from Rawls. Perhaps Nozick is the more radical philosopher after all. Nozick himself flirted with this idea, though he limits his discussion of it to a few asides and footnotes. Yet it is clear that he is aware that taking his Lockean arguments seriously could mean undoing the entire system of property holdings in the United States. Harvard, among others, would have to give it all back.

         Ultimately, however, that’s not the path Nozick takes in the book. He doesn’t go all the way back. He looks forward. The journey passes from anarchy through the state to utopia. So what’s the utopian bit? Nozick knows that a lot of his readers are not going to like his argument, because it sounds heartless and cold. They will feel he is offering at best a caricature of marriage, and perhaps a parody of capitalism too. They will disagree with him about what really matters, where the most damage has been done, whose suffering counts the most. He knows that plenty of people are going to remain committed welfarists, radical redistributors, determined communists, principled anarchists, no matter what he says. The full spectrum of political views will be covered in any human society, however it is organised, because any human society will contain lots of 222different versions of the people in that list. Even if you just limit yourself to the women – Elizabeth Taylor, Ayn Rand, Emma Goldman – that’s enough to be going on with. I don’t know what Elizabeth Taylor’s politics were; Ayn Rand was a full-on individualist libertarian; Emma Goldman was an anarchist socialist. That’s quite a lot of variety already, before we get to you and your parents.

         So what would be the best society for containing that range of political outlooks? Nozick thinks it would have to be one with a minimal state. Political minimalism, he argues, is consistent with political variety; indeed, it may be the only form of politics that allows for it. Nozick’s utopianism is to imagine that the minimal state can be much more than just a protection association there in the background and ready to pounce when someone treads on your land or takes your stuff. The minimal state can be a kind of umbrella organisation, providing enough security to allow its members to experiment with different ideas of community. Nozick is quite willing to say that there is nothing wrong with communism for the people who want it. If their idea of the good life is to prioritise the communal ownership of property, even to share in the communal upbringing of their children, good luck to them. In that nineteenth-century American anarchist tradition that Nozick harks back to there was a strong strain of utopian socialism. Many anarchists were also deep communitarians. They wanted more community in their own lives than the outside world provided, but only on their own terms. It could not be imposed from the outside.

         The essence of Nozick’s utopian vision is that the minimal state allows for a multiplicity of other kinds of political communities to exist within it. The only difference is that those communities cannot themselves be states. Membership of them cannot be compulsory. Nozick has no problem with communism per se, but what he cannot stomach is compulsory communism – communism enacted by the state. When that 223happens he thinks you really are in the domain of organised crime – gangsterism – but voluntary communism, whereby people freely choose to join communities big and small in which things are shared, is fine. If there’s a communist community it’s absolutely not permitted for people from the non-communist communities to come and take their stuff. The state should protect the communists. But the communists cannot take over the state.

         The key is that all of these different forms of human community – the one that works for the Buddha and the one that works for Frank Sinatra, the one that works for Thomas Jefferson, which might look like an idealised version of rural America, and the one that works for Gandhi, which might look like an idealised version of rural India – all of them have to be voluntary. Any compulsory forms of community – born into it, not allowed to leave it, held together by threats of coercion – simply won’t do. Only the state is allowed to be that, which is why for Nozick the state must be minimal: it is not trying to impose its view of community on anyone. But the question that remains, to my mind anyway, is whether such a state could stay a minimal one. The original minimal state, the one that exists to make good interferences with people’s property, feels to me very different from a state that is having to ask itself all the time of all the communities within it, from families through to farms through to compounds through to towns through to cities and counties, and possibly through to bigger entities than that: are people free to leave? That kind of state has to look into those communities to try to work out how much coercion is going on. Hence that kind of minimal state could also be a highly intrusive state. It ends up closer, if it’s going to do its job in Nozick’s terms, to a form of surveillance state.

         Nozick’s work has been extraordinarily influential in many ways. He is widely read still, though in his academic career he moved away from political philosophy to become a different 224kind of philosopher, more interested in the philosophy of mind. His first book remains by far his best known, however, and his influence is particularly notable in Silicon Valley, where many of the gurus and the billionaires have read Anarchy, State, and Utopia. It is one of those notable books published in the formative years of the people who later gave birth to the digital revolution that helped to shape them and it. Another is by Ayn Rand, from Nozick’s list: Atlas Shrugged (1957), her bombastic libertarian novel about the triumph of the individual over the dead hand of the state. A third is a book that was published in the same year as Anarchy, State, and Utopia: Robert M. Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, which combines a hippie sensibility with a love of machinery, something that speaks to the self-image of many in Silicon Valley.

         What do the tech gurus like about Nozick’s book? There are two ways that answer can go. For some of them this book allows for, explains, justifies and defends their obscene wealth. They are the Wilt Chamberlains of computing – the people who built Google, came up with the idea for Facebook, who turned Amazon from a bookstore into an all-purpose, all-consuming, global conglomerate. If you think you are the Wilt Chamberlain of the tech world, of the retail world, of the information world, you may well believe that it’s fine for you to have a hundred billion dollars and that no one is allowed to take that money away from you because that would be breaching your rights. If that’s what you think, this is the book for you. But if that’s what they think, they are wrong. These people are not Wilt Chamberlains. You just have to apply the transparency principle. It’s not at all clear to me that I could trace the money from your pocket into Jeff Bezos’s bank account and be absolutely confident that nothing either coercive or misleading had happened along the way.

         But there’s a different kind of argument that also has sway in Silicon Valley, and I think it’s a much more attractive one. 225Nozick’s original utopianism is analogue. It’s utopian because what he proposes couldn’t really happen in any place we can imagine: the idea of a minimal state within which there are Scandinavian social democracies alongside communist or anarchist or libertarian communities, where people have decided to come together because of their shared view of religion or of love or of commerce, where artist colonies co-exist with colonies of Goldman Sachs executives who’ve organised their little society just the way they want, that belongs in the realms of fantasy. Where on earth is it going to take place? Not in 1970s America, nor in 2020s America, nor anywhere really where geography and demography and physical proximity still make all the difference. But maybe it could happen in what used to be called cyberspace.

         One of the things that the internet in its earliest form seemed to promise was the free creation of communities between which individuals could then freely move. You could find your fellow anarchists, you could find your fellow welfarists, you could find your fellow Buddhists and you could try to build a virtual community with them. It wouldn’t be a physical community but it could still be real. Under whose auspices would this happen? Well, perhaps it could happen under the umbrella of a minimal, though if necessary a global, state: some overarching organisation, backed up with force where necessary, for running the basic infrastructure of the information technology world, including the architecture of the internet, within which all sorts of other forms of politics, creativity, social experimentation and cooperation might be possible.

         It still feels pretty utopian. Certainly those early dreams of liberated cyberspace – exemplified by John Perry Barlow’s A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace from 1996 (‘We must declare our mutual selves immune to your sovereignty, even as we continue to consent to your rule over our bodies’) – don’t appear any more realistic today, in the age of Amazon 226and Google and Facebook and Chinese surveillance and Russian misinformation. But it’s still possible to think that there may be a future in which this technology goes back to its original potential and allows for genuine social and political experimentation. However, if Nozick is the source for any of that hope, then it’s really important to remember – as I think some of his readers forget, particularly in Silicon Valley – that he was not an anarchist. The anarchy in Anarchy, State, and Utopia is superseded by the state, which is the stepping stone to utopia. Part one gives way to part two, which comes before part three. This utopia happens only under the coercive authority of the state. It requires a sovereign political body with the power not just to protect but to tax and to redistribute, not for the sake of Rawlsian fairness, but simply to ensure that the system has a chance of working at all. In Nozick’s terms, the utopian possibilities of the internet lead more directly to a global state than they do to a libertarian free-for-all.

         In the last chapter I mentioned that Rawls gets his dues in The West Wing. President Bartlet’s administration, in which Josh and Toby and the rest debate the original position as they march from office to office, is presented as Rawls’s spiritual home. Nozick got a notable pop-culture name check as well. In an episode of The Sopranos a character who is considering testifying against Tony Soprano is seen reading Anarchy, State, and Utopia. When that person discovers that it’s Tony Soprano that he would be testifying against, he chooses not to go ahead because he knows what happens if you go up against the mob.

         Each of these associations is a little unfair. Putting Rawls in The West Wing feeds into the idea that he was a kind of liberal fantasist, and that his conception of justice is not possible in actual America, only in the fantasy America conjured up by Aaron Sorkin. Rawls was not a fantasist. He was in many ways a realist and he knew the limits of his political philosophy. He worked hard to correct for them. Equally, Nozick was no apologist for 227the Mafia. He was not simply the political theorist of the protection racket. It’s true that the way he writes sometimes gives that impression and he is deliberately provocative – one of the joys of his book is that it’s still pretty shocking. But he doesn’t in the end come down on the side of Tony Soprano. I know of a fellow academic who watched both The West Wing and The Sopranos and said of those two series that not only would he rather watch The Sopranos, but he would also rather be governed by the Sopranos. I don’t think Nozick would rather be governed by the Sopranos. His book is still a defence of the state because he begins with the question of why we have a state at all and he thinks that we need to have an answer. He believes that he has an answer.
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            Judith Shklar,

            Ordinary Vices (1984)

         

         Which is the greatest of the books I have discussed? Probably it is Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality, one of the most remarkable books ever written. Or perhaps it is de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex. Which is the most moving? Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom. The most original? Butler’s Erewhon. My personal favourite, however, is the book that is the subject of this final chapter, though it is also the least well-known.

         It is by Judith Shklar, a Latvian-Canadian-American philosopher and political theorist, who died in 1992. The book is called Ordinary Vices and it was published in 1984. Shklar was also at Harvard, at the same time as Rawls and Nozick, and she was described by one of her colleagues as ‘the most devastatingly intelligent person there’, which is saying something. But Shklar was a very different kind of philosopher from Nozick or Rawls – in many ways she wasn’t their kind of philosopher at all. She was more cosmopolitan and more unconventional. She also, as a woman, had far more institutional barriers to overcome (she was initially denied full tenure because she had three children to raise – something that never happens to a man). Shklar was deeply interested in history and literature alongside law and philosophy. She wrote extensively about fiction. Ordinary Vices has as much in it about Molière and Jane Austen as it does about Rousseau and Nietzsche.

         It remains her best-known book, although still not widely 229known (it is currently out of print). Nonetheless, like Rawls and Nozick, Shklar and her book have had their pop-culture moment. It comes in the American comedy series The Good Place. Though ostensibly a sitcom, this is a show about hell and about philosophy. It is literally set in hell and the comedy flows from that. The set-up concerns a group of four people who wake up in the afterlife in what looks like heaven, presided over by a benign Ted Danson. It seems lovely, almost too good to be true, which is what it turns out to be. Slowly they appreciate that what looks like heaven is actually hell because hell is just a tweaked version of heaven: it doesn’t take much to make paradise diabolical. Danson’s character is revealed to be the devil incarnate.

         Part of the joke is that these four people have all lived relatively worthless lives on earth, which is why they’re in hell. One of them lived a pointless existence as a moral philosopher – he taught at the Sorbonne in Paris – a career that was clearly a waste of time. Still, he gives lectures in this version of hell to try to encourage his fellow residents to think about what it would be to lead a better life and perhaps even to end up in a better place. He talks about some of the classic works of moral philosophy – he spends quite a lot of time discussing Kant – but in one episode he also gives them a little lecture about Shklar’s Ordinary Vices and he very pithily summarises the central message of the book. In truth, it is quite easy to summarise. Shklar says that the vice we should be at pains to avoid above all others is cruelty. We should, in her words, ‘put cruelty first’ when we’re thinking about the worst we can do because cruelty is where the pain and the fear and the loneliness are. In The Good Place the moral is that when you are in a hell that looks a bit like heaven it is worth paying attention to all the little cruelties of life – they are what make the difference between heaven and hell. That’s Shklar’s theme too: philosophy needs to pay more attention to cruelty, the worst of the ordinary vices.230

         Shklar’s life and her thought were overshadowed by a different kind of hell. She was an émigré to the United States, having been born in Riga. Her mother was a doctor and the family, who were German-Jewish in origin, had to flee Latvia in 1939, first to Norway, then via the Trans-Siberian Express to Japan, before eventually winding up safely in Canada. Shklar’s writing is informed by the horrors of the mid-twentieth century: not simply the Holocaust, not just fascism, but Stalinism too – all of the totalitarian miseries, all in their different ways versions of hell. But Shklar is not a writer who focuses on what happens under the very worst circumstances. Cruelty is the worst thing – and totalitarianism is shot through with cruelty – but it can happen anywhere. Her point, which is why it’s exactly right that she should appear in The Good Place, is that hell can happen anywhere too. There is a version of hell that may not be much different from ordinary life because within an ordinary life there may be pockets of egregious cruelty and abject misery and we should be vigilant for them.

         Shklar also makes clear in Ordinary Vices that while she is preoccupied with cruelty she is not overly concerned about sin. When thinking about hell, it is easy to get fixated on sin as the worst thing a person can do. But the sins, as she points out, are all (in origin anyway) sins against God. You will go to hell for sinning against the divine. Vice, by contrast, is not about what we do to God or to a code of religion; vice is about what we do to each other. Vice takes place in the relationship between human beings and ordinary vices can happen anywhere and potentially everywhere. One might say for Shklar, as for Sartre, that hell is other people, though she wouldn’t quite have meant by that what Sartre seems to have meant by it. Sartre feared being trapped in relationships of bad faith. For Shklar, hell is potentially more mundane than that – it’s just what people do to each other when no one is paying attention.

         Ordinary Vices is in fact about five vices, of which cruelty is 231one. Shklar puts cruelty first because she says it’s the one that we should focus our attention on, but there are other ordinary vices too. There is also hypocrisy, snobbery, betrayal and misanthropy, and they’re ordinary because we all do them. There is no one who hasn’t felt at some point in their lives that they have been or could be a hypocrite. We all have some snobbery in us somewhere, even if it’s only inverted snobbery; we all like to feel as though we belong to a group that is slightly superior to some other group, whether above us or below us in the social pecking order. All of us have been betrayed and all of us, if we are honest – if we can put aside our innate hypocrisy – will admit that we’ve been betrayers too. Misanthropy is a permanent temptation because life is hard and people aren’t always that nice and when the going gets tough it’s tempting sometimes to think that the problem is simply who we all are. It’s not that human beings are fallen, nor that human beings are wicked, but merely that human beings are weak, and it’s easy and even comforting to give up on the idea that we can do any better. Down that road is the slippery slope to nihilism: nothing we do matters all that much in the end. Shklar thinks it does matter because if we’re not careful we’re all capable of being cruel, and misanthropy can be an entry drug to cruelty. If you don’t care that much then maybe you won’t care or won’t notice just how cruel we are all capable of being.

         Shklar insists on ranking these vices. Cruelty comes first and the others are all some way behind – they are bad but not as bad. Shklar’s point is that if we are not vigilant about the fact that cruelty is the worst thing that can happen we might spend too much time worrying about the other vices, which though less bad can be more irksome. Her argument is finely attuned to the psychology of irritation and inaction: we are often more bothered by the things that do us relatively little harm and in that way fail to act on the harms we really should avoid. In our irritation at snobs, for example, we might enable plain-speaking 232tyrants. Shklar bases her reflections and psychological insights on an eclectic range of sources – along with novelists and poets she also touches base with a number of the authors I have discussed in this book. Shklar wrote a book about Rousseau and she reflects on Rousseau in Ordinary Vices. She talks about Samuel Butler; she considers Bentham; she discusses Nietzsche at some length. She refers to Bentham and Nietzsche in the context of complicating her argument about cruelty. There is more to be said about cruelty than that we should just avoid it and there is also more to be said about the other vices than that they simply come behind cruelty.

         The problem with avoiding cruelty, with being eternally vigilant and never forgetting that it’s the worst thing that can happen, is that there is a way in which that kind of obsession with not being cruel can lead to cruelty coming in by the back door. It creates blind spots. The fanatic for anti-cruelty shares something with all fanatics, which is a deadened sensitivity to the ways in which cruelty can creep up on us. Not the cruelty of the death camps, not the cruelty of the most overt political oppression, but small cruelties, everyday cruelties, ordinary cruelties. What makes cruelty so awful for Shklar is that whatever form it takes, on the grand scale, on the human scale, or on the micro scale (those micro-cruelties that de Beauvoir understood so well), when you are on the receiving end of cruelty it feels the same because cruelty is where the fear lies.

         Bentham features in Ordinary Vices for Shklar to make two points. One is to argue – as I tried to argue earlier – that Bentham has been consistently misunderstood and misrepresented. Shklar defends him passionately against what she says is the absurd charge that somehow Benthamite utilitarianism lies behind the worst of twentieth-century politics, including the totalitarianism. Shklar entirely rejects the idea that the attempt to control everything is an extension of the warped rationalistic mindset that Bentham kicked off with his crazy calculating machine. 233Shklar says rightly that Bentham’s obsession was with preventing cruelty, which makes him an anti-totalitarian. Bentham was a kind-hearted man who saw all around him terrible and avoidable suffering and he wanted to stop it. He didn’t want to open the door to control and manipulation. Rather he wanted to make sure that the terrible power that was being exercised over vulnerable people could be reined in. Yet Shklar says there is a danger to someone being so purely against cruelty as Bentham was, which is that they might fall into the trap of trying to systematise their anti-cruelty, as Bentham did. He wanted to make sure that he ruled it out everywhere. He was wholly intolerant of cruelty, and out of that he built a system designed to guide our behaviour in more benign directions. The trouble with such systems is that they can end up treating people, as Rawls would say, as means and not ends. Feeding them and their experiences into the system to protect them – to save them from the worst that could happen – can engineer an indifference to the varieties and nuances of those experiences. Though Bentham’s utilitarianism is not in any sense the road to totalitarianism, it is true – for the reasons that Rawls gave – that if you try to turn it into a complete philosophy you can get absurd results. In trying to minimise the amount of suffering, some people’s suffering might count less than others because of the way the calculation is made. There is always the risk that a methodical opposition to cruelty lets inadvertent cruelty back in.

         Nietzsche illustrates a different kind of pitfall in the political philosophy of cruelty. What Nietzsche seems to have most hated, Shklar thinks, is hypocrisy about cruelty, particularly the hypocrisy of the Christian religion, a religion that he believed was founded on cruelty. No one, as Nietzsche noted, has ever been crueller than Christians when trying to convert heretics and heathens: just remember the Spanish Inquisition. But Nietzsche’s response to that is not to say that cruelty is the worst thing; it’s to say that we should therefore be honest and open 234about our propensity to cruelty, and that the worst thing is to cover it up, to conceal it, to hide it. Thus the worst thing of all is the Christian version where cruelty lies behind pious talk about nobility and justice. Nietzsche the anti-hypocrite ends up in this way embracing cruelty, although not because he loves it. Again Shklar is very fair to Nietzsche, as she is to Bentham. Nietzsche was not a monster, Nietzsche was not a sadist, Nietzsche was, like Bentham, a pretty sensitive person. He was finely attuned to human suffering but he persuaded himself that the worst thing that could happen would be to deny what we were capable of. That didn’t make him a misanthrope, he certainly wasn’t a cynic and he was adamantly against nihilism. But he thought that there was a danger, particularly from the Christian perspective, that what we do is pretend that we’re better than we really are, which makes us false to ourselves. One way to be true to ourselves and therefore to realise our true potential is to accept the reality of cruelty.

         Shklar believes we should never accept cruelty, we should always be against it, but we have somehow to find a way always to be against cruelty without becoming fanatical, puritanical enemies of cruelty. At the same time, we must not become too attuned to its niceties and insufficiently alert to its brute reality. How we do this is a question of human temperament and character. There is no philosophical system that can tell you how to deal with that puzzle, that challenge. Somehow you have to be as sensitive as Bentham, you have to be as brilliant and open as Nietzsche, without becoming Bentham or Nietzsche. You have to be yourself, but all of us when being ourselves have to recognise that we’re never safe from cruelty, either from receiving it or from dishing it out.

         It’s a subtle, complicated argument and it gets both more complicated and clearer when Shklar talks about the other vices: snobbery, hypocrisy, betrayal, misanthropy. She has a number of things to say that connect to cruelty and help clarify 235her argument about cruelty. One is that because the challenge of being vigilant against cruelty is so demanding and beset with pitfalls it can be tempting to focus on the other vices instead. One of the challenges with cruelty, particularly ordinary, everyday cruelty – cruelty in the home, cruelty in the workplace, cruelty in liberal-democratic politics, not just in fascist or Stalinist politics – is that it’s sometimes quite hard to see it for what it is. It is often obscured, covered up by other things, hidden behind shinier and more superficial forms of behaviour – the cruelty behind the smile. The difficulty is that you mustn’t be one of those puritanical fanatics who goes around always rooting it out, interfering, sticking your nose in, seeing cruelty when it’s not there, questioning every smile. And yet you still have to be alert to it.

         Hypocrisy, snobbery, betrayal: these things are easier to spot. We’re hypervigilant and instinctively attuned to spotting hypocrisy and snobbery because we hate them so much. The odd thing here is that although cruelty is the worst of the vices it’s not the one that human beings seem most to recoil from. Many of us can find that we are most affronted when other people talk down to us, when they mistreat us not by truly harming us but by seeming to disdain us. And yet hypocrisy and snobbery are not so bad: to encounter a hypocrite is not actually to come face to face with the worst of human behaviour (not least because the hypocrite is always wearing a mask); to encounter snobbery is not to be hurt in the same way that a cruel person can hurt you. If we focus on hypocrisy, snobbery, even betrayal, what we might do is take our eye off what we should really be worrying about and again let cruelty in by the back door. But also there’s another challenge, a heightened version of the challenge of dealing with cruelty. If you go after snobbery, if you go after hypocrisy, you often make the problem worse. With cruelty you don’t make cruelty more extreme by going after it, though if you go after it in the wrong way you will never overcome it. But 236with snobbery and hypocrisy if you go after them at all you may end up with more of them than you started.

         Shklar illustrates these points by focusing on democratic societies because democratic societies are the most attuned to the vices of snobbery and hypocrisy. In a democracy we’re meant to be equal. We’re meant to be more or less the same, or at least to treat each other the same, and though we allow our differences, we don’t allow our differences to enable some people to lord it over others. Democracy is the anti-lording-it-over-each-other politics, in theory at least. Traditional snobberies, aristocratic snobberies, family-based snobberies, the idea that one person is better than another because of whom they were born to or how they were raised: democracies try to eradicate that and they push back really hard against those people who literally try to lord it because of a family name. Shklar is thinking primarily here of the United States – anti-aristocratic, anti-snobbish America, which unlike the democracies of old Europe does not have a born-to-rule legacy running through it. Or so Americans have often told themselves.

         In reality, all human societies and indeed all human beings are drawn to hierarchies and to feelings of kinship or belonging that can allow anyone to feel that in a given hierarchy there are at least some people lower than them. Even democracies have their ranks, their orders, their castes, but in a democracy the claim persists that this is all somehow merited. There is snobbery in democratic politics too – there is snobbery throughout democratic society – but in this case the snobbery doesn’t recognise itself as such because it thinks it’s got real grounds behind it. That makes the snobbery worse – the snobs believe it is more than merely their name that has put them on top of the pile. They lord it over others while believing they are nothing like actual lords. The educated are incredibly snobbish about the less well educated, but they don’t accept it as snobbery because they think their education has made them better than that.237

         It’s an argument similar to the one made by the sociologist Michael Young in 1958 when he coined the term ‘meritocracy’, which has come to mean something different than he intended. It was originally a mocking label for something to be avoided. Young thought the idea of ordering a society on merit raised the prospect that people would believe that where they stood in the rank ordering of any society was merited, and when that happens you don’t get less snobbery, you get more of it. It’s both harder to resist but also – and here’s the rub for Shklar – it’s crueller. There is a cruelty to the snobbery of meritocracy and in particular to the way that the less educated are treated by the educated in democratic societies. Out of this cruelty you will get a political reaction too. No one likes to be treated like that. Cruelty will be multiplied as demagogic democratic politicians seek to articulate the resentments of the looked-down-upon. Populism can be a cruel politics. Hence democratic intolerance for snobbery can open the door not just to more snobbery but to more cruelty too.

         When it comes to betrayal Shklar says something similar, though she illustrates it in different ways. Betrayal is a very ordinary vice but it’s also sometimes dressed up as an extraordinary event, and then it gets called treason. In aristocratic societies betrayal was routine. If you lived in a medieval court, or in the circle of a king or a narrow elite, with all around you jockeying for position on the basis of personal connections, then betrayal would be a fact of life, and when betrayal is a fact of life, because everyone expects to be betrayed one day or another, there is a certain tolerance for it. There’s not a complete tolerance for it because nobody likes to be betrayed, and the betrayers will always try to cover their traces – even under the Medicis, even under Henry VIII, even under Ivan the Terrible, no one is ever completely open about being a ruthless bastard. But under pre-democratic conditions betrayal is something that is simply woven into what people expect and how they learn to live. 238When the betrayal happens you may seek revenge, you may seek to betray back in return, but under aristocratic conditions the betrayal doesn’t seem like the end of the world. If anything, it’s cyclical. But in democracies certain kinds of betrayal are seen as all-or-nothing events. Betrayal of the community, betrayal of our values, betrayal of the nation – the language of betrayal gets ratcheted up, not down, and as a result there are witch hunts. Again Shklar is thinking of the United States, which was not a totalitarian society, yet in its frequent attempts to root out the possibility of alien philosophies getting a foothold in American society, it did have a propensity for witch hunts. It appeared to have an irresistible urge for seeking out would-be traitors and sometimes it treated them with terrible cruelty. McCarthyism, of which Shklar was very conscious, was extremely cruel.

         But as always with Shklar there is no simple solution here. She quotes E. M. Forster and his famous line: ‘If I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have the guts to betray my country.’ Forster believed there were worse betrayals than public betrayals. In that sense he seems to have foreshadowed Shklar’s view that there can be a hysteria around public betrayal that allows for greater cruelty. But one of the things that’s so great about Ordinary Vices is that Shklar doesn’t allow anyone an easy ride. She calls out the bullshit where she finds it – including here. She says that if you look at what Forster is saying it’s actually nonsense. The idea that somehow there is a rank order and betrayal of a friend is worse than betrayal of your country is completely unsustainable. Of course there are betrayals of your country that can be the worst thing that anyone can do – deliberately allowing in the barbarians at the gates. There are ways of being a traitor, not just of handing over secrets but abandoning the values of the society in which you live, that open the door to the worst kinds of cruelty. Shklar is vigilant against anyone dressing up contingent choices as matters of principle because she thinks 239once you do that you always create blind spots. Forster had his blind spots.

         Then there’s hypocrisy. In some ways hypocrisy is the most interesting of the ordinary vices because it is so very ordinary, so commonplace. We’re all hypocrites: none of us lives up to our higher values, all of us sometimes do not practise what we preach. It’s so ordinary and yet it is so annoying. There is almost no one who hasn’t at some point found themselves driven to distraction by finding that a friend or a partner or a work colleague is somehow expecting standards of others that they do not live up to themselves. How we loathe anyone seeming to suggest that it’s one rule for them and one rule for the rest. And when we find politicians who live like that, who break their own rules, we absolutely detest it. In Britain that loathing was given full voice in the public revulsion against those politicians – including the prime minister Boris Johnson – who having set the Covid lockdown rules were seen to have broken them. The intensity of feeling was understandable. Who didn’t look at those politicians and think: how dare you treat us like that? How dare you think that we have to obey the rules and you don’t?

         In democratic societies hypocrisy is often the thing that most aggravates the greatest number of people. It can kill a political career to be found out as someone who does not live up to his or her own principles. Hunting the hypocrite is a democratic sport. It bedevils the politics of environmentalism and gives its opponents an easy stick to beat their rivals with. Green politicians are routinely called out for not having yet adopted the lifestyles that they seek to impose on others. When Ed Miliband, the former Labour leader, was asked if he had himself bought an electric car when advocating the phasing out of petrol-driven vehicles, he replied it was ‘a work in progress’, which is politician-speak for ‘no’. ‘Practise what you preach,’ was the response of his interviewer. Practise what you preach is the populist democratic mantra.240

         We hate hypocrisy and we try to root it out. When we uncover it, we revile it. Yet, as Shklar says, it’s completely self-defeating to do all that. The crusade against hypocrisy is the most self-defeating crusade of all for two reasons. First, if we demand complete openness, if we demand that people live up to their principles, that they don’t try to hide things from us, that they don’t have private places and secret clubs where they play by their own rules, we won’t create an open, honest, transparent society, because everybody needs some of those hidden places, including all politicians. The demand for that level of openness simply drives politicians into greater secrecy. Transparency as a crusade does not produce open politics; transparency as a crusade forces politicians and their intimates to find ever more secretive places where they can hide. If you have anything that you do not want to be consumed publicly – and everyone does – in a culture and a climate that demand complete openness, the result won’t be more openness; the result will be deeper, darker secrets.

         The second reason that anti-hypocrisy as a crusade is self-defeating is that at the end of it there will be more hypocrisy in the world. The reason there will be more of it is because it makes all of us hypocrites. If we demand of politicians a set of standards that we cannot live up to ourselves, if we tell them to be open and honest and transparent all the way through when we know in our personal lives that we aren’t capable of doing that, we don’t cause them to cease to be hypocrites, we cause ourselves to become hypocrites. All parents know that the first rule of parenting is ‘Do as I say, not as I do.’ Yet we tell politicians to do what they say and to say what they do. Anti-hypocrisy is a hypocritical philosophy. Worse than that for Shklar, her fear with hypocrisy, as with her fear with snobbery and her fear with betrayal, is that if we become too intolerant of these things we open the door to more cruelty.

         Let me illustrate with the example of Donald Trump, not 241someone who features in Ordinary Vices, though had Shklar lived to witness his extraordinary political career she would certainly have recognised his type. Trump is a cruel politician. Cruelty is one of his calling cards. He can be cruel in how he treats the people around him and he’s often cruel in how he goes after his critics, mocking them and seeking out their vulnerabilities. He goes for the weak spots of his opponents and he takes no prisoners. To be in Trump’s orbit is to be vulnerable to degradation and humiliation. But Trump is not a hypocrite. Indeed, that is one of his great sources of appeal as a democratic politician – he is as he seems. He appears willing to be as unpleasant in public as he is in private. All the accounts I’ve read of how he treats the people who have worked for him – in the West Wing, in his businesses, even the members of his family – are reminiscent of how he treats his political opponents: bullying, mockery, rule by fear. Trump is himself all the way through – cruel all the way through – which makes him consistent. The opposite of hypocrisy, on some measures anyway, is sincerity. There is a case for saying that Trump, though he is an inveterate liar, is also a sincere politician. He is sincere about being a liar, he doesn’t try to hide it or to dissemble his true character. There is a brazenness to it.

         Our pervasive intolerance of hypocrisy is one of the things that allowed Donald Trump to wind up as president of the United States. He brilliantly exploited the instinctive public revulsion against politicians who seem to have a secret private code, a set of rules for themselves and their friends that they are unwilling to share with the public. This is closely connected to the suspicion that hypocrisy is cover for corruption. After all, why aren’t they willing to share? What are they trying to hide? In 2016 Hillary Clinton was very vulnerable to the charge of hypocrisy – that she was one thing in public and something else in private. The emergence of an unauthorised recording of a talk she gave to a Wall Street bank dogged her campaign 242– it apparently gave the lie to her public protestations of being tough on financial fat cats. Worse, she seemed to know it was damaging – why else go to such lengths to cover it up? It did her far more damage than the emergence of a tape in which Trump talked in demeaning, sexualised terms about women (‘Grab ’em by the pussy’), because in Trump’s case it was what you’d expect him to say.

         Most of us probably know that we shouldn’t get too worked up about everyday hypocrisy. There’s no reason to think that just because someone occasionally doesn’t live up to their own standards that that person can’t be trusted on anything. We know that politicians can’t be true to themselves all the time. Yet there is part of the human psyche that allows the doubt to creep in – what if it’s all a sham? Trump brilliantly exploited that doubt, in part by articulating it and in part by appearing to be something other than a typical hypocritical politician. At times, in his brazenness, Trump didn’t appear to be a politician at all, because he was open about his cruelty, which made him less of a hypocrite.

         In Ordinary Vices Shklar suggests that if we get the rank ordering of the vices wrong, if we don’t put cruelty first, if we become preoccupied with the apparent horrors of hypocrisy, we will wreck our politics. I’ll leave it to you to decide whether Trump is a good illustration of that. I have no idea as I write now whether when this book comes out he will be on his way to becoming president again or on his way to jail – or maybe even both. What is true is that Shklar’s arguments, which were published in 1984, a year still indelibly associated with Orwell’s Big Brother, hold up very well in the light of what’s happened to information technology since then, in the age of the internet. It’s not all cruelty. I’m often amazed by how much kindness there is on social media, how much time people spend boosting each other and bolstering each other and talking each other up. Take Twitter (now called X, and something else that may 243or may not still be with us when you read this book). There’s always been an extraordinary amount of kindness on X/Twitter and yet it seems to go along with an extraordinary amount of cruelty.

         X/Twitter is the anti-cruelty device that lets in cruelty by the back door. There is as much if not more snobbery on that and other social media platforms than there has been anywhere else in human history. X/Twitter is a medium that allows people to feel tribal loyalties, to rank themselves and others, to create hierarchies, to pull up the drawbridge, to put other people down. There are betrayals all the time there and there is hypocrisy too. Indeed, the internet is a giant hypocrisy-generating machine because it allows us to expose each other’s hypocrisy, thereby revealing our own. One of the problems that democratic politicians currently have is that almost everything they’ve ever said or done can be found somewhere online. It’s almost too easy to uncover something that seems to give the lie, whether it was five minutes ago or five years ago, to whatever the politician is now saying or doing. There is hypocrisy everywhere but there are also double standards everywhere. We will pile on and tear someone down and yet when we are on the other end of that we discover how cruel it is. To be on the receiving end of that kind of witch hunt is to know that the way that we all behave when we’re not on the receiving end is intolerably hypocritical.

         What does Shklar think we can do about this? How do we avoid the twin pitfalls of puritanical prissiness and misanthropic nihilism? There are no easy answers but she does have a series of lessons to take away from our predicament – the human predicament. One is that we should be more tolerant of the other ordinary vices. That does not mean we should be accepting of them. You tolerate things not because you think they’re acceptable, but because even though you think they’re unacceptable you have to live with them. We should tolerate more hypocrisy – not accept it but tolerate it. We’re still allowed to hate 244it, we’re still allowed to wish there was less of it, but we have to stop trying to root it out. She also thinks that our focus is better placed on the institutional versions of the ordinary vices than on the personal versions of them. We focus all the time on the hypocrisy of individual politicians – has this person or that person lived up to his or her standards? – and we root around in their personal lives. In democratic societies there has been a growing obsession with the personal lives of elected politicians since we acquired the means to find out about them. When that happened it was hard to stop looking. The feeling of outrage that comes with the exposure of a sanctimonious miscreant – the adulterous moraliser, the public finance scold with his fingers in the till – is so hard to resist. It is wicked and wickedly satisfying.

         But we need to remember that there are worse things than personal hypocrisy, and that does not only mean cruelty; institutional hypocrisy is worse as well. There are many institutions that do not live up to their own values. One example of that would be the United States of America. The US was founded on hypocrisy – the original hypocrisy of the Constitution, which was dressed up as a document to defend freedom and equality yet also treated some human beings as worth less than others and even put a figure on it (a slave was three-fifths of a person). Slavery may have been abolished but the legacy of that hypocrisy lingers. It is worth rooting out and it has not been rooted out yet. It is not self-defeating to try to make institutions live up to their standards. It’s frustrating – you’ll never get there, no institution will ever be perfectly true to its public values – but relative to the obsessive personalisation of hypocrisy, institutional hypocrisy makes sense as a political target.

         Shklar also says that in the end how we respond is a question of character or of temperament, which is a somewhat unfashionable point of view. There aren’t any fixed rules here. Creating rules about the ordinary vices is dangerous because cruelty will 245leak through the cracks in the system. Shklar is advocating a different approach. It’s about a way of being in the world and ultimately it’s about a willingness to lead a kind of double life: the double life of the modern citizen. One of Shklar’s heroes is Montaigne, the sixteenth-century French essayist and politician, and she takes some of her ideas about the ordinary vices and the perils of cruelty from him. Montaigne lived a double life. He was prone to misanthropy and he sometimes despaired of his fellow human beings. He wanted friendship and he saw how hard it was to sustain. He often indicated that he felt happiest withdrawing from the world, retreating into a tower, writing, thinking, cutting himself off from other human beings because dealing with human beings is hard. It’s easier to think about them than to live among them – other people are hell. And yet Montaigne also lived a deeply political life because he knew that you couldn’t simply withdraw from the human condition and study it; you had to engage with it and experience it. He hated politics and he performed politics. When he was in his tower he felt the pull of the world and when he was out in the world he felt the pull of the tower. Though we can’t all live like that there is a little bit of that in all of us and recognising that doubleness is one of the ways in which we could come to tolerate, even if not to accept, hypocrisy because there will be some hypocrisy involved in that kind of double life. The great glory of the modernity that was to come after Montaigne was that it created a politics that allowed the space for people to move between the public and the private, to live out something of their lives on the stage and also to hide something away. In that world there is always going to be hypocrisy, there will be snobbery, there will be betrayal, and we should accept it because that world is still a better one than the alternatives.

         I want to finish with something from another writer. It’s from a short story written by David Foster Wallace and published in the New Yorker in 2007. It’s called ‘Good People’ and it poses a 246challenge to Shklar’s Ordinary Vices and to her view – which I have to say is my view – that we need to be more accepting of hypocrisy because it’s a fact of life, and if we can accept it as a fact of life we will end up better off. In this story Wallace writes about a young Christian man whose girlfriend is pregnant. They are not married and they are trying to wrestle with the terrible question of whether she should have an abortion – though we only see it from the man’s point of view. For him the dilemma is almost unbearable because he believes he doesn’t really love his girlfriend and he doesn’t want to marry her. In that sense were she to have the baby and he to marry her he would betray his principles because he believes in love. But he’s also a Christian and he believes there’s something abhorrent about abortion. If she has the baby he cannot abandon her. Abortion is intolerable but in this case the alternative is intolerable too. Wallace describes some of the thoughts that this boy has – he’s young, still in college – as he wrestles with his dilemma. This is what he writes:

         
            Sitting here beside this girl as unknown to him now as outer space, waiting for whatever she might say to unfreeze him, now he felt like he could see the edge or outline of what a real vision of hell might be. It was of two great and terrible armies within himself, opposed and facing each other, silent. There would be battle but no victor. Or never a battle, the armies would stay like that, motionless, looking across at each other and seeing therein something so different and alien from themselves that they could not understand, they could not hear each other’s speech as even words or read anything from what their faces looked like, frozen like that, opposed and uncomprehending, for all human time. Two-hearted, a hypocrite to yourself either way.

         

         Here is an account of hypocrisy as a version of hell. What 247is so hellish about it is its frozen quality, the idea that there is a fixed category of person – ‘hypocrite’ – and to be that thing is categorical. Once you become that thing you are trapped with these two uncomprehending armies in your soul facing each other for all time. To be a hypocrite is to be frozen in your two-hearted state. What would Shklar say to that? What do I say to that?

         In response I think what Shklar would say is that she doesn’t mean anything like that in advocating the leading of a double life. The point of the double life is that it is unfrozen. The point of the life that moves between the public and the private, in which standards are believed in but not always upheld, is that there is a freedom in it. There is also a capacity to change contained within it. That I think is for Shklar one of the lessons of the history of ideas: that no single idea has to grip us and keep us in its grip. We can be lots of things but we don’t have to think that means we are that thing: snobbery doesn’t mean that you are a snob; hypocrisy doesn’t mean that you are a hypocrite; an act of betrayal doesn’t mean that you are a traitor. What they mean is that you are human. What Shklar wants us to understand from her history of ideas is that this kind of toleration of ordinary vices does more than protect us from cruelty: it can also keep us free to be ourselves. Hers is not the only way of reading the history of ideas and this is not the only idea that we should take from it. But it is one of the things that the history of ideas can teach us.248
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         Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778)

         Rousseau was born on 28 June 1712 in the Republic of Geneva. He was raised by his father, a watchmaker, and aunt (his mother died shortly after his birth). Legal trouble forced his father to flee the city, abandoning the ten-year-old Rousseau to the care of a local pastor. He was sent to a Calvinist boarding school for a few years, then apprenticed to an engraver who beat him. He ran away, finding refuge with a Catholic priest who introduced him to an older noblewoman, Françoise-Louise de la Toure, Baronne de Warens. After several itinerant years in Italy and France, he returned to de Warens, becoming both her lover and household manager. Although he was an erratic student in his youth, in his twenties he returned to the study of philosophy, mathematics and music. In 1742 he travelled to Paris with plans to revolutionise musical notation. The Academy of Sciences rejected his proposal, but the trip led to closer contact with the stars of the French Enlightenment, including philosopher and encyclopaedist Denis Diderot. In 1744 he moved to Paris, where he continued writing and contributing articles to Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie. His breakthrough came in 1749, when he won an essay contest with his polemical thesis that men were naturally good but had been corrupted by society. In subsequent works such as The Discourse on the Origins of Inequality (1755), The Social Contract (1762), and Émile (1762), he explored how modern man might preserve and recover freedom 250and authenticity through politics and education. As Rousseau’s fame mounted, so too did his problems. His heterodox religious views offended Protestant and Catholic authorities alike. After the publication of his educational treatise Émile, the French parliament issued an order for Rousseau’s arrest. With continental Europe increasingly inhospitable, he travelled to England at the invitation of Scottish philosopher David Hume; however relations between the two men soon soured, as an increasingly paranoid Rousseau became convinced that Hume was plotting against him. In 1767 Rousseau returned to France under an assumed name, where he completed his autobiographical Confessions and took up botany. He died in 1778 after suffering an apoplectic stroke. Rousseau’s lifelong companion was Thérèse Levasseur, a semi-literate Parisian laundry-maid. Rousseau’s concern with early childhood education apparently did not extend to his own offspring. Although Thérèse bore him multiple children, Rousseau forced her to abandon the infants at a foundling hospital.

         Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832)

         Born on 15 February 1748 to a wealthy London family, Bentham was a childhood prodigy who matriculated at Oxford at the age of twelve. A prominent legal theorist and social reformer, and ultimately a radical, Bentham established modern utilitarianism, an ethical system based on the idea that the greatest happiness of the greatest number is the highest good. Bentham sought to enact these principles through concrete social reforms. Perhaps his best-known proposal was the Panopticon, a design for an institution that might replace Britain’s squalid prisons. Bentham’s plan calls for a ring of cells with an observation tower at the centre. From the tower, a guard can see into every cell, but no one can see into the tower. With the omnipresent possibility of surveillance, he claimed that people would police themselves, 251leading to self-improvement among the inmates and reducing the moral and financial costs of the penal system. Bentham’s ultimate ambition was to establish a complete law code according to utilitarian principles. He offered his personal legal services to US President James Madison, and then to the governor of every American state (they weren’t interested). Some of Bentham’s plans did come to fruition, however. His anti-corruption work led to the creation of the Thames River Police, Britain’s first preventive police force. And he profoundly influenced a generation of utilitarian thinkers, most notably his student John Stuart Mill. An atheist and an early proponent of the rights of women, homosexuals and animals, Bentham was a political radical. He was also famously eccentric. Although an obsessive writer, he rarely completed, or published, anything. He kept an old cat, which he named the Reverend Sir John Langbourne. He was hapless with women. Bentham continued working until his death in 1832 at the age of eighty-four. In his will, he instructed that his body should be dissected in front of a group of friends to promote the virtues of cadaver research and then preserved as an ‘auto-icon’. In 1850, University College London acquired his body. It remains on display today in the university’s Student Centre, although his real head (which did not fare well in the mummification process) is now kept separately.

         Frederick Douglass (1818–1895)

         Douglass was born a slave on Holme Hill Farm in Maryland in the winter of 1818 (he never knew the exact date). He was separated from his mother. His father was likely the plantation owner. Unlike most slaves, Douglass learned to read and write – with the encouragement of his master’s wife at first, although she later tried to keep him from reading. After Douglass was discovered teaching other slaves to read, his owners sent him to a notorious ‘slave-breaker’, Edward Covey. At sixteen, Douglass 252rebelled against Covey’s brutal whippings by overpowering him. Although an initial attempt to escape failed, in 1837 he met a free black woman named Anna Murray who offered to help. The following year he boarded a northbound train. Disguised as a sailor, he made it to New York City, where Murray joined him. Eleven days later they married. The couple settled in Massachusetts, where Douglass encountered prominent abolitionists such as William Lloyd Garrison. Douglass’s oratorial prowess and compelling story soon secured him a spot on the anti-slavery lecture circuit. In 1845 he published the first of three autobiographies, which became an immediate bestseller. To evade the attention of his former owner, he embarked upon a two-year tour of Ireland and Great Britain. While he was abroad, British supporters formally purchased his freedom. During the Civil War (1861–5), Douglass exhorted black men, including his own sons, to join the Union Army. President Abraham Lincoln consulted him, though Douglass was critical of Lincoln’s moderation. The end of the war created new opportunities for the country’s most prominent black activist. Douglass was appointed president of the Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company (a bank chartered to safeguard the savings of former slaves) and US Marshal for the District of Columbia. He also received a diplomatic posting in Haiti. Douglass was a lifelong campaigner. Before the war, he and Anna helped more than 400 slaves escape via the Underground Railroad network. He was the only African-American to attend the Seneca Falls Convention on women’s rights. Douglass is remembered as a writer and orator, but he was also one of the first people to recognise the political power of photography. Indeed, he was one of the most photographed people of the nineteenth century. Douglass had five children with Anna. After her death in 1882 he married Helen Pitts, a white suffragist twenty years his junior. He died of a heart attack in 1895.253

         Samuel Butler (1835–1902)

         Butler was born on 4 December 1835. His father was an Anglican vicar, and his grandfather, another Samuel Butler, had been the headmaster at Shrewsbury school when the young Charles Darwin was a student. After graduating from Cambridge, growing doubt about the legitimacy of miracles and baptism led Butler to abandon the clerical life set out for him. In part to prevent the embarrassment of sending his son to an art school, where his early ambitions lay, Butler’s father agreed for him to emigrate to New Zealand. He departed in 1859, at age twenty-three, and wouldn’t return for five years. While managing a sheep farm Butler began writing, mostly in the form of playful letters to the local newspaper. Full of topsy-turvy arguments about evolution and religious dogma, these short pieces became the basis of his first novel, Erewhon (1872), published after his return to London. Though Erewhon was the work for which Butler was most famous in his lifetime, his hopes of a legacy rested on his amateur biological theories rather than his fiction. Beginning with Life and Habit in 1878, Butler published a series of books that argued for a new conception of evolution as a form of memory accumulated over generations. Initially conceived as extension of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), these ideas eventually led Butler to take an anti-Darwinian stance in his writing. In personal terms, a burgeoning friendship with Darwin soured after Butler accused him of stealing ideas from older scientists and of improperly referencing Butler’s own work; Butler spent the last decades of his life as an outsider in the scientific community, bitter and paranoid about Darwin’s influence. Butler’s later books abandoned biology, and mostly took the form of eccentric literary detective work, arguing that Homer was a woman in The Authoress of the Odyssey (1893), and that Shakespeare’s muse was a young ship’s cook named Willie Hughes in Shakespeare’s Sonnets Reconsidered (1899). As well as being an author, Butler was a painter, photographer and keen 254traveller, with a particular interest in northern Italy. He never married but formed deep attachments to other men, notably Henry Festing Jones and Charles Pauli, each of whom Butler supported financially. After his death in 1902, Butler’s work was reappraised, with the publication of his autobiographical satire The Way of All Flesh (1903), and the enthusiastic support of George Bernard Shaw among other celebrity writers. Virginia Woolf wrote that ‘on or about December 1910 human character changed’ and that ‘the first signs of it are recorded in the books of Samuel Butler’.

         Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)

         Nietzsche was born on 15 October 1844 in Röcken, a village near Leipzig. After the death of his father in 1849, Nietzsche was raised among women: his mother, grandmother, two aunts and younger sister Elisabeth. As a boy, Nietzsche planned to follow his father into the Church. He received a scholarship to study at the renowned Schulpforta, where he excelled in theology and classical studies (his maths scores were less impressive). He continued his studies at university, but a crisis of faith led him to abandon theology. At just twenty-four, before even completing his doctorate, he was named the youngest ever Professor of Classical Philology at the University of Basel. Upon moving to Switzerland he renounced his Prussian citizenship and would remain officially stateless until he died. Throughout his life Nietzsche suffered from vomiting, migraines and chronic pain. By his early twenties, his vision was failing. To protect his eyes from sunlight he wore smoked eyeglasses. In Switzerland, Nietzsche became a close companion of the composer Richard Wagner. Nietzsche considered Wagner the paragon of elite culture, which he believed the socialist and proletarian movements that were emerging across Europe at the time threatened to extinguish. He wrote much of his first major work, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), at 255the Wagners’ house in Lucerne. But the friendship ended badly – among other things, it became known that Wagner attributed Nietzsche’s health problems to chronic masturbation. Eventually, ill-health forced Nietzsche to resign his professorship and become a full-time writer. For a time, Nietzsche participated in a kind of intellectual commune with the philosopher Paul Rée and Lou Andreas-Salomé, a brilliant and beautiful Russian psychologist. This intellectual ménage à trois fell apart after Salomé repeatedly turned down Nietzsche’s marriage proposals and she and Rée abandoned him to live together in Berlin. By the 1880s Nietzsche had few friends and an addiction to opiates. Still, this proved to be an enormously productive decade. In books such as The Gay Science (1882), Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883), Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and On the Genealogy of Morality (1887) Nietzsche unleashed blistering attacks on conventional pieties, including the ‘slave mentality’ inherited from Christianity. His rhetorical intensity and aphoristic style were too extreme for many readers; he had to pay out of pocket to publish Beyond Good and Evil. In 1889 Nietzsche suffered a mental breakdown on the streets of Turin. He ultimately stopped speaking, although he wrote many unhinged letters, which he signed ‘the crucified’. Nietzsche spent his final years in the care of his sister Elisabeth, a virulent anti-Semite who repackaged elements of his work as proto-Nazi philosophy. He died of a stroke in 1900.

         Rosa Luxemburg (1871–1919)

         Luxemburg was born on 5 March 1871 to a Jewish family in Russian-controlled Poland. Childhood illness left her with pronounced limp. Her involvement with politics began at a young age. As a teenager, she organised a general strike with the Polish Proletariat Party. Already at odds with the authorities, she emigrated to Switzerland, where she completed a doctorate on Polish industrial development. At the turn of 256the century, Germany, with its highly developed industries and strong socialist movement, was the heart of the Marxist struggle. To obtain German citizenship, Luxemburg married (and then divorced) the son of a family friend. She settled in Berlin, where she joined the left-wing flank of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and called for revolution. This put her at odds with other members of the party, who wanted to pursue transformation through reform. Throughout the early twentieth century Luxemburg published scathing critiques of German militarism and imperialism and was in and out of prison. In 1907 she travelled to London, where she met other revolutionaries including Vladimir Lenin. Her principal concern became rallying European workers against the looming war. When her own party overwhelmingly supported the wartime budget in 1914, she considered suicide. Instead, she co-founded the Spartacus League, an anti-war movement named after the rebellious gladiator who defied imperial Rome. The Spartacus League called for an antiwar general strike, which again led to Luxemburg’s arrest. For two and a half years she continued writing in prison, where she produced her celebration/evisceration of Lenin’s Bolshevik revolution. Luxemburg was a committed revolutionary, but she was also a democrat who believed in the freedom of the press and the right to assemble. Luxemburg was released three days before the armistice of November 1918. Reunited with her Spartacus League co-founder Karl Liebknecht, she helped establish the Communist Party of Germany (KPD). In January 1919 revolutionary fervour again seized Berlin and Luxemburg and Liebknecht threw their support behind an attempted coup. In response, the German Chancellor, a member of Luxemburg’s former party, instructed the Freikorps, a right-wing paramilitary organisation, to crush the leftists for good. On 15 January Luxemburg and Liebknecht were captured and shot. Her body was found in Berlin’s Landwehr Canal four months later. Luxemburg lived a consistently revolutionary life, although she 257once remarked that she had been ‘born to tend geese’. She had a decades-long, often fraught relationship with fellow revolutionary Leo Jogiches. She adored her cat Mimi. Lenin reportedly tried to charm Luxemburg by praising the cat, but Mimi, perhaps channelling her owner, swatted Lenin’s hand when he tried to pet her.

         Carl Schmitt (1888–1985)

         Schmitt was born in Plettenberg, Westphalia on 11 July 1888. He was raised in a devoutly Catholic family, although he would later be excommunicated after divorcing his first wife and remarrying without an annulment. After studying law in Berlin, Munich and Strasbourg, Schmitt became a legal academic. Amid the political turmoil of the Weimar Republic, he made a name for himself as a critic of liberalism. To Schmitt, politics wasn’t about moral choices – good versus evil – but rather an ‘existential’ distinction – friend versus enemy. He argued that upholding order meant empowering a sovereign to take decisive action. According to Schmitt, the solution to Germany’s political ills was a temporary dictatorship. This argument impressed the Nazis, and when they seized power they invited Schmitt to serve as a legal counsellor. Schmitt, who joined the Nazi Party in 1933, became the ‘crown jurist’ of the Third Reich. He penned legal justifications for Hitler’s extra-judicial executions of political opponents and his imperial ambitions. An enthusiastic anti-Semite, Schmitt also crusaded against Jewish influence in the academy. Despite all this, Schmitt’s colleagues considered him ideologically soft. Rival jurists publicly attacked him, the SS began surveilling his classes and he lost influence after 1936. By the end of the war Schmitt had fallen from grace, but his reputation brought him to the attention of Allied forces, who detained and interrogated him as a potential defendant in the Nuremberg trials. During questioning, Schmitt refused fully to recant his Nazism, while insisting 258that he considered himself superior to Hitler. His rejection of de-Nazification meant that he could not return to academia. However, Schmitt remained a significant figure in West German conservative intellectual circles and he attracted prominent visitors and interlocutors from across the political spectrum. After the war, Schmitt’s primary focus became international relations and international law. In books such as The Nomos of the Earth (1950) and Theory of the Partisan (1963) he examined questions of international order, sovereignty, globalisation and terror. Meanwhile, he vented his personal frustrations in his diaries, whose vitriol and anti-Semitism shocked even his defenders when they were published posthumously as Glossarium (1991). Schmitt died in Plettenberg on 7 April 1985. Although controversial, his critiques of liberalism and cosmopolitanism continue to influence thinkers on both the right and the left. More recently, his work has seen a revival among Chinese political theorists.

         Joseph Schumpeter (1883–1950)

         Schumpeter was born Triesch in Austrian Moravia (now part of Czechia) on 8 February 1883; he always considered himself Austrian, never Czech. His father, who owned a local textile factory, died when Schumpeter was four, and his mother remarried a military officer, who used his connections to get his stepson into a good Viennese school. Schumpeter studied law at university but his main interest emerged as economics, and he subsequently spent a year at the London School of Economics. His first major work was The Theory of Economic Development (1911), in which he established the central role of the entrepreneur in the evolution of capitalism. Schumpeter was at Columbia University in New York when the First World War broke out and his wife Gladys refused to follow him back to Austria; they were divorced in 1920. He was an opponent of Austrian involvement in the war, partly because of his love of England (he had 259enjoyed his time in London). After the war, though no socialist, he joined the German Socialisation Committee in Berlin (‘If someone wants to commit suicide,’ he said, ‘it is a good thing if a doctor is present.’) In 1919 he was appointed finance minister in the rickety post-war Austrian coalition government; he presided over hyperinflation and was sacked a year later. He then became the head of a small private investment bank in Vienna, but the bank soon went bust. After that, Schumpeter focused on academia (though he also listed ‘horses, architecture and women’ among the reasons why he had not got more done). In the summer of 1926 his mother, his young second wife and their new-born child all died within weeks of each other; he was permanently scarred by the trauma. In 1932 he moved to Harvard, where he remained for the rest of his career. Vocal, enormously energetic and something of a dandy, he dominated the study of economics at the university, and in 1948 he became president of the American Economic Association, giving a celebrated presidential address about the relationship between economics and ideology. Business Cycles, in which he tried to explain why boom and bust was essential to capitalist development, was published in 1939, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy followed in 1942 and his monumental History of Economic Analysis appeared posthumously in 1954, edited by his third wife Elizabeth. At the time of his death in 1950, he could claim to have fulfilled his ambition to be the most famous economist in the world.

         Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986)

         De Beauvoir was born in Paris on 9 January 1908 to a bourgeois but cash-strapped family. She attended Catholic school and studied philosophy at the Sorbonne. At twenty-one, de Beauvoir became the youngest person ever to pass the agrégation – France’s highly competitive national examination – in philosophy. She received the second highest score, Jean-Paul Sartre 260narrowly taking the top prize, although he was sitting the exam for the second time. Shortly after the agrégation, Sartre and de Beauvoir began an unconventional but lifelong partnership. Her early work was primarily academic, but after the Second World War and the experience of Nazi occupation, de Beauvoir and her companions became more overtly political. Beauvoir embraced Marxism and, at various points, aspects of Stalinism and Maoism. In works such as Pyrrhus and Cinéas (1944) and The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947) she sought to reconcile existentialist conceptions of freedom with ethical principles. However, de Beauvoir is perhaps best known for The Second Sex (1949), a radical treatise on the social construction of womanhood that has inspired generations of feminists. She claimed that, to become truly free, women must cast off the untenable myths of femininity. The existentialists, including de Beauvoir, became intellectual celebrities. Their thoughts, art and lives all made headlines. De Beauvoir considered herself more a writer than a philosopher. She penned numerous novels, including The Mandarins (1954), which won the prestigious Prix Goncourt, and a multi-volume autobiography. She was also politically engaged. She campaigned against the French war in Algeria and for the legalisation of abortion. De Beauvoir’s relationship with Sartre has long dominated interpretations of her life and work. They shared almost everything: their intellectual preoccupations and their sexual ones. Both also pursued other affairs, sometimes independently and sometimes together. De Beauvoir formed meaningful attachments to both men and women, including the American writer Nelson Algren and a number of her female students. Although her relationship with Sartre eventually ceased to be sexual, their partnership endured for over fifty-one years. De Beauvoir died of pneumonia on 15 April 1986 at the age of seventy-eight and was buried next to Sartre in the Montparnasse cemetery.261

         John Rawls (1921–2002)

         Rawls was born in Baltimore, Maryland on 21 February 1921. His childhood was marked by tragedy; he contracted and spread fatal illnesses to two of his brothers, who both died. Rawls studied at Princeton, where he became interested in theology and contemplated entering the priesthood. He lost his faith while serving as an infantryman on the Pacific front during the Second World War. After the surrender of Japan, Rawls joined General Douglas MacArthur’s occupying army, but the ruins of Hiroshima and his encounters with the military’s disciplinary apparatus further disillusioned him. In 1946 Rawls left the army and returned to Princeton to start a PhD in moral philosophy. In 1952 he received a Fulbright fellowship to Oxford University, where he encountered the liberal theorist Isaiah Berlin and legal theorist H. L. A. Hart. After returning to the United States, Rawls taught at Cornell and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology before accepting a position at Harvard, which he held for almost forty years. His magnum opus, A Theory of Justice (1971), was the product of nearly two decades of reflection on the question of a just society. In his telling, society should be liberal (guaranteeing individual freedom) and fair (meaning that the distribution of resources should benefit the least advantaged). The book’s reception was tremendous; for many political philosophers, Rawls offered a vision of progressive reform that did not imply a slippery slope toward totalitarianism. Indeed, Rawls’s redistributive welfarism harked back to post-war social democracy; although by the time he published the book the American social democratic state was already becoming a thing of the past. His influence in the academy, however, would only grow. In subsequent decades, scholars have applied his ideas about fairness, egalitarianism and distributive justice to questions ranging from racial injustice to environmental destruction. He has also attracted a number of critics, including communitarians such as Michael Sandel and libertarians such as Robert Nozick. Rawls 262himself addressed some of these critiques in later works such as Political Liberalism (1993), which focused on establishing consensus in diverse societies amid disagreement about fundamental moral questions. Rawls’s immense popularity belied his temperament. Although many of his students became prominent political philosophers, Rawls had little interest in being a public intellectual. He spoke with a stutter and abhorred publicity. He was devoted to his wife Margaret and their four children. Isaiah Berlin joked that his humility was Christ-like. In 1995, Rawls suffered an incapacitating stroke; however, he continued to publish until his death on 24 November 2002.

         Robert Nozick (1938–2002)

         Nozick was born in Brooklyn on 16 November 1938 to first-generation Russian immigrants. He was educated in the New York public-school system and at Columbia University, where he co-founded a branch of the Student League for Industrial Democracy, which later became Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), a hotbed of 1960s radicalism. He studied for his PhD at Princeton, where he began his move away from socialism towards a robust endorsement of the free-market society, partly influenced by the works of economists such as Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von Mises. Nozick spent almost all his subsequent academic career at Harvard, where he was a colleague of John Rawls and Chairman of the Philosophy Department (from 1981–4). He made his reputation with his first book, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974), which won the National Book Award, in part for its intensely readable style (in comparison with other works of academic political philosophy). It remains one of the best-known rebuttals of the idea – and ideal – of the modern, welfarist, redistributive state and has a wide readership to this day, particularly in Silicon Valley. Though it cemented Nozick’s standing as a political philosopher, his subsequent work moved 263away from that field towards other areas of philosophy, including metaphysics, epistemology and logic. Nozick was famously eclectic in his interests and his writing ranged over many different aspects of what he considered a well-lived life, from religion to sex. A charismatic lecturer, he professed never to teach the same course twice and took seriously the role of philosophy in improving the quality of human experience as well as expanding the stock of knowledge. His critics considered some of his later writings, which came to embrace a more ‘cosmic’ perspective, disappointingly schmaltzy, especially if they remembered him for the acid debunking of received pieties in his first book. He moderated some of his earlier libertarianism as he aged, considering proposals for rectifying historical injustices and reforming inheritance tax. In 1995 he was diagnosed with terminal stomach cancer and given six months to live. He responded by throwing himself into both his work and his treatment and he lived for another seven years, publishing new writing throughout. He considered his response to his diagnosis to be ‘philosophical’. He died in January 2002, ten months before his colleague and rival Rawls.

         Judith Shklar (1928–1992)

         Judith Shklar was born Yudita Nisse on 24 September 1928 in Latvia to parents of German-Jewish ancestry. Her mother was a doctor who ran a public health clinic in the slums of Riga. In order to escape the rising tide of anti-Semitism the family moved first to Norway in 1939, then to Japan, before finally settling in Montreal, Canada. A self-described bookworm, Shklar wrote: ‘Since the age of eleven I have read and read and read and enjoyed almost every moment of it.’ Her favourite book was David Copperfield. She studied at McGill university, which she found largely uninspiring, and where she met her husband Gerald Shklar, who later became a professor at the Harvard School of Dental 264Medicine. Shklar enrolled as a graduate student at Harvard in 1951 and gained her PhD in 1955. She then had three children and taught part-time at Radcliffe College, Harvard’s all-female affiliate. She subsequently joined the Harvard Government Department and became the first woman to achieve tenure there in 1971. Having believed that grand political philosophy had died with the horrors of the twentieth century, she was persuaded by Rawls’s A Theory of Justice (1971) that she had been wrong and there was life in it yet. Her own writing ranged across philosophy, history, law and ethics and she covered subjects from the Nuremberg war trials to the quest for American citizenship. In 1969 she published Men and Citizens, a study of Rousseau’s political thought, and in 1984 her best known book, Ordinary Vices, which explored how we can live with the most familiar of human failings, from hypocrisy to snobbery. In the same year she was one of the first recipients of a MacArthur Fellowship, the so-called ‘genius’ grant. In 1989 she was elected the first ever female president of the American Political Science Association. A prolific essayist, her most widely read essay remains ‘The Liberalism of Fear’ (1989), which argued that the best guarantee of freedom is to guard against the worst abuses of power, and though even liberal democracies were not immune from such abuses, they offered a better bet than any alternative. Shklar died suddenly after suffering a heart attack while at her family’s holiday home in New Hampshire in September 1992. Though sometimes identified as a Cold War thinker, her influence and reputation have grown in recent years, as her central concern with cruelty continues to resonate.
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            Further Reading

         

         Jean-Jacques Rousseau

         
            Other works

            Discourse on the Science and Arts (also known as the First Discourse) (1750): Rousseau’s breakthrough essay, in which he argues that the arts and sciences are products of pride and vanity rather than authentic human need and have therefore contributed to mankind’s corruption.

            The Social Contract (1762): ‘Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.’ So begins one of the most famous works of Western political theory. Building on the tenets of classical republicanism, Rousseau outlines his vision of a political order that reconciles individual freedom with state authority.

            Julie; or, The New Heloise (1761): This epistolatory novel combines passionate descriptions of the Swiss countryside with philosophical meditations on authenticity. The novel was wildly popular and provoked outpourings of sentiment among its readers, leading Rousseau to remark that he could bed any woman in high society after publishing it.

            Émile (1762): Rousseau considered this educational treatise ‘the best and most important’ of all his works. What kind of education might preserve man’s natural goodness while equipping him for a corrupt society? His suggestions include countryside living, experiential learning and a mix of physical and intellectual labour (at least for boys).266

            Confessions (1782): One of the first examples of secular autobiography, Confessions covers the first fifty-three years of Rousseau’s life in almost excruciating detail. Writers such as Goethe, William Wordsworth and Stendhal would model their own autobiographies on this work.

            Writings on Rousseau

            Voltaire, ‘Letter to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’, 30 August 1755: Voltaire’s response to Rousseau’s second discourse is a humorous but staunch defence of literary and philosophical life. ‘To read your book makes one long to go about on all fours. Since, however, it is now some sixty years since I gave up the practice, I feel that it is unfortunately impossible for me to resume it.’

            Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792): Rousseau is one of the principal targets of this work of early feminist philosophy. Wollstonecraft takes Rousseau to task for arguing that women ought to be educated for men’s pleasure.

            Leo Damrosch, Jean Jacques Rousseau: Restless Genius (2005): Damrosch’s biography follows Rousseau’s unlikely path to philosophical fame, from his chaotic adolescence (he was a skilled petty thief) to his unexpected intellectual blossoming later in life.

            David Edmonds and John Eidinow, Rousseau’s Dog (2007): In 1766 a fugitive Rousseau arrived in England with his dog, Sultan, to seek refuge with the great Scottish thinker David Hume. Drama ensued.

            Pankaj Mishra, ‘How Rousseau Predicted Trump’, New Yorker (2016): Mishra argues that Rousseau’s blistering attacks on cosmopolitan elites and concern with the psychological consequences of inequality appear eerily prophetic today.267

         

         Jeremy Bentham

         
            Other works

            A Fragment on Government (1776): Bentham’s first major work, published anonymously, is a forensic takedown of Britain’s leading legal theorist Sir William Blackstone. Here, Bentham introduces the ‘greatest happiness’ principle.

            Panopticon; or, The Inspection-House (1791): A detailed account of Bentham’s plans for a disciplinary institution in which omnipresent, asymmetrical surveillance leads to self-regulation. His designs seek to alter how inmates behave while eliminating the need for physical coercion.

            Plan of Parliamentary Reform in the Form of a Catechism with Reasons for Each Article (1817): Bentham’s first public statement in support of representative democracy. His proposed reforms include extending the franchise, elections by secret ballot, eliminating royal patronage and transparent publication of parliamentary debates.

            Handbook of Political Fallacies (1824/1843): A withering indictment of political rhetoric and the bad arguments that politicians use to thwart reform.

            Writings on Bentham

            William Hazlitt, The Spirit of the Age: or, Contemporary Portraits (1825): Bentham, who also happened to be Hazlitt’s landlord, is the subject of the first of twenty-five character sketches. Hazlitt presents Bentham as representative of the era’s reformist spirit, although he criticises his oversimplification of human nature.

            John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (1863): In this influential defence of utilitarianism, Mill – one of Bentham’s students – seeks to reconcile his teacher’s philosophical commitments with ordinary morality. Earlier, in 1838, Mill had written a famous essay on Bentham, and contrasted him as an 268antithetical figure to the Romantic poet and conservative philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

            Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (1975): Foucault describes Bentham’s Panopticon as a ‘cruel, ingenious cage’, and ‘a new physics of power’ in this study of power, bodies and the prison.

            Philip Lucas and Anne Sheeran, ‘Asperger’s Syndrome and the Eccentricity and Genius of Jeremy Bentham’, Journal of Bentham Studies (2006): Lucas and Sheeran assess Bentham’s unusual life and philosophy from a psychiatric perspective, arguing that a present-day Bentham would likely be diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome.

            Thomas McMullan, ‘What Does the Panopticon Mean in the Age of Digital Surveillance?’, Guardian (2015): In 2015 researchers installed a webcam above Bentham’s cadaver, which is on display at UCL. What does the Panopticon metaphor reveal, and obscure, about a world of data capture and digital surveillance?

         

         Frederick Douglass

         
            Other works

            Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (1845): Douglass’s first autobiography, published seven years after his escape from slavery, was an immediate bestseller. In this book Douglass focuses on the cruelty of slavery as an institution and provides graphic accounts of violence.

            Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881): Douglass’s third and final autobiography details the struggle to keep the fight for racial equality alive after the Civil War.

            ‘What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?’ (1852): One of Douglass’s most famous speeches, exploring American hypocrisy and the constitutional and moral case against 269slavery. He argues that panegyrics to American values such as freedom and liberty offend the millions who are excluded from the full benefits of American life.

            ‘Oration in Memory of Abraham Lincoln’ (1876): Calling him ‘the white man’s president’, Douglass criticises Lincoln’s late embrace of emancipation, while praising the strength of his personal convictions and his commitment to upholding his promises once made: ‘Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined.’

            Writings on Douglass

            Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass: A Biography (1906): A biography of Douglass by one of the preeminent black thinkers in the post-Civil War period.

            Octavia E. Butler, Kindred (1979): Butler drew inspiration from Douglass’s autobiographies when writing this novel about a young African-American woman who time travels between 1970s California and antebellum Maryland.

            Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (1997): Hartman’s book opens by citing Douglass’s account of the brutal beating of his aunt Hester by the overseer Aaron Anthony (the man who may have been Douglass’s father). Rather than emphasising the spectacle of violence, Hartman focuses on the many mundane terrors of slavery and maps the continuities between the past and present-day racism.

            Colum McCann, TransAtlantic (2013): Douglass’s trip to Ireland features prominently in this novel of intertwining narratives by Irish author Colum McCann.

            David Blight, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom (2018): This 270biography of Douglass won the 2019 Pulitzer Prize for history. In 2019 Barack and Michelle Obama announced they were developing it into a feature film for Netflix.

         

         Samuel Butler

         
            Other works

            Life and Habit (1878): The first of Butler’s evolutionary treatises, outlining his key biological theories: evolution occurring through ancestral memory, the presence of this memory in instincts and the unity of personality between parents and offspring. By turns mystical and ironic, Butler’s literary style confused contemporary scientists but makes him continually readable.

            Luck or Cunning as the Main Means of Organic Modification? (1887): The culmination of Butler’s feud with Darwin, featuring an account of the supposed conspiracy Darwin and his friends perpetuated against Butler and a fierce critique of ambiguities in On the Origin of Species.

            Erewhon Revisited (1901): A sequel, revealing that the narrator of the first book accidentally began a new religion by flying out of Erewhon in a balloon. Butler gently parodies belief in Christian revelation, with a narrative more polished and less engaging than the original.

            The Way of All Flesh (1903): Butler’s satirical masterpiece, published only after he died, but a touchstone among Edwardian writers for its merciless critique of Victorian morals. Spanning three generations in the Pontifex family, closely modelled on Butler’s own, The Way of All Flesh is an exposition of Butler’s favourite themes: the importance of heredity, the horrors of marriage and the absurdity of intellectual extremes.

            Samuel Butler’s Notebooks (1912): A wide-ranging and often 271amusing collection of epigrams and anecdotes, very popular among interwar writers including F. Scott Fitzgerald.

            Writings on Butler

            George Bernard Shaw, Major Barbara (1907) and Back to Methuselah (1920): In the prefaces to these two works Shaw identifies Butler as a key influence on his thinking.

            May Sinclair, ‘The Pan Psychism of Samuel Butler’, ch. 1 in A Defence of Idealism (1917): An interesting comparison between Butler’s biological theory and the writings of Freud and Jung.

            John Butler Yeats, ‘Reminiscences of Samuel Butler’ in Essays, Irish and American (1918): A sketch of Butler’s personality by the father of W. B. Yeats.

            Edward Gosse, ‘Samuel Butler’, ch. 3 in Aspects and Impressions (1922): An often critical account of Butler’s life and work from the height of his posthumous fame.

            Virginia Woolf, Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown (1924): In which Woolf discusses Butler as a major precursor to modernism.

            George Dyson, Darwin Among the Machines (1997): A history of artificial intelligence that takes its title from one of Butler’s early essays (though its inspiration from Hobbes’s Leviathan).

         

         Friedrich Nietzsche

         
            Other works

            The Birth of Tragedy (1872): Nietzsche’s first major work argues that classical Greek tragedy is the highest form of art. Here he introduces the idea that life is an endless contest between two impulses: the Dionysian urge to dissolution and the Apollonian solidity of form.272

            The Gay Science (1882/1887): ‘God is Dead’ according to Nietzsche, and we are the ones who killed him.

            Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883/1885): A prophet descends from the mountains to proclaim the death of God and the rise of the Übermensch. He also explores the quintessentially Nietzschean idea of the ‘eternal recurrence’.

            Beyond Good and Evil (1886): Nietzsche castigates conventional morality and the philosophers who have defended it. He claims that the ‘will to power’ lies at the root of all human behaviour. This book also contains criticisms of German nationalism and anti-Semitism.

            Ecce Homo (1888): Nietzsche’s autobiography, completed a few months before his breakdown, contains chapters with titles like ‘Why I Am So Clever’ and ‘Why I Am a Destiny’.

            Writings on Nietzsche

            Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus (1947): Mann modelled the central character in his retelling of the Faust legend on Nietzsche. The novel explores Nietzsche’s ideas about the Apollonian and Dionysian impulses, a theme that also features in Mann’s epic novel The Magic Mountain (1924).

            Angela von der Lippe, The Truth About Lou (2009): Nietzsche and Rilke loved her; Freud admired her. Von der Lippe’s novel recentres Salomé as a person in her own right, not just a footnote in the romantic lives of famous men.

            John Kaag, Hiking with Nietzsche: On Becoming Who You Are (2018): In the Swiss Alps above Sils Maria, a philosophy professor attempts to follow Nietzsche’s footprints, both intellectual and physical.

            Sue Prideaux, I Am Dynamite! A Life of Nietzsche (2018): An award-winning biography of the man who believed that all philosophy is autobiographical and whose life was often stranger than fiction.

            Alex Ross, ‘Nietzsche’s Eternal Return’, New Yorker (2019): 273Why do so many people, from leftists to fascists, embrace Nietzsche?

         

         Rosa Luxemburg

         
            Other works

            Social Reform or Revolution? (1899): To Luxemburg, the answer is obvious: the transformation of capitalism requires a revolution.

            Leninism or Marxism? (1904): An early critique of Lenin’s ideas about revolutionary organisation.

            The Accumulation of Capital (1913): Luxemburg’s major contribution to political economy. Here she argues that imperialism is essential to capitalism because capital demands constant access to non-capitalist areas in order to offload surplus commodities.

            ‘The Crisis of German Social Democracy’ or ‘The Junius Pamphlet’ (1916): Luxemburg criticises leftists who supported the war and warns that bourgeois society faces a choice: socialism or barbarism.

            Writings on Luxemburg

            Vladimir Lenin, ‘What is to be Done?’ (1902): In this pamphlet, Lenin argues that Marxists must form a party, or vanguard, to spread their ideas among the workers. Luxemburg vigorously contested his conclusions.

            Hannah Arendt, ‘A Heroine of Revolution,’ New York Review of Books (1966): Arendt situates Luxemburg’s murder, and her mythology, in the history of the European left.

            Eric D. Weitz, Weimar Germany: Promise and Tragedy (2007): Weitz’s history explores the tumult and promise of Germany after the First World War and documents the ultimate rise of the radical right.274

            Kate Evans, Red Rosa (2015): A graphic biography of Luxemburg’s life and work that prominently features her beloved cat, Mimi.

            George Eaton, ‘The Afterlife of Rosa Luxemburg: How the German Marxist’s Influence Endures’, New Statesman (2018): Eaton argues that Luxemburg’s insight that socialism and democracy must go together is her most important contribution to political thought.

         

         Carl Schmitt

         
            Other works

            Political Romanticism (1919): Schmitt identifies the intellectual and psychological ties between romantics and liberals, from their indecision to their longing for a sense of occasion.

            On Dictatorship (1921): From the Romans to the Soviets, Schmitt traces a history of dictatorship and argues that sometimes the sovereign needs to suspend the rule of law to preserve order.

            Political Theology (1922): Schmitt claims that all significant concepts in modern state theory are secularised theological concepts. He also underscores his definition of sovereignty as the power to declare states of exception.

            Constitutional Theory (1928): Schmitt’s interpretation of the Weimar constitution grapples with popular sovereignty. Here, Schmitt argues that political unity comes about through recognition of a shared enemy.

            The Nomos of the Earth (1950): Part of Schmitt’s post-war emphasis on international relations, in which he describes the rise and fall of the Eurocentric global order and what he sees as its principal achievement: civilising war by restricting it to conflicts among sovereign states.275

            Theory of the Partisan (1963): Schmitt explores the emergence of a new kind of warfare characterised by terrorism and guerrilla tactics. After 9/11, this book experienced a sort of revival.

            Writings on Schmitt

            Chantal Mouffe, The Challenge of Carl Schmitt (1999): An example of left-wing engagement with Schmitt, Mouffe uses Schmitt’s agonistic conception of politics to counter liberal triumphalism.

            Jan-Werner Müller, A Dangerous Mind: Carl Schmitt in Post-War European Thought (2003): A biography of Schmitt that explores his persistent intellectual influence, in particular in the development of his thought after the Second World War.

            Tamsin Shaw, ‘William Barr: The Carl Schmitt of Our Time,’ New York Review of Books (2020): Shaw argues that Donald Trump’s attorney general, with his vision of unchecked executive power, is the ‘final reductio ad Schmitt of our political era’.

            Chang Che, ‘The Nazi Inspiring China’s Communists’, The Atlantic (2020): ‘Schmitt fever’ takes root in the Chinese academy, especially among legal scholars defending the national security law in Hong Kong.

         

         Joseph Schumpeter

         
            Other works

            ‘The Crisis of the Tax State’ (1918): A seminal essay in which Schumpeter addresses whether the modern political model of taxing private economic activity is sustainable after the First World War, given the massive debts states like Austria found themselves with. He argues there is a way 276out (including a capital levy) but suspects that a new model of socialist state ownership and control may prove too tempting to resist.

            ‘The Sociology of Imperialisms’ (1919): Schumpeter wanted to know why capitalists had signed up for a world war that would destroy many of their businesses. His answer was the ‘atavistic’ pull of imperialism. Unlike the Marxists, he did not think capitalism needed war. But he thought that too many businesspeople were suckers for its illusions.

            Business Cycles (1939): Schumpeter argues for the decisive role of technological innovation in generating both the instability and the productivity of capitalism. He also identifies the role that monopoly can play in driving that innovation. A work of history that draws very heavily on statistical analysis, making it hard to classify.

            Ten Great Economists (1951): Profiles of the people (all men) that Schumpeter considered his peers, some hagiographic, some more acerbic. By far the most attention goes to Marx, not because Schumpeter was a Marxist, but because he recognised Marx’s outsize influence on subsequent thinking.

            Writings on Schumpeter

            Thomas K. McCraw, Prophet of Innovation: Joseph Schumpeter and Creative Destruction (2007): A biography that marries Schumpeter’s economic ideas to the key developments of his time and also to his tumultuous personal life. Creative destruction was how he lived as well as what he wrote.

            Ian Shapiro, The State of Democratic Theory (2006): One of the leading contemporary theorists of democracy argues for the application of Schumpeter’s minimal conception across a wide range of domains, from work to family to law as well as politics. A case for the creative potential of the idea of elite democratic competition.

            Jill Lepore, ‘The Disruption Machine’, New Yorker (2014): A 277sceptical take on the doctrine of creative destruction, linking Schumpeter to the ideas of the later guru of the Harvard Business School, Clayton Christensen. When Christensen read it, he was furious.

            ‘Schumpeter’, ‘Creative Destruction in Times of Covid’, The Economist (2020): The Economist’s anonymous column about business, finance and management is named after the great economist. An example of his ideas being applied in the age of Covid.
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            Other works

            She Came to Stay (1943): A metaphysical novel about a ménage à trois gone wrong, inspired by a relationship that de Beauvoir and Sartre had with two sisters.

            The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947): In the aftermath of the Nazi occupation of France, de Beauvoir officially aligns herself with existentialism, which she claims is the only philosophy that takes evil seriously.

            The Mandarins (1954): De Beauvoir won the Prix Goncourt for this novel about a group of French intellectuals in post-war France, which is often considered a roman à clef.
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            Letters to Sartre (1990): De Beauvoir’s intimate and even cruel correspondence scandalised the literary world upon its posthumous publication.

            Writings on de Beauvoir

            Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (1943): De Beauvoir engaged with all of Sartre’s work, including his magnum opus, which outlines the philosophy of existentialism.278

            Madeleine Gobeil, ‘Simone de Beauvoir: The Art of Fiction No. 35’, Paris Review (1965): An interview with de Beauvoir in her Parisian apartment that begins with a discussion about her love of English literature.
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            Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (2001): At the end of his life, Rawls revisits the themes of his earlier works and signals a leftward shift away from the ideal of a capitalist welfare state.279

            Writings on Rawls

            Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (1982/1998): A communitarian critique of Rawls that challenges his assumptions about human nature.
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            Writings on Nozick

            Jeffrey Paul (ed.), Reading Nozick: Essays on Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1981): An anthology of writing covering all aspects of the book, written by prominent philosophers including Bernard Williams, Peter Singer and Onora O’Neill.
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            Other works
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            Writings on Shklar
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            David Runciman, Political Hypocrisy (2008): Thinking about one of Shklar’s ordinary vices, through writers from Hobbes to Orwell.
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               	Sandel, Michael   1

               	Sartre, Jean-Paul   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	Schmitt, Carl   1,   2,   3        
                     
                  	anti-politics, views on   1

                     	anti-Semitism   1

                     	Concept of the Political, The (1932)  1,   2

                     	as ‘decisionist’   1,   2

                     	dehumanisation, views on   1

                     	dictatorship, views on   1,   2,   3

                     	exceptions, views on   1

                     	friend/enemy distinction   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7

                     	Glossarium (1991)  1

                     	Hobbes, influence of   1

                     	humanitarianism, views on   1,   2,   3

                     	identity politics, views on   1

                     	Nazism, views on   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

                     	Nomos of the Earth, The (1950)  1

                     	Nuremburg trials (1945–6)   1,   2

                     	occasionalism   1

                     	Political Romanticism (1919)  1

                     	PR, views on   1

                     	romanticism, views on   1

                     	Theory of the Partisan (1963)  1

                  


               	Schumpeter, Anna   1

               	Schumpeter, Elizabeth   1

               	Schumpeter, Gladys   1

               	Schumpeter, Joseph   1,   2        
                     
                  	Business Cycles (1939)  1

                     	capitalism, views on   1,   2,   3

                     	creative destruction   1,   2

                     	democracy, views on   1

                     	elites, views on   1

                     	History of Economic Analysis (1954)  1

                     	ignorance, views on   1

                     	method, democracy as   1

                     	minimal definition of democracy   1

                     	psychotechnics, views on   1

                     	301

                     	socialism, views on   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

                     	Theory of Economic Development, The (1911)  1

                  


               	SCUM Manifesto (Solanas)  1

               	Second Discourse (Rousseau), see Discourse on Inequality

               	Second Sex, The (de Beauvoir)  1,   2,   3
        
                     
                  	on art   1

                     	on caste   1

                     	on choice   1

                     	on demographic equality   1

                     	on doubleness   1,   2

                     	on marriage   1

                     	on men   1,   2

                     	on motherhood   1

                     	on nostalgia   1

                     	on psychoanalysis   1

                     	on subjects and objects   1

                     	on trap   1,   2

                  


               	Second World War (1939–45)   1,   2,   3,   4

               	self-consciousness   1,   2,   3

               	Seneca Falls Convention (1848)   1

               	September 11 attacks (2001)   1

               	sex; sexuality   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7,   8

               	Shakespeare, William   1,   2

               	Shakespeare’s Sonnets Reconsidered (Butler)  1

               	shareholder democracy   1

               	Shaw, George Bernard   1,   2,   3,   4

               	Sheeran, Anne   1

               	Shelley, Percy Bysshe   1

               	Shklar, Gerald   1

               	Shklar, Judith   1,   2        
                     
                  	Bentham, views on   1

                     	betrayal, views on   1,   2,   3,   4

                     	blind spots, views on   1,   2

                     	Butler, views on   1

                     	character, views on   1

                     	cruelty, views on   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6

                     	democracy, views on   1

                     	Good Place reference  1

                     	hypocrisy, views on   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

                     	‘Liberalism of Fear, The’ (1989)   1

                     	Men and Citizens (1969)  1

                     	misanthropy, views on   1,   2

                     	Nietzsche, views on   1,   2

                     	Rawls, influence of   1

                     	Rousseau, views on   1,   2

                     	sin, views on   1

                     	302

                     	snobbery, views on   1,   2,   3,   4

                     	utilitarianism, views on   1

                  


               	Silicon Valley   1,   2

               	Sinatra, Frank   1,   2,   3

               	slavery   1,   2,   3        
                     
                  	Beauvoir on   1,   2,   3,   4

                     	Emancipation Proclamation (1863)   1

                     	Garrisonian abolitionism (1840s–60s)   1,   2,   3

                     	Nietzsche on   1,   2

                     	repatriation proposals   1

                     	Rousseau on   1

                     	Spooner and   1

                     	surveillance and   1

                     	Underground Railroad   1

                     	utilitarianism and   1

                  


               	Smith, Adam   1,   2

               	Smith, James McCune   1

               	Smith, John   1

               	Snowden, Edward   1

               	social contract   1

               	Social Contract, The  (Rousseau)   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	social democracy   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7,   8

               	Social Democratic Party (SPD)   1,   2,   3,   4

               	social self-harm   1

               	socialism
        
                     
                  	Beauvoir and   1,   2

                     	Luxemburg and   1,   2,   3

                     	Rawls and   1,   2

                     	Schumpeter and   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

                     	Spooner and   1

                  


               	Socrates   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	Sodomy Act (England, 1533)   1

               	Solanas, Valerie   1

               	Sopranos, The  1

               	Sorkin, Aaron   1

               	Soviet Union (1922–91)   1,   2,   3
        
                     
                  	see also Bolshevik Party

                  


               	Spanish Inquisition   1

               	Spartacist uprising (1919)   1,   2,   3

               	Spooner, Lysander   1

               	sports   1,   2

               	Stalin, Joseph   1,   2,   3,   4

               	state of nature theories   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	Stengel, Casey   1

               	Student League for Industrial Democracy   1

               	Sun Also Rises, The (Hemingway)  1

               	surveillance societies   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	Sweden   1

               	303

               	Switzerland   1

            


         
            T

            	taxation   1

               	Taylor, Elizabeth   1,   2,   3

               	technology   1,   2,   3,   4

               	Thames River Police   1

               	Thatcher, Margaret   1

               	Theory of Economic Development, The  (Schumpeter)   1

               	Theory of Justice, A (Rawls)  1,   2,   3,   4
        
                     
                  	on civil disobedience   1,   2

                     	on equal freedom principle   1

                     	on equal opportunity principle   1

                     	on intuitionism   1

                     	on maximin principle   1,   2,   3

                     	on modus vivendi  1

                     	on reflective equilibrium   1,   2,   3

                     	on utilitarianism   1,   2

                     	on veil of ignorance   1,   2,   3

                     	West Wing, reference in   1,   2

                  


               	Theory of the Partisan (Schmitt)  1

               	Theroux, Alexander   1

               	Thunberg, Greta   1

               	Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche)  1

               	de Tocqueville, Alexis   1,   2

               	Tolstoy, Leo   1

               	trades unions   1

               	TransAtlantic (McCann)  1

               	transparency   1,   2,   3,   4

               	Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (1918)   1

               	Trump, Donald   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	tuberculosis   1,   2

               	Turkey   1

               	Twitter   1

            


         
            U

            	ugliness   1,   2

               	Ukraine   1,   2

               	Underground Railroad   1

               	United Kingdom
        
                     
                  	Chartist movement (1836–58)   1

                     	Christianity in   1,   2,   3

                     	Douglass’ visit (1845–6)   1

                     	First World War (1914–18)   1,   2

                     	Iraq War (2003–11)   1

                     	Irish Famine (1845–52)   1,   2

                     	liberalism   1

                     	304

                     	Napoleonic Wars (1803–15)   1

                     	Partygate (2021–2)   1

                     	see also England; Great Britain

                  


               	United States
        
                     
                  	Civil Rights movement (1954–68)   1

                     	Civil War (1861–5)   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

                     	Constitution (1787)   1,   2,   3,   4

                     	Emancipation Proclamation (1863)   1

                     	First World War (1914–18)   1,   2,   3

                     	Garrisonian movement (1840s–60s)   1,   2,   3

                     	Gilded Age (1870s–90s)   1

                     	Great Society programme (1964–5)   1

                     	Harpers Ferry raid (1859)   1

                     	inequality in   1

                     	Iraq War (2003–11)   1

                     	liberal democracy in   1

                     	McCarthyism (1947–57)   1,   2

                     	Pacific War (1941–5)   1,   2

                     	racism in   1

                     	September  1 attacks (2001)  2

                     	slavery in   1,   2,   3,   4

                     	Trump administration (2017–21)   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

                     	Vietnam War (1955–75)   1,   2

                     	witch hunts in   1

                     	women’s rights in   1

                  


               	University College London   1,   2

               	University of Basel   1

               	utilitarianism   1,   2
        
                     
                  	asceticism and   1,   2

                     	criticism of   1

                     	Douglass and   1

                     	economics and   1,   2

                     	Government House utilitarianism   1,   2

                     	idiocy and   1

                     	law and   1,   2

                     	love and   1

                     	Nietzsche and   1

                     	Rawls and   1,   2,   3

                     	Shklar and   1

                     	‘unnatural’ practices and   1

                  


               	utopia   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6

            


         
            V

            	veganism   1

               	vegetarianism   1,   2

               	Vietnam War (1955–75)   1,   2

               	305

            


         
            W

            	Wagner, Richard   1,   2

               	Wallace, David Foster   1

               	War and Peace (Tolstoy)  1

               	War on Terror (2001–)   1

               	Warens, Françoise-Louise de la Toure, Baronne   1

               	Warhol, Andy   1

               	Way of All Flesh, The (Butler)  1,   2

               	‘We Didn’t Start the Fire’ (Joel)   1

               	Weber, Maximilian   1,   2,   3,   4,   5

               	welfare
        
                     
                  	Nietzsche and   1,   2

                     	Nozick and   1,   2

                     	Rawls and   1,   2,   3,   4

                     	Schmitt and   1

                     	Schumpeter and   1

                  


               	West Wing, The  1,   2,   3

               	WikiLeaks   1

               	Wilhelm II, German Emperor   1

               	‘will to power’   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6

               	Williams, Ted   1

               	Wilson, Woodrow   1,   2,   3

               	Wittgenstein, Ludwig   1,   2,   3

               	Wolfson, Harry   1

               	women’s rights   1,   2

               	Woolf, Virginia   1,   2

               	Wuthering Heights (Brontë)   1

            


         
            X

            	X/Twitter   1

            


         
            Y

            	Yeats, William Butler   1

               	Young, Michael   1

            


         
            Z

            Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (Pirsig)  1

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Also by David Runciman

         

         Confronting Leviathan: A History of Ideas

         Where Power Stops: The Making and Unmaking

of Presidents and Prime Ministers

         How Democracy Ends

         Politics: Ideas in Profile

         The Handover

      
   


   
      
         
            Copyright

         

         
            First published in Great Britain in 2024 by

Profile Books Ltd

29 Cloth Fair

London
EC1A 7JQ

            www.profilebooks.com

            Copyright © David Runciman, 2024

            The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

            A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

            ISBN 978 1 80081 590 2

eISBN 978 180081 591 9

Export ISBN: 978 1 80522 374 0

         

      
   

OPS/TOC.xhtml

    Contents


  

		Title Page


   		Dedication


   		Contents


   		Preface


   		1: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality (1755)


   		2: Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1780)


   		3: Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855)


   		4: Samuel Butler, Erewhon (1872)


   		5: Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality (1887)


   		6: Rosa Luxemburg, The Russian Revolution (1918)


   		7: Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political (1928/1932)


   		8: Joseph Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (1942)


   		9: Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (1949)


   		10: John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (1971)


   		11: Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974)


   		12: Judith Shklar, Ordinary Vices (1984)


   		Author Biographies


   		Further Reading


   		Acknowledgements


   		Index


   		Also by David Runciman


   		Copyright





    Page Navigation





		i


   		ii


   		iii


   		iv


   		v


   		vi


   		vii


   		viii


   		ix


   		x


   		1


   		2


   		3


   		4


   		5


   		6


   		7


   		8


   		9


   		10


   		11


   		12


   		13


   		14


   		15


   		16


   		17


   		18


   		19


   		20


   		21


   		22


   		23


   		24


   		25


   		26


   		27


   		28


   		29


   		30


   		31


   		32


   		33


   		34


   		35


   		36


   		37


   		38


   		39


   		40


   		41


   		42


   		43


   		44


   		45


   		46


   		47


   		48


   		49


   		50


   		51


   		52


   		53


   		54


   		55


   		56


   		57


   		58


   		59


   		60


   		61


   		62


   		63


   		64


   		65


   		66


   		67


   		68


   		69


   		70


   		71


   		72


   		73


   		74


   		75


   		76


   		77


   		78


   		79


   		80


   		81


   		82


   		83


   		84


   		85


   		86


   		87


   		88


   		89


   		90


   		91


   		92


   		93


   		94


   		95


   		96


   		97


   		98


   		99


   		100


   		101


   		102


   		103


   		104


   		105


   		106


   		107


   		108


   		109


   		110


   		111


   		112


   		113


   		114


   		115


   		116


   		117


   		118


   		119


   		120


   		121


   		122


   		123


   		124


   		125


   		126


   		127


   		128


   		129


   		130


   		131


   		132


   		133


   		134


   		135


   		136


   		137


   		138


   		139


   		140


   		141


   		142


   		143


   		144


   		145


   		146


   		147


   		148


   		149


   		150


   		151


   		152


   		153


   		154


   		155


   		156


   		157


   		158


   		159


   		160


   		161


   		162


   		163


   		164


   		165


   		166


   		167


   		168


   		169


   		170


   		171


   		172


   		173


   		174


   		175


   		176


   		177


   		178


   		179


   		180


   		181


   		182


   		183


   		184


   		185


   		186


   		187


   		188


   		189


   		190


   		191


   		192


   		193


   		194


   		195


   		196


   		197


   		198


   		199


   		200


   		201


   		202


   		203


   		204


   		205


   		206


   		207


   		208


   		209


   		210


   		211


   		212


   		213


   		214


   		215


   		216


   		217


   		218


   		219


   		220


   		221


   		222


   		223


   		224


   		225


   		226


   		227


   		228


   		229


   		230


   		231


   		232


   		233


   		234


   		235


   		236


   		237


   		238


   		239


   		240


   		241


   		242


   		243


   		244


   		245


   		246


   		247


   		248


   		249


   		250


   		251


   		252


   		253


   		254


   		255


   		256


   		257


   		258


   		259


   		260


   		261


   		262


   		263


   		264


   		265


   		266


   		267


   		268


   		269


   		270


   		271


   		272


   		273


   		274


   		275


   		276


   		277


   		278


   		279


   		280


   		281


   		282


   		283


   		284


   		285


   		286


   		287


   		288


   		289


   		290


   		291


   		292


   		293


   		294


   		295


   		296


   		297


   		298


   		299


   		300


   		301


   		302


   		303


   		304


   		305





  

OPS/images/logo_online.png
Profile Books





OPS/images/9781800815919_cover_epub.jpg
THE

hUNGIMAN

EQUALETTY SUSTTICESANDEREVMOLEUMIOIN





