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Ladies and Gentlemen, can I first of all welcome you to this seminar on the “Financial Crisis: who pays?”.  I think we’ve hit on a subject and timing which could hardly be more apposite and more timely.  

But first of all our warm thanks to the Federal Union who are co-hosting this seminar with the Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust of which I am the Chair, and with Richard Laming here for the Federal Union.  

We have two speakers this evening: Graham Bishop who is going to speak first and who was a member of the European Commission’s consultative group on the Euro and capital markets in Europe and also a member of the House of Lords Select Committee on the European Union.  He has recently published a book on the EU Fiscal Crisis and the eurozone.  Graham we are very delighted to have you here tonight.  Graham may have to leave a few minutes early before 7 o’clock when we shall finish to do an interview precisely on this kind of arena for the BBC World Service.  

We also have Malcolm Brown with us this evening.  Malcolm is currently Director of Mission and Public Affairs for the Church of England and a specialist in Christian ethics and in public affairs.  He has written and spoken for some years for the Church of England.  Malcolm will speak to us after Graham.  

Graham Bishop

I would like to stand back from the hurly burly and hurling of insults which I detect were intended for me when you mentioned I was a banker and such like.  I’m going to just step back a little bit and think about what are the underlying basic forces that are running here and then that will set some context. 

Three points I want to make.  One is about demographics, a second about technology and the third about the unwinding of the great inflation which many of you here will remember from 20 years ago.  

Demographics: the Western world – and Europe is far far from immune from this – is in the process of ageing.  Birth rates have dropped off, immigration, the population is ageing – I forget the numbers, about the dependency ratio of how many over 65s or will it soon become over 67s or over 70s as a proportion of the working age.  The fact is that the working age-group, which appears to be shrinking, is now going to have to rise sharply because the age of working life will have to rise, to support the ever-increasing number of 70s, 80s, 90s and so on.  It’s one of those extraordinary things that I used to be a part-time actuary, and when the Queen came to the throne, she sent I think it was 5 telegrams to people over 100 each year, and now it is over 5000 a year!  There’s been a huge increase – that just kind of gives a scale.  So something has to be done and that ageing population has got to save for its own retirement: a few years ago people thought they were going to retire at 55 and live until they were 85, having worked for 30 years.  The arithmetic just doesn’t work out, so that can’t be done.  The effect has been to force many people to save for their own retirement and they have therefore built up a much greater pool of liquid financial assets one way or another – and that can be real estate, it can be property, or it can be government bonds, it can be shares, equities and so forth, at home or abroad or wherever, and they pool all that either through their life insurance or whatever, to provide for their retirement, that’s the reason they’ve been saving.  And because of this ever larger group saving ever more – in theory – the quantity of savings has been going up dramatically and that is the raw material for markets, that is what’s moved around by the intermediaries, who are the bankers.  

Now, the moving around bit – the technology – has made absolutely astounding developments in the last decade or two.  I recall that – I’ve been GrahamBishop.com for about a decade; before that I couldn’t really use a computer!  It may sound extraordinary, but now I live on the internet, I exist as a .com, and wherever there’s broadband I make my office.  A transition which is barely imaginable has come about in just over a decade.  Astonishing.  So that has given several possibilities.  First of all, the possibility for moving money around by making transactions and securities at dramatic speed and on a dramatic scale and settling them and making sure that they are all secure and proper.   So that’s one aspect of it.  It’s also thrown up the possibility of taking an asset such as a mortgage and splitting it into different bits – I won’t elaborate on that – and calling each of those bits a separate security and trading.  For somebody who thinks he understands the risk or thought they did - now they know better!  So that can all be split up so the technology has just enabled incredible things to be done.  

But also, this I think is one of the problems of society as a whole, it’s also increased the technology of the media.  I’m just going to go and be part of this.  I will be speaking – round the corner - to the globe! Which is absolutely amazing!  But the fact is the media – particularly the British media in this respect – always want to have news the moment it’s happened.  There’s a very difficult situation now that the markets react to the news and they react very quickly because it comes up on your Reuter screen, Bloomberg screen: oh, Sarkozy says, “end of Euro”!  Goodness me, I’d better react to that, I’ll do some trades.  Correction.  Sarkozy says, “Euro not to end”!  Unwind.  So this is a problem.  So after the October 26 summit, I’m sure everyone here will have read the 15-page communiqué from the summit, I won’t ask for a show of hands! But I have!  But what is absolutely clear is that the journalists who wrote it up within the 5 minutes or so of having been to the press conference – they may have been handed a copy of it, but they certainly hadn’t read it.  So they wrote to the markets, to the newspapers, the wire journalists, within five minutes or so of the press conference ending.  They are expected to file their report.  Do they have time to think about what they are writing, to phone people up like me and others and think what are the real consequences, what does this really mean on the 12th page, where we read “Ten steps for the governance of the Euro”.  What does all this mean?  Was that in the “Daily Telegraph”?  Well, there’s no point in even asking the question, because it wasn’t.  So what you are really hearing – and this is not just you in Britain, the European public – is only a very small portion of what is really going on.  Not because it is a state secret but because the media don’t bother to report it.  It’s not exciting.  You won’t be on your iPads sending back tweets and such like immediately to them, so if that doesn’t happen, they are not excited by it, you aren’t excited, you don’t get told.  That’s a big problem.

Now the technology in various ways: interest rates and the great inflation of 20 years ago had a number of perverse effects.  Many of us will have lived through that and become used to inflation rates which now seem extraordinary - which seemed extraordinary at the time - but the rates of return particularly on bonds etc etc to match the interest rate with the inflation rate.  The inflation rate dropped and then everyone was having an extraordinarily high return on their bonds or their deposits and thought that was the normal situation.  So they were then able to reduce their savings, and spend the rest on some nice little consumption goodies.  Now though interest rates have gone down in this country below the rate of inflation, negative real interest rates and people are suddenly finding it very difficult.  But as the interest rates came down, and that sort of money illusion, people feeling that they were very wealthy because of that high interest rate, as that faded away, you went to your pension fund, your unit trust, your life insurance company and said, I want a high return on my money, and if you don’t give it to me, I will take my money away from you fund manager and give it to somebody else who will promise it - which they achieved.  But in the event of promising it they went and bought a lot of high-risk assets, the mortgages etc that I talked about earlier.

The fund managers are merely the intermediaries between us the savers, and the users – governments etc. and this is the problem.  We, the savers, forced them to go for high returns.  And so they did!  And nobody thought about risks because we’d been through a generation where risks didn’t crystallise.  So low risks, high returns, it’s great!  An amazing money machine.  So now we come to the situation where some countries have found it was very convenient to keep borrowing, nice low interest rates now, I am going to use the example of Greece – I could use Italy, just as much.  Very convenient to bribe the people with promises of their own money for the future, a standard political activity.  And the Greek people kept voting for it, and so the Greek governments of various shades kept spending their money, and borrowing it.  And there was a nice boom in the Greek economy and the current account of the balance of payments which was meant to have been abolished by the introduction of the Euro: in fact isn’t abolished.  The constraint is abolished – which we in the UK, anyone who has lived in the UK, will remember current account crises over the decades, the Achilles heel of the UK: but for Greece, it wasn’t a constraint any more, they could keep on borrowing and so they borrowed from abroad, eventually they got up to borrowing about 18% of their annual output, of their annual consumption was actually financed by borrowing from abroad, 18% of GDP the current account deficit.  That can’t go on, it hasn’t gone on and it won’t go on.  And now the deficit this year will be down from 18 at the peak to about 8 or 9 this year.  The Greeks now have a simple choice: they can either take the eurozone’s – the EU’s loans, highly conditional loans, the conditions of which say “you must behave in the future, you must stop being prodigal”, or they can refuse, and if they refuse that’s fine, they can default on their loans etc.  And then they will find that nobody’s going to give them any more money and that’s exactly the situation that they’re in at the moment anyway, the vice that they’re in.  Already Greek importers have to pay cash, for imports of trivial things like oil, a Mercedes car - they haven’t bought many of those now - but they have to pay cash.  Their exporters and letters of credit, conventional mechanisms for financing exports, all gone.  Nobody will trust the Greek banks.  So they won’t take a letter of credit from a Greek bank.  So the vice is there.  But if they do default, without a shadow of doubt their balance of payments, their deficit sorry will drop to a balance and they’ll have to reduce their imports by another 9% of GDP – about a quarter of what they, a quarter of their imports at the moment will have to be cut off.  Oil, food, all sorts of things.  So the idea – and the newspapers talk very glibly about default but it is not something that is that easy to do, there is a penalty, people will not trust you in the future, funnily enough.  And that’s the situation they’re in.

When I got the flyer for this, there is there the story about the prodigal son and the forgiving father.  So I thought I ought to reflect on this slightly!  And it would be very nice of course for everyone to be able to be benevolent and say, that’s OK, you’ve seen the error of your ways and you’re now doing the right thing, that’s fine and we’ll forgive you and forgive your debts!  The snag is, I don’t know how many sons the father had, but at the moment, out of the 17 “sons” of the eurozone we’re up to at least 5 if not 6 who are pretty prodigal.  In the meantime Dad has run up his debt ratio from – at the beginning of my career the debt ratio of the EU, debt as a percentage of GDP, was 30% or thereabouts – now it’s around about 90%: so in my working career, the EU – and the US is even worse – has tripled its debt burden.  Now the bankers are saying, that’s very interesting, you want to be nice to the prodigal son, that’s good, but how are you going to pay back my loan?  If you don’t pay back my loan to me, the banker, how am I going to pay the pension of the person who’s saved up their life savings and put it in my bank to get an interest for their life?  It’s not a free situation.  And at a time when debt ratios have risen to such an extent, and the failure of governments – because it is a failure in the end frankly, a moral failure of our society, to realise what has been done, where we’ve got to, that this spending cannot go on, that we’ve got to earn what we want to spend rather than borrow it.  It’s uncomfortable but it’s just back to the real world.  The citizens don’t like it.  The politicians want to be elected but they don’t want to tell them.  And eventually I’m afraid the harsh light of reality has broken in for Greece, Portugal, Ireland, Spain to some extent, even Italy now.  

What can be done about it?   I’ve just come back from Berlin and had some very interesting conversations with people there – they are willing to help, they, the Dutch, the Austrians etc, the people who have behaved frugally and properly, are willing to help - providing the people on the other side are willing to take the medicine, behave properly, learn the errors of their ways – any of these sort of clichés one can use.  But they want to be sure that it’s not your money lent to the prodigal son which is all going to be wasted, because there aren’t unlimited quantities of it.  So they want to see governments in place which are able to, which intend to behave properly, to bring budget deficits down and so on and actually have a mandate from the people to do it, and look as if they are technically capable of doing it.  And here we have - I’m going to use Greece and Italy and end on this note - a political system which is completely in my view corrupt and rotten: the Greek political system according to my Greek friends – there may be Greeks here who would like to dispute this – the two parties have competed for a generation or two with giving out state jobs and state companies in the public sector to their electors to bribe them to vote for them.  Open.  And yes, you get low quality jobs and you don’t get paid very much and finally you don’t do very much, so it’s a very unproductive economy, and we’ve come to the end of it.  And this is where, if the Greek parties will not privatise the state bodies, the state companies, they are not serious about changing the political system.  So when you look at what’s going on there, the real question is, have they in fact privatised some of these companies? Which inevitably will mean sadly that half the people who should never have had a job there in the first place, won’t have it.  Much of the north-east of England is finding that some of the public sector jobs there that were not very productive are now being scaled back.  So if the Greek politicians won’t do that it’s pretty bad news.  There’s no reason why anyone should lend them money to continue doing what they’ve always done very well ie borrow and spend.  We’ve heard today that Lukas Papademos, formerly governor of the Bank of Greece, and European Central Bank Deputy President, has just been appointed to Prime Minister: that is a very good sign.  He is a very good man, a very good economist.  He will need a bit of stiffening I suspect, because he’s a terribly nice man! And this could be a bit of a problem under these circumstances but I’m sure he will get that, he is a good man and he is acceptable to the rest of Europe, without a doubt.  

Then we come to Italy which is the big one.  There we have Mr Berlusconi sitting at the summit on 26th saying, I can’t imagine anyone saving Italy if it’s not me, sitting here!  The arrogance of the man is just astounding.  He has corrupted Italy and whittled away a lot of the strengths of Italy – not all by any means – for 17 years now, on and off.  It’s extraordinary!  And the markets have gradually made it clear that they will not support an Italian government where he has got anything to do with it.  Yes, he’ll step down, but did you notice?  I’ll step down and resign when the austerity package has been passed – and that may be a couple of months.  Immediately the bond yields went up because everyone said I’m not lending any more money to Italy while he’s still in charge.  It’s very simple.  He’s finally decided to resign but he’s suggested some replacements, one of whom is the Justice Minister, 40 something, who was brought in by Berlusconi and is the man who has been busy proposing legislation to let Berlusconi off his various criminal activities.  And do they think that nobody’s looking?  Do they think nobody can read the Italian papers and listen to television etc!  Has the Italian political class yet to come to its senses?  I don’t know.  It may not.  It may.  There are a number of extremely good Italians like Mario Monti, a former Commissioner, an extremely good man, who would make a tremendous technocratic Prime Minister - there have been two before, Dini and Ciampi, both former governors of the Bank of Italy, both voted in crisis times to do something about the then economic crisis and they did it because they didn’t have to respond to the people.  There is an electoral system there which is unlikely to produce a clear outcome.  Here we are – I am saying in particular as a LibDem that this Coalition is a very good thing - I see a few eyebrows going up!  The Italian coalitions, because of the way the electoral system is designed, just produce unstable governments.  If we have another election, yes, the people have spoken, does the system enable them to speak very clearly and give a decisive answer? Probably not.  And if it doesn’t, then they’re cooked.  Because with interest rates at anything like this level, with the debts they’ve got, they’re dead within 3, 4, 5 years.    It is an extremely serious situation.  Why would the Germans, the Austrians, the Dutch, the Finns etc lend Italy a lot of money – the prodigal son – to help them out?  Only if they can be quite sure that they have seen the error of their ways and behave and just be sensible like everybody else?  That’s all that’s being asked.  It’s very uncomfortable – I have no doubt at all – for those people that have built their lives on the assumption that everything is nice and easy and you don’t have to work and money comes to you.  It isn’t like that.  And it isn’t going to be like that.  So there we are!  Right!

Richard Laming

Graham, thank you very much indeed.  It is a sobering description of the state of play, not least because you’re describing Greece and Italy, but there are echoes for our own country and I imagine, for some of our own lives.  So it means thinking about how we got into this problem and how we get out of it.  So next we’ve got Malcolm.

Malcolm Brown

Well I’m not going to react to Graham because my discipline is a very different one: my background is as an ethicist with a background before that in philosophy and theology.  The title of this is “Who pays?”  I think that Graham’s given us a pretty good indication that actually, all of us do in the end.  That would be my conclusion as well although I think my conclusion is even more deeply pessimistic because I’m looking much more into the philosophical grounds of market economics, the history of our culture, and trying to identify some of the difficulties we face at that level rather than simply how we get out of the immediate financial mess which I am not really qualified to speak on.  

I think there’s no question among most people who comment, who do know more about the detail than I do, that we are looking at probably the biggest financial and monetary crisis since the 1930s.  Like all economic crises – and very much like the 1930s – this must therefore be a deeply political crisis and one that will probably, on what little past experience we have, be culturally quite traumatic.  I would venture so far as to say that what we have on trial here, without any sense of who is to blame in terms of different players in the market now, is quite simply the assumptions of the whole liberal enlightenment project.  That may sound overdramatic but I think what we are looking at is a mindset that began with the overall project of the enlightenment itself where it has taken certain trajectories from which coming back is going to be extraordinarily difficult, but where in the academy, at any rate in the field of ethics, coming back from that position has been the standard argument of thinkers for the last twenty years or so.  

Jeremy Bentham of course celebrated a lot of the fruits of the enlightenment, not least the market economy, as “the appropriate mechanism for a society of strangers”.  And like most good slogans, that becomes self-fulfilling.  It’s pretty obvious to most of us, that for a long time we have been becoming much more a society of strangers.  Francis Fukuyama wrote another book after his book on the end of history, on trust, where he mapped the breakdown of trust in contemporary societies.  I would argue – and I will argue in a few minutes - that we are much more than a society of strangers, but if that’s the governing principle that shapes our social institutions, what I think we are beginning to see - and the financial crisis is only one strand of this, but it is a very major one - is the consequence of assuming that we are little more than a society of strangers.

If you read the founding fathers of our contemporary economic theory, the dominant theory of the Chicago School, people like Friedrich Hayek celebrate the market economy for its amorality, precisely because that means that no one group can foist its ethics on everybody else.  In a plural, global society – which he celebrates as having transformed the old tribal societies – the market is the proper mechanism because nobody is in control of it and it is simply the agglomeration of millions of individual transactions.  You can see where he is coming from.  One of the difficulties however is identified by Adam Smith, who is considered the founder of present economic understanding, who recognised very clearly that for markets to function properly, they rely on certain antecedent qualities and virtues.  There is for instance the necessity of a social morality, which can talk precisely about trust, as without trust how can you enter into contracts of any kind?  And which relies on the law, because the law must be there to enforce contracts if markets are to work properly.  And even Adam Smith, much celebrated as the founding father of the kind of economics we’ve been practising for the last thirty years, also wrote a book called “The theory of moral sentiments”.  He understood that social morality is something which is absolutely necessary to underpin market economics, but that the market does nothing to sustain or develop that social morality.  That I think is at the hub of some of the difficulties we are in – notwithstanding the intensive detail that Graham and others are busy expounding - which we need to understand that particular position now.

I think it’s very clear that we now lack the social and political structures that have enough muscle to create the conditions in which markets can flourish properly.  We don’t have sufficient robustness in law and we certainly don’t have sufficient robustness in our shared understanding of morality and how we behave one to another.  In a society of strangers, who can you trust?

So in fact I believe that the market isn’t even working very well by its own standards.  It may be working well – or had been working well until quite recently - in terms of making money, but a system that measures its success, its ends, only in terms of making money misses what we call the “internal goods”, the virtues that enable that system to be sustainable and to go on making money into the future.  Unfortunately, markets – because they do nothing to sustain social morality – are subject to what some are calling the “standing effect”.  That’s the situation where in any crowd watching an event, there’s always some twit up at the front who stands up to get a better view; very soon everybody’s standing up, nobody has got a better view and everybody is worse off.  There’s even a good quote which I can’t remember verbatim from Churchill from the time when he was in the Liberal administration, about low pay: he introduced the first low-pay commissions to prevent the worst employers undercutting the better.  That was part of his understanding of how law, governments and morality are necessary pre-conditions for flourishing of markets.  

Monopoly for instance is something that in the theory of market economics, is an absolute no-no.  It hinders the free entry and exit from markets.  And yet markets themselves tend towards the accumulation of power in fewer and fewer hands.  Now a proper balance between governance, law, morality and markets will moderate that.  The Red Tory thinker, Philip Blond, has said in terms – his think tank has until recently advised David Cameron – that any Conservative government that is serious about being conservative will do something about Tesco’s.  Now Tesco’s here is merely a symbol, but it’s a symbol of the accumulation of power into fewer and fewer hands at the expense of everybody.  We’ll wait and see if that actually happens.  The banks – in Britain at any rate – have had close to monopolistic status.  When the financial crash happened and in the immediate aftermath of 2008, I had to prepare some materials for the General Synod on this, so I asked a friend who is a rector in the City of London to get a gang of his congregation who were in the City in fairly high positions to give me a private seminar on what was wrong.  Fortunately among the people he brought were people from branches of the City who were nothing to do with banking – insurance, foreign exchange and so on – all of whom wrung their hands and said, we’ve been saying for ages, the banking system in this country is quasi-monopolistic and it’s heading for a fall as a result.  The City isn’t just banks.  But no-one was listening to us.  That was at least their analysis.  They said, Germany: hundreds of banks, America: thousands of banks, Britain: five banks.

Inequality is another aspect where markets can devour themselves.  We know that inequality has been rising in this country since 1979.  Even in the eighties it was wider than at the time of Charles Dickens and it’s gone on getting wider ever since.  Inequality itself is quite a problem for a flourishing economy, because actually poorer people churn more of their money into the economy than richer people who often spend on things that don’t do very much to stimulate growth.  Fascinatingly, a less materially unequal society might indeed be a more flourishing economy.  I notice commentators like Simon Jenkins saying, instead of an austerity programme, how much better it would be to give some tokens, government-backed tokens to poor people who would spend it on the kind of things that get an economy rolling again.

Graham Bishop

They’re called £5 notes!

Malcolm Brown

Well that’s it!  These arguments are amazingly polarised.  I am quite convinced that the Church of England is more divided on economics than about sex!  Because whenever you raise it, the bitterness of the argument is very clear.   When I used to lecture in ethics I would tend to begin by saying I had reached that age when I’m much more interested in money than sex, so we’re going to do the ethics of finance rather than the ethics of homosexuality – but I never got away with it, the students were always wanting to talk about sex!  Nevertheless, it almost feels sometimes like treason to suggest that there is more than one capitalism.  The system that we have now in this country, the levels or lack of regulation, isn’t an act of God.  There are a number of ways of interpreting the balance between government, law, morality and the market.  The problem is that in a global market it is extremely difficult to do that on a national basis.  But it does remain that other nations have managed that balance differently to us.  The system we have is not something from which any deviation amounts to communism.  I’ve been accused of communism for suggesting all kinds of quite moderate things that other European nations have taken as absolutely normal.

Nevertheless we can’t escape the fact, I think, that this crisis is engulfing all European and most other nations, and all models of capitalism.  Now I think it’s commonplace that one of the problems of the Euro is that the political structures haven’t kept pace with the economic Union.  We don’t have the kind of federalism that would give political control to the Euro.  It’s quite clear also that the political climate in Europe and beyond is fiercely against any greater federalism.  The insularity of the American right, the nationalisms that are beginning to brew to slightly uncomfortable levels in most European countries, have some very unpleasant echoes of the 1930s when a different sort of financial crisis led to that kind of thing and into some very horrendous totalitarianisms.  So it’s hard to see how we can square this circle within the terms of our familiar democratic politics.

I think it’s a very interesting question: one mustn’t overstress the parallels between the thirties and today, but another piece of work I am doing at the moment is on the Welfare State and why the Church of England is keen on it – our keenness might be about more than nostalgia.  And part of my thesis is that the Welfare State was a term coined, or at least popularised by William Temple, to denote the difference between a state that is legitimate in the eyes of its citizens because it looks after their welfare, from the totalitarians who justified themselves by the projection and actuality of international power.  The difficulty is that we have a third model of the state at the moment which is called the minimal state.  I mean, if our welfare state in this country was the product of millions of our citizens laying down their lives for their country, a minimal state where the government merely acts as a kind of broker for the private sector has been described as like asking the citizen to lay down his life for the telephone company!  Again it’s this deficit between our political structures and the power and influence of our globalised market.  To stress that isn’t to suggest in any way how we get to a better balance because you can’t undo the globalisation that’s given us the economy we’ve got, all the technological things that Graham mentioned can’t be uninvented unless there’s some kind of horrendous nuclear catastrophe that wipes everything out and leaves just a tiny remnant.  But at the same time it’s clear that we’ve not nurtured the kind of political debate that keeps pace in terms of getting the balance between government, law, morality and the market right.  So it’s a very volatile situation and I confess to being deeply nervous.

My window of hope is philosophical rather than economic.  That may be just too pie in the sky to be feasible.  But I would want to look to a wider recognition that the liberal embrace of relativism and individualism, all the consequences of understanding ourselves as a society of strangers, is actually incapable of sustaining good living for most people, incapable of sustaining the communities, the shared morality, and the shared institutions which are needed if markets are not to eat themselves up.  I started by saying the market itself requires those antecedent virtues.  So instead of a Benthamite society of strangers, might it not be more accurate to start describing ourselves in the words of the turn of the 20th century theologian John Neville Figgets, as a community of communities.  What we need I suggest are stronger intermediate institutions, which are those more informal structures that lie between the individual and the state and the individual and the market: smaller than the state, much smaller than the state, but much bigger than the family.  Margaret Thatcher spoke very profoundly in one way when she said there’s no such thing as society, only individuals and families.  Actually, flourishing societies need something to stand between the family and the state, between the family and the market, which give people a sense of identity, belonging and actually the institutions which teach people to be “good”.  Good, not in the sense of goody-goody but in the sense of ethical people who reflect on what kind of people are we, what is our shared morality?  Instead of assuming, as Hayek and the Chicago School assumes, that shared morality which can direct markets or at least moderate markets is impossible, let’s explore the things we do have in common.  Something that has been regarded - Guy knows better than anyone – in government and elsewhere that if you put two people from religious faiths in one room they will probably kill themselves or kill each other before the day’s out.  Actually if you do that, what they tend to do is discover how much they have in common.  We are less a society of strangers, I would say, than we are a community of communities, that we understand if we’re prompted, a shared moral inheritance, that we can – and this is a big jump – reconceive a politics that is sufficient - not just going to moderate us as if we are all going to set against each other every five minutes but begin to work out what a moral distribution of goods might be.  So that the market becomes just a bit more the servant of the people.  

Now, I don’t think the anthropology we’ve had for several decades is sufficient to enable good markets to flourish.  I’m not anti-capitalism, I’m not anti-market, I do believe there is a difference between flourishing and sustainable markets and the sort we’ve got now.  The result of the anthropology we’ve had, of a society of strangers, is what the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre calls “civil war by other means”: I fear it’s become too close to civil war simplicita, if we’re not too careful.  

Now of course just speaking about this doesn’t get us very far.  The greater truth I think about people is that we are too keen on thinking of ourselves as autonomous: the whole market project asks us to think of ourselves as autonomous individuals.  The truth is we are deeply dependent on each other to become human.

Now if it’s true that major crises promote fundamental cultural shifts in the way we perceive ourselves, is it just conceivable that this might be the kind of shift, this might be the trajectory of the shift that we’re looking at here?  I frankly have no idea.  I am plunged into gloom by a comment from Larry Elliot, the economics editor of The Guardian, who said at a seminar that the Chicago School was 30 years in the gestation before anyone tried their policies out for real in government.  It’s sobering to think that one of the first people to review Hayek’s “the road to serfdom” was George Orwell who one conceives of as being of an entirely different generation.

Asked where you go to rebuild civility and human connectedness, the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre who I’ve just mentioned, who goes on at length in some of his books on the theory of this, asked for the practice, pointed to the fishing fleets off the NW American coast.  He said, every fishing boat there is a business; they are in competition against each other, but if a boat gets into difficulties, any nearby boat will cut its nets at considerable personal loss and go to the assistance of the boat in trouble.  That’s what civility means: it is not communism, it is not wiping away the market.  It’s saying, what we have in common as human beings trumps our competitive spirit in the world of business.  I would be delighted if we could begin to reconnect with that sort of thing, because it’s clear from Larry Elliot’s point that alternative economics are not being practised in the business schools and universities of the world, in the way that for 30 years the Chicago School was preparing the way for what we have now.  

I just wonder, to sum up in one sentence, can we harness some of the optimism which followed the second World War, and not only the second World War but the depression of the thirties which was as influential, in order to avert the catastrophe that the thirties and the second world war represented.  I frankly don’t know but I think it’s the small acts of neighbourliness that will prevent us descending into barbarity if we turn them into a stronger anthropology about who we are.

Richard Laming

Malcolm, thank you very much indeed.  I don’t want to say sobering again as I described Graham’s talk like that, but a fascinating description of the market and the attitudes and assumptions that have actually has led us into the place where we are now.  So thank you very much indeed. 

Graham Bishop

I’d like to tell you one short story – to illustrate your society of strangers and loss of trust, just from something in my career.  When I joined the City in the early seventies, you still had a series of small partnerships, and they were nepotistic let us be clear, and I wasn’t part of that pattern so I was quite happy when they dwindled away, but what you did have was that in the old Stock Exchange, my word was my bond, and if somebody misbehaved, their parents knew about it, their children, uncles, aunts etc – the strangers were not there, it was all the wider family.  As big bang came along and the world went a bit more global, I moved to work for an American firm, Salaman brothers, and it became very influential, but what was really instructive was to see the Americans coming over on Concorde, doing trades, and then they were back off again to New York.  To start with it was good and then some of it began to become less good – the fact is that there was no society that could get at them, the governor’s eyebrows had been chopped off, technology had chopped them off as it were, that morality of the relatively closed society just disappeared, and with it, morality generally.    And it was that loss which enabled the sort of trades that became the junk mortgage bonds etc, to happen because nobody could stop it.  In the old way you could say, go to the senior partner and say this is not quite right and it will rebound on your family unlimited liability in 20 years time.  The more I think about that, it’s all gone.  Trade today, the bonus, cash today, boom - back off on the plane, and a stranger.  

Richard Laming

Thank you very much for that.  So we’ve had a description of the economic culture both in terms of the money and the numbers but also in terms of the people.  And the behaviour - it seems that either both of those, either separately or perhaps they actually go together - have led us into this difficulty.  Graham described the situation of Greece right now which is perhaps the most pressing and poignant example of the problem but actually it’s not merely the Greek economy that has to confront some of these questions.  And in fact one of the questions for currencies/countries that are not so pressed as Greece is, what can they do to help people in Greece, should they do anything, if so on what conditions?  These are a number of questions that we have to face, and one of the reasons why together, Federal Union and Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust are interested in promoting this discussion looking at, simply, the state of the Euro, the eurozone and the crisis among the countries in the eurozone as it happens, was because we thought there can be no solution, no political solution to the imbalances within the eurozone without actually understanding this other question of how we got here and how we get out of it.  It’s not simply a matter of relations between governments, there’s something much more fundamental that needs to be addressed, and if the Europeans cannot reach agreement on that more fundamental question, there’s no way that their governments can really arrive at an inter-governmental agreement on big finance and big numbers.  There’s a world of things that’s missing: heads of government get together and discuss large sums of money but actually there’s something more important that’s underlying what they’re talking about, that they haven’t yet really come to terms with.  Well that’s the background for our discussion this evening

-  I’m Chairman of the Zacchaeus 2000 Trust and we provide practical, legal and emotional support, for vulnerable debtors and impoverished debtors that have got entangled in the welfare system.  The type of narrative that we have picked up since 2003/4 is that, back in the 1980s - one aspect that hasn’t been mentioned in this narrative so far - we saw the deregulation of lending.  That resulted in a great deal of money flooding into a housing market in short supply, and it forced up the rent, it forced up the price of housing, and the landlords made a killing on housing benefit, which paid out billions, going up to 22, 25 billion in the last two years.  The real issue for me is, how do we deal with the crisis that inevitably grew up in a manner which is reasonably fair to everybody?  I see from the people we are helping every day, and dealing with the welfare reform bill and the new housing benefit regulations, that the poorest in this country have taken an 18 billion cut on their very low incomes, but the landlords who have been churning billions into their coffers for twenty years, have not been hit at all. And I think that is such a fundamental and monumental injustice that it is going to be noticed by a very large number of people - and it’s already being noticed in places like the tents at St Paul’s.

-  What I see has taken place amounts to a slump in morality and because of that everything is dwindling.  Morality was fed by religions: three religions came with their books. Now why can’t they unite and sit together, extract a gist of morality and imagine how they see this one idea.  From my point of view there is one country that is getting this right and that is Iran – yet everyone is against this country and this is not akin to morality.

-  I have spent quite a lot of my foreign office career in Russia and the former Soviet Union so a comment for Malcolm Brown, that it’s in that region where since the collapse of the Soviet Union you see what they call “deeky capitalism” – wild capitalism not underpinned by morality or law.  And I sympathise a lot with your analysis of things that have gone wrong in this country and in Western Europe, but if you want to look at a much more extreme example, look further East, and you see the signs of social collapse and rising nationalism in a much more alarming way than in Western Europe where I think our social institutions, the intermediaries between the family and the market and the state, are flourishing to a much greater extent.  OK there are problems, but we’ve got much more of a basis to put them right.  My question for Graham Bishop: what do you predict will be the state of the eurozone in five years’ time?  Will there be a eurozone?  I’d be interested in your view!

Malcolm Brown

The first point: how to deal with the crisis fairly?  The problem is the word “fair” – like the word “justice” – is subject to different interpretations.  I know I’ve used this image before, but I’ve got a lovely old trade union poster at home from the twenties and thirties and it’s a ladder coming up out of a pond, a lake really, there’s the guy at the top in a top hat – the Capitalist - then a guy in a bowler hat, then a chap in a homburg, and at the bottom there’s the unemployed and the water’s there up to his chin.  And the chap at the top is saying, right everyone, equal sacrifice for all, one step down everybody.  That version of “we’re all in it together” means that the guy at the bottom drowns.  So fairness as in absolute equality of treatment doesn’t work.  I think it’s pretty much axiomatic anyway isn’t it, that the most vulnerable always suffer, that’s how things happen.  They’re always the most vulnerable and therefore whenever things turn to down, it’s inevitable …..   well, maybe it’s not strictly inevitable, but given that we don’t work in a command economy where we can simply legislate for that.  But what I would argue – and this is why despite all the odds I remain a supporter of the government’s Big Society agenda, if it still exists, I believe that whenever any of us exhibit those small acts of neighbourliness that keep the wheels of community going, then we’re actually sticking another small tintack into the coffin of the global market and all that it does to us.  It’s Robert’s point, that of course, yes, you can look for much worse examples, but the question is what is to stop – I’m not so sanguine about our intermediate institutions as you are because I think they are very very attenuated.  So yes, how are we able to use that model as an awful warning rather than simply inevitability.  Your point about morality and the faiths: the trouble is, morality isn’t simply taught, it is practised, and I think we again need those strong social bonds that as I put it, “teach people to be good”, because that’s the sort of people we are, we behave like this, we’re not simply trying to be top dog all the time.  

Richard Laming

Now a question to Graham, but I’d like to chuck in one additional thing, if I may in the context of Russia and Greece.  There’s an interesting piece in the Financial Times earlier this week fearing that a rapid fireside, privatisation of Greek assets could lead Greece into this Russian system where everything is privatised and hurriedly bought up by a few people who position themselves in advance and then would do that.  So in the context of what you said that’s an additional question, is that part of what you fear is happening to Greece in your view?

Graham Bishop

I read that piece too in the FT and I thought that was really very interesting, very perceptive.  When you look at the companies’ list on the Athens stock exchange, there’s Hellenic, Coca Cola bottling, there’s Hellenic - used to be Olympic airways, but where are the major companies?  They are just not there, it’s a very odd stock exchange of companies, it isn’t a cross-section of the companies that make the country work.  Obviously, some of those are nationalised, but the normal industrial production companies don’t exist – yet they do!  But they are owned by families rather than publicly listed.  I’m afraid you could be right.  If they are sold off in that fire sale all that will happen is that Abramovitch will now be spelt in Greek and I don’t know how to spell it in Greek! 

 
Can I take up the point about the cycle of the eurozone?  I’m not going to say in five years, because these things get a bit hazy so I don’t want to be precise, but in the 5-10 year horizon it will be more than 20.  I suspect that nobody will leave, and I suspect that several people will join, and part of the process will be – the BBC was broadcasting this today as being sort of a bolt out of the blue that the eurozone might be coming together and getting closer – obviously they don’t read as I was saying earlier the communiqués and other state secrets like that – but it’s been written now for several months or a year or more, that the eurozone has recognised that it’s a problem and they’re going to fix the governance by bringing themselves closer together, much much closer together.  And if people want to be part of that, and a zone of stability of exchange rates and such like, and improving public finances - and just recall what I said about the US…  Just a little throwaway line – the European Commission has just published its autumn forecasts and the debt GDP ratios of the eurozone are going to be 88% and slightly falling over the next couple of years – not falling fast enough but nevertheless falling, but the US is 92% and heading to 107% of GDP.  The US is the basket case.  And if and when the eurozone sorts itself out, that is what will be seen, and at that stage a lot of countries will want to be part of it.  That having been said, 20+: there’s one country I’m pretty certain won’t be part of it and we will pay a great price for that!

Landlords? No I was leaving that one….  The micro-housing problem is outside my field of expertise – I have views obviously but there’s nothing I’ve got to say as expertise other than an ordinary citizen commenting - I see exactly what you are saying and I think that the comment about the most vulnerable – when things get bad, those who are vulnerable get hit.  

- You talked of neighbourliness and community of communities.  I am by no means an economist, but Geoffrey Sachs’ recent book “The price of civilisation” struck me as probably very brilliant.  In the first half of it he tells us in great detail what has gone wrong in the States and in the second half what we can do about it and he was very very specific and the key for what can be done, he used very similar language – he hoped we would move towards what he calls a “mindful society”, mindful of other people, and he uses words like “compassion” and “co-operation” and that language which I think is very interesting.  And having read it I thought, earlier in this year there was that brilliant Australian biologist and social scientist Tim Flannery, his latest book “Here on Earth”: he comes to a sort of similar conclusion coming at it from quite a different point of view.  He looks at the biological world which he knows inside out, what he calls super-organisms like termites – and they cooperate in a way and create something quite beyond anything we know of, and he gives other examples.  And he hopes that mankind will develop in that kind of a way!  It’s absolutely fascinating and timely, the problem of climate change, because in my mind if there is anything worse than the present financial crisis it is that, particularly that, and that is enormously more important in the long term.  So these two people – a biologist and a macro-economist – seem to be converging in a way which is very interesting in relation to what you were talking about!

- I was thinking about bankers and morality, and I think that in this country, bankers’ bonuses are immoral.  But I understand that if we try to regulate bankers’ bonuses we will lose our banking industry.  I believe that in most countries like France and Germany, bonuses are not granted in the same way.  I wonder whether you think there is any truth in that suggestion that we have to allow bankers to act in immoral ways in order to hold on to them?  And if there is anything that you think that – because banks are supranational – organisations like the EU which is supranational can do anything to help teach the banks here some morality?

-  I am Sebastian and an A-level student and I have a question for Mr Brown.  He was speaking about Bentham earlier, and of course Bentham was the proponent of esoterics and at the heart of consequentialist ethics: do you think – I mean you could very well argue that this financial crisis was due to an abundance of consequentialist ethics in our world today especially in the continental West.  And possibly not just this crisis but also the crisis of the thirties, not necessarily the financial crises but other catastrophes in the past as well are more due to human nature.  So my question to you is that if we were a bit more Kantian following the categorical imperatives rather than the universal ones as it were, the crisis might have been averted and it might have been a better world?

Graham Bishop

I’ll leave the philosophy for you!  You were talking about termites and their social structure: become a beekeeper!  You’ll be astounded.  When you look at the way the bee system works, it’s just absolutely wonderful.  But they all have their assigned place in the hierarchy and they can’t change it!!!

Right, bankers’ bonuses.  In many ways they are immoral, but let’s distinguish here between Bill Gates, who created something that has been of enormous use and some of us have gone grey trying to sort it all out, but nonetheless it has created a huge amount of benefit to the world, society, humanity and therefore he ought to be well rewarded for having created that.  So Bill Gates’ bonuses, not a problem.  Now, then go back to the partnerships that I talked about in my little story: where they did something worthwhile and they created transactions that put pension funds in touch with companies that needed to raise capital etc, the conventional primary market, they did well out of that, and on the other hand they were doing a job that needed to be done and if it were done well, society as a whole gained.  Where it has gone wrong – and I would like to affirm that I saw it actually first-hand going wrong – is where people started finding they could “bet the bank” and they were an executive, they were not an owner, they were a manager, and they would take the firm’s entire wealth and betted on a particular trade, and if it worked out alright then they walked away with a cash bonus at the end of the year.  On the other hand, in the old system, the partnership system, if the bank, the partnership were bet and it went wrong, all the partners lost everything, so they were very cautious.  So we have created a legal structure, we abolished the Victorian requirement that partnerships could be no more than twenty people, that’s the attention span or control span of any individual in many ways.  We abolished that in the sixties, seventies maybe at the latest, and that allowed these executives with no ownership and no risk to punt the whole thing, the whole bank on their bet and walk off.  And that’s what’s got to be stopped.  That’s got to be put into reverse.  And these people who do that – if they do something which is really worthwhile and they make a real contribution to society, that’s fine, but if they’re simply skimming off a little bit of what goes past and taking a huge bet with somebody else’s money and no risk, that is not fine.

On my office wall I have a cartoon of the consequences of the South Sea Bubble.  I don’t know whether it’s real or not, but nevertheless, the penalty visited upon the perpetrators of the South Sea Bubble in 1720:  at the foot of the monument in the City of London, a scaffold was put up and they were hanged drawn and quartered.  Fred Goodwin complained when a brick was thrown through his window!!  He should think himself very very lucky!

The Financial Stability Board (FSB) at the behest of the G20 countries have produced the Remuneration Code which is now percolating through into first of all the EU at the operational level and now down to the FSA at the operational level here.  That is underway.  So the supranational mechanism is exactly the way to deal with this and call the bluff of people who say, I’ll just go abroad.  They may go to Singapore, but what they will find is that – if Barclays’ Bank go to Singapore then they will find that all the other banks in the world will say, now if we lend you, Barclays’ Bank some money and things go wrong, here the British government will kindly stand behind you.  In Singapore, do they have the money?  I don’t think they’ll lend you the money.  So there’s a certain degree of hollow threat with these things and I think the bluff should be called.  But it’s a dangerous game: they may be right – for a decade!

Richard Laming

I realise you have to slip off now Graham – thank you very much!  And now that he’s out of the door Malcolm can say what he really thinks!!

Malcolm Brown

First of all, thank you briefly for those references which really are very interesting.  I thought Graham’s point about risk was worth just expanding a little.  One of the justifications for large rewards is that big risks are being taken.  I think we are now in the situation where those who have the smallest rewards carry the biggest risks - their livelihood - and those who take relatively small risks, they’re always backed up, they get the biggest rewards.  That’s got to be another abuse of the theory of markets and how they work.  We’ve been doing a little bit of work with a group in the Church of England on remuneration and how our investment policy should reflect our view of that.  I agree with everything Graham said, but one point that has been made to us which I do find a bit vexing, is that in transnational corporations senior staff will often spend time in one country, move to another and so on and won’t have that mobility unless the remuneration package of the highest payer goes with them, and that of course distorts the local market.  It’s yet another aspect of the way globalisation robs national and local structures of any autonomy to set the rules.  But I also have this hunch in the back of my mind that the threat is a bit hollow, precisely for the reasons I expounded a bit earlier: people are not disconnected individuals.  Even the richest are not simply atomised individuals, they have kids, they have mothers in care homes, they have a network of infrastructures around them: are they really so footloose as they claim?  On the other hand, I also agree it’s a difficult one to call.  

But thank you, Sebastian – I need to try and tackle that question.  I’m not sure Kant is the answer to be perfectly honest.  Let me just illustrate slightly more flippantly the point about Bentham.  I used Bentham because he used that lovely neat phrase about a “society of strangers”.  I commute every day on the Victoria Line in the rush hour.  I thought to myself one day, actually he was perfectly right: all these people, you never see anyone you know.  And then I actually watched what commuters do.  And there’s an amazing level of unspoken civility: where you stand, how you move when the train’s getting full, how you avoid trampling on each other.  It’s incredibly complex – like an anthill or a hive of bees!  When it’s full of tourists or kids at half-term, it’s chaos because they don’t know the unspoken rules!  They get to the top of the escalator and stop!!  So even in the Victoria Line at 10 to 9 in the morning we are more than a society of strangers.  But I wouldn’t reach to Kant to explain that because Kant for me is too linked to that same liberal project.  I’d go to Aristotle frankly, if you’re looking for philosophical structures, because Aristotle, and in religious terms, Thomas Aquinas who of course built on Aristotle, are the foundations for the present generation of academic philosophers and ethicists who are doing real work on communitarianism, on the nature of tradition: what binds us together as human beings is narrative and story rather than specifically the exercise of reason.  The idea that a moral choice is always like confronting a fork in the road, you know, how do I choose, which way to go, has been supplanted in that school of philosophical ethics with the idea, I know which way to go because I know who I am, I know what community I belong to and how people like me make choices.  It’s not simply just this supermarket choice of what brand of olive oil am I going to buy today.  It is about character, good old-fashioned Tom Brown schooldays kind of idea that a well-formed character and a well-formed conscience – which are only well-formed because we are in community and have traditions that inform us about who we are - that’s the grounding of ethics not the pure reason of Kant or the society of strangers and mechanistic solutions of Bentham.  I would point you if you haven’t already, go to Aristotle, go to Aquinas, go in the contemporary field to MacIntyre: his book “After Virtue”.  

-  What’s worrying me is after listening to everybody, Graham Bishop, the landlord points, and so on …. Underlying this there seems to be the idea that if we can persuade people to be good in some way and fair and just, we can in some way hack this crisis: if we can get round it and we are just a bit better, if we can introduce another regulation that would make people give back their bonuses or something like that … it just seems to me, with great respect to civil servants I have to say, that that’s not an answer to the question because there’s something systemic and fundamental to such things as capitalism – a word that hasn’t really been much mentioned although we’ve touched on individual bits of it.  And it seems to me that what you’re recommending actually undermines the capitalist plot: you can’t really be a Tory or a LibDem and so on and say that you believe the market of capitalism works, just trim it at the edges and it will be better and we won’t have crises, we’ll have lots of cheap housing and so on ….   When in fact it’s a contradiction in terms, because capitalism is about making profit.  Without profit there is no capitalism, but with profit you get all these other things, and I think tinkering at the edges is not really enough, and that is why you’ve got all these people at St Paul’s because finally it’s hitting them.  It’s not just an idea any more, people saying let’s be nicer to each other and we’ll get over this.  It’s actually very hard now.  Some people are going to actually starve to death if they are not brought out of their misery.  So for some people it’s a question of whether the system itself is not fundamentally under challenge.
-  I agree with almost everything that Malcolm has said, all except the optimistic bit at the end.  That brings me to something that Graham said.  He said that the political system in Greece and in Italy was broken or hopeless – I can’t remember exactly which word he used – corrupt? – and I disagree with him because I don’t think what’s broken is the political system because politics isn’t a system.  What is broken is the nation, because human society is not a machine.  That sounds like a platitude doesn’t it, but everybody talks as though it was.  And if it’s not a machine then it’s an organism, and if it’s an organism it’s probably mortal.  And I believe indeed that societies are mortal, and indeed that western culture is geriatric – in some cases extremely geriatric, in other cases just moderately geriatric.  And what do people do when they get old?  One of the things you do is that you face up to the fact that old age is messy and painful and you make a will, you think about your legacy, and you think about what will follow you, and you put your affairs in order so that your executors will be able to cope, and you then take very good advice and adopt a form of life that will minimise the miseries.  And this is exactly what Western countries should now be doing.  So don’t hope that it’s curable because it isn’t!  Life comes to an end and there’s no cure for that, and the western countries are all going to come to an end.  I’m not saying that it’s going to happen tomorrow, but the most likely scenario is that there will be another world war sometime this century – that gives us nearly a hundred years, ninety years.  That’s quite a short time in evolutionary perspective.  And we need to think about what we should do in the meanwhile, and a lot of the things that have been suggested this evening have been very sensible, but let me make just one concrete suggestion.  If the government were serious about trying to alleviate our present miseries, it might simply pass a law saying that those who manage, and are directors of any public institution – and that includes not only the retail banks but also actuaries and private life insurance companies and building societies, these people who take money from the public - those people should be forbidden by law to take bonuses, and they should all be on fixed public salaries.  That’s not an unreasonable suggestion.  It’s what was the position in this country more or less or has been the position in the civil service until quite recently (unfortunately the idea of paying bonuses has now crept in even to the civil service).  But people who are public servants – and people who take responsibility for the public are public servants – and they have the power to create money which is a reason why they are a part of the public service.  I’m not suggesting that they are civil servants but they are public servants.  And the situation in this country was that public servants were paid on a fixed salary.

-  I’ve had my main home in Greece for the last thirty years, and I think that the points that Graham Bishop raised are very serious.  I’ve watched the political process there very closely and we have two main parties competing, not really strongly on the basis of any ideology, I confirm everything he said, it’s trading off bribes.  What I’m starting to worry about – maybe this is also about Italy – maybe it could become about us – is that if we so abuse the democratic process, we run it like a kind of supermarket handing out goodies, what are we heading for? Because I’m very frightened.  And I’m very frightened of the Greek position, it looks like it might move towards something totalitarian there.  I’d like to make this appeal to politicians everywhere that they have a huge responsibility and I’ve seen it in its most extreme form in Greece, but I can see the infection elsewhere, and it’s just a prior warning to be responsible, because where we might be heading could be too frightening.

Malcolm Brown

I can’t reply for Graham – I don’t have anything like his expertise.  I take the point that it’s not an unreasonable suggestion that bonuses should be outlawed, but I just cannot see what political authority or legal authority has the power to decree that in a way that would stick.  Which is the point that has been made also about the abuse of democracy: that it’s been bread and circuses instead of a proper relationship with the powers of democratic institutions, to markets and so on.  But the first two questioners were quite right that I ended on a note of optimism which I couldn’t justify from my own arguments.  At that point Guy was twitching for time and I may have left out the conditional that was in my notes, which was IF there is hope, rather than that there is….  On the other hand I would say that what I was also talking about is not just how we get out of this crisis, though that is part of it, it is how we secure the things we value through a crisis and out the other side.   Keynes said, yes of course the market will right itself in time, but unfortunately the cycles of the market are longer cycles than I can survive.  The time it takes for a market to correct itself may well be much longer than the time it takes me to starve to death.  But something’s got to come out the other end, and how do you make sure that whatever’s going to come out the other end, and however cataclysmic this crisis is, still holds onto our humanity.  So if mine wasn’t over-optimistic it was because it was against the background of feeling very pessimistic, but not I hope despairing completely.  

Is being good enough?  No it isn’t enough.  But it does go back to the points I opened with, that even within its own recognisances, capitalism, the theory of capitalism cannot of itself sustain the moral foundations which it requires to work well.  When those foundations are eroded, capitalism can appear to flourish. I said the end of capitalism is profit, but in pursuing that end, without a view to the sustaining foundations which don’t come out of that capitalist logic, you create a capitalism that eats itself up.  And I do believe that it’s the worst of all possible systems – except the others – for economic distribution.  But there are many capitalisms and I think that we have got one that has so denigrated its own need of other structures, that it is in danger of consuming itself.  This is not an anti-capitalist point, but to say that there are other ways of doing capitalism which recognise what those who first thought of as a good system, recognised that it needed. And that’s not just about being nice to each other, but being nice to each other, better to each other, is a pre-requisite to the kind of social bonds that might give us the discourse of shared morality, that might be strong enough, robust enough to stand against the logic that says actually you have nothing in common except your participation in this market.  

Guy Wilkinson

I think we need to draw to a conclusion now.  In addition to thanking Graham and Malcolm who have really helped us to discuss these quite fundamental issues, may I thank you, the audience, for raising a range of good questions and comments.  Malcolm made a point about the need for intermediary institutions in our society and their value is quite well illustrated by the sort of discussion we have been having here this evening.  It seems to me that whether it’s the Federal Union or the Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust or a whole host of others, it is beneficial to society that such discussions are able to take place.  These are the ways of the little platoons which bring pressure on our politicians, our bankers.  It is mutual discussion and the raising of issues which leads to action and to change.  So on behalf of the Federal Union and the Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust, I would like to thank you and to invite you to consider becoming a member.
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