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The Question of Good Power

‘Any political system is an accident. It is an accumulation of habits, customs, prejudices, and principles that have survived a long process of trial and error and of ceaseless response to changing circumstances. If the system works well on the whole it is a lucky accident – the luckiest, indeed, that can befall a society, for all of the institutions of the society, and thus its entire character and that of the human types formed within it, depend ultimately on the government and the political order.’

Edward Banfield1

Over the last century governments have shown an unprecedented capacity for doing both good and evil. This is what makes them so fascinating. It is why so many people want to understand how they behave, how they think, how they change us and how they can be changed.

The playwright Samuel Beckett once wrote that ‘the tears of the world are a constant quantity’. The implication is that there is little that governments, or indeed anyone else, can do to reduce human suffering. Yet seen through any historical lens this view, which seems so full of world-weary wisdom, turns out to be untenable. There have been times when most people could expect a reasonably happy life, and times when most could expect a vale of tears.2

What makes the difference? For any one of us the prospects of happiness will depend on such things as our genetic endowment, our character and relationships and where and in what circumstances we were born, as well as sheer luck.3 But for the larger populations of cities or nations what matters most to human happiness is not the climate or the landscape, genes or national characters4 but rather the quality of government in its widest sense, and the extent to which people can govern their own actions. People blessed with peace, order, equity and rights, and governed by benign rulers, stand a far better chance of living a good life, whatever their personal qualities. People living under dictators, without rights, laws or honest officials risk misery and suffering.5

That states matter to human happiness has been apparent ever since the first ones learned how to protect their cities and tax their people.6 But it has become ever more obvious as states’ capacity for both good and evil has grown; from Kyrgyzstan to Canada and Korea their qualities do more to determine people’s well-being than oil, gold and diamonds (which have more often cursed their possessors than helped them7) and more than culture or religion (which turn out to be disappointingly unreliable explanations for anything to do with politics and governance8). According to the fullest analysis yet done of the many factors that explain widely varying levels of happiness in some fifty countries across the world, ‘the effects of the quality of government on well-being were above and beyond the effects flowing through better education, higher incomes and better health, all of which were themselves dependent on the quality of government.’9 Democracies outperform dictatorships, and states which fear the people are far more conducive to well-being than ones that are feared by them.

The most brilliant depiction of the difference between good power and bad power was produced at the dawn of the modern era by the painter Ambrogio Lorenzetti, in the two celebrated frescoes he painted for the Palazzo Pubblico in Siena. The frescoes set out allegories of good and bad government. The walls showing good government display two threads passing from a ruler, inspired by classical virtues, through the hands of the citizens, symbolizing a voluntary political order, to a figure representing judgement. There is a thriving town, with prosperous markets and citizens happily going about their business. Beyond the walls a carefully tended countryside is blooming. It is a vision of benign order, founded on reciprocity between rulers and ruled, on equity and concord. Facing it is the allegory of bad government. There a devilish figure rules; justice has been put aside, and plague, violence and famine have swept the land.

The frescoes are an argument and a vision. They represent an argument that the state should be ruled for the common good rather than by a monarch, and they represent, as a vision, the principles that the leaders and citizens of the city believed themselves to be living out in their republic, which was itself part of a vigorous civic movement across Italy which believed that the state’s freedom rested on the freedom of its citizens.

Lorenzetti’s confident celebration of good government in medieval Siena was to be mocked by history. Within a few years the Black Death arrived in the city, killing him and most of his family. Siena was subjected to repeated attacks, many encouraged by its great rival, Florence. The civic republic was replaced by tyranny. The benign order Lorenzetti had portrayed with such tenderness collapsed, and for many centuries the ideal of civic rule was seen as an anachronism.

The people of Siena thought that they had found an answer to the ancient question of what makes government good. This question has been the central issue of political philosophy for well over two thousand years, and insights can be found in the writings of Christians and Buddhists, Confucians and Muslims and liberals, socialists and conservatives.

What is striking about many of these writings is that the structure of the arguments has changed little over time. According to one side, good government depends on the best people with the best policies being put in charge. The best might be philosophers (depicted in Plato’s Republic), or the ideally wise and virtuous (depicted in Aristotle’s Politics), who provided a standard against which all other kinds of rule could be judged.

On the other side of the world, in India and China, similar claims were made. China was the first empire to move beyond the idea that rulers ruled solely because of divine sanction, birth or force of arms. By around 1000 BCE it had become accepted (at least in theory) that rulers should rule only because of their personal moral virtues. If they ceased to be virtuous their people would be entitled to depose them. Later, in India, similar arguments tookhold in the vigorous republics of the north, and the Buddha argued against there being any role for a god, or for birthright, in determining who should rule. Instead righteousness was the only valid basis for a ruler’s authority.

But within each civilization thinkers also acknowledged that the virtue of individual leaders was rarely enough. Too much reliance on leaders’ ethics involves what psychologists call the ‘fundamental attribution error’: the tendency wrongly to attribute behaviours to people’s characters rather than to the situations they find themselves in. Aristotle argued that although the ruler’s good character might be the single best guarantee of good government, it is also the least reliable since rulers are so often corrupted by power. Even the best can turn bad. In any case there would never be a simple causal linkbetween leaders’ personal qualities and their successes (George Schultz, the former US Secretary of State, wrote in his memoirs that he could never understand how President Reagan could know so little but achieve so much). So a better guarantee of good government was the rule of laws which could protect the community’s wider interests, since no ruler, however intelligent, could design the laws in such a way that they would always favour his interests.10 These laws might guarantee a division of powers of the kind seen in Republican Rome, where what to modern eyes looks like a bizarre confusion of institutions and functions competed so as to avoid the alternative of kingship. Laws might govern a confederation of cities. And laws might confer sovereignty or self-rule on the people, as in ancient Athens.

Two thousand years of subsequent history have done little to change the shape of these arguments. We still want good men and women to rule us and we still lookto laws and structures to rein in the venal and corrupt (the British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was once asked what the collective noun was for heads of governments: a ‘lack’ of principals was his reply).11

The fundamental tasks facing governments have also changed surprisingly little. Communities need states to protect them, to promote their welfare, to enforce justice and to uphold truth, and in carrying out these tasks contemporary states face some of the same ambiguities as their predecessors. All have to use force, and sometimes guile, to get their writ to run. All have to cultivate economic prosperity so that they can raise enough tax to pay for armies and roads, just like their predecessors millennia ago. All have to avoid overreaching themselves and meddling too much in the lives of the people they are meant to serve. And all have to remain legitimate while taking unpleasant actions: the novelist Carlos Fuentes’ comment that politics is ‘the art of swallowing toads without making a face’ applies just as well to ancient monarchs as to modern Prime Ministers.

This book is interested both in what has changed and in what remains unchanged. It is concerned with morality in its widest sense: with the many ways in which the word ‘should’ comes into the business of government – what governments should do, how they should treat their citizens, when they should go to war, and when they should be honest or secretive, loyal or disloyal. And it is concerned with the many meanings that the word ‘good’ can have in relation to government.

To make sense of these questions I’ve drawn on many sources. The first source is literature. There is a vast literature on power, which it would take many lifetimes to absorb. I have had to be very selective. But I have deliberately drawn on ideas and literature from across the world, and from across many periods, rather than assuming that the modern West has a monopoly of wisdom about good government. There are risks in attempting to use such an extensive literature, and I don’t doubt that some specialists will take issue with my interpretations of the sources that I have drawn on. But the justification for my approach is that it may reveal patterns that are otherwise invisible and, in a century when China and India are likely to reassert their traditional roles as leading powers, I doubt that it will long remain acceptable for western political thought to remain so oblivious to the insights that can be found in their traditions.

The second source is experience. I have worked as a local government official, an activist, an advocate, an employee of a parliament and, later, as an adviser to a Prime Minister and as a senior civil servant. I’ve also visited and worked for many governments around the world. I have seen very many lives changed for the better by governments, and I’ve worked with many honest and decent public servants. But I have also seen the darker, and drabber, sides of government. Governments can’t help but see people as problems to be managed, and they can’t help preferring passive gratitude to active scepticism.12 They may have little in common with the cartoon caricatures that make up much of the description of government in literature, television and film, but most do have inbuilt biases in favour of the rich and powerful, and most do contain plenty of manipulators who love intrigue, who have lost whatever moral compass they may once have had, and who protect themselves with a steely cynicism.

Drawing both on written sources and direct experience, this book is an attempt to respond to a double revolution. The first revolution has transformed how nations are governed. Today there are no self-proclaimed empires, no philosopher kings and no aristocracies in the strict sense. Totalitarian regimes are a pale shadow of their former selves, and even military dictatorships are out of fashion. Instead there are well over a hundred democracies (including one, Bulgaria, which has for a time elected a former monarch), and quite a few genuine innovations in governance, like the novel hybrids of the European Union.

Compared to monarchy, fascism or communism the moral advantages of representative democracy are not hard to discern: although democracies contain plenty of lazy and self-serving bureaucrats most of the vices of power – from cruelty and greed to lies and violence – are at least partially held in check. But with the spread of democracy to regions as varied as Mongolia and Madagascar its tensions and moral contradictions have become more visible. As many of the ancient philosophers warned, democracy can easily descend into populism and prejudice and a search for real or imagined enemies. It can become a fig-leaf for oligarchs, masking profound inequalities of power. And it can all too easily sap its own energies, drifting into a sullen fatalism. A large majority of the world’s population now believes that democracy is the best form of government; but almost equally large majorities believe that political leaders are unethical or dishonest, and in the mature democracies large minorities doubt whether their governments reflect the will of the people. Addressing these weaknesses and providing democracy with its own sources of renewable energy lookset to be among the great tasks for this century, tasks for which history provides no obvious guides.

The other revolution is global. The sharply rising population densities that made states so essential in the Middle East’s fertile crescent and eastern China five thousand years ago are now being matched by much greater interdependence on a global scale and a clutch of ‘wicked’ problems, from nuclear proliferation and climate change to poverty and virulent disease, that are unlikely to be resolved without authority at a global scale. Existing global institutions lack the power to do much about these problems, and are locked in a difficult struggle with superpowers that are doubtful of the very idea that they might subordinate themselves to international law. Finding ways to make and remake effective and legitimate global institutions looks set to be another great task for this century, and again it is one for which there are no obvious precedents.

I argue that the best way to understand government both within nations and globally is through the lens of service. Most western political theory starts from individuals, and then derives conclusions about how constitutions or governments should be organized either to promote individuals’ rights or to protect them from each other. I am concerned with government as a relationship that we are born into, an imperfect and messy relationship which at best is one of service and at worst is one of domination and oppression. It is from this relationship that the state’s powers derive, and it is the mutual dependence of rulers and ruled that gives all politics its distinctive hues. To ascribe laws and constitutions to god, or natural laws, or human nature, inevitably leads to confusion. Individual rights are not prior to government; instead they are comprehensible only as an aspect of the relationship that people have with governments, and like so many of our freedoms, they rest on the ability of governments to use force to defend them.

The idea that governments have a responsibility to serve the people can be traced far back through time, to Chinese notions of a ‘mandate of heaven’, Indian ideas of rajadharma (the moral duties of kings) and western arguments that power rests on the consent of the governed. But it is only in the last century that states have had the tools and techniques to act as genuine servants. One French historian wrote that ‘nobody was governed before the later nineteenth century’,13 and it was only after states acquired the means to survey, monitor, direct and shape millions of people’s daily lives that they could contemplate pensions systems and health services, police forces to keep order or regulators to keep air and water safe.

There is much to celebrate in these changes. But governments’ roles as servants are fraught with ambiguities, and these ambiguities have become more acute as governments’ powers have grown. Good governments are servants to the people who are their masters, but when they pass laws and collect taxes governments also act as masters to the people they serve. All governments have interests that are different from those of the public; all governments use methods that are necessarily impersonal, abstract and cold, almost the opposite qualities to those that we expect from a true servant; and all governments can, in extremis, suspend the rules that govern them. Exploring and understanding these ambiguities is the precondition for intelligent politics, whether one’s goal is radical reform or conservative caution.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT POWER

Pascal described ‘looking at pictures which are too near or too far away. There is just one indivisible point which is the right place.’ In painting, he wrote, ‘the rules of perspective decide it. But how will it be decided when it comes to truth and morality?’

This has been a constant problem for writers interested in power: how to get the right distance so as to understand underlying causes rather than surface phenomena. Much of the literature on power is flawed because of the limits of its perspective: the hagiographies and biographies of great men and women, and the self-justifying autobiographies usually stand too close, while the analyses that point to deep forces and ineluctable logics and the stories of betrayal and disillusion, conspiracy and courage usually stand too far back.

Much western political theory has sought a high vantage point, gazing down in search of an ultimate explanation of power: reason working its way through history, class conflict, human will or the drive for power, or some other collection of instincts. Much of it has been essentially deductive, attempting to derive conclusions about government and its morality from first principles. To modern readers it can come as a surprise to learn that in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it was widely believed that political theory and ethics were more surely grounded forms of knowledge than the natural sciences. But the arguments about governance that were made by the pioneers of modern political theory – like Thomas Hobbes or John Locke – were not based on observation or experiment. Instead they were deduced from the natural laws that God had embedded in the world, and these deductions were the basis for what was taken to be a science of human affairs.14

Most of the greatest thinkers about power, from Kautilya, Confucius and Aristotle through to Machiavelli, were more pragmatic than this, perhaps because they had served as advisers to rulers. According to tradition, Kautilya was not only the chief minister of the great Indian Emperor Chandragupta but also helped him to gain his throne.15 The Buddha served as an adviser to Bimbisara, the ruler of Magadha, and was familiar with the great variety of states that existed in northern India at the time. Aristotle taught the young Alexander before he set off to conquer the world. Plato sought a prince, and was briefly, and unhappily, an adviser to the tyrant Dionysius. Confucius went in search of a prince but failed, lamenting at the end of his life: ‘No intelligent ruler arises to take me as his master.’ Machiavelli worked as an ambassador and as adviser to Piero Soderini of Florence (although his greatest writings date from his period of unemployment after the Medicis won power).

All of them had some feeling for the ambiguities of power, and this made them reluctant to rely too much on deductive reasoning. Then as now, the best political thinkers understood that politics rests on apparently paradoxical truths. Peace depends on war. Freedom on order. Stability on change. Liberty on violence. Security on fear. The greatest political thinkers therefore leavened abstract logic with observations of the messy turbulence of politics and power in the kingdoms and republics they saw around them.16

There are good reasons for doing this. Precisely because power is so inseparable from every other aspect of daily life, no single theoretical perspective will ever be adequate to explain it. Deduction can lead thought badly astray, and science cannot offer any wholly reliable explanations of the psychological complexity of real societies, the motivations of leaders, or the organizational dynamics of parties and states. There are simply too many variables and, as with other areas of social knowledge, whatever is learned itself becomes a factor in the object of study, so that like the physicist investigating the inner workings of the atom, each new observation of the workings of states itself changes the nature of the state.

Power is part of life, not separate from it. We all want others to do things for us, to love us or to obey. Every relationship has power in it: the relationship of parent and child, friend and friend, employer and worker, lover and lover.17 This inherent complexity may be why there is no settled science of the state, and why the same state can during a single day act out many different theories: economic theories that emphasize class power, and the role of the state in upholding dominant interests; pluralist theories that emphasize the competition for power and public participation through political parties; or rationalist theories that explain the state’s behaviour as a means to maximize the rewards for officials and their allies.18

It follows that the conditions for good government cannot be deduced logically from presumptions about human nature, universal rights or ideologies. Instead they have to be learned, painfully, from experience. We use the language of universals to make sense of these lessons, perhaps because it is too frightening to admit just how much of human affairs is improvised. But these abstract ideas are useful fictions, no more and no less. Rousseau put it well:

people begin by seeking rules, on which they ought to agree for the common good; and then they apply the term ‘natural law’ to the collection of these rules with no other proof than the good they feel would result from their universal practice.

So the answer to Pascal’s question is that there is no right distance from which to view power. Too much closeness can be as disabling as too much distance. From afar power looks mysterious and full of conspiracies. From close up the people involved look reasonable, humane and constrained. From afar the powerful look untrammelled; yet the powerful are always acutely aware of their constraints. Both positions, the close and the distant, impose an excess of meaning on what is often chaotic, which is why the best vantage point may be with one foot inside and one outside – the vantage point of a long tradition of political philosophy, from Ibn Khaldun and Niccol Ò Machiavelli to Thomas More and Antonio Gramsci, which has sought to ‘triangulate’: to lookhead on but also sideways, from inside out and from outside in.

THE SHAPE OF THE ARGUMENT

This book begins by asking about the underlying character of the state. Chapter 2 looks at how states took shape, what made them grow or decline, and what was the basis of their power. I look at how they dealt with the ‘problems of other people’ – the unavoidable difficulties that arise when many people share the same space together – as well as how states served the warriors, families and cliques who stood at their apex. In Chapter 3 I show how the growth of new knowledge and the widening of connections greatly amplified states’ power for good and evil.

I then turn in Chapter 4 to the moral quality of states, and ask how widely different societies have thought about what they should do and how they should serve their people. At first glance modern states have little in common with their sparse and spare predecessors, which could barely maintain a modicum of order, let alone contemplate vast social security systems. Yet some of the moral arguments that surround them are remarkably similar.

Next, in Chapters 5 and 6, I look at why so many states have merely paid lip service to moral goals. I examine how states have been captured by small groups, and why states’ primary concern is their own survival. Chapter 7 probes the moral complexities of power: how we should think about moral principles, and how morality comes to bear on decisions about war and peace, tax and welfare. Chapter 8 describes the role of revolt as a force for moral improvement, and Chapter 9 explores precisely what it is about democracy that encourages good government.

In Chapter 10 I show that democracies, like all regimes, suffer from tendencies to decay and alienation, and the succeeding chapters address the necessary conditions for the renewal of good government: Chapter 11 describes how ethics are cultivated among leaders or officials; Chapter 12, the roles and responsibilities of the people themselves; Chapter 13, the contribution of open knowledge and argument; and Chapter 14, the role of other states and of global agencies in reinforcing good behaviour. Finally, Chapter 15 asks about the duties of governments to future generations, and Chapter 16 suggests how politics and governance might evolve in radically new directions, beyond the largely nineteenth-century western models with which the world has become so familiar.

Throughout I emphasize that it is in the everyday prose of service that the best qualities of government are made manifest (I have become suspicious of abstractions, grand words and stories, perhaps because of having had to write too many politicians’ speeches). Many people still long for soaring rhetoric and beautiful ideals, but these are usually deceptions, throwbacks to an immature politics in which the public sits passive and admiring, bedazzled by the fineries of power, or hypnotized by revolutionaries. They are deceptions that have usually let people down, while the humbler prose of government has often served them well.

I also emphasize the vulnerability of good government. That democratic ideals of service are dominant today is more the result of good fortune – the victory of the democracies in wars both hot and cold – than of any underlying logic in human affairs. It is not hard to imagine scenarios in which powerful nations drift towards illiberal authoritarianism or worse. John Adams wrote only two centuries ago, in the early years of American independence, that ‘democracy never lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.’ Imperial ideologies, claiming rights to act which they deny to others, remain strong. Past history has shown many good governments consigned to the scrapheap by their own mistakes, or by the cunning of more ruthless neighbours.

History is one reason for being cautious. The other is that now, as in the past, many people have been attracted by the idea that morality is a costly luxury, a delusion for the naïve and soft-headed. President Mitterrand was once asked by his adviser Jacques Attali to define the most important quality in a leader: his answer was ‘indifference’. Mitterrand took pleasure in being nicknamed ‘the Florentine’,19 and stood in a long line of leaders who believed that power is its own justification and that values are nothing more than convenient garments to be worn or discarded at will. Talleyrand, the great surviver of the French revolutionary era, is sometimes taken as a model of this kind of flexibility. During France’s 1830 July revolution he heard the sound of church bells signalling that the riots were over and turned to an assistant to say: ‘We’re winning.’ ‘Who are we?’ the assistant asked. ‘I’ll tell you tomorrow,’ Talleyrand replied.

This sort of cynicism is sometimes described as realism. But from the point of view of the public it is more like betrayal. True realism doesn’t ignore morality. Instead it navigates the tensions between absolute moral principles and shifting social realities. Confucian thinkers, for example, often wrote about the need to balance ‘right’ with ‘expediency’ and Max Weber, one of the modern West’s greatest thinkers about political power, wrote that there are only two mortal sins in politics: lack of realism and lack of responsibility for the consequences of decisions. This is why the morality of power is never solely a matter of principles and rules. It also involves judgements between equally unpalatable alternatives, and choices between alternative goods rather than between goods and bads.20

Good government is one of the very best things that can happen to any society. Contrary to conventional wisdom, I show that the business of government is becoming more moral, not less; that many governments are stumbling closer to an ideal of service that has been imagined for as long as states have existed but was rarely realized; and that, just as new knowledge has given governments vastly greater power, it has also made them more dependent, more accountable, and more embedded in their societies. But good government is also always fragile, always vulnerable to capture by special interests and self-serving elites, and always at risk of becoming detached from the people it is meant to serve and from ideals. Perhaps this uncertainty, which sits just behind the blithe confidence of official pronouncements and the bold façades of public buildings, is what makes government so fascinating. Perhaps, too, this is why so many commit their lives to bringing the reality closer to the ideal.
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The Origins of the State

‘You are the servant of the servants of God and not their master; you are the protector and not the owner of your people.’

Admonition to Henry I of England,
after his coronation

On Saturday 30 April 2005, nine million mobile phone users in Beijing received a text message. The message was from the police and read: ‘Express patriotism rationally. Don’t take part in illegal protests. Don’t make trouble. Help by not creating trouble, love the nation by not breaking the law.’ The message came after a period of street protests directed against the government in Japan and prompted by the publication of educational books there which made no mention of Japanese atrocities in China in the 1930s. The protests had been encouraged by the Chinese authorities. But it was now time to call a halt.

The message symbolized the complex position of the modern Chinese state: it was halfway between a command and an entreaty. It was an instruction but it also asked people to ‘help’. It implored people to obey the law not through fear but through love.

The Chinese state is unique in the modern world, both because of its scale and because it holds a vast country together through a single political party which monopolizes political power while proclaiming in front of its headquarters that it exists to ‘serve the people’. But the ambiguous tone of its message in April 2005 could stand for any modern state that is grappling with how simultaneously to be a servant and a master.

Today we live in a world dominated by states that claim rights over people: rights to command, to punish and to instruct. Although from a distance the world still looks as if it is made up of mountains and rivers, deserts and plains, dotted here and there with towns and cities shining light into the sky, every blade of grass, grain of sand and inch of tundra is now claimed by a sovereign power,1 and which side of their borders you live on can be a matter of life and death. The historical record offers not a single example of a successful society of any size or density without highly organized, specialized functions of power, even though many, like the first colonists of Iceland and the USA, dreamed of creating a society without a state. It is a common optical illusion of a highly individualistic world that people see themselves as self-made and independent. The order that states provide is so taken for granted that we barely notice how much we are protected from gunmen and bandits, plagues and currency collapses, or consider why it is that we can fly from one continent to another, leave our savings in a bank or campaign against another state’s misdemeanours. Yet by any past standards the most striking features of the modern world include not only its freedoms and prosperity but also the degree to which it is ordered and governed.

In this chapter I analyse the character of the states which we now depend on by looking at how their past illuminates their present: what needs did they serve, why did they evolve as they did, and how did they turn into purveyors of mass text messages and managers of pension systems and nuclear weapons?

THE ROOTS OF GOVERNMENT

Over many millennia of human history people lived without states, taxes, armies or officials. But the roots of government go deep. In 1945 the anthropologist George Murdock collated a celebrated list of universal cultural traits that were to be found in every one of the many hundreds of human societies documented by Yale University. The list included such things as weaving and sexual restrictions, but it also included government, law, penal sanctions, ethics and community organization. Murdock’s list suggested that the ability to form rules and to govern is a universal human trait.

Archaeology confirms the point by demonstrating the antiquity of government and rule. The 32,000-year-old burials at Sungir in Russia, vastly older than the pyramids, are indicative. Amid extensive living areas, two graves contain the body of what is thought to have been a prince, with 4,900 beads, a decorated belt with 250 canine teeth from polar fox, an ivory statuette of a mammoth and an ivory lance, and the body of a girl, decorated with even more beads. Since it has been estimated that each bead might have taken forty-five minutes to prepare, a huge amount of labour was involved in burying two young people whose prestige must have come as much from their offices as from their achievements. From the very earliest times, it seems, human society was not only organized into the very extensive networks needed to gather these objects,2 it also had hierarchy, differentiation and elites which could command the time of others.3

Much of the history of how loose-knit communities evolved into societies ruled by chiefs, and then into states and empires has been lost.4 We lack hard evidence on whether states grew more because trade encouraged co-operation or because war gave people little choice but to arm themselves in bigger groups.5 The later written records with which states described their own origins are of little help. The Sumerian records, for example, show kingship descending fully formed from the heavens, even though the archaeological evidence shows that councils of elders ruled before kings and that temples long pre-dated palaces.6 What is clear, however, is that states appeared in tandem with surpluses. Once there were surpluses – particularly surpluses of food – someone needed to record, manage and distribute them. With control over surpluses came prestige and power, and so before long communities had to define who had power over whom, and as bands became tribes, and then nations, that power was amplified and given ever more sophisticated symbolic expression as the powerful claimed privileged access to the world of spirits and gods.7

From the earliest times these divisions of power were not accepted as natural. One of the hallmarks of the human imagination is that it can see power as artificial. Surpluses could be fought over and kings could be overturned. Rebellion, then as now, is as natural as obedience, and as soon as writing passed beyond the control of the state these ideas were articulated with great force, in descriptions of the people’s right to revolt against bad rulers (by Mencius in ancient China and in parts of the Mahabharata), of kingship as part of the world of illusion (by Buddha in ancient northern India), and of the meek inheriting the earth (by Jesus in the ancient Middle East).8

THE STRUGGLES TO CAPTURE STATES

Vast energies have been devoted to capturing states and the surpluses they controlled, and much of history (and much of the best drama inspired by history) documents the intrigues and brutal struggles for state power.

The will for power and recognition is by no means universal. Machiavelli, whose writings are often invoked to support a cynical view of human motivation, believed that although among the ‘grandi’, the urban elites, it was easy to see ‘a great desire to dominate others’, most people’s ‘sole desire is not to be dominated; as a result their principal wish is to live freely’, to enjoy ‘the common benefit of a free way of life’.

But wherever population densities rose the struggle for surplus resources brought out the worst in people. Violence and conflict, ditches and walls, intimidation and rape, differentiated identities to mark out ‘us’ from ‘them’ are all being brought to light in the archaeology of the millennia before states emerged. Anyone who failed to grasp power risked being enslaved by others. Plunder and conquest offered more rewards than quiet cultivation, allowing the winners, who became chiefs, kings and emperors, to monopolize the biggest houses, the treasures of gold and precious stones, and the most beautiful women. The winners could spread their genes and their gods, and write the laws to reinforce the gradations of status that most suited them, defining who owed what to whom. The lucky losers became slaves; the unlucky ones were slaughtered. In every early civilization systematic inequalities were reinforced by the state, not least through intense efforts to show that hierarchies were natural.9

By the time states emerge from the mists of prehistory, most of the free-standing towns and cities that had carried civilization forward in an earlier phase – like the messy townscape of Çatal Hüyük in modern Turkey, and more ordered cities like Jericho next to the Dead Sea – had already been crushed or absorbed into larger kingdoms, which were throwing themselves with gusto into warfare against their neighbours. These early states appear at times like criminal enterprises that had found the ideal way of perpetuating and legitimizing themselves since, by definition, whatever states do cannot be criminal. The winners’ priority was usually to extract value: as much as possible, as quickly as possible. The rulers were warriors, like Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk, or the kings and princes that Homer described, and their struggles to capture states dominate the histories of Babylon and Assyria, the earliest Chinese records of the Shang and the Zhou, and the Old Testament. To avoid constant war, these predatory rulers sometimes came to agreements about boundaries, recognizing each other’s monopoly rights to dominate the people within their territories. But since honour among thieves is limited they could never trust that treaties and promises would not be broken.

Five thousand years ago, a world where individual chiefs had to build up their own wealth and prestige during their lifetime was evolving into one where roles were clearly defined, recognized, and passed on. New words were being used to describe kings and emperors, who had become ever more distant from the common people and endowed with supernatural powers, rather than simply being first among equals: Sumer’s en, ensi and lugal (a word literally meaning ‘big man’), Egypt’s nswt (or pharaoh), and Shang China’s wang differed in terms of their precise powers, yet were all comparable, and distinct from the chiefs who went before them in their capacity to make laws, and to command a bureaucracy.

The earliest states to appear in the historical record – from Sumer and Egypt to China – can appear remarkably modern. Their work revolved around records and statistics: clay tablets, wooden rods, coloured and knotted strings. They were powers serving populations in a defined territory; they were recognized as the paramount source of authority by most of the people within that territory; they imposed binding rules; they were run by a specialized group of officials and financed by taxes; and they were protected by another specialized group who defended them and attacked others. They were recognized by other states that shared these characteristics, and they were identified with, at least by some of the population they ruled.

In ancient Sumeria, where the very earliest states emerged, some very modern features stand out. Despite the warrior values of the Epic of Gilgamesh the Sumerian city-states of the third millennium BCE were not built for conquest, though some did conquer others. Nor were they primarily designed to worship gods, though they did have temples. Instead they were essentially designed for sustenance and survival, distributing and storing grain, and recording in detail who got what and why. They were welfare states built on the new surpluses of agrarian society, under the grip of accountants and auditors, who stumbled into the invention of writing to keep records of who had paid taxes. The en was the leader of the bureaucracy and presided over a rigid hierarchy with some 130 specialized roles, mainly concerned with grain, textiles, metals and flocks, and set out in rank order in official documents. The literacy and numeracy on which the system depended were jealously guarded by scribes who secured their position in a quickly stratified class structure (although despite the great scale of cities like Uruk, half the size Rome was in 100 ce, there were relatively few signs of privately owned wealth, or separate residential areas for the wealthy).10

In the succeeding millennia many different forms of state took shape until, by the fifth century BCE, most of the forms of the state that we now know already existed: despotism, democracy, theocracy and oligarchy were already familiar, along with treaties and assemblies, bureaucracies and legislators. There were intensive, almost totalitarian, states (like Sparta) and democratic governments overseeing cosmopolitan freewheeling cities (like Athens). There were republics that were hostile to the very idea of kingship (like Rome, whose last king was deposed in 510 BCE), aristocratic republics (like the north Indian one where the Buddha was born in the sixth century BCE) and empires that believed their rulers to be gods (like Egypt). There were kingdoms in which church and state were intertwined (like the Jewish kingdoms). Sometimes states appear to have jumped into the historical record already fully formed. Ministerial roles in Zhou China (described in the ‘Book of History’11 at the end of the second millennium BCE) are easily recognizable: there were ministers for education, rites, war, punishments and economy, and a Prime Minister, not dissimilar to the twenty-first-century state (though now public relations has replaced rites). On the other side of the world, by the first century BCE, Rome had public infrastructures, competitive elections and propaganda, individual legal rights, job-creation schemes and a rough and ready welfare system.

These states often described themselves as bringing cosmic order in place of the chaos that existed both before them and beyond their borders. In the Indian tradition, for example, before government was instituted men were said to have lived in anarchy, reigned over by evil in a world where the strong destroyed the weak.

But in truth the new states delivered as much violence as they contained. One of Aesop’s fables captures the point. The frogs are concerned about the chaos of their lives and send a deputation to Zeus asking him to give them a king (‘Give us a king, give us a ruler’). Zeus throws down a log, and the frogs are at first impressed by the big splash it makes but are then disappointed when it issues no commands. A second deputation then goes to Zeus, pleading for him to send them a real king and prompting the annoyed god to give them a water snake as their ruler, which promptly proceeds to swallow his new subjects.

If the risks were high for people ruled over by states, they were also high for anyone nearby. Each time a strong state emerged the peoples living around it faced a simple choice: to form an alliance with it, copy it, or risk being swallowed up by it. Many of the peoples living close to early states chose to follow suit, in Mesopotamia and up the Tigris and Euphrates, in China around the Yellow River and the Yangtze, in the Levant, and in the Indus Valley.12 Ever since, the character of states has been shaped by their dual nature – looking inwards to a territory and a people, and looking outwards to other states. And, ever since, states have been transformed by their response to other states, from Athens’ responses to Sparta in the fifth century BCE to Japan’s Meiji modernization in response to Commodore Perry’s black ships in 1852–3.

THE NEED FOR STATES AND THE PROBLEMS CAUSED BY OTHER PEOPLE

What needs did states meet? It is risky to interpret institutions functionally, as if they could only exist if they met an inescapable need. But states do not exist solely because some people found them a convenient way to exploit others.

Any community has to solve the ‘problems of other people’. The most pressing is the threat of violence.13 Murder rates in most past societies were dramatically higher than they are today. We may not be naturally murderous, but without severe punishments and restraints people do turn more quickly to the knife (or now the gun) to settle scores. Then there are conflicting interests. People may want the same land, the same goods or the same lovers. The more dense the society the more inescapable some of these conflicts are likely to be. Some can be dealt with by the ten commandments and their equivalents in other cultures, forbidding murder, theft or adultery. But others are less easy to prohibit through simple rules.

There are the problems of simple exploitation, for example where one farmer knows that others will have to maintain a shared irrigation system even if he does not, or where only one sibling bothers to lookafter an ageing parent. There are the problems that economists describe as ‘externalities’, the costs that some people impose on others: for example, pouring sewage into rivers used for drinking water (businesses are particularly prone to externalize costs in the pursuit of profit, which is why laws and regulations force them to lookafter their employees’ safety or cut pollution). There are the many situations where what is rational for one person becomes irrational for the community as a whole – the various ‘prisoners’ dilemmas’ (if I cheat and you don’t, I gain; if we both cheat we both lose); the various ‘tragedies of the commons’ (in which individuals overuse a shared resource);14 and the problems of public goods like clean air and defence.15 Societies without rules and authority to solve these problems easily slide into an unhappy and grimly distrustful state, accumulating free-riders who take advantage of others, and who then elicit the resentment and bitterness to which human beings seem so well disposed.16

Communities also need to align their everyday behaviours and beliefs. Some of this happens naturally. We are reasonably good at aligning what we do with other people around us, picking up subtle social cues, for example about how to walk on busy pavements without knocking other people down. But large-scale co-ordination isn’t automatic. Self-interest may drive people to co-operate in creating networks of irrigation, sharing scarce resources or keeping watch on each other’s children. But often it takes an outside authority to set rules, or to encourage common mental models that make daily life easier: thereafter communities may be happier if everyone drives on the same side of the road, uses the same shape of electrical plugs, takes holidays on the same days, recognizes the same monies, obeys the same laws, shares a similar repertoire of social behaviours, or even speaks the same language, and often these depend on a state to impose them.

For all of this to happen communities need trust. From Confucius to Bertrand de Jouvenel, political philosophers have seen the promotion of trust as a primary task of the state. Laws, shared norms, shared languages and scripts can all contribute to trust, and make it possible for people to trade and exchange or to establish common projects over long stretches of time and space. In the modern era common standards and protocols (ranging from the technical rules governing how computers talk to each other, to the regulations banning incitements to hatred) have come to play a similar role. They provide some of the soft infrastructures on which human intercourse depends. Just as good fences make good neighbours, unambiguous rules make it easier for people to trust each other casually.17 When the community is threatened, trust between members of the community may be decisive in helping it to survive. A society riven by mutual resentment and lacking any shared moral purpose starts from a huge defensive disadvantage.

Each of these types of problem – the problems of competing interests, co-ordination and trust – can be solved voluntarily without a state. For millennia people entrusted their most life-threatening and life-enhancing risks, such as getting married, having children, planting crops or migrating to a new territory, to social networks and organizations far removed from any state. Much of the machinery of the modern welfare state was created first in independent clubs and associations providing mutual support and insurance. But voluntarism has never been more than a very partial answer to the problems of other people. Even with the optimistic assumption that conflicting interests can be overcome, any voluntary agreement will be time consuming to reach and costly to enforce, and in very large communities dialogue and enforcement on such a scale is practically impossible. Without a state to arbitrate, communities tend to breed exploitation and cheating, particularly when people cannot check on others’ behaviour, or when their interactions are limited in time.18 Without a state there will be no records – clay tablets (as in Sumeria), scrolls (as in Rome), or cardboard files (Britain’s great contribution to bureaucracy, invented in 1868) – to track who has paid their taxes or committed crimes. There may be an order of sorts, but it will be unbalanced and illegitimate by comparison with a social order held together by a state.19

VIOLENCE, MONEY AND TRUST

States exist both because they are useful to their rulers and because they can be useful to everyone else. This dual character – that of a master and that of a servant – is reflected in the sources of power which states have drawn on. The most visible source of power for any state is force, which has traditionally been seen as their most basic capacity (Max Weber defined states as monopolies of violence),20 and as a decisive reason why states find it so hard to be moral.21 Violence is usually a simpler and cheaper way to secure obedience than rewards. States certainly do everything they can to crush competing centres of military power, from rebel armies to terrorists, and traditionally rulers’ sovereignty was most purely expressed in their power over the life and death of their people. In China, for example, the ruler’s authority was based on ‘ritually directed violence in the form of sacrifices, warfare and hunting’22–in other words the legitimized taking of life – and to this day the American President retains the right to pardon criminals on death row.

But Weber’s definition of the state as an organization holding a monopoly of violence in a particular territory is misleading. Before the modern era no states possessed a monopoly in this sense. Beyond a few days’ march from their capitals or army camps their reach was limited.23 Most depended uneasily on governors, lords and vassals. The grandest empires were capable of vast works: pyramids, huge irrigation schemes, temples like Angkor Wat or cities like Teotihuacán, and elaborate networks of roads. But they couldn’t easily mandate what should happen in a town a hundred miles from their capitals. China was one of the most intensively governed states, with a huge bureaucracy and secret police, but in the words of a very old saying ‘the hills are high and the emperor is far away’, and beneath the façade of dignified stability the country was at times a cauldron of rebellion (often with vast death tolls, like the 20 million who died in the nineteenth-century Taiping revolt). In Russia Peter the Great issued ukases (decrees) to his lords and officials, but once, in desperation, had to issue a ukase commanding them to obey all the other ukases. So the tools available to states were limited: they could fight, and build bridges and canals, and even design new religions. But they could do little to cure sickness, to stop riots, or to make more than a few people rich.

Only in relatively recent times have states even been able to maintain a rough monopoly of legitimate violence, with the help of extensive communications systems, roads and railways, and national police forces. In England, this was the great achievement of the Tudors, who demilitarized the great lords, forcing them to disband their armed retainers and to dismantle their fortresses (thereafter their applications for licences to crennellate their castles were refused). In France Louis XIII, on his minister Richelieu’s advice, destroyed rebel lords’ castles too. In the rest of Europe the state’s monopoly of violence is usually dated to the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, which abolished the private armies of counts and earls. As a result Weber’s definition works better for the modern than the ancient world, and the absence of a monopoly of violence has indeed now become the best indicator that a state is failing. Weakstates typically preside over higher levels of violence than strong ones, sometimes collaborating with the perpetrators, sometimes turning a blind eye (Sudan’s government did all of these things with the Janjaweed militias that terrorized Darfur in the 2000s). Conversely the best markof states with a high capacity to govern, and even more of democratic states, is that casual violence diminishes greatly, and control of violence has become a defining feature not just of nation states but also of transnational government (the most important provision of the UN Charter was the promise that it would criminalize acts of state aggression).

But violence is never enough. States’ ability to sustain armies and police forces has always depended on money, or to be more precise, on their ability to command people’s time. In Charles Tilly’s words, ‘almost all war-making states borrow extensively, raise taxes, and conscript the means of combat – including men – from reluctant citizens.’24 In ancient times every state engaged in slavery and the trade in people – often the product of raiding a neighbour’s territory to seize workers and wives. In Han China the peasants had to give one month each year to the Emperor. Absolutist France bequeathed us the word ‘corváe’, and conscription for armies (each young man giving two or three years of his life to the state) survives in many places to this day. In medieval Europe feudal obligation formalized the state’s power over time into complex systems of duty. But just as ancient states lacked a monopoly over violence so did they also lack a monopoly power to tax. Instead both of these powers had to be bartered and exchanged for sanctioned autonomy. The satrap, governor and tax farmer were all proof that the state’s monopoly was limited.

Taxes and corváes were ways of capturing and controlling surpluses. The food surpluses of the hydraulic civilizations of ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt provided the basis for empire,25 and for the glittering extravagance of ziggurats and pyramids; the new technologies of the late medieval period generated the surpluses that paved the way for absolutism, with its ocean-going fleets and vast palaces; and the industrial revolution’s even bigger surpluses made possible the new European empires and totalitarianism.

As states’ control over violence grew so did their power over time. England’s decisive step forward came when Henry VIII started to levy taxes for purposes other than warfare in 1540, and by the time of the Napoleonic Wars the British state was raising nearly a quarter of national income in taxes, far more than its enemy France. Modern rulers jealously guard their monopoly power to issue money, and the central banksits alongside the military at the heart of the modern nation state. Time can be more easily controlled in labour markets where it is bought and sold impersonally, and taxes on income, sales and wealth achieve some of the same results as the corvée, so that in most developed societies two to three days each weekare worked for the state (and much of childhood is co-opted by the state through compulsory education). In democracies this extraction is chosen not imposed, and richer countries raise proportionately more money from their citizens and businesses than poor ones – partly because richer people tend to want relatively more health and education, but also because, despite globalization and the Internet, richer states have learned better how to track down activities to tax. Nevertheless the sense of the state as an alien parasite remains strong, and bursts to the fore in moments of tax revolt (as in California in the 1970s), which are usually led not by the people paying the highest taxes but by the people who feel their incomes being most squeezed by tax.

Control over violence rests on control over time; but control over time also rests on something more basic. This is the ability to command, or attract, the thoughts and minds of others. Confucius wrote that every ruler needs arms, food and trust, but that if any of these had to be given up arms and food should be forfeited before trust, because once trust was lost there would be no arms or food anyway.26 Power can be buttressed by fear but fear can never wholly substitute for trust, because there are never enough rulers on their own to terrorize the rest.

Governments need trust not just to survive, but also to do their day-to-day work. Without it laws will more often be evaded and broken, taxes will be harder to raise, and information will be harder to gather. Without trust it is impossible to delegate, and much of the business of government involves principals commissioning agents to do things for them and then trying to track which promises have been kept and who has turned out to be trustworthy.27

To foster trust states try to shape how people think. They have a special ability to influence minds, and the most enduring states (such as ancient Egypt or Imperial China) are marked out not by their technological or military prowess but by their ideological sophistication. They are the ones that succeeded in defining the most important categories that helped people to think: what is legal or illegal; who belongs and who doesn’t; what is or is not healthy, or natural, or sacred.

These three sources of power – violence, money and trust – are closely interlinked.28 The control of violence depends on the control of time and money, and the control of time and money depends on trust, which is unavoidably moral in nature.

The three sources of power together underpin political power, the sovereign power to impose laws, issue commands and hold together a people and a territory. This power is nothing without force, money and trust, but it presents itself as a different kind of power, a purer power from which everything else derives. It concentrates force through its armies,29 concentrates resources through exchequers, and concentrates the power to shape minds,30 most recently through the big systems of education and communication that are the twin glues of modern nation states.31

Political power also converts one form of power to another. The currency of legitimacy can be turned into money through taxation. Money can buy armies or it can be converted into respect and authority, through palaces, awards and public monuments. It can be used to lockin support through welfare and public programmes, or through corporate subsidies. Sometimes money pays for deference: the Mongols, for example, paid homage to Chinese emperors but actually received a substantial pay-off in return – a protection racket disguised as humility.32

Of the three sources of power the most important for sovereignty is the power over thoughts that gives rise to trust. Violence can only be used negatively; money can only be used in two dimensions, giving and taking away. But knowledge and thoughts can transform things, move mountains and make ephemeral power appear permanent.33


3 

Accelerated Evolution

‘To be GOVERNED is to be watched, inspected, spied upon, directed, law-driven, numbered, regulated, enrolled, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, checked, estimated, valued, censured, commended, by creatures who have neither the right nor the wisdom nor the virtue to do so.’

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon1

Many early modern thinkers were optimistic that the combination of good government and human nature would make the world a better place. Adam Smith wrote with blithe confidence that ‘little else is required to carry a state to the highest degree of opulence from the lowest barbarism but peace, easy taxes, and a tolerable administration of justice; all the rest being brought about by the natural course of things.’ For John Stuart Mill the recipe was somewhat different: better government and property laws; the decay of superstition and growth of mental activity; and hospitality to foreign arts (by which he meant technology) and foreign capital. But he too saw progress as immanent in the nature of the world, which was, after all, God’s work.

Yet the evolution of states has been very uneven, with many deviations and culs-de-sac. During some periods whole categories of state – democracies and empires, theocracies and principalities – were sent into oblivion, sometimes for ever, and sometimes until more propitious conditions returned. The states of renaissance Europe were not much more capable than those 1,500 years earlier around the Mediterranean. Ming China was not obviously more advanced than T’ang China. In some cases military genius could coincide with stunted political imagination. States could be brilliant at conquest but poor at managing their new territories. Some ancient states were undoubtedly advanced by any standards. These are the words of Fa-Hian, a Buddhist pilgrim in the fifth century CE, writing about the Guptan Empire in India: ‘The people are very well off, without poll tax or official restrictions… the kings govern without corporal punishment, criminals are fined according to circumstance… the kings’ personal assistants have fixed salaries.’ Occasional rulers like Ashoka a few centuries earlier in northern India stand out as beacons of enlightenment and moral clarity too, but they do so precisely because there is no pattern of evolution (and in Ashoka’s case his empire crumbled quickly after his death in 232 BCE).

Such examples are rare, and more the result of luck than anything else. Benign rule was rarely rewarded in history, and in the ancient world, and again during the early modern period, republics and democracies tended to get swallowed up by their more militaristic neighbours. The highly competent army of a small state could be beaten by the incompetent and demoralized army of a large empire. The very qualities that led in one century to a glorious flowering of civilization might in another century become sources of torpor and intolerance. And there was never any guarantee that the qualities of a civilization would automatically be manifest in the qualities of its state. Samuel Finer wrote, for example, of the Islamic caliphate in the early Middle Ages that

as a despotic form of government many of its caliphs and the majority of its administrators both high and low, and reputedly many of its judges, seem self-serving… It is remarkable that so brilliant and creative a society could give rise to so impoverished a system of government.2

More recently, however, the picture has changed, decisively. The peculiarity of the last two centuries is that they have brought such unprecedented evolution in states’ capacities to organize violence, money and trust. Social evolution is very different from biological evolution. The causes of mutations are very different, there is no equivalent of sexual recombination and intentions can be decisive. But the pace of change has accelerated, with faster generation of new possibilities, faster disposal of the failures and faster emulation of the successes. This evolution cannot easily be separated from the emergence of capitalism and a global economy and the spread of science and technology, which along with advances in government have contributed to a 50 per cent increase in body size in many areas of the world, a 100 per cent rise in life expectancy, and a measureless expansion of knowledge. But it is in the behaviour of states that both the best and the worst of modernity have been made manifest.

KNOWLEDGE AND CONNECTIONS

How did this change come about? The answer is that new knowledge changed government just as it changed science and industry. In politics as in other fields, all progress comes from new knowledge and ideas, particularly knowledge that is embedded in institutions, or that increases the rewards for co-operative behaviour.3

There had been many attempts in the distant past to establish a science of government. In China, Confucius in the fifth century BCE had advised on the need to ‘approach a problem by seeking the widest differences of opinions and by making the most careful study of the facts in the spirit of absolute impartiality and unselfishness, and then to solve it moderately, practicably, and logically, in accordance with the best ethical rules.’ A fourth-century BCE scholar, Shen Pu-hai, wrote a widely read book concerned with ‘almost mathematical rigor, to describe the ways in which a ruler can maintain his position and cause his state to prosper by means of administrative technique and applied psychology’,4 and in 124 BCE an imperial university was founded to nurture the right knowledge, and values, in future officials.

But the application of new knowledge to government in Europe two thousand years later had far more impact because it went in tandem with other revolutions that allowed knowledge to grow cumulatively: the application of inductive reasoning; deliberate strategies to cultivate new scientific knowledge (all of the fundamental advances of information technology, for example, from the microchip to the world wide web were massively subsidized by states); the dramatic opening up of civic knowledge; and the accumulation of new knowledge about war (from dreadnoughts to cruise missiles). The pioneers of scientific government were less glamorous than the inventors of new weapons and gadgets, but they were no less influential, and their worktransformed the moral potential of government as well as its dangers.

Frederick the Great in Prussia and Louis XIV in France actively encouraged radical administrative reformers, who, alongside their English counterparts, such as William Petty and William Paterson, founder of the Bank of England in the 1690s, introduced rationality and mathematics into the workof government in ways that have now become commonplace. Petty and John Graunt, for example, launched the ‘invisible college’ of political arithmetic, which ensured that statistics (derived from the German ‘Staat’) provided the foundation stones for rational government. Others worked on new techniques for accounting, for raising taxes, and for moving and processing information. These new techniques treated people as categories, and they made states ever more impersonal and, literally, calculating in their concern for probabilities and distributions. But the pursuit of knowledge was also imbued with a mission of moral betterment. In the early eighteenth century Prussia established the principle that officials in the army, tax system, schools and the postal service had a duty to the people rather than to the feudal nobility. The ‘cameralist’ movement of reformers who thrived under Frederick William I and Frederick the Great aimed to advance the common happiness of the ruler and his subjects through rules and laws, and through ‘meritocracy rather than noble birth, administrative science rather than feudal law, standardized principles rather than local particularity, and formalism and professionalism rather than traditionalism.’5

These many reforms transformed the daily business of governments, and made it possible for them to reach into every corner of life in large societies, well before the telegraph, the telephone, the satellite and the computer. They also made it possible for states to imagine new ambitions: eighteenth-century Prussian reformers even led sophisticated discussions of the contribution of different forms of spending to public well-being. A century later it was an expertise in statistics that allowed Florence Nightingale to make such a passionate case for sanitary reform, and since then it has been the advance of natural and social science that has helped states to protect people from poverty, to extend their lives, and dramatically to cut murder rates.6 Knowledge and action did not come cheap. Instead they depended on armies of recorders, rule-makers and enforcers: the number of bureaucrats was 27,000 in Britain in 1821, 23,000 in Prussia and 8,000 in the USA, but sixty years later the figures had risen more than tenfold. Everything that we now associate with welfare and the services of a modern state depends on what by historical standards are vast powers of surveillance and action.7

Perhaps less predictably, new knowledge also changed the moral landscape of states. Enlightened reformers assumed that new knowledge would be an unambiguous good. But eating from the tree of knowledge makes life more complicated, and more morally anxious. There are, for example, no scientific answers to how modern states should cope with nuclear power, balancing the contribution to arresting climate change against the problems of disposing of waste, or the anxieties of the public, or how they should cope with much more easily managed personal data, balancing fears about lost privacy with the possible benefits of greater security and services better fitted to individual needs. Nor are there any simple answers to how they should prevent predictable harms, like those from smoking, or how they should regulate the unintended side effects of new technology, such as nanotechnology. It used to be said that if you gave a man a fish he would eat for a day, but that if you taught him to fish he would never go hungry; today it is said that if you teach a man to fish he will overfish. Knowledge is not always good. Ignorance may not be bliss but it is at least simpler.

The new knowledge that accelerated state evolution was amplified by multiplying connections. The spread of global empire was brutal and capricious (‘so many cities razed, so many nations exterminated, so many peoples cut down by the sword and the richest and most beautiful part of the world overthrown for the sake of pearls and pepper’, wrote Montaigne on the conquest of America). But it left a legacy of railways, shipping routes and transoceanic cables, radio transmitters and ports that transformed both the conquerors and the conquered with the greater flows of money, goods, people and ideas that came in their wake. One of the legacies was an increasingly organized global public opinion that campaigned against slavery and the worst excesses of imperialism (‘Am I not a man and a
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