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HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH?

‘A spirited argument against blindly accepting the “Faustian bargain” of contemporary capitalism’ Heather Stewart, Observer

‘A delightful book. It addresses a Big Question without the jargon and obfuscation that pollutes so much philosophy’ Wall Street Journal

‘A spirited polemic … when the Skidelskys say that we ought to be able to do better than this, it is hard to disagree with them’ Larry Elliott, Guardian
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‘How Much is Enough? is an intelligent and provocative book, generous and wide-ranging … It does open up another front on what is now surely the most pressing moral issue in the West today’ Nick Spencer, Church Times

‘A valuable contribution to the increasingly urgent literature on the nature of value’ Giles Fraser, Observer

‘There is too much luxury and too much inequality in our society. We should concentrate much less on making money, and much more on cultivating the things that matter: leisure, knowledge, friendship. From these innocuous-sounding statements, the Skidelskys (father and son) construct radical policy recommendations’ Alasdair Palmer, Daily Telegraph

‘With capitalism in an unfolding crisis and, as in the 1930s, conventional liberal economics seemingly unable to grasp the nature of that crisis, it seems unwise to ignore writers with [the Skidelsky’s] exceptional historical knowledge and moral imagination’ David P. Calleo

‘Well worth reading for its illuminating and insightful treatment of history … first-rate’ Josh Trapani, Washington Independent Review of Books

‘A succinct, provocative and thoroughly intriguing look at modern capitalism’ Big Issue

‘The Skidelskys ask a pivotal question: Is there no end to our constant quest for more and more wealth? As the world economy stutters and we look for ways to restart the engine, their arguments pull us up short. Are we not prosperous enough already and missing a far richer life without the perpetual quest for needless economic growth?’ Nicholas Wapshott, author of Keynes Hayek: The Clash That Defined Modern Economics
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To Hugo

That his possibilities may live up to the hopes

Keynes had for his ‘grandchildren’




Nothing is enough for the man to whom enough is too little.

Epicurus




Preface to the paperback edition

HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH? A REPLY TO OUR CRITICS

Why do we work? Work, the standard view goes, is the cost of getting things we want. As people get richer – able to afford more of the things they want – they will work less. This in a nutshell was the theme of Keynes’s essay ‘Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren’, published in 1930. Keynes thought that about a hundred years hence – i.e. not far off from now – developed countries would be about four times richer on average than they were in 1930, and that therefore their inhabitants, on average, would work only a quarter as long, say fifteen hours a week rather than fifty or sixty. The demand for leisure would increase proportionately with income. In fact, though Keynes was not wrong in his forecast of economic growth, hours of work have fallen much less than he thought they would. We now work about forty hours a week and have been stuck there since the 1980s. To be sure, people have more leisure, but not nearly as much as he thought they would want.

So our book is really an enquiry into why Keynes got it wrong. He thought people would work only enough to enable them to live ‘wisely, agreeably, and well’ – to enjoy what we call ‘the good life’. They seem to work much more than this. What did he miss?

One explanation might be that work is increasingly desired for its own sake, and not simply (as Keynes like most economists at the time assumed), for the income it brings in. There is something in this. Work has become less physically burdensome; it is an important source of identity; perhaps there is more job satisfaction. But the evidence suggests that most people would still prefer to work less than they do. So the premise of Keynes’s argument, that people work mainly to earn money, is probably right.

Marxists have argued that work should be seen as part of a good life. It is only under capitalism that work is ‘alienated’ from its subject and becomes a cost. This is partly a matter of semantics. Leisure to us is precisely non-alienated work. We do not agree, though, that this kind of work is possible only under socialism – though this too may be a question of semantics. Life will continue after capitalism, though we cannot imagine in detail what that life would be like.

Keynes may also have underestimated fear of idleness. The argument is that most people would not know what to do if they were suddenly deprived of work. Retirees often find time weighing heavily. Keynes himself acknowledged that the transition from work to leisure might produce a general ‘nervous breakdown’, foreshadowed by the wives of the well-to-do, deprived by wealth of their traditional tasks and occupations. However, he was suggesting a gradual, not immediate, cessation of work. Certainly, it would be perverse to argue that it is fear of leisure which keeps most of our noses to the grindstone: much more important is fear of unemployment and the loss of income which this entails.

Still, we would not deny that people will need to be educated for leisure rather than trained for slotting into the job market as at present; or that what is called retirement might be made much less abrupt than it now is. Our vision of the future envisages work being redistributed not just at a moment in time (as in work-sharing) but over time, with the young working less and the old working more.

In the book we highlight two interlocking reasons for the continued dominance of the work ethic: one psychological, the other institutional.

The psychological explanation appeals to the perennial facts of human nature, particularly to the relative character of human wants. It is not just that we want more but that we want more than others, who at the same time want more than us; this fuels an endless race. Robinson Crusoe would perhaps be content with his lot. But fill his island with other people, and his dissatisfaction would grow as he started comparing his fortune with those around him. Human wants are insatiable because they are relative. And the more goods we want, the more we have to work to earn the money to acquire them.

Economic insatiability is as old as money itself, but it has been greatly exacerbated by the institutions of capitalism. Today, it is the business class which determines the earnings, hours, and conditions of work; it is the state which, largely at the behest of the business class, decides on the post-tax distribution of wealth and income. This is not Marxist ideology, but a reasonable observation of the way the capitalist system actually functions in today’s global environment. This is an environment in which the countervailing power of trade unions and democracy has been greatly curtailed in the interests of profit maximisation. The result is twofold: most people do not get the job arrangements they would like; and inequality of wealth and incomes has grown. Thus a large proportion of the populations of rich countries are deprived of the fruits of the technological progress which would enable them to work less. They work the hours they do because they do not ‘have enough’ to lead the good life.

In short, capitalism, especially in its modern ‘turbo’ form, has released the expression of insatiability from its previous restraints. Capitalism promises us the moon – provided we work hard! It brings an increasing range of goods and services under the sway of money exchange, thus inflaming the love of money itself.

It’s odd that Keynes was so optimistic that love of leisure would inevitably overcome love of money. For both make a powerful appeal to human nature. The advantage of leisure is that it gives us choice of occupation; the advantage of money is that it gives us choice of goods. It is not obvious why one should triumph over the other. Leisure can overcome money only through an ethical understanding of the purposes of life.

The thesis of our book is that the pursuit of money as an end in itself is bad not just because it is detrimental to happiness or the environment (though it may be to both these things) but because it is absurd. It rests on a misunderstanding of the nature and function of money. Money is essentially a means to the good; to treat its accumulation as an ultimate goal is to fall victim to delusion.

So what can we do to free ourselves from this delusion? The problem has two aspects, one intellectual, the other political.

The intellectual problem is to try to recover an idea of what money is for, because it is only in relation to such an idea that it makes sense to talk about ‘having enough’. What money is for is, we argue, ‘the good life’, which can be broken down into the seven basic goods of health, security, respect, personality, harmony with nature, friendship and leisure. To possess a sufficient quantity of these seven basic goods is to live well; to lack a sufficient quantity of one or more of them is to be deprived. If this account holds up, then the question ‘how much is enough?’ has a non-vacuous answer: it is ‘enough for the good life.’ Of course, precise figures are going to vary widely according to age, circumstance and temperament. The needs of a twenty-year-old student are not those of a forty-year-old householder. But at least we have something more than the shifting fortunes of ‘the Jones’s’ to guide us.

The political problem is to organize our collective existence so as to make it easier for people actually to live the good life. The state has a positive role to play here; it should not pretend to be ‘neutral’ between rival conceptions of the good. In the last part of our book, we outline a number of policies for bringing this about, including working hour regulation, work-sharing, stricter controls on advertising, an unconditional basic income and – drawing on the work of the economist Robert Frank – a progressive consumption tax. An unconditional basic – or ‘citizens’’ income – equivalent to the ‘unearned’ income enjoyed in the past by small minorities only – is probably the most important of these, as opening up individual choice between work and leisure.

The drive for such reforms will have to come from politics. But a politics geared to the realisation of the good life will not come about automatically. It can come only from an ethical re-balancing, to which this book aims to contribute.


Responses to the first publication of How Much is Enough? generally divided along political lines. Reviewers of the left liked it; reviewers of the right attacked it. The book was better received on the continent of Europe, particularly in Germany, than in Britain or America. At the time this paperback edition went to press it had been, or was being, translated into seventeen languages.

Five criticisms cropped up frequently, in reviews and in private conversations.

1. Bad timing

Several of our critics accused us of bad timing. Now, wrote Ferdinand Mount in the Times Literary Supplement of 13 July 2012 ‘is not quite the moment to denounce the excesses of consumerism when consumer demand has been flat on its back for years’. Dominic Lawson in the Sunday Times of 17 June 2012 pointed to the contradiction, as he saw it, between Robert Skidelsky’s advocacy of Keynesian growth policies as a cure for economic depression and his denunciation, in this book, of economic growth for its own sake.

There is no contradiction. ‘We need to distinguish’, we say in our introduction ‘between short-term policies for recovery after the worst depression since the 1930s and long-term policies for realizing the good life.’ If an earthquake has destroyed your city, you don’t advocate living the ‘good life’ amidst its ruins. Your first priority is to rebuild the city. However, the collapse of 2008–9 does offer a unique opportunity for thinking about the long-term future of capitalism. We should aim to rebuild the city on improved lines, avoiding the faults that caused it to implode in the first place. This is where policies for short-run recovery merge with medium- and long-run preparations for the good life: for example, in reforms to the banking system to prevent predatory lending, or in channelling consumer demand towards energy-efficient forms of transport and public services.

2. Humankind cannot bear too much leisure

Some of our critics wondered whether a life with greatly reduced hours of work could really satisfy what Keynes called ‘the old Adam in us’– by which he meant the psychological need to work. Work gives meaning to our lives; at any rate, it saves us from the tedium of endless sloth. A particularly mordant version of this objection was put forwards by Daily Telegraph reviewer Alasdair Palmer:


The Skidelskys have nothing substantial to say about boredom – and it is why their analysis is doomed from the start. The reason why most people keep striving long after they have satisfied all elementary needs is not, as the Skidelskys claim, that they mistakenly think that money is the ultimate value. It is simply that striving for it keeps boredom at bay … Boredom is the serpent in the Skidelskys’ garden of idle delights – and you can be sure that, were we ever to achieve it, that serpent would soon eject us from it.



This criticism overlooks the distinction, which we draw clearly in the introduction and again in Chapter 6, between leisure and idleness. Leisure, as we define it, is not a state of passive relaxation. It is a form of activity – activity undertaken for its own sake, and not for the sake of some external end. (This is roughly the meaning of the ancient Greek schole and the Latin otium, the ancestors of our modern concept of leisure.) Leisure in this sense can be as strenuous as you please. It can take the form of paid work, so long as pay is not the primary motivation. There is no reason to think an active leisure leads inevitably to boredom. On the contrary, it looks like the best remedy against boredom. Many, perhaps most, people are bored out of their minds by the jobs they do.

Palmer seems to think that all human activity is in the last resort meaningless, and that working for money is the best way to distract ourselves from recognition of this bleak truth. There are no ultimate values in the world, he writes, only ‘atoms and the void, which we invent values in order to fill.’ But if life really is meaningless, then throwing ourselves into yet one more meaningless activity can only ever provide temporary and insecure relief. It seems wiser to assume, against the metaphysical pessimists, that some activities are valuable intrinsically, if not independently of our point of view. ‘Leisure’ is our word for intrinsically valuable activity. The more of such activity a life contains, the more meaningful it is.

But even if leisure in our sense is a valid category, there remains the empirical question of our aptitude for it. If hours of work are greatly reduced, will we really be able to occupy the vacant hours in intrinsically meaningful activity? Will we not rather descend into alcoholism and neurosis?

The historical record on this question is mixed. Inherited wealth certainly made some of its owners idle and dissolute; but it enabled many others to cultivate the arts of life in a way beyond the reach of those compelled to drudgery. The existence of a leisured class has been an inestimable boon to civilisation. Whether their example can be successfully universalised is, of course, another question. It is true that we are taking a bet on human nature. But it seems to us that the onus is on our critics to show why the leisured way of life hitherto enjoyed by a minority should not in principle be available to the majority once their struggle for existence has been eased by technological progress.

A more complex version of the ‘humankind cannot bear too much leisure’ objection was put forward by Richard Posner in his New York Times review of our book:


The Skidelskys are correct that because goods and services can be produced with much less labor than in 1930, we could live now as we did then while working many fewer hours. We want to live better than that. And what would we do with our new-found leisure? Most people would quickly get bored without the resources for varied and exciting leisure activities like foreign travel, movies and television, casinos, restaurants, watching sporting events, engaging in challenging athletic activities, playing video games, eating out, dieting, having cosmetic surgery, and improving health and longevity. But with everyone working just 20 hours a week (on the way down to 15 in 2030), few of these opportunities would materialize, because people who worked so little would be unable to afford them.



Posner’s point here is not that leisure is boring in and of itself, but that it is liable to become boring unless enhanced with consumption goods. This limits the degree to which it can expand, since consumption goods are available only to those who work hard enough to afford them. The argument here draws on an insight of the Swedish economist Staffan Linder. In his 1970 book, The Harried Leisure Class, Linder observed that leisure is not only a benefit but also a cost – the cost of not working. And this cost rises together with the productivity of work: an hour spent lying in the grass costs much less to the student than to the highly paid executive. To hold its own against work, leisure must become more ‘productive’, too – which means more filled with expensive gadget-packed activity. Thus the increase in productivity that Keynes thought would liberate us for leisure has had the paradoxical effect of chaining us ever more tightly to the work/spend treadmill.

There are two responses to Posner. First, he takes the distribution of income as given. He ignores the fact that millions of inhabitants of the ‘rich’ societies are too poor to enjoy a leisure packed with gadgets. Some of the joys of leisure that he extols are still available only to the affluent minority in our societies. But in addition, he seems to think that the only way of ‘enhancing the value’ of leisure is by spending money on it. He forgets that many of the most enjoyable leisure activities – reading, conversation, making music, making love, many kinds of sport and hobbies – cost very little or nothing at all. They do require skill, however, and this skill has been eroded as leisure has been commercialised. Our book calls for a revival of the older conception of leisure as disciplined, spontaneous activity. It is only in this sense that leisure might become a real counter-pull to the work ethic.

3. Our work/leisure distinction is too crude

In this book, we distinguish work as extrinsically motivated, from leisure as intrinsically motivated, activity. Work is what is done as a means to an end. Leisure is what is done for its own sake. This, as suggested above, is equivalent to the Marxist distinction between alienated and non-alienated work. It is central to our argument. But some of our critics found it crude or incomplete. Here is Richard Posner again:


The Skidelskys have an exalted conception of leisure. They say that the true sense of the word is ‘activity without extrinsic end’: ‘The sculptor engrossed in cutting marble, the teacher intent on imparting a difficult idea, the musician struggling with a score, a scientist exploring the mysteries of space and time – such people have no other aim than to do what they are doing well.’ That isn’t true. Most of these people are ambitious achievers who seek recognition.



And in a debate at the London School of Economics with Robert Skidelsky, Maurice Glasman, the Labour peer, made the point that many people, particular those in the voluntary sector, act out of a sense of duty, a motive which doesn’t seem to fit comfortably into our work/leisure dichotomy.

Our critics have a point. Our division of all human motives into extrinsic and intrinsic was a simplifying device; it doesn’t do justice to the complexity of the data. Take the two motives mentioned by Posner and Glasman: honour and duty. Both raise interesting questions.

Honour, or the desire to be recognized for doing something well, is, as Posner says, vital to many professional activities. Is it intrinsic or extrinsic in relation to the desire to do well whatever one is being honoured for? The answer is not straightforward. Presumably one can want to do something well without wanting to be recognized for doing it well, though this lofty state of mind is perhaps rather rare. But one cannot, as a matter of logic, want to be recognized for doing something well without also wanting to do it well. The desire for honour is thus far distinct from the desire for monetary reward, which is entirely extrinsic to the desire to do whatever it is well.

The difference can be brought out by a consideration of cheating. A scientist hungry for honour cannot (logically) achieve his goal by forging his results. Even if he is never found out, he has not won honour, but only the appearance of honour, for honour is recognition precisely of achievement, which is lacking here. But a scientist interested only in material gain may well be tempted to cook his results. In other words, the motive of honour, even if not fully intrinsic, complements intrinsic motivation, whereas the money motive can on the contrary corrupt it. This is what Aristotle was getting at when he called supreme honour, or greatness of soul, ‘a sort of adornment, as it were, of the excellences; for it augments them, and does not occur without them.’

If (as we hope) the money motive comes to play a decreasingly important role in human affairs, the motive of honour may revive to fill the gap. Perhaps we are seeing something of this already, in the proliferation of sporting and literary prizes. This carries its dangers, of course. Honour is strictly positional; hence the pursuit of honour, unlike the pursuit of wealth, is a zero-sum game; one competitor’s gain is another’s loss. This is the main reason honour came under suspicion in the seventeenth and eighteenth century: it was too costly. But zero-sum games can be played for higher or lower stakes. Losers needn’t always lose their heads. Anyway, insofar as most people care more about relative than absolute wealth, economic competition is already substantially a competition for honour – the point famously made by Veblen in his account of ‘conspicuous consumption’. Why not pursue honour openly instead of under the hypocritical disguise of money?

What about duty? An increasing number of people in the affluent world – teachers, social workers, charitable workers – are engaged in activities whose primary motive is neither gain nor enjoyment but a felt obligation to ‘give something back to society’. These activities don’t fit comfortably into our work/leisure scheme. Insofar as they are an important source of purpose and self-respect, they are not just ‘means to an end’. Yet neither are they quite ‘ends in themselves’ in the way that making music or playing chess are. They have a purpose – serving the needs of other people – which they can fulfil more or less efficiently. They are not typically enjoyable, at least not minute by minute, though they might be a source of lasting satisfaction. All this needs more thought. Our distinction between intrinsically and extrinsically motivated activity is adequate enough for its role in the argument of the book, though there are clearly cases it doesn’t cover.

4. Our proposals will undermine dynamism

Many of our critics (particularly American ones) told us that a society deprived of the spur of money-making would become stagnant, devoid of achievement. This is like saying people invent things only to become rich. Undoubtedly some people become rich because of their inventions, and some people are only made inventive by the thought of becoming rich. But it seems to us that, historically, inventiveness has not been at all closely tied to the money motive, but is an aspect of inherent human restlesness and curiosity. The society we advocate would not, therefore, be devoid of excellence or extraordinary achievement, either in the arts or sciences or the practical business of life.

The question we were frequently asked is: how can societies with the values we advocate hope to remain ‘competitive’ with the still-poor and more ‘dynamic’ parts of the world? The current rhetoric of growthmanship sees economic activity as a competitive race, in which there must be no slacking off. This is a bad metaphor, because it makes no sense to go on racing for ever and ever. To our way of thinking, globalization is a device for the perpetuation of scarcity. It is also highly disruptive of security. We share the view of the economist Dani Rodrik that it should be slowed down.The question which always needs asking is: how much globalization is consistent with the good life?

5. We are paternalists

We are self-confessed paternalists – that is to say, we believe that a) some ways of life are better than others, independent of individual taste and conviction, that b) these ways of life can be identified with some degree of certainty, and that c) the state has a positive role to play in promoting these ways of life over others. Many of our critics found some or all of these beliefs objectionable. Most directed their criticism against the first two. They accused us of trying to pass off our own parochial, middle-class tastes as an objective and universal account of the human good. Here, for instance, is Jamie Whyte, writing for the Wall Street Journal:


The Skidelskys have no account of what makes any level of health enough, or enough security enough, or enough of anything enough. They rely instead on their own ineffable but consistently conservative judgments, and on their repeated assertion that their judgments are ‘objective’– unlike yours, which are subjective and the result of capitalist manipulation.



This is witty, and potentially devastating. Were it true that our concepts of health and the other basic goods expressed nothing more than local cultural expectations, our project would collapse. But is it true? We think it possible to outline an objective account of health (to take just one example) by reflecting on the activities central to the human way of life, such as talking, walking, hearing and eating. Health is that state of the body that allows us to engage in these activities unimpeded; sickness or disability is what hinders us from engaging in them. Someone too fat to walk is objectively unhealthy, and remains so even if he belongs to a society in which this condition is normal. Health is relative to the human way of life, not to the expectations of particular social groups.

Such an account of health leaves, as it should, considerable space for historical and cultural variety. Expectations about teeth, height and life expectancy of course vary hugely with technology and affluence, and it would be absurd to single out any one state of health as uniquely correct or ‘natural’. The point is that this variety is not limitless. Death at the age of twenty is premature by any standard. To have no teeth at all is a privation by any standard. Jamie Whyte’s error here is a common one. He gives up too soon. He moves too swiftly from the observation that cultures and epochs differ in what they consider healthy or moral to the conclusion that it makes no sense to talk about what is healthy or moral as such. This is a non sequitur. It is rather like saying that because some people rate Tolstoy above Dostoyevsky, others Dostoyevsky above Tolstoy, neither Tolstoy nor Dostoyevsky is objectively any better than Ayn Rand.

Another, similar criticism was made by the political theorist Glen Newey in the London Review of Books:

Sometimes the list (of objective goods) … yields arrestingly specific judgements. The Skidelskys favour wine over crack cocaine, for example, since the former ‘enhances food’ – presumably as part of the good of health, or maybe leisure – ‘and friendship’; that I may prefer crack to wine ‘does not alter this fact; it simply shows me to have corrupt taste.’

So much for those leisure evenings spent splitting a rock or three with friends in a bid to unfold one’s idea of the good or trigger a dopamine-sodden sense of cosmic bliss. The more specific the argument, the more it lies open to non-judgementalist challenge. It’s one thing to say, as the Skidelskys do, that there’s an objective truth about the good; it’s another to infer from this a list of goods even as general as the one they present, let alone whether one should take another sniff of Bolivian marching powder or neck another glass of Valpolicella.

The criticism here reflects the common assumption that any attempt to give concrete substance to an account of the good will inevitably involve one in interminable, irresolvable disputes. There is simply nothing one can say to someone who insists that crack is just as life-enhancing as is wine; this is a case of ‘reasonable disagreement.’ But is it? We think we stand on firm ground here. Our (admittedly limited) experience of crack cocaine smokers is that they do not unfold ideas of the good life, but talk gibberish. This contrasts with the effects of modest amounts of wine – and, it should be added, with those of other, less potent illegal drugs. Each controversial case needs to be argued out in detail. We cannot simply assume in advance that the result will be stalemate.

Finally, here is Karen Horn in the magazine Standpoint. The review was entitled ‘self-appointed messiahs of the nanny-state’ that gives an idea of its stance:

Critics ridicule the so-called homo economicus as a caricature: People aren’t always so rational, they do not always know what they want or, perhaps worse, they sometimes want things that are bad for them. They make mistakes; they do not always weigh costs and benefits wisely. But isn’t it more humble and respectful of others to suppose that they do? Who are we to start from the assumption that they don’t? And who are we to tell people what they should want?

This is very revealing of the motive behind a lot of modern value-neutralism. It’s not that the value-neutralist has concluded, on theoretical grounds, that there is no such thing as the human good independent of personal preference. Rather, the very assumption that there could be such a thing seems lacking in proper ‘humility’ and ‘respect’. ‘Who are we to tell people what they should want?’ is the telling question here. What this reveals is a terrible crisis of confidence among the intellectual class of the Western world. Keynes believed that it was up to him and people like him to guide – persuasively, not despotically – the tastes and opinions of the British people; a belief he put into practice in his founding of the Arts Council. His successors, addled by cultural guilt, have lost this belief: value-neutralism and value-relativism are the result. Our book is, among other things, a call for the leaders of liberal public opinion to show more confidence.

Robert and Edward Skidelsky, 7 July 2013




Preface

As we were writing the book, friends of ours often asked us, half-jokingly, ‘Are you going to tell us how much you think is enough?’ We found it sensible to riposte by asking, as if in the spirit of scholarly enquiry, ‘How much do you think is enough?’ We often got the answer ‘Enough for what?’ to which we replied, ‘Enough to live a good life’. This sometimes did elicit a stab at a number, though, as was to be expected, the number varied markedly according to age, circumstances and nationality. The fact is, of course, that one can only hope to get a meaningful and perhaps binding answer to the question from people who accept that there is such a thing as a good life, independent of their own subjective desires. The purpose of this book is to persuade the reader that such a thing – the good life – does exist and can be known, and that we ought to strive to live it. How much money we need to live it comes at the end of the argument, not at the beginning.*

Many people have helped us. We are extraordinarily grateful to Armand Clesse, director of the Luxembourg Institute for European and International Studies, for organizing a symposium on the book in Luxembourg on 27–28 May 2011. Armand, who chaired in his usual vivacious style, had assembled an interdisciplinary galaxy: Michael Ambrosi, Christian Arnsperger, Tom Bauler, Mathias Binswinger, Ulrich Brand, Isabelle Cassiers, Aditya Chakrabortty, Andrew Hallam, Mario Hirsch, Sir Anthony Kenny, Charles Kenny, Guy Kirsch, Serge-Christophe Kolm, Axel Leijonhufvud, Felix Martin, Matt Matravers, John Milbank, Adrian Pabst, Guy Schuller, Larry Siedentop, Alfred Steinherr, Henryk Szlajfer and Paul Zahlen. They read an early draft of the manuscript, and some even braved the volcanic ash then hovering over Europe to come. We received much encouragement and stimulus from their suggestions.

Our UK agent Michael Sissons and our UK publisher Stuart Proffitt made notable contributions to the emergence of the proposal, and in nudging the book kindly but firmly towards publication, as did our enthusiastic American publisher Judith Gurewich, whose e-mails we will long remember. They all encouraged us to break academic cover and come out clearly with our own views.

Our warmest thanks go to the following for reading the whole or part of drafts of How Much Is Enough? and, by their comments and criticisms, helping to improve its arguments: Perry Anderson, Tony Bicat, Carmen Callil, Meghnad Desai, Robin Douglass, Pavel Erochkine, Richard Fynes, Peter Pagan, Pranay Sanklecha, Richard Seaford, Augusta Skidelsky, Will Skidelsky and Wu Junqing.

We thank Pete Mills and Christian Westerlind Wigstrom of Robert’s Centre for Global Studies for their unstinting help with research and criticism. Pete in particular played a big part in assembling the data and shaping the argument of Chapter 1. Donald Poon provided welcome assistance as a summer intern on his way to the LSE. Our thanks go to the Librarian and staff of the House of Lords for meeting our insatiable demand for books and articles.

Above all, we enjoyed working together. The two months we spent in Languedoc in April/May 2011, writing and talking about the book, was an enormously happy time, a voyage of discovery, not least about each other: in its setting, a speck of the good life, for both of us.

Robert and Edward Skidelsky




Introduction

This book is an argument against insatiability, against that psychological disposition which prevents us, as individuals and as societies, from saying ‘enough is enough’. It is directed at economic insatiability, the desire for more and more money. It is chiefly directed at the rich parts of the world, which may be reasonably thought to have enough wealth for a decent collective life. For the poor parts of the world, where the mass of the people still live in great poverty, insatiability is a problem for the future. But in rich and poor societies alike, insatiability can be seen wherever the opulence of the very rich runs wildly ahead of the means of existence of the many.

Marxists contend that economic insatiability is a creation of capitalism, which will disappear with its abolition. Christians argue that it is the product of original sin. Our own view is that it is rooted in human nature – in the disposition to compare our fortune with that of our fellows and find it wanting – but has been greatly intensified by capitalism, which has made it the psychological basis of an entire civilization. What was once an aberration of the rich is now a commonplace of everyday life.

Capitalism is a two-edged sword. On the one hand, it has made possible vast improvements in material conditions. On the other, it has exalted some of the most reviled human characteristics, such as greed, envy and avarice. Our call is to chain up the monster again by recalling what the greatest thinkers of all times and all civilizations have meant by the ‘good life’ and suggesting changes in current policy to help us achieve it.

In doing this, we will be challenging the current obsession with the growth of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as the chief goal of economic policy. We are not against economic growth as such, but we may reasonably ask not just growth for what, but growth of what. We want leisure to grow and pollution to decline. Both are part of any sane idea of human welfare. But both are excluded from GDP, which measures only that portion of domestic production which is traded in markets. There is no subtraction for pollution, and no addition for leisure. The extent to which further GDP growth will improve welfare is therefore moot. It surely does so for very poor countries, but it may be the case that rich societies already have too much GDP. Our view is that, for the wealthy nations of the world, GDP should be treated as a by-product of policies aimed at realizing the good life. Only experience will show whether the GDP outcome is positive, negative or stationary.

This book is not about the principles of justice, but about the constituents of the good life. Most modern political theory starts from the consideration of what is just, or fair, in the abstract, and proceeds to derive from this ‘just’ social arrangements. Our approach is different. We start with the individual and his needs, from which we try to build up a picture of the common good. Questions of distribution, which lie at the centre of modern discussions of justice, while vitally important, are only so to us in the context of the requirements of the good life.

Imagine a world in which most people worked only fifteen hours a week. They would be paid as much as, or even more than, they now are, because the fruits of their labour would be distributed more evenly across society. Leisure would occupy far more of their waking hours than work. It was exactly this prospect that the economist John Maynard Keynes conjured up in a little essay published in 1930 called ‘Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren’. Its thesis was very simple. As technological progress made possible an increase in the output of goods per hour worked, people would have to work less and less to satisfy their needs, until in the end they would have to work hardly at all. Then, Keynes wrote, ‘for the first time since his creation man will be faced with his real, his permanent problem – how to use his freedom from pressing economic cares, how to occupy the leisure, which science and compound interest will have won for him, to live wisely and agreeably and well’. He thought this condition might be reached in about a hundred years’ time – that is, by 2030.

Given when it was written, it is hardly surprising that Keynes’s futuristic essay was ignored. The world had much more urgent problems to attend to, including getting out of the Great Depression. And Keynes himself never explicitly reverted to his vision, though the dream of a workless future was always there in the background of his thinking. Indeed, it was as a theorist of short-term unemployment, not of long-run economic progress, that Keynes achieved world fame, with his great book The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money. Nevertheless, there are good reasons for returning to the questions Keynes raised, then dropped.

First, he asked something hardly discussed today: what is wealth for? How much money do we need to lead a good life? This might seem an impossible question. But it is not a trivial one. Making money cannot be an end in itself – at least for anyone not suffering from acute mental disorder. To say that my purpose in life is to make more and more money is like saying that my aim in eating is to get fatter and fatter. And what is true of individuals is also true of societies. Making money cannot be the permanent business of humanity, for the simple reason that there is nothing to do with money except spend it. And we cannot just go on spending. There will come a point when we will be satiated or disgusted or both. Or will we?

Secondly, we in the West are once more in the midst of a ‘Great Contraction’, the worst since the Great Depression of 1929–32. A great crisis is like an inspection: it exposes the faults of a social system, and prompts the search for alternatives. The system under inspection is capitalism, and Keynes’s essay offers a vantage point from which to consider the future of capitalism. The crisis has brought to light two defects in the system, usually obscured by the near unanimous commitment to growth at almost any cost.

The first is its moral defects. The banking crisis has shown yet again that the present system relies on motives of greed and acquisitiveness, which are morally repugnant. It also divides societies into rich and poor, latterly very rich and very poor, justified by some version of the ‘trickle down’ idea. The coexistence of great wealth and great poverty, especially in societies in which there is enough for everyone, offends our sense of justice. Secondly, the crisis has exposed capitalism’s palpable economic defects. Our financial system is inherently unstable. When it goes wrong, as it did in 2008, we realize how inefficient, wasteful and painful it can be. Heavily indebted countries are told that the bond markets will not be satisfied till they have liquidated a large fraction of their national incomes. Such periodic collapses of the money-making machine are a great spur to thinking about better ways of life.

Finally, Keynes’s essay challenges us to imagine what life after capitalism might look like (for an economic system in which capital no longer accumulates is not capitalism, whatever one might call it). Keynes thought that the motivational basis of capitalism was ‘an intense appeal to the money-making and money-loving instincts of individuals’.1 He thought that with the coming of plenty, this motivational drive would lose its social approbation; that is, that capitalism would abolish itself when its work was done. But so accustomed have we become to regard scarcity as the norm that few of us think about what motives and principles of conduct would, or should, prevail in a world of plenty.

So let us imagine that everyone has enough to lead a good life. What is the good life? What is it not? And what changes in our moral and economic system would be needed to realize it? Such questions are seldom asked, because they do not fall neatly into any of the disciplinary boxes that make up modern intellectual life. Philosophers construct systems of perfect justice, unmindful of the messiness of empirical reality. Economists ask how best to satisfy subjective wants, whatever these may be. Our book brings together the perspectives of philosophy and economics in the conviction that the two disciplines need each other, the one for the sake of its practical influence, the other for the sake of its ethical imagination. It aims to revive the old idea of economics as a moral science; a science of human beings in communities, not of interacting robots.

How Much is Enough? opens by pondering the reasons for the failure of Keynes’s prophecy. Why, despite the surprising accuracy of his growth
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* In a previous book, Robert Skidelsky did venture to name a sum which the economist John Maynard Keynes would have considered ‘enough’ to satisfy average needs: £40,000 or $66,000 or €46,000 a year (in today’s money). See Robert Skidelsky, Keynes: The Return of the Master, 2nd edn. (London: Penguin, 2010), p. 142, which also reveals the basis of the calculation. But Keynes was assuming a more settled idea of what the good life was than is now true, and less pressure to lead a bad life than now exists.
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