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Crusls

may be huppy enough with little if little is what we have come to
expect, and we may be miserable with much when we have been

taught to desire everything.

Rousseau's naked savages had few possessions. But, unlike their

successors in their Taj Mahals, they were at least able to feast on the

great wealth that comes from aspiring to very little.

13.
The price we have paid for expecting to be so much more than our

ancestors is a perpetual anxiety that we are far from being all we

might be.
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Three Useful Old Stories about Failure

l .
To occupy a low position in the social hierarchy is rarely pleasant

from a material point of vieq but it is not everywhere and at all

times equally psychologically painful. The impact of poverty on self-

esteem will to an impbrtant extent be decided by the way that

poverty is interpreted and accounted for by the community.

While the material progress of the West over two millennia is

incontestable, explanations for why one might be poor and what

one's value to society might be, could be said to have grown notably

more punitive and emotionally awkward in the modern era, an evo-

lution contributing a third explanation for any anxiety about having

or acquiring low status. I

2.
From approximately a.p. 30, when Jesus began his ministry, to the
latter half of the twentieth centrlry, the lowest in Western societies
had to hand three stories about their significance, which, while
they could be believed, must have worked a profoundly consoling,
anxiety-reducing effect on their listeners.

First Story:
The Poor Are Not Responsible for Their Conditiott

and Are the Most Useful in Society

If one had asked a member of a Western medieval or pre-modern
society on what basis society was divided into rich and poor, peasant
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A representation of the three orders of society-clergy' nobility

anrl peasantry-from thelmage du Monde' French school'

th i r teenth centurY

and nobleman' the question would most likely have seemed bizarrez

N{rt l t ( ) ( - t t , \ ( - - \ '

coff lparethepoortoapairof feetandther ichtoahead,butthis

",n.i*t* 
insulting metaphor had the benefit of reminding the

*.rf,frt to treat the poor with respect if they wanted to stay alive just

as they knew to treat their feet with respect in order to walk'

patronisation was accompanied by its more advantageous twin,

oaternalism: if the poor were like children' then it was the task of the

.i.t, ru assume the role of loving parents. Medieval art and literature

were therefore peppered with liberal, if condescending, praise of the

peasantry, and it was not forgotten that Jesus himself had been a car-

penter.
In his Colloquy(circa 1015), Aelfric, the abbot of Eynsham, argued

that peasants were the most imPortant members of society by far' for

though the rest could survive without the nobility or thE clergy, no

one could do without the food supplied by the ploughman. In 1036,

Bishop Gerard of Cambrai preached a sermon asserting that while

such rough labour was dull and hard, it made possible all other,

intellectually more elevated, kinds of work. Good people must thus

honour the peasantry. Hans Rosenpliit of Nuremberg was one Poet
among many who felt moved to pay homage to the "noble plough-

man." In his poem "Der Bauern Lob" (circa i450)' he intoned that in

all God's creation, none was more exalted:

It is often hard labour for him when he

wields the plough
With which he feeds all the world:

lords, townsmen and artisans.
But if there were no peasant, our

Iives would be in a very sad
condition.

A peasant reaping wheat, from a psalter
calendar, 

England, circa 1 250-1 27 5

God had simplywilled the division'

Yet alongside this inflexible belief in a three-class structure-

clergy, nobitity and peasantry-came an unusually strong apprecfl'
ar{

;;1;;;; 
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different classes depended on each other and

hence an unusually strong appreciation of the value of the poorest

class. A theory of mutual dependence held that the peasantry was no

less vital and hence ,to 1.,' *o'thy of <lignity than the nobility or

clergy.The lives of peasants might be hard (unalterably so)' but tt

was known that without them the other two classes would sooo

founder. it might have seemed ungenerous of John of Salisbury
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Such words may not have softened the earth through which the

peasants had to drive their plough, but when considered togethsl

with the attitude underlying them, they must nevertheless have

helped to foster in the peasantry a welcome sense of their ov6

dignity.

:qi
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Second Story:

Low Status Has No Moral Connotation

Scripture provided another comforting perspective for those of

status. The New Testament demonstrated that neither wealth

poverty was an accurare index of moral worth. After all' Jesus was

highest man, the most blessed, and yet on earth he had been

ruling out any simple equation between righteousness and riches'

MnRtrocRAcy

Insofar as christianity ever strayed from a neutral position on
rnoney, it was in favour of poverty, for in the Christian schema, the
source of all goodness was the recognition of one's dependence on
God. Ani-thing that encouraged the belief that a contented life might
be had without God's grace was evil, and wealth fell into that care-
gory, promising both worldlypleasures and a frowned-upon sense of
freedom.

The hardships to which the poor were subject, meanwhile, made
them turn more naturally to God for assistance. In the soothing
parables of the New Testament, they witnessed the rich failing to fit
through the eyes of needles, learned that they would inherit the
earth and were assured that they would be among the first through
the gates of the Heavenly Kingdom.

Third Story:
The Rich Are Sinful and Corrupr

and Owe Their Wealth to Their Robbery of the poor

There was a third story available to soften the blow of poverty and a
low social position. According to this narrative, which assumed its
greatest influence between approximately 1754 and 19g9, the poor
were reminded that the rich were thieving and corrupt and had
attained their privileges through plunder and deception rather than
vlrtue or talent. Moreover, they had rigged society in such a way thatthe poor could never improve their lot individually, however capableand willing they might be. Their only hope lay in mass social protestand revolut ion.

o^llOtr 
Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (t754),Jean_|acques

;:t:."i 
gave the story one of its earliest recitals: ,.The 

first person

_,l "t"lig enclosed a plot of land, took it into his head to say this is'"'tc ?nd iound people simple enough to believe him, was the true

i '
d.. , .

.
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founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries

and horrors would the human race have been spared, had someolg

pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and cried out to his fellow

men: 'Do not listen to this impostor. You are lost if you forget thal

the fruits of the earth belong to all and the earth to no onel"'

A hundred years later, Karl Marx would take up the same cry, cast-

ing in apparently scientific terr-ns what had in Rousseau's hands been

a cry of social protest. There was, for Marx, an inherently exploita-

tive dynamic within the capitalist system, for employers would

always try to hire workers for less than they made from selling their

products, then would pocket the diff'erence as "profit." Such profit

was invariably hailed in the capitalist press as the employers'reward

for "risk-taking" and "enterprise," but Marx insisted that these words,

were mere euphemisrrs for theft. l
The bourgeoisie, by this account, was merely the lirtest incarnation,

of a master class that had unjustly l-reld sway over the poor since the

beginning of time. However humane its members might seem, a civ-

ilized surface concealed a calculating ruthlessness. In the lirst volu

of Capitat ( 1887), Marx addressed the bourgeoisie in the voice of the

worker: "You may be a model citizen, perhaps a member of the Soci'

ety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, and have the odour

sanctity to boot, but you are a creature with no heart in its breastl

Evidence of this callousness could be found in any nir

century mill, bakery, dockyard, hotel or office. Workers were di

and very often died young of cancer or respiratory illness; their j

denied them any hope of a proper farnily life, left them no time

develop an intellectual understanding of tireir position and left

anxious and without security: "for all its stinginess, capitalist p

duction is thoroughlywasteful with human material." So Marx u

the "human material" to rise up against its masters and reclaim

N'l  r - .nrr 'ocRAc\

dered, "Let the ruling classes tremble at a communist revolution. The

oroletirrians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world

io win. WORKINGMEN oF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE!"

Not long before the publication of the Manifesto, Marx's associate

Friedrich Engels had travelled to Manchester and seen at first hand

the suffering of the poor in one of the new cities of the Industrial

Revolution. Engels shared his colleague's conviction as to why soci-
ety was split into classes: the rich were rich, he believed, not because
they were clever or energetic or diligent but because they were cun-
ning and mean. And the poor were poor not because they were idle
or drunk or dim but because they had been blindfolded and abused
bv their masters. The bourgeoisie depicted in Engels's account of his
sojourn, The Condition of the Working-Class in England ( lg45), took
self-interest to sobering extremes: "It is money gain which alone
determines them. I once went into Manchester with a bourgeois, and
spoke to him of the bad, unwholesome method of building, the
frightful condition of the working-people's quarters, and asserted
that I had never seen so ill-built a city. The man listened quietly to
the end, a'd then said at the corner where we parted: And yet there
is a great deal of money made here. Good morning, sir.' It is utterly
indifferent to the English bourgeois whether his working-men starve
or not, if only he makes money. All the conditions of life are mea_
st"tred by nroney, and what brings no money is nonsense, unpracti-
cal, idealistic bosh."

Life may not have been pleasant in the slums of Manchester in the
1840s, but for a labourer, being advised that what had landed him
there was the monstrosity of his employer and the endemic corrup-
tior-r of the economic system (against which it was vain for the poor
ever to try to act singly) would have offered a sustaining sense of his
nroral superiority and mitigated any shame he might have felt at his
naggard condition.it was rightfully owed. As The Comnrunist Manifesro (1848) th
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3.
In their different ways, these three stories afforded consolation for

low status over nearly two millennia. They were by no means tfus

only stories in circulation, but they had power and were widely cred-

ited. They oriented the less fortunate towards three sustaining ideas:

that they were the true creators of wealth in society and therefore,

were deserving of respect; that earthly status had no moral value in

the eyes of God; and that the rich were in any case not worth hon-

ouring, for they were both unscrupulous and destined to meet a bad

end in a series of imminent and iust proletarian revolutions.

iv lF.R j t  ( )cR.\cY

Three Anxiety-Inducing New Stories about Success

1.
Unfortunately, three other, more troubling stories began to form

around the middle of the eighteenth century and steadily gained in

influence, challenging the previous stories in public opinion.

The rise of these stories may have been accompanied by momen-

tous material improvements across society, but at a psychological

level, their contribution was to make low status all the harder to

endure and all the more worrying to contemplate.

First Story:
The Rich Are the Useful Ones, Not the Poor

Writing in circa 1015, Aelfric, the abbot of Eynsham, had empha-
sized that wealth was created almost exclusively by the poor, who
rose before dawn, ploughed the fields and collected the harvests. The
critical nature of their work gave them a right to be honoured by all
those above them in the hierarchy. The abbot was not alone in thus
recognising ordinary workers: for centuries, economic orthodoxy
held that it was the working classes that generated society's financial
resources-which the rich then dissipated through their taste for
extravagance and luxury.

This of who could be credited for creating national wealth theory
survived almost unassailed until the spring of 1723,when a London
physician named Bernard Mandeville published an economic tract
in verse, The Fable of the Bees, which irrevocably altered the way rich
and poor were perceived. Mandeville posited that, contrary to cen-
tttries of economic thinking, it was the rich who in fact contributed
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the most to society, insofar as their spending provided employmell

for everyone below them and so helped the weakest to survive. With-

out the rich, the poor would soon be laid out in their graves. Man-

deville did not wish to suggest that the rich were nicer than the

poor-in fact, he gleefully pointed out how vain, cruel and fickle

they could be. Their desires knew no bounds, they craved applause

and failed to understand that happiness did not have its origins in

material acquisition. And yet their pursuit and attainment of wealth

were of infinitely greater use to society than the patient, unremuner-

ative work of labourers. In judging a man's value, one had to look

not at his soul (as Christian moralists were inclined to do) but at his

impact on others. fudged by this new criterion, those who amassed

riches (in trade, industry or agriculture) and spent liberally (on

absurd luxuries or on the construction of unnecessary storehouses

or country seats) were without question more beneficially engaged

than the poor. As the subtitle of Mandeville's opus put it, it was a case

of "Private Vices, Public Benefits." He explained: "It is the sensual

courtier who sets no limit to his luxury, the fickle strumpet who

invents new fashions every week . . . the profuse rake and the lavish

heir fwho most effectively help the poor]. He that gives most trouble

to thousands of his neighbours, and invents the most operose man-

ufactures is, right or wrong, the greatest friehd to society. Mercers,

upholsterers, tailors and many others would be starved in half a

year's time if pride and luxury were at once to be banished from the

nation."
Although Mandeville's thesis shocked his initial audience (as he

intended it to do), it would go on to persuade almost all the great

economists and political thinkers of the eighteenth century and

beyond. In his essay "Of Luxury" (1752), Hume repeated the Man-

devilleian argument in favour of the pursuit of riches and their

expenditure on superfluous goods, asserting that it was these initia-

tives, rather than the manual labour of the poor' that produced

56
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wealth: "ln a nation . . . where there is no demand for superfluities,

rrren sink into indolence, lose all enjoyment of life, and are useless to

the public, which cannot maintain or support its fleets and armies."

Seven years later, Hume's countryman Adam Smith would take

the proposition even further inhis Theory of Moral Sentimetts, per'

haps the most beguiling defence ever assayed of the utility of the

rich. Smith began by admitting that great sums of money did not

always bring happiness: "Riches leave a man always as much and

sometimes more exposed than before to anxiety, to fear and to sor-

row." He went on caustically to dismiss those foolish enough to

devote their entire lives to chasing "baubles and trinkets." Neverthe-

less, he was, he noted, immensely grateftrl that such creatures

abounded, for the whole of civilisation, and the welfare of all soci-

eties, depended on people's desire and ability to accumulate

unneeded capital and show off their wealth. Indeed, it was this

"which first prompted men to cultivate the ground, to build houses,

to found cities and commonwealths and to invent all the sciences
and arts which ennoble and embellish human life; which have
entirely changed the whole face of the globe, have turned the rude
forests of nature into agreeable and fertile plains, and made the
trackless and barren ocean a new fund of subsistence."

In economic theories of old. the rich had been condemned for
consuming too large a share of what was thought to be a finite pool
of national wealth. But tempting though it might seem, Smith wrote,
to regard man of "huge estate" as a "pest to society, as a monster, a
great fish who devours up all the lesser ones," to do this was to forget
that there was no predetermined limit to the pool of wealth, which
could always be expanded through the efforts and ambitions of
entrepreneurs and traders. The great fish and his brethren, far from
devouring the lesser fish, in practice helped them by spending
rlloney and ensuring them of employment. The rich might be
arrogant and coarse, but their vices were transformed, through the

,
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operations of the marketplace, into virtues-or so smith claimed in
what has become possibly the most famous passage in the literatuls
of capitalist economics: "In spite of their natural selfishness n1q
rapacity, though they mean only their own convenience, though the
sole end which they propose from the labours of all the thousands
whom they employ be the gratification of their own vain and insa-
tiable desires, the rich divide with the poor the produce of all their
improvements. They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the
same distribution of the necessities of life, which would have been
made, had the earth been divided into equal portions among all its
inhabitants, and thus, without intending it, without knowing it,
advance the interest of the society, and afford means to the multipli-
cation of the species."

Indeed' in societies in which the wealthy were given sufficient
opportunities to trade and develop industry, "so great a quantity of
everything is produced," wrote Smith, "that there is enough both to
gratify the slothful and oppressive profusions of the great and at
the same time abundantly to supply the wants of the artisan and
peasant."

Here, then, was an unexpectedly delightful story for the better off.
The villains of economic theory since the early days of christianiry
they now found themselves recast as its heroes. It was the wealthiest
who deserved praise for helping all the other social classes; it was the
rich who housed the poor and fed the needy; it was the great fish that
provided for the little fish swimming in their wake. Furthermore,
they did all this even when they were personally reprehensible-in
fact, the greedier they were, the better.

The story was less flattering to the poor. While the rich were hailed
as creators of national prosperity, the poor were credited with only a
modest, functional contribution; on occasion, they were even
accused of draining resources through their excessive numbers
and reliance on welfare and charity. Already freighted by material

58
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jeprivation, they now had added to their burden the implicit con-

tempt of many above them in the social hierarchy. [n such an atmo-

sphere, it seemed rather less fitting for poets to devote their verses to

. . lebrut ing the nobi l i ty of  ploughmen'

Second Story:

Status Does Haye Moral Connotations

Central to traditional Christian thought was the claim that status

carried no moral significance. Jesus was the most exalted among

men, but he had been a carpenter. Pilate, who had been an important

imperial official, was a sinner: this incongruence alone proved that a

person's place in the social hierarchy was not reflective of his or her

actual qualities. An intelligent, kind, resourceful, quick and creative
individual might be found sweeping floors, and a chinless, degener-
ate, Jin de race, sadistic and foolish one governing a nation.

The assertion of a disjuncture between rank and intrinsic value
was hard to refute when in Western societies, positions had for cen-
turies been distributed according to bloodlines and family connec-
tions rather than talent, a practice which had resulted in generations
of kings who couldn't rule, lords who couldn't manage their own
estates, commanders who didn't understand the intricacies of battie.
peasants who were brighter than their masters and maids who knew
more than their mistresses.

The pattern held until the middle of the eighteenth century, when
the Iirst voices began to question the hereditary principle. Was it
reallv wise for fathers always to hand down their businesses to their
sons, without regard to their intelligence? Were the children of roy-
alty necessarily the best suited to run their countries? To highlight
th-e folly of the principle, comparisons were made with an area of life
where a meritocratic system had long been entrenched and accepted
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by even the most committed supporters of hereditary privilege: liter.

ature. \A4ren it came to choosing a book, what mattered was whe

the writing was any good, not whether the author's parents had been

famous or wealthy. A talented father did not guarantee literary suc:

cess, nor an ignominious one failure. Why not, then, import this

same objective method of judgement into appointments in political

or economic life?
"I smile to myself when I contemplate the ridiculous insignifi.

cance into which literature and all the sciences would sink, were they

made hereditary, commented Thomas Paine in The Rights of Man
(1791), and I carry the same idea into governments. A hereditary

governor is as inconsistent as an hereditary author. I know not

whether Homer or Euclid had sons; but I will venture an opinion

that if they had, and had left their works unfinished, those sons

could not have completed them."

Napoleon shared Paine's indignation, and early on in his reign,

became the first Western leader openly to move towards what he

would term a system of carriires ouvertent aux tolents, "careers open

to talent." "I made most of my generals de la boue," he proudly

recalled on Saint Helena, near the end of his life. "\A4renever I found

talent, I rewarded it." There was substance to his boast: Napoleonic

France witnessed the abolition of feudal privileges and the institu'

tion of the Legion of Honour, the first title to be bestowed on indi-

viduals of every social rank. The educational system was likewise

reformed: lyc€es were opened to all, and in 1794 a polytechnic was

founded, offering generous state subsidies to poorer pupils (in its

early years, half the students it enrolled were the sons of peasants

and artisans). Many of Napoleon's leading appointees came fronr

modest backgrounds, among them his prefects at the Ministry of

the Interior, his scientific advisers and a number of senators' Iri

Napoleon's words, hereditary nobles were "the curse of the nation,

imbeciles and hereditary assesl"

N,' l lnrrocR,\cy

Even after his fall, Napolean's ideas endured and won over influ-

ential proponents in Europe and the United States. Ralph Waldo

Emerson expressed a desire to see "every man placed where he

belongs, with so much power confided to him as he would carry and

use." Thomas Carlyle, for his part, was outraged by the way the chil-

dren of the rich squandered their money while those of the poor

were denied even a rudimentary education: "What shall we say of the

Idle Aristocracy, the owners of the soil of England; whose recognised

function is that of handsomely consuming the rents of England and

shooting the partridges of England?" He railed against those who

had never done anything or benefitted anyone, who had not had to
prove themselves in any field but had instead been handed their
privileges on a plate. He sketched a portrait of the typical English
aristocrat, "luxuriously housed up, screened from all work, from
want, danger, hardship. He sits serene, amid appliances, and has his
work done by other men. And such a man calls himself a noble-man?
His fathers worked for him, he says; or successfully gambled for him.
It is the law of the land, and is thought to be the law of the Universe
that this man shall have no task laid on him except that of eating his
cooked victuals and not flinging himself out of the window!"

Like many nineteenth-century reformers, Carlyle dreamt not of a
worid in which everyone would be financially equal, but of one in
which high and low alike would come by their inequalities honestly.
"Europe requires a real aristo cracy)' he wrote, "only it must be an
aristocracy of talent. False aristocracies are insupportable." What he
was imagining was a system whose name had not yet been coined: a
rneritocracy.

The new ideology of meritocracy competed with two alternative
notions of social organization: the egalitarian principle, calling for
absolute equality in the distribution of goods among all members of
society; and the hereditary principle, endorsing the automatic trans-
c-

'cr ot titles and posts (and partridge shoots) from the wealthy to
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their children. Like aristocrats of old, meritocrats were prepared 1q
tolerate a great deal of inequality, but like radical egalitarians, thgt

favoured (if only for a transitional phase) complete equality of
opportunity. If everyone received the same education and had the

same chance to enter any career, they argued, subsequent differences

in income and prestige would be justified by reference to individuals'

particular talents and weaknesses. Consequently, there would be no

need artificially to equalise salaries or assets; hardships would be

merited no less than privileges.

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century social legislation represented

the triumph of the meritocratic principle. Equal opportunities were,

with varying promptness and differing degrees of sincerity, pro-

moted by the governments of all Western countries. It came to be

generally accepted that a decent secondary-and in many cases even

a university-education should be made available to every citizen,

regardless of income. The United States led the way with the open-

ing, in 1824, of the first truly publicly supported high school. By the,

time of the Civil War, in the 1860s, there were three hundred such

schools, and by 1890, the number stood at twenty-five hundred. In

the 1920s, it was the turn of university education to be reformedl

along meritocratic lines through the introduction of the Scholastic

Aptitude Test, or SAT, system. Its founders, the president of

University, James Conant, and the head of the U.S. government's

Educational Testing Service, Henry Chauncey, aimed to develop a

scientifically proven meritocratic standard by which to assess the

intelligence of all applicants in a fair and dispassionate rl?flfl€fi

thereby curtailing old-school bias, racism and snobbery in univer'

sity admissions. Rather than being judged by who their fathers were

or how well they were dressed, American pupils would now b€

ranked according to their real worth-which, in Conant and

Chauncey's understanding of the term, meant their ability to solve

problems such as the following:

Nlr- .Rr ' fo( .RAcl

pick out the antonyms from among these four words:

obdurate spurious ductile recondite

andl.

Say which word, or both or neithet has the same meaning as

the first word:
impregnable terile vacuous

nominal exorbitant didactic

Those who correctly met such challenges could be counted upon to

merit academic success, jobs in Wall Street firms and ensuing mem-

bership in country clubs. In Conant's words, the SAT was "a new

type of social instrument whose proper use may be the means of sal-

vation of the classlessness of the nation . . . a means of recapturing

social flexibility, a means of approximating more nearly the Ameri-

can ideal."
This American ideal did not, of course, entail actual equality but

merely an initial period of strictly policed equal opportunity. If all
citizens had the same chance to go to school and find the antonym
among a list of words and enter university, there would be justice rn
any aristocracy that ultimately emerged among Americans.

By 1946, the year of the publication of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, the promise of its twenty-sixth provision had
Decome, at least in many parts of Europe and the United States, more
or less a reality: "Everyone has the right to education. Education
shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Ele-
mentary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional
education shall be made generally available and higher education
strall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit."

Alongside these educational reforms came legislation fostering
equal opportunities in the workplace. In Britain, the landmark
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meritocratic neasure was the introduction, in 1870, of competit

entrance examinations for the Civil Service. For centuries, the ser-
vice had been home to the penniless and dim-witted relatives of aris-
tocrats, with some catastrophic results for the empire. By the middle

of the nineteenth century, the costs of employing these well-
mannered, partridge-shooting fools had grown so high that two
government officials, Sir Stafford Northcote and Sir Charles

Trevelyan, were asked to devise an alternative system of recruitment.

After studying the bureaucracy for a few months, Trevelyan

remarked in a letter to the Times, "There can be no doubt that our
high aristocracy have been accustomed to employ the service as a
means of providing for the waifs and strays of their families-as a
sort of foundling hospital where those who had no energy to make

their way in open professions might receive a nominal office for life

at the expense of the public."

Seventy years later, in The Lion and the Unicorn, George Orwell

was still protesting against the ingrained evils of nepotism. Britain

needed a revolution, he insisted, but one without "red flags and

street fighting"; instead, what was required was "a fundamental shift

of power" towards those who deserved to wield it: "What is wanted is

a conscious open revolt by ordinary people against inefficiency, class

privilege and the rule of the old. Right through our national life we

have got to fight against privilege, against the notion that a half-

witted public-schoolboy is better for command than an intelligent

mechanic. Although there are gifted and honest individuals among

them, we have got to break the grip of the moneyed class as a whole.

England has got to assume its real shape."
Throughout the developed world, replacing the undeserving with

the able became a leadine ambition behind employment reform.In

the United States, equality of opportunity was pursued with a speci

intensity. In March 196l,less than two months after assumingoffice,

N.I l  H r t  o ( .  r i  A ( : \

Ernployment Opportunity and charged it with ending employment

discrintination in all its forms in government departments and pri-

vate businesses. A series of specific laws followed: the Equal Pay Act

11963), the Civil Rights Act (1964), the Equal Employment Oppor-

tunity Act (1964),the Older Americans Act ( 1965), the Age Discrim-

inatiorr in Employrnent Act (1967), the Equal Credit Opportunity

Lct (t976) and the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990). With

such legislation in place, it was plausible to believe, however old one

happened to be and whatever one's religion, colour or sex, that one

woulcl be guaranteed a fair chance of success.

Although progress towards a purely meritocratic system may have

been slow, at times haphazard and as yet incomplete, already from

the micldle of the nineteenth century, especially in the United States

and Britain, the trend had started to influence public perceptions of
the relertive virtues of the poor and the rich. Once jobs and rewards
began to be handed out on the basis of dispassionate interviews and
examinatioirs, it could no longer be argued that worldly position was
wholly divorced from inner qualities, as many Christian thinkers
had proposed, nor could it be claimed that the wealthy and powerful
must a priori have attained their station through corrupt means, as
Rousseau and Marx had suggested. Once the partridge shooters had
been ejected from the Civil Service and replaced with the intelligent
offspring of the working classes, once the SATs had emptied Ir,y
League universities of the witless sons and daughters of East Coast
plutocrats and hlled them instead with the hardworking children of
shop owners, it became harder to maintain that status was the result
entirely of a rigged system.

Faith in an increasingly reliable connection between merit and
worldly success in turn endowed money with a new moral quality.
When riches were still being handed down the generations accord-
ing to bloodlines and connections, it was natural to dismiss the
notion that wealth was an indicator of any virtue besides that of hav-President lohn F. Kennedy established a Committee on Eq



ing been born to the right parents. But irr a meritocratic world i,'
rvhich prestigious and well-paid jobs could be secured only through
native intelligence and ability, money began to look like a sound sig-
nifier of character. The rich were not only wealthier, it seemed; thsy
might also be plain better.

Over the course of the nineteenth century> many Christian think-
ers, particularly in the United States, revised their views on money ac-
cordingly. American Protestant denominations preached that God
demanded of his followers a life of achievement both temporal and
spiritual; the possession of riches in this world, it was suggested, was
evidence that one deserved a good place in the next, an attitude
reflected in the subtitle of the Reverend Thomas P. Hunt's best-seller
of 1 8 3 6, The B o ok of Wealth : In Whi ch I t I s Pr ov e d from the Bible That It
Is the Duty of Every Man to Become Rlch. Wealth came to be described
as a reward from God for holiness. fohn D. Rockefeller was unabashed
to state that it was the Lord who had made him rich, while William
Lawrence, the Episcopal bishop of Massachusetts, writing in 1892,
avowed, "In the long run, it is only to the man of morality that wealth
comes. We, like the Psalmist, occasionally see the wicked prosper, but
only occasionally. Godliness is in league with riches."

Thanks to the meritocratic ideal, multitudes were granted the

opportunity to fulfil themselves. Gifted and intelligent individuals of

the sort who for centuries had been kept down within an immobile,
castelike hierarchy were now free to express their talents on a theo-
retically level playing field. No longer was background, gender, rac€

or age an impassable obstacle to advancement. An element of justice

had finally entered into the distribution of rewards.
But there was also, inevitably, a darker side to the story for those of

low status. If the successful merited their success. it necessarily fol-

lowed that the failures had to merit their failure. In a meri

N{uRrrocrtA(.Y

goterty no less than that of wealth. Low status came to seem not

i"trly regrettable but also deserved.

Without doubt, attaining financial success in an economic meri-

rccracy, without the benefit of inheritance or advantages of birth,

provided a measure of personal validation that the nobleman of old,

who had been given his money and his castle by his father, had never

experienced. But at the same time, financial failure became associ-

ated with a sense of shame that the peasant of old, denied all chances

in life, had also, and more happily, been spared.

The question of why, if one was in any way good, clever or able,

one was still poor became more acute and painful for the unsuccess-

ful to have to answer (to themselves and others) in a new merito-

cratic age.

Third Story:
The Poor Are Sinful  and Corrupt

and Owe Their Poverty to Their Own Stupidity

There was no shortage of people willing to answer the question on
behalf of the poor during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
For a certain outspoken constituency, it was clear (and scientifically
provable) that the downtrodden had only their own degeneracy and
lack of intelligence to blame for their lot in life.

With the rise of the economic meritocracy, the poormoved, in some
quarters, from being termed "unfortunate," and seen as the fitting
object of the charity and'guilt of the rich, to being described as "fail-
ures" and regarded as fair targets for the contempt of robust, self-made
individuals,who were disinclinedto feel ashamed oftheir mansions or
to shed crocodile tears for those whose company they had escaped.

There could have been no more telling expression of the idea of aage, an element of justice appeared to enter into the distribution of
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just distribution of wealth and poverty than the nineteenth-cent
philosophy of Social Darwinism. Its adherents proposed that
humans began by facing a fair struggle over scarce resources such
money, jobs and esteem. Some gained the upper hand in this con
not because they enjoyed improper advantages or were un
lucky but because they were intrinsically better than their rivals.
rich were not better, however, from a moral point of view; ratherr
they were, intimidatingly, naturally better: they were more po
their seed was stronger, their minds were cannier. They were
tigers of the human jungle, predestined by biology-a ne% godlike
concept before which the nineteenth century genuflected-to out,
pace others. It was biology that wanted the rich to be rich and the
poor to be poor.

The Social Darwinists furthermore insisted that the sufferings and
untimely deaths of the poor benefitted society as a whole and should
therefore under no circumstances be prevented by government
interference. The weak were nature's mistakes and must be allowed
to perish before they could reproduce and thereby contaminate the
rest of the population. Just as the animal kingdom spawned its share
of malformed creatures, so, too, did mankind. The most humane
thing was to let the feeble die without misguided mercy.

In his Soclal Statics (1851), the English Social Darwinist Herbert
Spencer asserted that biology itself was opposed to charity:"It seems
hard that widows and orphans should be left to struggle for life or

death. Nevertheless, when regarded not separately, but in connection
with the interests of universal humanity, these harsh fatalities are

seen to be full of beneficence-the same beneficence which brines to

early graves the children of diseased parents. . . . Under the nat
order of things society is constantly excreting its unhealthy, imbecile'
slow, vacillating, faithless members. If they are sufficiently complete
to live, they do live, and it is well that they should live. If they are ,not

sufficiently complete to live, they die, and it is best they should die."

NIsnl locRAC\

Such doctrines found a receptive audience among the self-made

olutocrats who dominated American business and the American
'media. Social Darwinism provided them with an apparently unas-

sailable scientific argument with which to rebut entities and isms

that many of them were already suspicious of, not to mention threat-

ened by on the economic level: trade unions, Marxism and social-

ism. On a triumphant tour of America in 1882, Spencer was cheered

by gatherings of business leaders, who were flattered at being com-

oared to the alpha beasts of the human jungle and relieved to be

absolved of any need to feel guilty about or charitable towards their

weaker brethren.

Even many who did not expressly adopt a Social Darwinist per-

spective supported one of the philosophy's key assumptions, agree-

ing that it was unnecessary and possibly even wrong to provide

welfare to the poor. If all had the power to become successful by their

own efforts, then political action to assist the lower classes served

only to reward failure.
In his book Self-Help (1859), the Scottish doctor Samuel Smiles,

after encouraging deprived young people to set themselves ambi-
tious goals, get a proper education and be careful with their money,
inveighed against any government that might seek to aid them in
such pursuits: "Whatever is done/ormen takes away from the stimu-
lus and necessity of doing things for themselves. The value of legis-
lation as an agent in human advancement has been much
over-estimated. No laws, however stringent, can make the idle indus-
trious, the thriftless provident or the drunken sober."

The Scottish-American industrial magnate Andrew Carnegie,
despite his philanthropy, was at heart similarly pessimistic about the
ultimate benefits of welfare: "Of every thousand dollars spent in so-
called charity nine hundred and fifty of them had better be thrown
into the sea," he remarked in his Autobiography (1920). "Every
qrunken vagabond or lazy idler supported by alms is a source of
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f l roral  infect ion to a neighbourhood. I t  wi l l  not do to teach the hard-

working, industrious man that there is an easier path by which his

wants can be supplied. The less emotion the better. Neither the indi-

vidual nor the race is improved by alms-giving. Those worthy of

nssistance, except in rare cases, seldom require assistance. The really

valuable men of the race never do."

In the harsher climate of opinion that prevailed in certain strata of

rneritocratic societies, it now became possible to argue that the social

hierarchy rigorously reflected the qualities of those on every rung of

the ladder, and that conditions already in place ensured that the wor-

thy would succeed and the undeserving flounder. Any tendency

towards charity, welfare, redistributive measures or simple compas-

sion was thus rendered-conveniently-unnecessary.

2.
Michael Young, The Rise of MeritocracT (London, 1958):
"Today all persons, however humble, know they have had every
chance . . . If they have been labelled'dunce'repeatedly they cannot
any longer pretend. . . . Are they not bound to recognise that they
have an inferior status, not as in the past because they were denied
opportunity, but because they are inferior?"

1\.

To the injury of poverty, a meritocratic system now added the insult
of shame.

Andrew Carnegie, self-made industrialist

and the wor ld 's weal th iest  man, 1835-1919


