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W
ealth, lots of it and widely avail-
able, is lovely and good. Mass
affluence has been desired for
centuries and is desired now,
where and when we have it,

and even more when and where we don’t. Yet
it has few defenders. Most right-wingers take
it as self-evident that wealth is good and
haven’t bothered with the idea that it might
be a problem. The left used just to dislike the
way wealth was created and spread but has
now outflanked the right with new charges.

A recent spate of leftish books, and the
Zeitgeist of liberal opinion, has it that capi-
talism has invaded our minds and made us
live a life that is driving us half mad.
Capitalism is, of course, trying to get us to be
avid consumers, but the real harm caused to
modern people stems from the “anxiety
industry” and its new branch office, the “sta-
tus anxiety industry.” Those industries come
from a pseudo-dissident culture, which deni-
grates nearly everything that is valuable,
including mass affluence, wealth creation,
and the political and legal structures that help
create wealth and preserve many other
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important liberties. One of its dislikes is
globalization. (I say “pseudo-dissident”
because these critics are at the heart of aca-
demia and journalism; they are as much
a part of the mainstream, mortgage-hold-
ing, pension-owning mass affluent as the
rest of us.) 

The pseudo-dissident culture almost always
misses the point. It is, of course, itself a glob-
alizing force (for good or ill), since liberal-
ism of any kind (even bad liberalism) is a
universalist creed. In rather the same way,
anti-commercialism is condemned by moder-
nity to deploy the tools it affects to hate. The
anti-globalization author Naomi Klein, for
instance, wants to be a world influence;
she desires to be globalized and probably
does not disdain to be affluent and so has
submitted to becoming a brand in herself.
But more interestingly, she does not mention
that the anti-establishment crowd has always
had brands and has been brilliant at pro-
moting them. It does seem fair to say that
self-promoting, or promoted, heroes—espe-
cially cult heroes—get discussed and pre-
sented as life-enhancing in the special brand
way. It is not merely the merit of their work
that gets promoted but something more lumi-
nous, too. Cult figures such as Byron, Che
Guevara, and Dylan are just as iconic as
Coca-Cola and probably more powerful. So,
in his day, was my own hero, Erasmus.

Old Complaints in New Clothes
To be sure, elements of the old socialist

complaints remain, dressed up in new clothes.
Accordingly, modern working methods oppress
in modern ways; even now wealth is being
spread poorly; the rich are now too grossly
rich; a new crass materialism—“trash afflu-
ence”—has dumbed us down. But the real-
ly modern left has a wholly new, modern
complaint of a completely different order.
The new beef is that the mass affluent have
had their brains bent.

This new version of Marxist “false con-
sciousness” means, one supposes, that the
mass affluent do not know that they do not
like their lives; they do not notice that they
are bamboozled into consuming and cannot
exercise their democratic power to achieve
the leftward drift in society that liberals desire. 

Times writers and the paper’s editorial pages.
The new leftward view is not anti-capital-
ist in the way of “old” socialism. But it quite
often renounces the “Third Way” accom-
modation between leftish politicians and
their capitalist allies. Clinton and Blair were,
according to this view, suckered by the
capitalists into running the economy on free-
market principles. 

Defending Mass Affluence
I prefer an argument that acknowledges

that Western capitalism is capable of improve-
ment, as every human institution is. But
the improvements are boring and minor,
compared with the triumphs. The relatively
unreconstructed capitalist Western societies
are very far from brutal and preserve values
that are useful. Those countries that aim to
“soften” capitalism are welcome, of course,
to their own views and styles, but they pay
a price for them; and it’s a price not all of us
want to pay. If you prefer Germany or Den-
mark to the Anglosphere, the EU now makes
moving between the two as easy as it was
centuries ago when globalization hadn’t been
named but was—in the form of migration—
readily available.

I like an argument that suggests that the
West is just plain fortunate, and perhaps we
in the Anglosphere are especially so, and that
we will enjoy ourselves much more when we
recognize it and are grateful for it. Lucky
people ought to be gracious, and grateful,
and if modern society has a failing, it is that
we are not yet enjoined to be either. Our
intellectuals, artists, and “role models” tend
to line up with the complaint, not the cele-
bration. The “problem” of wealth—perhaps
especially in an age of mass affluence—is to
remind ourselves that morals and manners
matter as much as money.

I am very happy to believe that modern
people have to assert a proper balance between
getting and spending and their more private
lives. I am even content to believe that many
people deceive themselves as to their own
real interests. But I assert that those are moral
and aesthetic issues for individuals and that
“the system” will respond perfectly well to
them almost wherever they decide to go. We
need to stop blaming capitalism for our own
failures of character.

The new critics of wealth and of mass
affluence stress the vulnerability of us all
in the face of the very social machinery—
the capitalism and industrialization and
the power structures—that has enriched
us. Some suggest that we have sacrificed
too much to satisfy man’s ancient urge to
be rich and that “the system” has blinded
us to its depredations as it half delivers on
its promise to enrich us but actually enslaves
us. Above all, they say, we are self-enslaved
by materialism and ambition.

These new critics bring a fresh vigor to
the left’s hatred of neo-liberalism, which,
they assert, allows capitalism to do its work
too brutally. Neo-liberal capitalism, they
assert, is vicious and brutal, as it sweeps
virtue away in its quest for profit. Above all,
it is efficient in its own interests, driving prices
down and decency out. Very much is made,
these days, of the supermarkets and their
indifference to the farmer in their pursuit of
cheap food. But I counter that this is an
important example of a misreading of cap-
italism’s purposes. Capitalism has no inter-
est in cheap food or in miserable producers.
Capitalism, in the form of (some) super-
markets, simply recognizes that customers
care about prices, not farmers. In the form
of the boutique organics business, it recog-
nizes that some people want something
different, and it delivers that, too.

The big, newish, leftish thesis—articu-
lated most clearly by the British journalist
Will Hutton—is that modern capitalism
creates staggering amounts of wealth,
but the wealth accumulates in surprising-
ly few hands and makes surprisingly few
of us happy. Neo-liberalism, it is claimed,
has destroyed social—mostly mildly com-
munitarian—values and thus vindicates a
return to a largely leftward way of look-
ing at society, after its apparent defeat in
the “end of history” triumph of democ-
racy and capitalism. Part of this criticism
of modern economic life stems from a feel-
ing that modern workers are exploited:
overworked, insecure, and instruments of
corporate needs rather than dignified part-
ners in wealth creation. 

A softer version of that has been adopt-
ed by Adair Turner, the erstwhile director of
the Confederation of British Industry. That
view is also reflected by several Financial

❝Mass affluence has democratized the range of mistakes that people
can make. They can do more good, be more creative, more generous

—and they can be the opposite of all that on a larger scale.❞
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masses—have conned ourselves. In a rather
commoner criticism, we have been duped
by corporate power—and advertising.

In other words, where once one could
dislike the rich—and even punish them
politically—because they were wicked, or
selfish, it is now necessary to see the afflu-
ent as being innocent, and perhaps even as
victims. What a large change in so short
a time: we have come to the point where
we pity the affluent. The left is now not so
much the scourge of evil, the corrector of
wrongs, as the doctor to a sick society. 

I offer a rightish account of wealth and
mass affluence. Since they are here with us
and have been produced by the mainstream
world, the right’s old prejudice is to defend
them. They are the product of people doing
what they like (the libertarian strand) with-
in an orderly society in which the rich flour-
ish (the more traditional dimension). This
is even more true now that so many are
rich and many more are likely soon to be
so. Yet more than that, it is not implausi-
ble to suppose that, within a century or so,
the vast majority of people can be lifted
out of material want.

The left dislikes mass affluence because
it is a wickedness made general, and perhaps
because it has robbed the left of much of
its core support: the resentful poor of yore.
There is a strand of right-wing opinion—the
traditionalist right—that can find itself dis-
liking mass affluence. That strand of thought
has a stiff-necked view of society in which
the masses (always disliked by many on
the right) have proved they are no better at
being rich than they were at being poor.  

The “traditionalist” right is quite differ-
ent from the libertarian. It likes a view of
society in which change is relatively slow
and traditions—even those that seem cru-
el—are preserved rather than junked. It is
happy with hierarchy, and with the view that
societies are at their best when there are few
rich and many who are much less rich. The
moralist Roger Scruton expresses that view:
he sees something mystical and liberating in
the disciplines of the old order of society.

Most conservatives see the point of lib-
erty, the market, and personal responsi-
bility. But the traditional right mourns the
decline of old-style religion, ceremony, mys-
tery, class. The progressive and libertarian

grace and courage. People’s lives may seem
very material, or very spiritual, aesthetic, or
athletic, and they can still meet aristocratic
high standards. The point is this: it is the
richness of the responses we make to the
extraordinary range of choices now before
us that will mark us as civilized or trashy. 

The free-market sort of liberal defends
people’s freedom to do what they like unless
it can be found to produce harm to others.
We free-market types don’t mind if people
harm themselves, though there may be some
benefit in pointing out the risk to them.
Wealth is what happens in free societies,
and it’s best not to second-guess the vigor
of the market that produces this wealth,
or the human instincts by which people
queue up to be wealth creators, whatever
the cost they personally incur in their abil-
ity or failure to achieve their goal.

Actually of course, the right has its mor-
alizers. The traditionalists are authentic
right-wingers, and there is much in the
world of mass affluence that worries them.
Even the free-market liberal has a dilem-
ma if what people want seems to be fool-
ish or, if not positively bad, then uninspir-
ing or disappointing. He may hold his nose,
as the traditionalist does, but he knows he
is committed to wealth creation, whatev-
er its vulgarities. And it is the vulgarity, the
carelessness, the joylessness of some aspects
of mass affluence that are the core of the
current writing about modern economic
achievement.

The Left’s New Critique
The left often argues, of course, as though

wealth were bad in itself. It is acquired
by abusing the poor, and it is spent as though
the poor did not deserve generosity more
than the rich deserve extravagance. The
greens add to those charges the crime of
environmental destruction, or planetary
abuse. Both the left and the greens made
their charges before mass affluence made
so many people into villains. Where once
it was easy to criticize the rich for being
nasty, that is much harder now that there
are so many of us. It is bad form, and
bad politics, to criticize one’s customer or
constituents. So now the left’s criticism of
mass affluence is that the people have been
duped. In one criticism, we—the affluent

Modern Westerners are richer than any
people in history, by a long way. Their wealth
has produced, and been the product of,
extraordinary human advances in nearly
every area that previous generations ever
dreamed of, and in some areas they could
not have conceived of. There is a problem
with this affluence and these advances, and
it is not often pointed out. For a couple of
generations now, rather few people have
faced any sort of moral challenge. Or bet-
ter: rather few people have been aware
that they face a moral challenge.

Mass Affluence and the Right
These reflections matter to right-wingers

because it is we who insist that most prob-
lems in life are moral, not mechanical. Prob-
lems have to do with individuals, not soci-
eties. Whether people are rich or poor and
what they make of either are personal mat-
ters. It happens that nearly every voice in
democratic society clamors for wealth,
which the right is rather good at produc-
ing. Where the having of wealth produces
problems for people, the right is able to
say—conscience free—“This is what you
asked for, now you must make it work.”

The moral deficit of mass affluence aris-
es because we have solved many of the
problems that required people to be patient,
courageous, forbearing, and generous in
the face of poverty. Instead, we have a new
problem: we need to be patient, coura-
geous, forbearing, and generous in the face
of affluence. In short, we have not made
ourselves into morally worthwhile rich peo-
ple. Our manners reflect this, of course.

We have democratized the old problem
of advantage, and magnified it as well.
Noblesse used to have to oblige, and now
the masses ought to as well. Nobility was
more common in the old aristocrats than
is supposed, but—this being a vale of tears—
very far from universal. Still, the modern
problem is how to make the masses enjoy
being aristocrats and deal beautifully with
this new challenge.

All the possibilities enable us to aspire to
and reach properly aristocratic qualities. We
are not looking only for do-gooding mod-
esty, for quiet niceness. We are looking for

❝We need to stop blaming capitalism for 
our own failures of character.❞
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to reform it may well backfire. It suppos-
es that life is more interesting when as many
people as possible do what they want, get
what they want, and have to face the result-
ing challenges. I assert that the freedom
part of that equation tends to produce well-
being: so much is traditional to supporters
of the free market. The last proposition is
the peculiar bit: that the unfolding of chal-
lenges—their being met and failed—makes
life worth living.

People choose the problems of being
rich, and more would do so, given the
chance. Very few people choose the prob-
lems of being poor.

This business of the voluntary is not a
sure guide: it is not a sufficient or a neces-
sary defense of something having virtue and
value. And yet it is preferable to compul-
sion. And when it is proposed that people
should be compelled to give up something
they freely choose, the proposer had better
be very sure of the benefits that will follow.
In short, I want to go further down this road
to affluence. To retreat seems counterpro-
ductive—and cowardly. The critics of this
journey—those who want to stop the world
and get off, and shove the rest of us off too—
seem to me to be humbugs. They are most-
ly huge beneficiaries of the world about
which they complain and have precious lit-
tle idea how to improve the lot of those they
affect to care about. ■

right sees mass affluence as the benign prod-
uct of an energetic free people working
within a market economy, while the tra-
ditional right sees it as the mob getting it
wrong again.

Most right-wingers are conflicted, of
course. The pleasure of being on the right
is that it provides equal license both for an
authoritarian, traditionalist point of view
and for a libertarian, progressive one. With
respect to wealth, the traditionalist right-
winger has the difficulty that he can hard-
ly propose remedies for the crass affluence
that worries him without abandoning core
rightish values such as enterprise, wealth
creation, and going with the flow. I under-
stand and share the dilemma. So it is a par-
ticularly ripe pleasure to argue that mass
affluence is highly defensible. 

I can think the mass affluent misguid-
ed, and in many matters I do think they
are. They are less than admirable, in my
view, in finding amusement in soap operas.
I cannot share their enthusiasm for SUVs
(one of the few extravagances I have not
myself owned). I find it very easy to inveigh
against those lapses, and I often do. But I
am not disposed to ban any of those things
or to deprive people of the new affluence
that has made those bits of consumption
so easily available to so many. Besides, I
recognize that there are intelligent people—
better than me—who do not share my dis-

dain for any of them. These habits are—
most of them—largely a matter of taste.

Mass affluence has many attractive fea-
tures. And it is one of its merits—not a
demerit—that it has democratized some
very teasing problems about how to behave
when one has advantages. Life is a Vanity
Fair. As people’s opportunities increase,
they become more interesting. Mass afflu-
ence has democratized the range of mis-
takes that people can make. They can do
more good, be more creative, more gener-
ous—and they can be the opposite of all
that on a larger scale. My defense is char-
acteristically right wing in the sense that it
does not expect people to be good or even
perfectible. It does not altogether give up
on the possibility of humans maturing, but
reformation is perhaps too strong a word
for what might happen to them.

So this defense supposes that realism
is of immense importance as one approach-
es big moral questions. Human beings are
wonderful: various, infuriating, and inter-
esting. The left seeks its satisfactions in pro-
ducing more policy to put right the faults
in human society. The right does not whol-
ly resist those virtuous moves (we have our
moralists), but it notes that they go sour—
especially when they do not recognize the
great merit of human vigor and variety. 

This defense does not merely insist that
the present is rather good and that policy
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❝The left dislikes mass affluence because it is a wickedness made
general, and perhaps because it has robbed the left of much 

of its core support: the resentful poor of yore.❞
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