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“Now, God delay our rebellion: as
we are ourselves, what things are we!
Merely our own traitors.”

All’s Well That Ends Well

The drum-beat grows louder. As they march on towards the citadels of power, the people snarl; at grubby
politicians; at feckless bankers; at indulgent directors; at greedy executives and, doubtless, when it comes to
their own savings, at fat-headed fund managers too. They rejoice daily in news that a few more of their
elected representatives have been shot by Fleet Street’s snipers. One wonders how long it will be before
everybody involved in the free market experiment gets carried off in the same tumbril of revenge. Can the
market system as we know it survive a people’s revolution?

Before answering, one needs to consider why passions are running so high. Certainly an economic and
political earthquake has struck the British people. But the upheaval does not mark a collision between vice
and virtue, between greedy privateers on the one side and innocent victims – us – on the other. Rather it
points to the collapse of a Faustian pact struck between increasingly voracious consumers of goods and
services, and enterprising global producers ever more eager to supply our appetite. A unique mix of
circumstances squared the devilish circle when cheaper sources of supply in a globalised economy met an
apparently inexhaustible pool of cheap finance poured into our pockets by financial alchemists. Prudence
and thrift were cast aside for as long as the parties had the means to indulge extravagance and risk.

Fatally, the checks and balances necessary to limit indulgence failed at the very moment they were most
needed. Centralisation of political power within Westminster and the accretion of unfettered power in the
hands of company executives and financial institutions turned the servants into masters, accountable only to
themselves. Hence Westminster expenses ran riot, executives invented their own pay terms and contracts,
and political and corporate democracy wasted as it slept.

While the Bank of England had been stripped of its power to moderate financial risk-taking, the Financial
Services Authority, now regulator-in-chief, wallowed harmless as a basking shark in a sunlit ocean.

So much for the causes. The result is a nation embittered, resentful of all in positions of power, whether in
the Westminster Parliament and the boardrooms of the Western world’s biggest companies, in the City, or in
any other area of activity tainted by evidence of personal greed and failed accountability. Resentful spirits,
however, weigh no fair balance of blame but tilt the scale towards the failure of others whilst making light
of their own.

That resentment has recently been expressed in national and European election results and the success of
fringe political parties at the expense of established ones. It has also been seen in the rejection of company
board resolutions normally passed on the nod by compliant shareholders. BP, Shell and other corporate titans
have already been given a public kicking. So have bankers. Furthermore, recent events have added substance
to a lingering disquiet that the fruits of the free market system have been unequally and inequitably shared.
Over the past 15 years, pre-tax income of the poorest 5% of the nation’s taxpayers rose by 50%, that of the
richest 5% rose by 77%, half as much again.

At other times this disquiet might have been shrugged off as predictable back-biting by the victims of an
economic downturn. But in this case so widely and deeply is it felt that it can reflect only a general revulsion
at the existing order. Let us consider the fallout from all this.
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The drum-beat grows louder.  As they march on towards the citadels of power, the people snarl; at grubby politicians; at feckless
bankers; at indulgent directors; at greedy executives and, doubtless, when it comes to their own savings, at fat-headed fund
managers too.  They rejoice daily in news that a few more of their elected representatives have been shot by Fleet Street’s
snipers.  One wonders how long it will be before everybody involved in the free market battleground gets carried off in the
same tumbril of revenge.  Can the market system as we know it survive a people’s revolution?

Before answering, one needs to consider why passions are running so high.  Certainly an economic and political earthquake
has struck the British people.  But the upheaval does not mark a collision between vice and virtue, between greedy privateers
on one side and innocent victims – us – on the other.  Rather it points to the collapse of a Faustian pact struck between
increasingly voracious consumers of goods and services, and enterprising global producers ever more eager to supply our
appetite.  A unique mix of circumstances squared the devilish circle when cheaper sources of supply in a globalised economy
met an apparently inexhaustible pool of cheap finance poured into our pockets by financial alchemists.  Prudence and thrift
were cast aside for as long as the parties had the means to indulge extravagance and risk.

Fatally, the checks and balances necessary to limit indulgence failed at the very moment they were most needed.  Centralisation
of political power within Westminster and the accretion of unfettered power in the hands of company executives and financial
institutions turned the servants into masters, accountable only to themselves.  Hence Westminster expenses ran riot, executives
invented their own pay terms and contracts, and political and corporate democracy wasted as it slept. 

While the Bank of England had been stripped of much of its power to moderate financial risk-taking, the Financial Services
Authority, now regulator-in-chief, wallowed harmless as a basking shark in a sunlit ocean.

So much for the causes.  The result is a nation embittered, resentful of all in positions of power, whether in the Westminster
Parliament and the boardrooms of the Western world’s biggest companies, in the City, or in any other area of activity tainted
by evidence of personal greed and failed accountability.  Resentful spirits, however, weigh no fair balance of blame but tilt
the scale towards the failure of others whilst making light of their own.

That resentment has recently been expressed in national and European election results and the success of fringe political
parties at the expense of established ones.  It has also been seen in the rejection of company board resolutions normally passed
on the nod by compliant shareholders.  BP, Shell and other corporate titans have already been given a public kicking.  So have
bankers.  Furthermore, recent events have added substance to a lingering disquiet that the fruits of the free market system have
been unequally and inequitably shared.  Over the past 15 years, pre-tax income of the poorest 5% of the nation’s taxpayers
rose by 50%, that of the richest 5% rose by 77%, half as much again.

At other times this disquiet might have been shrugged off as predictable back-biting by the victims of an economic downturn.
But in this case so widely and deeply is it felt that it can reflect only a general revulsion at the existing order.  Let us consider
the fallout from all this.  

In the business area, some knee-jerk reactions are predictable enough: more financial regulation, tinkering with the supervisory
structure, restricting further the pricing power of vital public service providers such as utilities, and redefining the responsibilities
of institutional investors; banking businesses in particular will of course come under much closer scrutiny and their
activities will likely be reclassified so as to segregate the riskiest activities, properly the province of the securities houses, 



In the business area, some knee-jerk reactions are predictable enough: more financial regulation, tinkering
with the supervisory structure, restricting further the pricing power of vital public service providers such as
utilities, and redefining the responsibilities of institutional investors; banking businesses in particular will of
course come under much closer scrutiny and their activities will likely be reclassified so as to segregate the
riskiest activities, properly the province of the securities houses, from retail banking; remuneration packages
of public company executives will also fall under the political spotlight. No one involved can be surprised
given the outrageous irresponsibility of a privileged cadre whose total remuneration has more than trebled
over the last ten years during which period share prices have fallen.

These reactions may be understandable, but the overall nature of the political response is being shaped not
by considered reflection but by the depressing reality that we voters have been increasingly encouraged in a
presumption of ready entitlement and prompt satisfaction. So instant policies meet insistent demand. Cuts
in living standards, jobs, social services, were never welcome but were at least connected in popular
understanding to the economic cycle. In 1976 James Callaghan, then prime minister, said “the option of
spending your way out of recession no longer exists”. Today’s political priority is to defer the inevitable
discipline of the cycle for as long as possible.

Nothing highlights the political priorities so much as our absurd preoccupation with house ownership and
house prices. As if rising prices were a good in themselves. Never mind that this very fixation provoked the
economic meltdown in the first place, the authorities are desperate to crank up the same crazy merry-go-
round.

If in a narrow economic sense we are simply to have more of the same, so far as that can be engineered, we
must assume that our market-based system will limp along, hobbled as it will be by all the fixes and fudges
hampering its stride. Public fury will soon exhaust itself and there will be no more bloodletting, but those
who want to harvest the fruits of truly free markets will have to look elsewhere. Presumably they will look
to the newly developing economies of the south and east where the blemishes of naked capitalism have yet
to disfigure its appeal.

But the shock to the collective psyche wrought by recent events brings closer the possibility of broader and
more profound change in British, and indeed Western, society. It involves a collective re-evaluation of the
quality factors that make life in the long term worth living. It means reassessing the value of financial
security against spending, of enjoying the “rhythms and adagios” of time, in Jonathan Sacks’ lovely phrase,
against busyness, of the beauty of the natural environment against its commercial potential, in short of the
balanced perspective that has historically protected British society, against disorderliness.

Yes, this country may become less attractive to investors for a year or two; so may other European economies
similarly affected. But were the possibility of such a change to become reality, were we able to work out
how sensibly to balance life’s priorities with a market-based system, Britain would again become a place
where enterprise and industry earned their proper reward. Only then, within a society at ease with itself,
can there be a basis for the trust and consent necessary for a market system to endure.
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from retail banking; remuneration packages of public company executives will also fall under the political spotlight.  No
one involved can be surprised given the outrageous irresponsibility of a privileged cadre whose total remuneration has
more than trebled over the last ten years during which period share prices have fallen.  

These reactions may be understandable, but the overall nature of the political response is being shaped not by considered
reflection but by the depressing reality that we voters have been increasingly encouraged in a presumption of ready
entitlement and prompt satisfaction.  So instant policies meet insistent demand.  Cuts in living standards, jobs, social
services were never welcome, but were at least connected in popular understanding to the economic cycle.  In 1976 James
Callaghan, then prime minister, said “the option of spending your way out of recession no longer exists”.  Today’s political
priority is to defer the inevitable discipline of the cycle for as long as possible.  

Nothing highlights the political priorities so much as our absurd preoccupation with house ownership and house prices.
As if rising prices were a good in themselves.  Never mind that this very fixation provoked the economic meltdown in
the first place, the authorities are desperate to crank up the same crazy merry-go-round.

If in a narrow economic sense we are simply to have more of the same, so far as that can be engineered, we must assume
that our market-based system will limp along, hobbled as it will be by all the fixes and fudges hampering its stride.  Public
fury will soon exhaust itself and there will be no more bloodletting, but those who want to harvest the fruits of truly
free markets will have to look elsewhere.  Presumably they will look to the newly developing economies of the south
and east where the blemishes of naked capitalism have yet to disfigure its appeal.

But the shock to the collective psyche wrought by recent events brings closer the ultimate possibility of broader and more
profound change in British, and indeed Western, society.  It involves a collective re-evaluation of the quality factors that
make life in the long term worth living.  It means reassessing the value of financial security against spending, of enjoying
the “rhythms and adagios” of time, in Jonathan Sacks’ lovely phrase, against busyness, of the beauty of the natural
environment against its commercial potential, in short of the balanced perspective that has historically protected British
society, against disorderliness.

Yes, this country may become less attractive to investors for a year or two; so may other European economies similarly
affected.  But were the possibility of such a change to become something more than an Arcadian vision, were we able
to work out how sensibly to balance life’s priorities with a market-based system, Britain would again become a place
where enterprise and industry earned their proper reward.  Only then, within a society at ease with itself, can there be
a basis for the trust and consent necessary for a market system to endure.  
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