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Introduction

Future generations will see 2008 as a year of tectonic shifts – a year to be classed alongside 1917, 1929, 1945, 1968 and 1989. Three seemingly unrelated crises in rapid succession showed that the world had reached a turning point: in July, oil prices hit $147 a barrel, forcing us to recognize the environmental limits on economic growth; in August, we witnessed a symbolic end-point to America’s sixty-year global hegemony, as it looked on powerless while Russia invaded its ally and client, Georgia; and in September, the collapse of a major American investment bank – Lehman Brothers – finally destroyed the credibility of the ultra-free market capitalism that had reigned virtually unchallenged for three decades.

For a few months it really seemed that a fundamental change in the world order was in the offing; even the conservative French President Nicolas Sarkozy took to reading Marx’s Das Kapital. Yet the drama of that autumn has produced not cathartic crisis and renewal but a sense of powerlessness, confusion and unease. Political leaders tell us that after a quick dose of virtuous austerity (in Europe) or can-do optimism (in the United States) we will soon return to the sunny uplands of the pre-2008 world. But these assurances convince few. Most anticipate several years of crippling debt, falling living standards and rising inequality. And in the long run we have no real sense of how in this global free market the West can ever match the dynamism of rising Asian powers, without driving wages and living standards down to very much lower levels – with all the personal tragedy, social disruption and political conflict that would ensue.

But while we are sceptical of narratives promising a phoenix-like rebirth from the embers of hard times, few see any real alternative. Articles in the British press by economists and public intellectuals on ‘The Crisis of Capitalism’ have offered a combination of hand-wringing and minor tinkering, indicative of a widespread inability to engage with the enormity of what has happened.1

This essay does not pretend to offer a blueprint for world recovery and enduring human happiness. Rather, it seeks to lay the foundation for solutions by urging that we rethink our history; for we can only start to solve our present problems if we have a clear-eyed view of the past. History is the only kind of guide we have to the future, and so before we can go forward, we have to go back – to understand how we got to where we are, what has gone wrong, and why.

FALSE CHOICES

Unfortunately, the currently most influential view of our history – a retread of the nineteenth-century ‘Whig’ belief in liberal progress – has made it very difficult for us to think our way through this crisis. This analysis was most persuasively defended during the last great historical turning point – the collapse of Communism – by the American academic Francis Fukuyama.2 His 1989 article ‘The End of History?’ was much criticized, but its argument – that liberal capitalism is the culmination and end-point of human development – remains beguiling, even dominant, among Western political and intellectual elites. And while the thesis has been battered by the rise of authoritarian China and the 2008 financial collapse, many in the liberal West still, deep down, believe its story.

The End of History’s liberal optimism is certainly much more influential today than its main rival as a ‘total’ explanation of history: Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto. This saw the path of history as humanity’s inevitable march towards a new, non-capitalist order, and seemed just as compelling to millions of people as Fukuyama’s story seems now. But today Marx’s thesis has lost much of its power: it is difficult to believe that capitalism will collapse and a new society, free of markets, will emerge.

Yet, persuasive though it may seem, Fukuyama’s version of history is also flawed. For his assumption that the story of the twentieth century is essentially the epic struggle between liberal capitalism and its totalitarian enemies – Fascism and Communism – is misleading. There are many forms of capitalism, and the type we choose makes an enormous difference to the well-being and stability of our societies.3 Indeed, it is my argument that our current unbalanced ‘merchant’ form of capitalism has brought us to this crisis, and continues to threaten our well-being.

We therefore do not face a stark choice between our current model of capitalism and the gulag, as many seem to believe.4 We have to choose between varieties of market society, and neither Marxist nor liberal histories help us to understand our predicament. We need an alternative history to help us comprehend our situation, and this essay will suggest another approach.

Although it has become academically fashionable to deny the validity of any ‘grand narrative’ in history, on the grounds that they all collapse into naïve fables of progress, it is still possible to seek the forces of historical change without suggesting inevitable movement towards a particular end-point. There is, moreover, now a great deal of excellent historical research – often little known to the public – that can help us in that quest. (See the appendix for a more detailed discussion.) This, then, is a historical essay on the roots of the current crisis for a general readership, not an academic study. But it is one which builds on a rich research literature that avoids simplistic assumptions about the nature of change without denying our ability to see the broad sweep of historical development.

INTRODUCING THE CASTES

To begin with, we need to think anew about the forces that impel historical change. Marx and Fukuyama occupy opposite ends of the spectrum on this question. While economic interest groups, or ‘classes’, were always the motors of history for Marx, for Fukuyama, the conflict between ideologies was the real story of the modern era.5 And it is Fukuyama’s approach that has the upper hand today. So while it has become common to believe that we, as individuals, are motivated by personal economic interests, when it comes to groups, societies and nations we are more likely to concede that ideas and values matter – hence our tendency to think about world politics as a series of ideological clashes: ‘democracy’ versus ‘totalitarianism’ or ‘liberalism’ versus ‘Islamofascism’. A fashionable alternative has been to emphasize culture rather than ideology: for the American academic Samuel Huntington, world history has been a series of ‘clashes of civilizations’ between, for example, Anglo-Saxons, Muslims, Hindus and Confucians;6 and for the journalist Thomas Friedman, the era since the 1990s pitted tolerant, globally-oriented Lexus-drivers against more rooted and parochial olive-tree tenders.7

But the supposed dichotomy between values and economic interests is a false one. We are all motivated by both, and our interests and values are intermeshed through the mechanism of what we do at work – our occupations.

Of course, our views and values are shaped by many other things; our families, gender, and ethnicity have an influence, and also – importantly – our generational experience. But occupation is crucial. So, for example, sociological research has shown that we are more likely to have egalitarian views on economics if we work for the public sector than if we are in the private sector;8 and we are more likely to be culturally liberal if we have an occupation which grants us some autonomy than if we work in a highly micro-managed job.9 This is in part because we tend to find work that suits our values and education, and partly because our work experience moulds those values. It is as difficult to be a free-marketeer in a local council social-work department as it is to be a socialist in an investment bank. It follows that if we are to get on with our colleagues, win promotions and achieve status, we have to accept the fundamental values of the workplace – its customs and forms of behaviour, or ‘habitus’ as the French thinker Pierre Bourdieu has called them; we can fake them, of course, but only the most Machiavellian can keep up the pretence for very long. And it is often those who begin as phonies who end up as the most convinced of true believers.

This has been the case throughout history, and it is something the ancients understood. They saw society not as an aggregation of atomized individuals, nor as Marx’s economic classes (where people are categorized according to their property),10 nor as ideological parties, but as occupational groups, which, they believed, generated their own ethos. In the medieval West they called them ‘orders’ after Roman military contingents (ordines); and in India they are still called ‘castes’ (from the Portuguese word for ‘pure’ – though Indians themselves used the Sanskrit term ‘varna’, or ‘colour’, because they assigned a colour to each group).11 According to Hindu philosophy, each varna has its own dharma, or morality and way of life – concepts not too distant from Bourdieu’s habitus. ‘Caste’, then, is the term that I shall use in this essay, for it allows us to see social groups not only as self-interested entities seeking economic advantage, but also as embodiments of ideas and lifestyles, which they often seek to impose on others.

So what are the principal castes? Thinkers in many pre-modern, agrarian societies identified four: sages/priests, rulers/warriors, merchants and peasants. Sometimes they found more, sometimes fewer. In the Christian West it was common to list only three: those who pray (oratores), those who fight (bellatores), and those who work (laboratores). And because most people followed the professions of their fathers and forefathers, occupations were often closed to outsiders; people were born into their occupational group, and raised in its customs and ethos.

Much, of course, has changed in the last three centuries: most societies are more integrated, occupations have multiplied, and people are no longer expected to inherit their work and their outlook from kith and kin (though they often do). Meanwhile some occupational groups have waxed and others waned (in parts of the world aristocracies and peasantries have all but disappeared). But the values of the old groups persist in very broad outline to this day. This is clearest in present-day India, where many people still assume that somebody of a ‘Brahmin’ (sagely) family background will have a different outlook to somebody from a ‘Kshatriya’ (warrior/ruler) caste or a member of a merchant sub-caste, like the ‘banias’;12 many also make more discriminatory judgements against those from the ‘worker’ (Shudra) caste. India is unusual in its relatively open acknowledgement of these ideas. But I shall argue that we can best understand our recent history if we appreciate the role of these ‘castes’ and their values, with their distant roots in the ancient four occupational-cultural groups: the aristocrat and soldier, the sage or priest, the merchant, and the worker or peasant. This is not to say that society is inevitably organized according to occupational hierarchies, or should be; indeed I shall argue old hierarchies and inequalities need to be challenged. It is merely to suggest that ‘caste’ is an extremely useful category of analysis.

In most pre-modern societies, the warrior aristocracy was the dominant caste. Rulers were expected to combine two closely connected roles: the heroic, fame-seeking warrior, and the paternalistic ‘father of the people’. And while this group has declined in the West, we can still see its remnants in a cluster of values associated with strongman-rulers, from Russia’s Vladimir Putin to Iraq’s Saddam Hussein. It even survives in a very reduced form in the British royal family: the Queen is supposedly the nation’s matriarch, while her male descendants go about in military gear upon their modern warhorses (helicopters) in far-flung outposts (the Falklands). But often the warrior ethos has been separated from the paternalistic one: Genghis Khan’s Mongol hordes mimicked patterns of brotherhood within the group, but were anything but familial in their dealings with ‘outsiders’ – and modern military units and Los Angeles drug gangs operate in the same way.13

Sages – the literate manipulators of ideas – also originally had two functions: as ‘clerics’ or religious figures and as ‘clerks’ or officials. The sage-priest’s role as ideological defender or reformer of the prevailing order has been adopted by a range of modern types, from speech-writers, journalists and academics to latter-day ‘holy men’ with their culture of inspiration, passion and spontaneity – seen in, for example, the Shelleys of the Romantic era, or figures such as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King and Bob Dylan in the twentieth century.14 But it is the other form of sage – the clerk, or expert ‘sage-technocrat’ – who is more dominant today, and in much of the world his culture of both expert professionalism and bureaucracy has increasingly eclipsed aristocratic forms of rule.

The third ethos – the merchant’s – has penetrated most areas of life today, but can, unsurprisingly, be seen in its purest form in trade and finance. The merchant is often Janus-faced: with his flexibility, love of networking, willingness to trade with all regardless of class, ethnicity and religion, he shows his ‘soft’, tolerant and liberal face. But he also has a much ‘harder’, more moralistic aspect, apparent when in conflict with others. And so, while his love of efficiency and innovation has undoubtedly helped to enrich mankind as a whole, the merchant’s equal interest in the highest profit in the quickest time is sometimes difficult to align with the broader interests of particular communities; for instance, when he declines to invest for the long term in case he misses out on better opportunities, or seeks as much profit as possible from labour. That compulsion inevitably creates tensions, to which the merchant can respond in more liberal or more authoritarian ways.

Usually suborned by the three dominant castes have been the ‘workers’ – peasants, artisans (with their autonomy and pride in their work) and proletarians. And in response, they have often developed a powerful culture of community solidarity to protect themselves and assert their rights – most effectively in the industrial West between the 1880s and 1970s.

This ‘caste’ vision of society is an unusual one, and readers who have not already abandoned this book in sceptical bemusement will wonder how such an archaic view of the world, with a cast of Tolkienian types, can be serious history. Surely modern societies have changed too much for these ancient ideas to be relevant?

In fact there are good reasons for the castes with their associated values to persist over time. Human beings have many different objectives, but if they are to achieve them they need to exercise power, by mastering the environment and establishing some form of social co-operation. They form a wide variety of social networks and institutions to help them achieve their goals, from extended families to professional armies, each with different forms of organization. But some types of network are more effective in exercising power than others, such as militaries, commercial organizations and bureaucracies, and it is those that survive across societies and history, even as particular occupations and economic structures change.15 These, then, are the ‘castes’.

Of course, these castes are rarely found in absolutely pure form, and they often mutate and merge with each other over time. Nor are they always to be found in the occupations one might expect. Today, the merchant is powerful in some areas of business – like banking and commerce – but less so in complex industrial firms, where the sage-technocrat has more influence in the form of managers. This is why the term ‘capitalism’ is not always a helpful one – for capitalism takes many different forms, some more dominated by merchant institutions, such as investment banks, others by sage-technocratic organizations, such as large corporations, and others by paternalistic, boss-led cultures, like the ‘patrimonial capitalism’ of Russian business today.16 Similarly, modern states in developed societies are usually dominated by technocratic bureaucracies, but before the nineteenth century they were controlled by military aristocracies, and in the last thirty years they have been increasingly influenced by merchants and their values.

THE LOCOMOTIVES OF HISTORY

It is my argument, then, that the conflict between these castes and their values, as they adapt to the changing economic and geopolitical environment, is one of the main locomotives of history. Societies are transformed when an alliance of groups, embodying particular caste values, is able to impose itself more successfully than its rivals. It then ‘colonizes’, or penetrates other areas of society, replicating itself in other occupations and organizations, either through force or persuasion.17 In pre-modern societies, for instance, aristocracy did not only dominate politics and land-holding; the paternalistic habits of the nobility shaped all realms of life. Businesses were often run like aristocratic families, with a ‘master’ controlling the lives of apprentices and journeymen as if they were his children. But today merchant values are increasingly dominant in most areas of life, even in such apparently alien spheres as the aristocracy. To take a trivial but telling example, the heir to the British throne has established a multimillion-pound business, using his Duke of Cornwall crest to market organic biscuits and other luxury food as ‘Duchy Originals’. We might think this is perfectly normal behaviour, but our ancestors would have been profoundly shocked by such an extraordinary violation of caste norms.

So why do castes rise and fall? To answer the question we need to look at both economic and social structures, and ideas: to flourish castes have to be able to adapt to social and economic change, and also to justify themselves using the ideas prevalent at the time.18 Paternalistic aristocrats did well in hierarchical agrarian societies where differences in power between peasant producers and military rulers were enormous. The warrior aristocracy plausibly offered protection at times of insecurity, and its dominance was justified by religious world views. But as societies became more urban, commercial and mobile, more egalitarian ways of looking at the world made more sense. The aristocrats’ acute sense of hierarchy and status then alienated their ‘inferiors’, uniting their opponents and triggering classic revolutions – whether the French Revolution of 1789 or its Russian successor in 1917.

Sage-technocrats, in contrast, have provided long-term planning and expertise that seemed invaluable as industries and states became more complex from the mid-nineteenth century. However, the growth of welfare states and mass higher education after the Second World War contributed to the rise of a new ‘creative’ caste of ‘people-centred’ professionals – teachers, social workers and doctors – who valued post-1960s artisanal and holy-man values of autonomy and creativity.19 Together with their counterparts in a more flexible, consumer-oriented business world, they rebelled against the technocrat, opening the way for the dominance of the merchant.

For the last thirty years, the merchant and his ethos have been pre-eminent in much of the developed world: his love of efficiency and productivity has fuelled a cornucopia of consumption; his tolerant open-mindedness held up the promise of a world bound together by trade and commerce, in which war was unthinkable. Meanwhile, his view of the world as a vast market – a democracy of consumers – has helped to dissolve the ethnic and social hierarchies of previous orders. However, at the same time, merchant dominion always brings growing economic inequality, and that has created its own serious social divisions.

The disadvantages of all of these caste orders become clear, often rather suddenly, after a major failure – defeat in war, economic crisis, social revolution, or all three together. It is generally a major collapse of this kind that clears the way for a previously marginalized caste competitor to come to prominence. Marx emphasized the role of class revolutions, or economic struggles; these were the ‘locomotives of history’, and they certainly can be important. However, the failures of the ruling castes, and the ideological crises that accompany them, also bring change, and elite implosions can be more important than revolutionary explosions. Social orders can crumble when their rulers believe that they are failing. The classic example is Mikhail Gorbachev’s loss of faith in Marxist-Leninist solutions in the 1980s, his efforts to reform the system, and the sudden, unexpected collapse of the Soviet Communist system in 1989–91.

Caste orders are at their most vulnerable when they are least balanced and inclusive, for unconstrained rule by any single caste has disadvantages: sage-technocrats can bring bureaucratic ossification or expert conceit; workers and artisans can exclude ‘outsiders’ in their pursuit of community; warriors fuel endless wars of honour and revenge; and when the merchant rules without constraint, his influence can be equally catastrophic, inflicting roller-coaster economic instability and vertiginous inequality. In the twentieth century, merchant-dominated orders have sometimes collapsed beneath mountains of debt and ensuing slumps, ultimately bringing social conflict and war.

But if caste orders can collapse with remarkable speed, rebuilding them is a much more protracted affair. This is partly because ruling castes use their wealth or political power to entrench themselves. Just as the old Soviet managers used their control over factories to resist market reforms after the collapse of the USSR, so American financiers after the 2008 crisis protect their interests by funding politicians.20 But dominant castes have also been remarkably successful in colonizing our minds, making it difficult for us to conceive of alternatives. It is often only generational change that produces a new consensus, as different castes learn contrasting lessons from the failure of the old order, for people who have come of age during a crisis often have a rather clearer view of its lessons. Unfortunately, it takes twenty or thirty years for the new generation to rise to positions of influence.

It is this pattern of caste struggles and shifting alliances that helps us to understand the crisis the developed world faces today. The merchant’s rise to political and cultural power began in seventeenth-century Holland and England and reached a febrile high point in Jazz Age America, before spectacularly imploding in the 1930s. It was only in the 1980s, when his aristocratic, bureaucratic and worker rivals were much diminished, that the merchant began his rise once again, to dominate the world order.

History, then, strongly suggests that no caste should ever rule alone, but the merchant is especially ill-suited to sole dominion. The problem does not lie in the market itself; after the failures of Communist regimes, we know how self-defeating it is to outlaw the merchant entirely. But neither is the ultra-free-market model dominant in America, Britain and in international organizations, sustainable. We need to learn new lessons from our recent history. Only by recognizing the dangers of merchant rule and limiting its excesses can we avoid a repeat of the breakdowns suffered in 1929, and so narrowly avoided in 2008.

IVORY TOWERS AND CASTE STRUGGLES

Oxford, an ancient university town far from the centres of power, might seem to be the least promising vantage point from which to observe the rise and fall of caste orders. In fact, though, my thirty years at this unusual university has allowed me to experience something akin to the grand sweep of history within one lifetime, as the values of four different castes struggled and succeeded each other in rapid succession.

One of the keys to understanding Oxford is to grasp the extraordinary persistence of its nineteenth-century aristocratic values. Oxford, like most other universities, has always had a priestly function: whether intentionally or not, it communicates a prevailing value system to the new generation and to the broader public. But in Oxford, a priestly interest in ideas and morality has been combined with a more aristocratic ethos.

To take one example: the teaching of History, introduced in the 1850s, was designed to train an elite, largely for careers in public service at home and in empire. Undergraduates focused much of their attention on the history of British high politics between the fall of Rome and the eighteenth century – a syllabus intended to expose them to the ethos of their predecessors.21 Moreover, there was more than a whiff of the aristocratic tutor to the nineteenth-century Oxford academic. Sitting in a comfortable armchair in his tweed suit (originally the uniform of the country squirearchy), often in a study modelled on a country house library (my own tutor’s room looked onto a deer park), he would give individual, hour-long ‘tutorials’ on an impossibly wide range of subjects. But of course the mastery and communication of specialist knowledge was not the real priority. The tutorial was, rather, intended to establish a personal relationship between tutor and ‘pupil’ (never ‘student’), to nurture the latter’s character, build his confidence and develop his writing skills, while leaving him ample time for gentlemanly pursuits and sport.22 The (usually male) pupil, often from the provincial gentry or minor aristocracy (or its aspirants), would then be fully equipped to enter public service at home, or abroad – as a gentleman – loftily dispensing justice and order in any and every corner of the globe.23 This was a rather different experience to that enjoyed by his contemporaries in Germany or the United States, where entry to public life required a professional education delivered by specialists grounded in research.

When I was a student in the mid-1980s, some of the old Oxford system – even of the nineteenth-century syllabus itself – still survived, though most of the pupils were now of rather more modest backgrounds. But there were rumblings of discontent, and for much of my career Oxford academics have been involved in a fundamental, if studiedly polite, cultural struggle: between the gentlemen and gentlewomen, and the professionals. One early skirmisher was the gentlemanly don, Hugh Trevor-Roper, who pointed to the clash of cultures when describing the election of the patrician Prime Minister Harold Macmillan to the University’s Chancellorship in 1960 as a victory for a ‘gay, irreverent, genial, unpompous world’ over ‘that creeping paralysis of drabness disguised as efficiency’.24 Even so, the professionals were winning, and it is their pro-expertise values that prevail today. Yet traces, fading but palpable, of the old aristocratic order survive – most notably the tutorial and the elaborate world of the colleges, which differ so radically from the usual red-brick or plate-glass centralized university department.

Trevor-Roper’s fears of professional dominion, however, missed the real story. For no sooner had the sage-technocrat seen off his aristocratic rival than he found himself threatened by a new competitor: the merchant. Since the 1990s, governments of all political colours have tried to subject British universities, together with the rest of the public sector, to commercial values – whether treating students as consumers, directing research towards the imagined needs of the market, or imposing corporate models of managerial efficiency. The climax came in 2010 when Lord Browne, the former oil company boss commissioned by the government to reform the universities, urged that they charge students market fees, with the state only subsidizing courses with a direct economic use. And so today, priestly, aristocratic and technocratic value-systems coexist in an uneasy truce, as the professional majority and the traditionalist minority fight off government-encouraged assaults from the mercantile world of business.

Oxford, of course, is an unusual place, but its journey is in many ways a microcosm of the one that the world has travelled in the last two centuries. Aristocratic values have withered; Western elites now tend to be split between the professional and the mercantile, manifested in the tension between public and private sectors; and commercial values have become dominant within both. Nevertheless, the merchant still has to compete with other castes. The rise of Prime Minister David Cameron – a Conservative leader hailing from the rural gentry, with a ‘cavalier’ manner and a (semi-)paternalistic ideology to match – has upset puritanical ‘roundheads’ – both the mercantile Thatcherite variety within his own party and the more sagely version within the Labour Opposition.

If I saw the steady advance of the merchant in my first alma mater, Oxford, I saw how rapidly he could fall in my second – Moscow State University. When I was a graduate student there in the late 1980s the merchant was gaining ground, as he was throughout the world. The old Soviet alliance of technocrat, paternalistic official, priestly ideologue and collectivist worker – the Communist amalgam I was studying for my thesis – was under attack. None of my friends could understand why I was interested in such antiquated economic ideas. Surely I should be studying that new panacea for the world’s ills – free-market economics? But the market enthusiasm did not last for long. The Russian financial crisis of 1998 brought a sharp backlash against the merchant, and a new elite has now emerged that owes much to the traditional castes of Russian and Soviet politics. Putin, with his macho love of martial arts, and his sober, no-nonsense efficiency, has recreated a merger of warrior and sage-technocrat for a more populist age.

I have therefore observed the rise of the merchant where he has struggled to gain influence over powerful rivals, and I have also studied a civilization – Marxist-Leninist Communism – that tried to outlaw him, and failed. So, while rather typical of academics in my scepticism of merchant values, I am also well aware of the drawbacks of sole rule by other castes: the sage-technocrat can bring rule by arrogant experts and bureaucratic sclerosis, and Communism showed that it is very difficult to achieve prosperity without the merchant. But I am also convinced that the history of the modern world is not one of the merchant’s inevitable and inexorable rise. His world is inherently unstable; it has imploded before, and could do so again.

THE STORY IN BRIEF

The story of the merchant’s tortuous rise to power lies at the heart of this essay, and I identify two patterns: one of cycles and zig-zags, of reversals and returns as particular castes become too powerful and are forced to cede power to others; and another, more long-term process of gradual caste inclusion, at least in the developed world. But the second is by no means inevitable, and in recent years has stalled.

The book takes the shape of a five-act drama. The first chapter briefly surveys the dominant castes in ancient and medieval agrarian societies. It then shows how the merchant, for centuries constrained by warrior-aristocrats, sage-priests and peasants, broke out of his confinement. However, this only occurred in a few commercial societies where the merchant could achieve some political power – most importantly in the Netherlands and England; elsewhere the old ‘agrarian’ castes were still dominant.

As the second chapter shows, even as the merchant’s influence grew in the nineteenth century he was still the junior partner of an aristocratic elite which embraced a warrior ethic – even in commercial Britain. Only in the settler United States, where the old warrior aristocracy was much weaker, did the merchant emerge as a dominant caste. But by the middle of the century, rising powers such as Germany and Japan were adapting to a more commercial world – often more successfully than Britain – by building heavy industrial economies with the help of the sage-technocrat and the merchant. Even so the warrior-aristocrat maintained an important social position, and social and international conflicts made him seem even more necessary. Ultimately the warrior’s pursuit of honour and heroism in the First World War wrecked the international peace the merchant needed to prosper. But the mass slaughter then discredited the old aristocracy, weakened empires, and opened the way for the merchant to claim sole dominion.

The third chapter traces the efforts of the merchant to rule alone in the 1920s, as the United States became the dominant global power. But his rule was to be a brief one, for his market fundamentalism and his unwillingness to work with other castes – both workers and sage-technocrats – prevented him from creating a stable order. Asset bubbles, debt and social inequality all contributed to the collapse of 1929, and discredited the international merchant just as fully as 1918 had destroyed the old aristocracies.

Indeed the backlash brought vicious civil wars between left and right, imperialists and nationalists, and with them unprecedented bloodshed. For fifteen years three rival systems – radical right-wing nationalism, Communism and Social Democracy – struggled for dominance amidst the wreckage of market liberalism. The international merchant’s love of toleration and compromise gave way to a new, harsh world of winners and losers, of zero-sum games. In this era of warfare, the warrior and paternalist aristocrat returned in new, more populist guises. The Nazis tried to defend social hierarchy by forging all citizens into imperialistic warriors (as did the Japanese); the Communists largely destroyed bourgeois life, replacing the merchant with an unstable alliance of paternalistic and martial officials, bureaucrats and collectivist workers. However, in Scandinavia and, to some extent, the United States, a more sustainable, inclusive and balanced model did emerge – Social Democracy – a less militant form of the Communist model, with a lesser role for the warrior, and a greater role for the merchant and worker, under the ultimate supervision of sage-technocrats and bound together by liberal democratic institutions.

It was this sagely model that gradually conquered the world after the Second World War, as the fourth chapter shows. The experience of bloody social and imperial conflicts, the memory of 1929, and the power of trade unions and Communism forced merchants and sages to compromise with workers. The result was a more sagely era, established internationally at the Bretton Woods conference of 1944, and even spreading to the Communist East after Stalin’s death in 1953 and to the newly independent countries of the ‘Third World’ in the 1950s and 1960s. It was especially well entrenched in those powers, like Germany and Japan, where caste conflict had been greatest. The lessons of history appeared to have been learnt.

However, as the fifth chapter explains, just as it seemed that Social Democracy was emerging victorious, the merchant struck back. For the sagely system had its faults. First, it was underpinned by the Cold War, and then undermined by it when the American warrior insisted on imposing his will on the global South; secondly, while inclusive, it was not inclusive enough – alienating women, youth, ethnic minorities and much of the post-colonial world; and thirdly, it failed to deal with the economic crises of the 1970s and the transition to a post-industrial world. The merchant, in alliance with the 1960s creatives, took advantage and began to engineer a return to the 1920s. This time, though, he was even more powerful, especially in the traditionally more commercial societies of the United States and Britain. For, like the 1920s, this was a ‘post-war’ age, and the tolerant soft merchant was very appealing. And not only had the Cold Warriors been weakened; so had sage-technocrats and workers. Now the merchant had few rivals to constrain him.

This merchant-dominated era saw the narrowing of some international inequalities, particularly between the West and the rising Asian powers. But others widened, and within countries economies became less equal; the financial crisis of 2008 was the consequence, at least in part. I will argue in the epilogue that, although we have avoided the disaster of 1929, we are again entering a period that echoes the 1930s – an era of economic contraction, national rivalries, increasing inequality and social conflict. Neglectful of economic equality and long-term development, the merchant cannot possibly resolve these tensions alone, but in much of the West the major alternatives remain unpopular. And unless we forge a new caste order, we can only await the future with trepidation.










1

Caste Struggles

Many a British holiday-maker, fleeing the dismal weather at home for the balmy climes of the Mediterranean, will perhaps be fleetingly familiar with the countryside around the Northern French city of Cambrai. Its flat, prairie-like fields, sown with maize and wheat, actually hold little to snag the interest of those speeding along the autoroute towards the more dramatic landscapes of the South. However, around the year 1000 CE, this scenery was worthy of close attention, a frightening and dangerous place. For, in common with many of the lands of the weak Holy Roman Empire, Cambrai was at the mercy of bands of mounted warriors – knights. In the absence of central authority, these horse-borne bandits fought their neighbours and pillaged the countryside, protected by their fortress-citadels. Particularly violent was Walter of Lens, warden of Cambrai Castle, a particularly belligerent and brutal knight intent on imposing his will and that of his lord, the Count of Flanders.1

Who could restore order to this region of chaos? Two centuries before, Charlemagne and his successors had been able to impose control over a remarkably large swathe of Europe by constructing a rudimentary bureaucracy and branding themselves (with the Church’s help) as both representatives of God and the heirs of Rome. But since that time the empire had fragmented, and the rule of the kings of France stretched no further than a narrow tract of land around Paris. In much of the rest of Northern France, the knights struggled for pre-eminence. Rather like modern mafia bosses, these ‘big men’ fought pitched battles with their rivals for territory, assisted by their ‘families’, both real kin and a broader network of fighters. Defiantly illiterate, these bands of knights lived according to martial, heroic values.2
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1. Men of prayer, men of war and men of toil. Illumination of the three classes, from Li Livres dou Sante, French School, thirteenth century.
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Yet, while the knights could cheerfully pursue their warrior vocation, life for everybody else was made unbearably grim. Agriculture and trade suffered, and even higher nobles and kings found that the constant disorder seriously harmed their interests. But in the absence of a powerful king, who was to stop this destructive rampaging?

It may seem odd to us, but at that time the only real hope lay in the Church. The local bishop, Gerard, like many of his fellow prelates, was the scion of an aristocratic family, and the Church was as much an exploiter of peasants as the knights were. But unlike the knights, the Church had a particular interest in promoting peace, for it had no armed forces of its own. Church power was moral, not military, and its chief weapon was the threat of an eternity of hellfire for breaching the fifth commandment – ‘thou shalt not kill’.

By 1024 Gerard had convinced many – including the Count of Flanders – that the untrammelled rule of the warrior knights was destroying society. At a grand meeting held in the town of Douai, where each side blamed the other for the pervasive violence and chaos, Gerard, Walter and the Count came to an agreement: the ‘peace of God’ would operate from Wednesday night until Monday morning, during which attack and plunder would be suspended, and only the king’s men would be permitted to wield weapons. Those who defied this curfew would be excommunicated from the Church, or confined to a monastery to do penance for their crimes.

Gerard justified this treaty by appealing to a new vision of society, and in so doing he enunciated for the first time an idea that was to become foundational in subsequent European thought.3 ‘From the beginning’, he declared, ‘mankind has been divided into three parts … men of prayer, farmers and men of war’, and each of them had his own particular duty – to pray, to labour and to fight.4 Gerard was therefore accepting that war could be legitimate: warriors were needed to defend the men of prayer and labour. But, he insisted, society could only become rich and righteous if the knights accepted an implicit social contract. They had to protect the peasants, not plunder them; they had to obey the king, not defy him. The king, in turn, had to listen to the counsel of the sage-priests. This was a perfect military-moral machine: the men of violence, their hands drenched in blood, could only be purified by the prayers of the holy, and only when pure could their victory be assured.

Gerard’s solution was but a temporary one: it was to be many years before power was effectively centralized. But the story of Gerard and Walter shows us, in microcosm, a fundamental transition in world history: the taming of the warrior, and the rise of the settled agrarian caste society, ruled by an alliance of the warrior, paternalistic aristocrat and the sage. It was this social system that came to dominate much of the world.

FROM CLAN TO CASTE

The first human societies knew little of caste, or indeed of states. Nomadic foragers lived in relatively loose-knit societies that did not require long-term and closely co-ordinated co-operation, because for them the living was (relatively) easy – only three to five hours of hunting and gathering per day. But this ‘original affluent society’, as the anthropologist Marshall Sahlins famously called it, could not support substantial populations;5 settled agriculture (emerging after about 10,000 BCE), by contrast, was able to feed many more, though only with an inferior diet and at the cost of much back-breaking work.6 People had become less free: they were now ‘caged’, tied to one territory and obliged to co-operate with their neighbours more closely. Investment in land, dams and tools all demanded co-ordination and leadership in a way that simple hunter-gathering had not.

Even so, these early agricultural societies were still relatively equal and unspecialized. The village and the extended kin group – the clan or ‘tribe’ – was the main organizing principle, and politics was largely based on its consent.7 To ensure the group’s survival, chiefs, or ‘big men’, were granted the authority to resolve conflicts and redistribute food, but their power was very limited and could be easily retracted. Other specialists also emerged: shamans and spiritual experts, people thought to have special skills in performing holy and magic rituals and communicating with the gods. But just as chiefs had not yet become a separate caste of landed aristocrats, neither had these early sages become elaborate priesthoods. The castes were there in embryo, but they had not yet freed themselves from the power of kinship.

However, by about 3200 BCE, a new form of urban civilization had arisen, and the world was increasingly divided between the old clan-based societies and a new, more complex order: the agrarian state, founded on caste. Along the banks of the world’s great flooding rivers, first in Sumer and its neighbouring cities between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers (Mesopotamia or modern Iraq), and then along the Nile (Egypt), the Indus (Pakistan) and the Yellow River (China), a more intensive agriculture supported larger populations and cities. In these more specialized societies, people were increasingly grouped by occupation rather than kin.8 In Mesopotamia a ‘Standard Professions List’ included a wide range of groups, from priests and officials to merchants, artisans and slaves.9

These cities were run by some of the first ‘states’ – that is, non-kinship organizations which relied on coercion rather more than consent. As populations grew – Uruk, in Mesopotamia, had about 50,000 inhabitants by 3000 BCE – authority was needed not only to resolve conflicts but to organize the irrigation of land and build food warehouses.10 However, by the third millennium BCE, as rivers began to dry up, competition between cities intensified, and war became more common. Simultaneously, these cities were increasingly challenged by the warrior cultures of peoples in the unsettled, non-agricultural lands: their skills as hunters and herders made them more militarily effective than their agriculturalist neighbours.11

In about 2300 BCE, however, we find these warrior nomad and agrarian urban cultures being combined for the first time to form a new kind of state – the ‘agrarian empire’ founded on ‘tribute-taking’.12 The first known state of this kind was built by Sargon of Akkad, a ‘marcher’ lord from the borderlands between settled agricultural and herder regions, who conquered the Mesopotamian cities.13 The agrarian empire, governed by warrior-landowner elites, was to dominate much of the world for some 4,000 years, until the spectacular implosion of four of its last and greatest examples in the early twentieth century – Qing China in 1912, Romanov Russia in 1917, Habsburg Austria-Hungary in 1918, and the Ottoman Middle East in 1923 (though the residues in the European overseas empires staggered on until the 1950s and 1960s).

Agrarian empires were normally run by aristocrats, who embodied both warrior and landowner values, in close alliance with priests who justified their rule, and they used officials to administer them. Together these elites lived off the labour of the mass of the population, the peasantry, who gave them ‘tribute’ in the form of taxation. They also took tribute from weaker, neighbouring peoples. This kind of state was far more hierarchical than the earlier clan-based societies had been: peasants, mostly self-sufficient, were coerced into giving their produce as tax, for which they received little in return. However, the relationship was not entirely parasitical. Peasants had to be secure on their land and guaranteed at least a minimal level of peace so they could produce a taxable surplus. Rulers protected them and, together with priests, organized grain distribution in time of famine; meanwhile priests, through their prayers and rituals, appeased the gods to avert the ever-present threats of divine displeasure in the form of natural disasters and disease. And while these societies may have been culturally very hierarchical, economically they were more equal than modern capitalist societies, where the majority of people lack the land or other productive resources necessary to secure some autonomy.

The sages justified this hierarchy by developing various versions and elaborations of the idea of caste14 – the notion that society was divided into fixed, inherited occupations. One of the oldest surviving schemes can be found in the Indian religious text, the Rig Veda, composed between 1700 and 1500 BCE:



        When gods prepared the sacrifice with Purusha [the first man] as their offering …

        When they divided Purusha how many portions did they make?

        What do they call his mouth, his arms? What do they call his thighs and feet?

        The priest [Brahmin] was his mouth, of both his arms was the warrior [Rajanya or Kshatriya] made.

        His thighs became the common people [Vaishya], from his feet the servant [Shudra] was produced.15



Similar three- or four-fold schemes can be found in most agrarian societies. Sages, or priests, were nearly always found at the top – largely because it was they who wrote the texts; warriors and their chiefs, the kings, tended to wield the real power.16 So Gerard of Cambrai’s counterparts in the medieval Islamic world placed ‘men of the pen’ over ‘men of the sword’ (followed by ‘men of commerce’ and farmers), and Confucian scholars gave pre-eminence to themselves too.17 Warriors were only rarely accepted as superior in more militaristic societies such as Japan.

However, the apparent stability presented by these caste schemes obscured the tensions between the wielders of these different kinds of power. Especially fraught were the conflicts between the castes that made up Purusha’s ‘arms’ – the warriors and landowners. The elites of agrarian empires were expected to combine both roles, for land gave wealth but force was also a crucial element of government – for collecting ‘tribute’ both from peasants and from foreign lands. However, there was also a tension between the cultures of landed aristocracy and warriors: landowners needed to ‘look after’ their peasant subjects if they were to extract taxes from them, while warriors, though essential for defence and extracting tribute from other peoples, often developed a culture of feuding, violence and parasitism that could destroy a productive agricultural economy.

TAMING THE WARRIOR

The first agrarian empires marked the beginning of a gradual process of taming warrior power. But warriors remained dominant and unconstrained beyond imperial borders in the neighbouring lands still occupied by animal-herding pastoralists. Particularly threatening were the nomads of the Central Asian steppe for the two millennia between 700 BCE and 1350 CE, who perfected a powerful military technology – a highly mobile cavalry – that gave them the advantage over the settled agrarian peoples to the south and east.18 One such group was the Scythians, who overran Anatolia (modern Turkey). Their successors included the Huns, Vandals and Goths, who destroyed the Roman Empire, the Ottoman Turks who conquered the Middle East, and the Mongols who at one time held sway over Russia, China and India.

These steppe nomadic peoples lived according to a pure warrior code – the way of the comitatus, or war band.19 Life involved a great deal of war and violence, and values of bravery and fraternity were uppermost. A core group of fighters would coalesce around a leader, and swear to fight and die for each other. The second-century CE Roman writer Lucian gives an account of them through the Scythian character Toxaris, who declared: ‘We wait till we see a brave man, capable of valiant deeds, and to him we all turn our attention … the engagement is concluded with the most solemn oath: “to live together and if need be to die for one another”.’ The warriors would then ‘draw blood from their fingers into a cup, dip the points of their sword therein, and drink of that draught together, and from that moment nothing can part them’.20

These groups were not strictly clans, but such warrior blood-bonds could be stronger than those of real family. The chief was expected to be generous to his followers – both an inner circle and a broader number of ordinary soldiers. And they, in turn, would often live with the chief, in his hall or tent, eating, drinking alcohol or other intoxicants, and listening to bards celebrate the heroes of old in epic poems, from the English Beowulf to the Mongol Gesar, while looking forward to booty and glory. In the Mongol armies of Genghis Khan, status depended entirely on military skills and bravery.21 Genghis Khan shared simple food and quarters with ordinary soldiers, and his egalitarian and meritocratic style encouraged enormous loyalty among his troops.

This warrior social structure – with groups of fighters clustering around particularly charismatic and successful heroes – can still be seen in many societies. Even in much more bureaucratic modern armies and police forces of today, it is a small minority of ‘warriors’ who are the most aggressive. For example, post-1945 studies of the American army have shown how soldiers still tend to cluster around particularly aggressive fighters in their ranks, both in battle and in more routine contexts, and all militaries remain extremely wary of the ‘adrenalin junkies’ who form the core of any successful fighting unit. It is these men who are the most committed to their profession, and who are admired by their colleagues as members of an elite.22

Not all of these freebooting warriors, however, came from outside the borders of agrarian empires. Even within, there were often ‘bandits’ and renegades who rejected central authority, from Walter’s knights to the groups of soldiers that fight Central Africa’s civil wars today. They could be ‘Robin Hoods’, protecting the poor peasantry against the exploitative state. But more often they were themselves predators, like the ‘Celalis’ of seventeenth-century Ottoman Turkey, or the post-1911 Chinese bandit army of Bai Lang, the ‘White Wolf’, made up of landless peasants and demobilized soldiers.23

Agrarian empires sometimes used force to suppress these warrior groups, but they also sought to negotiate with them, and incorporate them into their power structures. Seventeenth-century Ottoman sultans frequently appointed bandit leaders as local governors.24 And from the eighteenth century, Russian tsars brought the Cossacks – a warrior people of hunters and herders on their southern borderlands – into the fold by incorporating their leaders into the Russian gentry.25 In Russia, as elsewhere, incorporation was normally accompanied by cultural transformation: warrior chiefs were expected to abandon their exclusive concern for their ‘brothers’ and become ‘fathers’ of the peasants and ‘sons’ to the emperor.

Gerard of Cambrai was calling for precisely this change in eleventh-century Flanders, and kings, with the help of priestly propagandists, promoted the transformation of warriors from violent and impulsive heroes roaming the countryside into ‘courteous’ nobles and ‘chivalrous’ knights, adorning the emperor’s court. In Europe from the eleventh century, for instance, an elaborate chivalric literature inculcated knights with a paternalistic concern for the weak, a romantic love of women, and a sagely interest in literary refinement. Violence was to be used only when absolutely necessary, and was increasingly to be confined to staged tournaments. Guiraut de Bornelh, a Southern French troubadour poet, warned his knightly audience against abandoning a courtly culture of genteel tournaments for rapine and pillage: ‘Shame [on] the knight / who dares court a lady / after touching bleating sheep with his hands / or robbing churches and travellers.’26

The taming of the warrior can be seen most vividly in Japan, although it remained incomplete. The military caste – the samurai – were originally herders and hunters from beyond the settled agrarian lands, and in the ninth and tenth centuries they formed bandit groups which often terrorized and looted the settled population.27 Like many warrior castes, their lives were founded on military prowess, honour and shame – hence the gruesome custom of self-disembowelling (seppuku), which samurai practised to avoid the shame of capture and decapitation by the enemy. The aristocratic Heian court, with its culture of hereditary authority and paternalism, tried to integrate them into agrarian society, granting the samurai lands and official posts. But these inducements failed and the samurai stubbornly retained both their independence and their disruptive warrior culture, contributing to a long period of civil war in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. After 1603 the Tokugawa dynasty finally restored order; the samurai were brought to heel and transformed into hereditary landowners and, increasingly, state officials. Even so, their identity as a warrior caste was never wholly abandoned, and bushido or the ‘way of the warrior’, with its ideas of honour, heroic competition and pride, remained central to the ethos of the samurai elite.28

The Japanese landed class may have been particularly warrior-like, but in many agrarian states rulers at central and local level continued to see themselves as both fathers of the people and as warriors. So, landowners continued to dominate most armies until 1914, and indeed long after. Military sports were also common, from wrestling in the Mughal and Ottoman courts to duelling and horse-racing among the European aristocracies. Hunting – both a symbol of and training for war – was almost universal, from the industrial slaughter of animals in late nineteenth-century Europe and imperial India to the huge ceremonial autumn hunts of the Qing Manchus involving tens of thousands of people.29 The English writer Rebecca West was struck by the importance of hunting to the aristocrats she met in inter-war Yugoslavia. As she remembered: ‘The old Hungarian count … was heard to mutter as he lay dying, “And then the Lord will say ‘Count, what have you done with your life?’, and I shall have to say, ‘Lord, I have shot a great many animals.’ Oh, dear! Oh, dear! It doesn’t seem enough!” ’30

If hunting and shooting were insufficient for entry into heaven, they certainly were not enough on their own to maintain the prestige of landed aristocrats in settled agricultural societies that increasingly set a premium on
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