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Are We Alone? 

Democritus, a contemporary of Plato and Aristotle, imagined all matter as composed of indivisible elements he called ‘atomos’, and was also the first thinker to propose a cosmos of many worlds. Every world was different. Some had neither a sun nor a moon, while others had larger moons or smaller moons or moons more numerous than our own. 

The Pythagoreans also believed that there was nothing unique about our world. For them the moon was Earth-like and inhabited, containing larger beings and more beautiful plants. The lunar residents, they believed, stood fifty times our height, lived on air and for this reason produced no excrement. 

Refutations of these ideas by both Plato (to call the number of worlds indefinite requires definite knowledge) and Aristotle did not prevent later thinkers from endorsing them.



Since space lies empty and infinite in all directions and since atoms in countless numbers fly every which way through its furthest reaches . . . it is utterly unrealistic to think that ours are the only world and sky to have been born and that so many atoms outside our world are doing nothing . . . there are other worlds in other parts of the universe, different races of humans and species of animals.



These lines come from the epic poem On the Nature of Things, written by the Roman poet Lucretius in the first century before the Christian era. The poet’s ideas would later fill the fathers of the early Church with consternation. If other worlds existed, wrote St Augustine, they would each require their own Saviour, which would contradict the unique role of Christ. 

But by the medieval period, not everyone in the Church shared Augustine’s view. In 1277, the Bishop of Paris denounced the proposition that God could not create more than one world. Three centuries later, the friar Giordano Bruno put forth an elaborate argument in favour of an infinite number of worlds: if man can imagine so many worlds, then so can God, who creates what He thinks. The friar pictured Gardens of Eden, infinite in number: in half, Adam and Eve eat the fruit of Knowledge; in half, they do not. An infinite number of worlds will fall from grace and require an infinite number of Saviours to redeem them. Unlike Augustine, Bruno had no difficulty imagining an infinite number of Christs. For this and other ‘theological errors’, the authorities denounced the heretic and burned him at the stake.

The Inquisitors’ heavy footsteps dissuaded Bruno’s contemporary, Galileo Galilei, from seeing any evidence for extraterrestrial life in the rugged lunar landscape revealed by his telescope. All the same, since the valleys and mountains that corrugated the moon’s surface seemed at least comparable to those on Earth, might not the moon also have people to dwell among them? His friend Johannes Kepler, the seventeenth-century mathematician and astronomer, thought so. Jupiter, too, he deduced ‘with the highest degree of probability’, though its inhabitants were undoubtedly inferior to humans.

Probability: this word became the cornerstone of the argument for life on other planets. ‘As for mind beyond the confines of our tiny globe,’ wrote the American astronomer Percival Lowell in 1895, ‘modesty, backed by a probability little short of demonstration, forbids the thought that we are the sole thinkers in this great universe.’ 

His argument, two millennia old, cited the most modern scientific observations: the conditions on Mars suggested hospitality. The planet enjoyed an atmosphere and its weather appeared extremely clement (with an average climate, he reported, that was similar to that in southern England). Water, essential for life, was also present. ‘Anyone looking through a telescope at the planet, early last summer,’ noted Lowell, ‘would at once have been struck by the fact that its surface was diversified by markings in three colours, white, blue-green, and reddish-ochre; the white lying in a great oval at the top of the disc. The white oval was the south polar icecap.’ And the blue-green? The colour of water. Or, of what still remained of Martian water, since ‘the signs [are] that its water supply is now exceedingly low’. Its inhabitants, he reasoned, had poured all their energies into irrigation. When he scanned the planet’s surface, he picked out a ‘network of fine, straight dark lines’. Canals. ‘All this,’ the astronomer conceded, ‘of course, may . . . signify nothing; but the probability seems the other way . . . that Mars seems to be inhabited is not the last, but the first word on the subject.’ 

Lowell’s claims found many sympathetic ears. ‘Probability’, he knew, was a sesame word: it opened ears and minds. But its magic did not work on everyone. The biologist Alfred Russel Wallace, who independently of Darwin discovered the principle of natural selection, was among his fiercest critics. Yes, Mars appeared to have polar icecaps, and a day only half an hour longer than our own, and lengthy seasons that vanished one into the next. But according to Wallace’s calculations, the planet was in fact too cold to have rivers, seas or canals. The features observed by Lowell were natural landforms, all products of normal geological processes. ‘Mars, therefore, is not only uninhabitable by intelligent beings . . . but is absolutely uninhabitable.’

Not only was the planet Mars lifeless, but there were in all likelihood no habitations on any other planet either. This, at the turn of the twentieth century, was Wallace’s stark assessment. The exceptional (and exceptionally complex) combination and sequence of events – physical, chemical, cosmological – permitting the origin of life on Earth made the prospect of finding other beings elsewhere in the universe immeasurably remote. The formation of intelligent life, quite simply, was a once-in-a-universe event. 

What? Alone? Many people could not believe it. It was one thing to be alone in a room, or a house. But to imagine being the only person in a town, a city, a country! The only people in a universe. They agreed with the ancient Greek Metrodorus, who had thought it absurd that in a vast field only one stalk should ever sprout. What is more, the sense of such all-encompassing solitude seemed to these people intolerably oppressive. They felt like foreigners in a lifeless void.

Decades passed, and the only extraterrestrials were to be found in pulp stories and motion pictures. When the American astronomer Frank Drake, who has spearheaded research into extraterrestrial communication, was a boy he drew on this imagery as he listened to his father’s words. Look at this star, and this one, and that star, and that one. All these stars, innumerable stars, shining in the night sky. Around some of those stars, somewhere in space, circled other worlds like our own. The boy listened to his father and believed him. He believed with all his heart. 

Frank Drake, the son of an engineer, was at home with big numbers. His formative years were spent in Chicago, a city so populous that it could sustain the livelihoods of more than a hundred full-time piano tuners. His thoughts ran often to the many, many worlds far above his head. He wondered about their cities, about their cars, about whether they knew war or cancer. 

After graduating from Harvard with a doctorate in radio astronomy, Drake conducted the first ever search for interstellar communication. On 8 April 1960, he aimed the radio at two stars much like our sun, twelve light years from Earth. Over the next two months he and his colleagues listened sedulously for a signal, but heard nothing. Not a peep. 

But the numbers! Drake believed the numbers were on his side. The number of stars in our galaxy amount to at least one hundred billion. One hundred billion! And how many of these stars were suns to planets? No hard facts could lend a hand. His imagination groped, sifted, hesitated. He closed his eyes and made a guess: one in two. Planets would orbit half of all the stars in the Milky Way, which equals fifty billion solar systems.

Not every solar system will produce life, however. A shot at life requires a certain kind of solar system (a sun that is neither too cool nor too dim, nor so massive as to burn out before life appears), which would host planets in some way comparable to the Earth. Drake thought of the only solar system with which we are familiar, of its (then) nine planets, and the sole planet that had become a world. This figure – one – troubled him: it smacked of uniqueness. No, no, there had to be solar systems with multiple worlds. Some system will host a world, then it will host another, and perhaps another after that. Why not? Look at Mars, it had not been so very far off from being a second Earth. And so he made the guess of two (two being greater than one) for the number of possible Earths in each solar system. 

So far, so good. But Drake’s next estimations demanded all his powers of invention. First, he had to estimate the number of these planets on which life has emerged. This is how he reasoned about it. Four and a half billion years ago, not long after our Earth was formed, it struck out as a cold and barren rock. From this unpromising start, a few hundred million years later, the first living cells arose. What are a few hundred million years in a universe of ten or twenty billion years? It is as though life will get going just as soon as it is given the chance. Life had come quite easily to Earth, he concluded, therefore it should come easily for all the other possible worlds.

Second, Drake pondered the question of intelligence. On how many of the hundred billion Earth-like planets might the living cells contrive intelligent forms? The Earth’s diversity presented itself to his mind. Billions of animal species had wriggled, and buzzed, and hissed, and flitted, and swum through the ages. Yet only one had ever posed itself questions, and dreamed of life on other worlds. Furthermore, Homo sapiens were latecomers to a planet that had done without their brains for billions of years. It suggested to Drake that questioning minds were anything but universal. He finally settled upon a figure of one in a hundred, leaving him a billion potential civilisations amid the stars. 

How many of these civilisations had developed the technology (not to mention, had the desire) to communicate with others? In ways that we could understand? Drake was a radio astronomer. He knew that transmissions from Earth had already seeped far into space. Out there somewhere, twenty or thirty light years away, hands and ears with the know-how were already perhaps tuning in to the same episodes of Flash Gordon and The Lone Ranger that he had listened to as a boy. And some of these planets would certainly be broadcasting signals of their own: say, one hundred thousand in all.

These planets would exude music, news broadcasts, coded messages, provided of course that they were still around, that this same technology had not yet blown them to pieces. Civilisation, after all, is a tricky business. Hazardous, too. The civilised human dates back only ten thousand years, and already Washington had nuclear arms aimed at Moscow (and vice versa). Mutual destruction, the threat of it, Drake knew, was no delusion. But neither was such a trajectory inevitable. Mindful of his final proviso, he set his expectations low: of the potential hundred thousand communicating civilisations, the survivors in our galaxy would number maybe ten. Signals, centuries and millennia old, from thousands of their predecessors would likewise be filtering through space, ready to brush some awaiting antenna. 

Drake wrote out his reasoning in the impressive-looking shorthand of an equation.



N = N* x fp x ne x fl x fi x fc x fL



Where N is the number of communicating civilisations in our galaxy. 

N* is the number of stars in the Milky Way. 

Fp is the fraction of stars with planets orbiting them. 

Ne is the number of planets per star ecologically capable of life. 

Fl is the fraction of those planets where life evolves. 

Fi is the fraction of these living planets that evolves intelligent life. 

Fc is the fraction of these that communicate with others. 

fL is the fraction of a planet’s life during which the civilisation survives.



Now to a journalist’s question, ‘Do other intelligent civilisations exist?’ came Drake’s reply: ‘With almost absolute certainty.’ A certainty identical to and inherited from the one he had heard in his father’s voice. 

What would the astronomer give to actually find another world! (His Russian colleagues reminded him that ‘world’ in their language is a synonym for ‘peace’.) Every day, in his observatory, he set to work. Through thick glasses he followed the chart recorder’s progress, watched the needle fidget, saw the ink illustrate the contours of random noise. Occasionally, growing more and more impatient, he would snatch up headphones and listen in to the reception. He sat stock still in the room, his heart in his mouth, and listened. Listened for what exactly? For a beep, a buzz, an electronic whisper. He watched and listened and waited and the hours turned. But the surprise did not come. Nothing came, except the months, the years, the hours.

With time, the technology became refined and upgraded. More and more assistants leant their ears and patience to the expanding project. ‘Probability’ was on everyone’s lips. The numbers are on our side, they told the press, their friends, themselves. It is only a matter of time. 

Queasy silence was all that they heard. 

The radio telescopes grow, and the doubts grow. You would have to be superhuman not to doubt. Except perhaps for Drake, who had invested so heavily in his hope. 

The problem posed by the silence was striking, though. For if thousands of communicating civilisations have evolved throughout our galaxy over millions (or even billions) of years, why has not a single one colonised its environs, including the Earth? A civilisation far older than our own, out of the thousands predicted by Drake’s equation, would need only a few million years – a cosmic blink of an eye – to have colonised the Milky Way. Or, at the very least, to have flooded us with signs of its presence. 

Look longer! Listen harder! Drake’s response was emphatic. Perhaps the other civilisations are checking us out before they get in touch. Or perhaps they content themselves with colonising only their solar systems. Or perhaps the cost of interstellar travel is too steep. Or perhaps, they never invented the radio. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. 

Is Anyone Out There? To coincide, in 1992, with the five-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of America, Drake published a book posing this question. The answer, he felt, was closer than ever. He wanted to ‘prepare thinking adults’ for the ‘imminent detection of signals from an extraterrestrial civilization.’ What kind of civilisation? They would resemble humans, with heads on the top of their bodies and two legs to walk on. But instead of two arms, they would have four: ‘four make for a much better design’. They would also be immortal, innocent of death. ‘This discovery, which I fully expect to witness before the year 2000, will profoundly change the world.’ 

In the same year, NASA’s computers performed fifty million tests per second on the data from the largest ever and most sophisticated radio scan of the heavens. They found nothing.  

Biologists, meanwhile, were offering a reassessment of the equation’s assumptions. Drake and his colleagues applied ‘strictly deterministic thinking,’ wrote the Harvard biologist Ernst Mayr. ‘Such thinking is often quite legitimate for physical phenomena, but is quite inappropriate for evolutionary events or social processes such as the origin of civilizations.’ Another biologist, Leonard Ornstein, pointed out that ‘even if we allow that the universe may be awash with planets with flourishing “protometabolism”, and even “protocells”, it does not necessarily follow that contingent events that contributed to the next step in the origin of life have been mimicked on even one of these hypothetical worlds.’

Ornstein suggested an analogy: imagine that we dipped our hand only once into a bag of marbles and withdrew just one marble. This marble is blue-green. Conclusion? We could as equally suppose that the bag contained only one-in-a-million other blue-green marbles, or none at all, as suppose that all or many still in the bag would possess a similar colour.

The only thing we can know for certain is that the probability of intelligent life in our universe is above zero (for were it zero, I would not be here to write this sentence and you would not be here to read it). The rest is speculation. Since the Big Bang, there have been billions of civilisations. There have been millions of civilisations. There have been thousands of civilisations. There have been hundreds of civilisations, or tens. Or one.

Why not? Probability is often expressed using large but finite numbers: ‘one in a thousand’, ‘one in a million’. But perhaps the probability of life, intelligent life, appearing somewhere in our universe is infinitesimal. If so, a universe would need infinitely many planets to produce even a finite number of civilisations (i.e., one).

Such a conclusion ought to be at least as motivating to us as Drake’s, especially in an age of high-stakes international diplomacy, atomic bombs and climate change. As the astronomer Michael Papagiannis concluded, ‘Knowing we are the only ones might make us realise that we are too valuable to destroy.’





All Things Are Created Unequal

Unlike diabetes or curly hair, poverty rarely skips a generation. A parent’s bank balance will often dictate his child’s destiny to a far greater extent than his blood. Blonde mothers sometimes produce brunette babies; tall men may not always spawn basketball pros; but more than ninety times out of every hundred the poor beget more poor.  

I am the son of poor parents, poor grandparents, poor great-grandparents, and so on. Suffice it to say that more than a few grisly tales of hard times have come down to me. One of these was told to me by my father, back in the early 2000s, not long after I had flown the family nest to serve my apprenticeship in the adult world. I was living in a house, south of London, that belonged to someone else. It was the first time I had shared with a housemate. The place had little to commend it. Small, out of the way, it was very modestly decorated. In my box of a bedroom I slept on a sofa bed, pale green, the colour of a plant in shade. I subsisted on students’ fare: small plates of pasta, sandwiches and beans on toast.

Some evenings I took calls from home. On one occasion my father rang, and we fell into a long conversation. His chattiness, I must admit, took me rather by surprise. He had never been one for self-disclosure. Why then was he opening up to me? For an eldest son’s compassion, for a walk accompanied down memory lane? I do not know. We had been talking about nothing in particular when all of a sudden he said, ‘We moved around a lot when I was a kid.’

‘Sorry?’

‘My parents, well, my mum and her man. It is a long story.’

And, just like that, in a matter-of-fact voice, he told me his tale. He told it with such simplicity and such precision, not a word or image out of place, that it dawned on me only later that he had certainly long rehearsed this moment in his mind. Even as I listened I knew better than to interrupt him with my questions or comments. He spoke, as we say, ‘from the heart’; this man, my father, telling me, his son, such things as he considered important and valuable for me to hear.

One scene in particular struck me. As a boy of ten or thereabouts, he and his parents had been returning home one summer evening from a trip to the town fair. The front lawn, they noticed as they approached the house, had been eerily altered. Running ahead, my father was stunned by what he found. Chairs and tables and pots and pans and beds and lamps had been evacuated. The furniture huddled destitute in a big pile. A padlock on the front door barred their entry. 

I might have asked, ‘Why had the landlord not given my grandparents more time to clear their debt?’ But I did not ask. The thought of the furniture left out in the garden made a deep impression on my mind. It was the image of a home turned inside out, its intimacy smashed, its innards spewed. How terrible they must have looked, those useless lamps and long bare table legs and the embarrassing tea-coloured letters in a half-open desk drawer. The scene felt so vivid that it made my eyes smart. 

My father was born in 1954, the year that followed Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. My grandparents’ expulsion from their home happened ten years later – in the midst of the Swinging Sixties, the decade of ‘peace and love’. In their book The Poor and the Poorest, published in 1965, the sociologists Peter Townsend and Brian Abel-Smith estimated that this ten-year period, the first ten years of my father’s life, had produced a near doubling in the percentage of Britons living beneath the breadline, rising from eight per cent to fourteen. 

In 1979, the year of my birth, Peter Townsend published a further study, Poverty in the UK, showing that relative hardship stifled the lives of twenty-one per cent of the population. This figure appears to have remained more or less stable ever since. 

A final statistic, this one from 2008, describing the generation after mine: according to the London School of Economics, the household wealth of the top ten per cent of the population now towers one hundred times above that of the lowest ten per cent. 

Inequality is invidious. It is also universal. No country, to judge from the comparative data, has been spared it. Every land has its share both of hovels and five-star hotels. Talk of a ‘classless society’ has, time and time again, proved to be nothing but hot air. Western sympathisers who visited the Soviet Union in the 1930s were disappointed to find that its October Revolution had hardly ‘abolished’ the gulf that divided rich and poor. Zero in imperial units, they learned, was still zero under the metric system. Meanwhile beneath their mud-brown uniforms, stiff with starch, the Kremlin’s rulers continued to wear the slaughtered Emperor’s clothes. 

But enough with statistics: I wonder if mathematics can do more about the phenomenon of disparity than simply measure it. I wonder if it can tell us something about what kind of thing disparity is: where does it come from? What makes it grow or shrink? Can mathematical thinking address these kinds of questions?

It can. Mathematics and money both originated in abstraction. As with mathematics, we owe the concept of money to the ancient Greeks. They who first abstracted ‘five’ from the fingers on one hand, first stamped ‘five drachmas’ on a metal coin. And just as the concept of ‘five’ slipped from the fingers that had described it, becoming applicable to anything – men, crumbs, daydreams – with identical quantity, so a coin’s ‘value’ exceeded the metal of its composition, capable of transforming into anything agreed as having equal worth. 

Substituting numbers for objects changed the world, for better or worse. At once everything became quantifiable, even the light of the moon, which Aristophanes in one of his plays describes as saving people a drachma’s worth of torches per month. Where previously, bartering and the exchange of gifts had settled all Athenian transactions, now most social dealings came down to sums. Reciprocity between citizens gave way to the potentially unlimited accumulation of individual ‘wealth’. We read with a feeling of familiarity Aristotle’s lament (in his Politics) that some doctors turn their skills into the art of making money. Sophocles goes much further, placing into one of his character’s mouths a blistering denunciation of money as that which ‘lays waste even cities, expels men from their homes,’ and ‘thoroughly teaches and transforms good minds . . . to know every act of impiety.’ 

In its abstraction, money acquired the impersonal neutrality of numbers. Goods no longer embodied the donor’s generosity or personality; calculation replaced feelings. Individual autonomy grew, but so too did an egoism that made money the measure of all things. And like abstract numbers, money became invisible. Coins might be concealed far more easily than cows. Lycurgus, ruler of Sparta, found that he could only fight the ‘injustice’ of the rich hiding away large sums by making his iron coins so large and so heavy that ten of them alone required transportation upon a wagon. 

Because numbers can go on forever, money has no limit. Of wealth, Aristophanes tells us, a person can never have enough. Bread and sex and music and courage all sate the preceding appetite, but wealth does not. It is impossible to put a check on moneymaking. If a man receives thirteen coins, he will hanker after sixteen, and possessing them he considers life unbearable unless he now earns forty. Nature, it might be observed, imposes strict boundaries on a person’s height and age span, so that in even the most extreme instances no one can rise or fall too far or too short from the rest, whereas no such boundary inhibits money. Think of King Croesus who had so much gold that he gave it away. It was Croesus whom Solon the legislator memorably warned when he said that he who has much, has much to lose. 

I am reminded here of the story I first heard on the morning radio, two years ago, of an elderly Parisian heiress who had been flattered into great feats of generosity by a much younger man. Of course, the story immediately spread to print: I read the fine details across consecutive pages of my daily paper. The billionaire had allegedly been pampered out of paintings by Munch, Picasso, Matisse, seduced into gifting precious tomes and manuscripts and, all in all, fussed over to the tune of scores of millions of euros in handouts over several years. 

Poor thing!

Solon, I should mention, became the first man in history to make laws addressing inequality. We read in Plutarch how the mass of ancient Athenians in Solon’s day found themselves in hock to the city’s wealthy aristocrats. Some had been sold into slavery or else had handed over their children as collateral, while others had fled with their family into exile. When he was elected Chief Magistrate, Solon promptly divided the city’s populace into categories, granting to each category proportional responsibilities and rights. The highest class consisted of those earning an income in excess of five hundred bushels. In the second class were those citizens able to afford a horse (and therefore to pay a ‘horse tax’ upon the purchase). Yoke-of-oxen men comprised the third class, with an annual income between two hundred and three hundred bushels. Freed from the fear of enslavement, the remainder of landless citizens could attend public assemblies for the first time, and sit on juries. 

We can express the distribution of wealth in any society as a formula, using a number x between 50 and 100 such that x per cent of the society’s wealth belongs to (100 – x) per cent of the population. In a highly egalitarian society (where x equals, say, 55 or 60), forty-five per cent (or forty per cent) of the people would hold fifty-five per cent (or sixty per cent) of the assets. Most Western societies, however, show a far more skewed distribution. Economists have found that x in most developed countries equates to a number in the region of 80, meaning that eighty per cent of the society’s fortune pads the pockets of only twenty per cent of its members. 

Naturally,the share will vary from person to person. Money is fickle, always changing owners. That different people have dissimilar wealth is not surprising. What surprises is the scale and constancy of the divide. The economist and mathematician Vilfredo Pareto, who first observed (at the end of the nineteenth century) that twenty per cent of Italians owned eighty per cent of the nation’s wealth, found nearly identical results when he studied the historical data from many other parts of Europe. The distribution of wealth in Paris since 1292, he discovered, had hardly moved at all. Later researchers confirmed these findings. 

Because most men and women, for want of resources, remain at the bottom, the elite, for want of competition, remain at the top. The poorest expend all their energies simply to keep body and soul together. I think of Degas’s painting of the two peasant women ironing: one is anonymous, hunched over her iron; the other yawns candidly, her mouth the shape of an ‘O’. The yawn distorts her features, undoing the individuality of her face. 

The Spartan Lycurgus, we saw, made money as big as men; imagine, an instant, men as big as their money. Picture the difference between a miller and a millionaire. The man who mills grain owns perhaps no more than one-thousandth of the rich man’s fortune: the millionaire, his advantage converted into height, would be a thousand times as tall. To him, the miller would appear no bigger than an ant. With whom will the giant do business? Only with someone big and strong enough to carry his employer’s burden. Likewise this someone, smaller than the millionaire on whom he is dependent, but still far greater in size than the grain-running ant, to whom will he entrust his dealings? To his peers. They, in turn, will do the same. Good manners and compromise characterise the bulk of these transactions, but hardly anyone thinks to condescend to those with whom they have next to nothing in common. Our lowly ant friend is simply nowhere in sight. 

Every man and woman, at whichever point along the scale, prefers to look up, not down. Even the miller gives a hand to his equal or his superior, rather than to someone far below him, for fear of conceding his rank to the worse-off man. With the wealthier, he is generous; with the poorer, he is mean. He has little, but the little he has goes purely to keeping up his minor station. 

Comparisons are somewhat facile, of course. Beside a billionaire, even the millionaire is poor. The world’s hundredth-richest person has but one dollar for every eight in the pocket of the world’s richest man. 

Whether the economy expands or whether it shrinks, the obsession with ‘keeping up one’s station’ remains. The inequality this obsession feeds off is a precocious learner: the more of it there is, the faster it will grow. Take the hypothetical egalitarian society, for example, where forty-five per cent of the population own fifty-five per cent of its wealth. In such a society, around twenty per cent (forty-five per cent of the forty-five per cent) of citizens own about thirty per cent (fifty-five per cent of the fifty-five per cent) of the total resources. By the same logic, a sixth (fifty-five per cent of the thirty per cent) of the society’s goods belongs to one citizen in every eleven (forty-five per cent of twenty per cent). 

The contrast between this theoretical society and most of our modern cities – those that obey Pareto’s 80–20 principle – is striking. Wealth in these places can propagate far more ruthlessly, dramatically: the accounts of as few as four individuals in every hundred (twenty per cent of twenty per cent) will bloat with as much as two-thirds (eighty per cent of eighty per cent) of all the available income. And of these four men made of money, the very richest might have up to one half (eighty per cent of the two-thirds) all to himself. 

Human beings and their self-interest are inseparable, but inequality needs a society to invent it. The creation of any vast and ambitious social project demands an unequal allocation of resources in order to achieve its goals. Without substantial inequality, as John Maynard Keynes pointed out, Europe’s railways – a ‘monument to posterity’ – would never have been constructed. Tolstoy, for one, hated the railways precisely because they represented this inequality, going even so far as to throw his best-loved character under a murderous train. It is true that most of the men who laid the rails never had the opportunity to ride them. Why then did they agree to do so? The railwaymen chose to cooperate with the wealthy, Keynes argued, on the tacit understanding that what they produced together, using the money of one side, the labour of the other, would ultimately serve the nation as a whole, and the principle of ‘progress’. World war, however, would subsequently smash this fragile alliance between the classes, by shaking the faith of both in the future. The bludgeoning of bombs and the gutting of gunfire disclosed to all ‘the possibility of consumption . . . and the vanity of abstinence.’ 

When Keynes spoke of the value of inequality he did not mean unbridled inequality. He meant an inequality that was consensual and that served a collective purpose. The selfish motive of making money, he admitted, helped to produce goods and services that benefit many. The same motive could also turn certain ‘dangerous human proclivities’ – cruelty, self-aggrandisement and the tyrannical pursuit of power – to more harmless pursuits. But, he was not at all complacent.



It is not necessary for the stimulation of these activities and the satisfaction of these proclivities that the game should be played for such high stakes as at present. Much lower stakes will serve the purpose equally well, as soon as the players are accustomed to them. The task of transmuting human nature must not be confused with the task of managing it.



How we lower those stakes is a question I leave to our politicians. I will not hold my breath. There is no easy solution – none analogous to a politician’s promise. Money’s abstractness is complex, evasive. It turns our world upside down. For instance, a farmer’s cow calves more prodigiously than other cattle – this is normal, part of nature. What, though, should we think of houses that beget more houses? Like many of those born poor my father never had the chance to own the roof above his head, whereas the proprietor of four houses will likely wind up with six, or twelve, or twenty. 

All of which brings us to the question that Tolstoy posed his readers in the short story ‘How much land does a man need?’ Pahom, the greedy peasant, kills himself in the endless pursuit of more and more acres. 

‘They are poor in the midst of riches,’ Seneca observed of some of ancient Greece’s wealthiest – and greediest – men, ‘which is the worst kind of poverty.’





A Model Mother

Not long ago, my mother’s age reached double mine. Two lives when compared with my young man’s span – half of her that I cannot see.

My mother has always been a mystery to me. We have had my lifetime to get to know one another, but it still feels nowhere near long enough. Her behaviour eludes me; it outpaces my powers of comprehension. Try as I might, I cannot figure her out.

Her face has not changed much with the years. She often wears an expression that flits between smugness and fright. The same stubborn creases, made by steady clenching, around the mouth; the same defiant twinkle in her eyes. She smiles fitfully, unexpectedly, as if bestowing a favour. Beneath the fine greying hair and wrinkles, I can still find myself in her gaze. 

Memories. Take the kitchen of my childhood for example, where my mother would spend the lion’s share of her day. I remember her prowling the linoleum, biro and notepaper in hand, alive to every sound and suspicious of the slightest incursion. She was compiling a list of groceries to buy. She poked her nose into cupboards and the fridge, looking for the tins of beans and the bottles of milk and the packets of cheese and sliced bread bought only a day or two before. Thin air had taken their place. 

‘The children eat us out of house and home,’ she complained to my father. 

My father assumed a posture of resignation. 

We kids knew which of our parents held command. Or, at least, we thought we did. At other times my mother would suddenly come over all shy and prone to blushing. My father could hardly draw a word out of her. 

Then there were the Christmas presents. Year-round she would ferret out bargains at local car-boot sales, sequestering the toys and games in closets or under beds until Santa’s sleigh arrived. Of course, we always knew where to find them, but in the spirit of the season we turned a blind eye. It was never easy: buried treasure seemed to lie in every nook and cranny of every room. Why then, many Decembers later, under piles of old clothes, did we bring unopened presents to the surface? Had she simply mislaid them, forgotten their location? Could it really be that the buying of them had meant more to her than the offering? 

A mathematician would say, ‘graph the data.’ That is how mathematicians speak. And it is true enough: puzzling occurrences usually require the long view – and a firm grasp of context. Early on in my childhood, I decided that if only I could assemble enough of my recollections, and settle on some parameters for their analysis, it might be possible to make a predictive model of my mother’s behaviour.

It was around the time that I began to look like her, once the primary school blackboard became a blur. Our myopia, it could be said
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