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THERE Is apparently some doubt about the story that Nero played
the fiddle while Rome burned during the great fire of Ap 64. No
such doubts for us though. We are faced with a general election and
crises galore but our political leaders, commentators, pundits and
most of us continue to fiddle.

We know that our fiddling lifestyles are unsustainable and
cannot be made available to the vast majority of people that share
the planet with us. We ignore the link between the politico-
economic arrangements that our forefathers devised and saw
adopted throughout the world and the cheap food, clothing,
manufactured goods and fuel that are produced for us by people
living in less rich countries.

Genuine trade between willing and free individuals brings
benefit to both parties and harms no one, but the systems we operate
have not led to universal prosperity. On the contrary poverty,
pauperism and debt have become normal for many in both rich and
poor countries. An insecure dependency prevails. People in poor
countries are obliged to produce for people in rich countries rather
than for themselves but cannot afford to purchase what those in rich
countries produce. At the same time people in rich countries are
obliged to buy what people in poor countries sell, since they cannot
earn a living producing them themselves. So where are we going
wrong? In short the answer is a failure by governments to discharge
their responsibilities for the management of land and money and
understand their implications for earnings and trade.

In economic terms the poorest workers in society are the most
important, because what they are able to earn sets a datum of
earnings to which all others relate. Simple observation shows a
pressing need for the simplest of skills and care in society, and
how its application adds value to people’s lives and to public and
private places. Other people with finer and less abundant skills
add yet more value, producing—for example—quality food and
clothing. Each such enterprise needs the support of our poorest
worker as well as the services of professional specialists of one form
or another. Critical to this specialisation, of course, is exchange or
trade from the local shopkeeper to the international merchant.

Traditionally merchants did not need money to engage in trade—
they needed credit. They paid their debts with the proceeds of their
sales and traded both imports and exports in local money. They did
not need an international currency. Today money and credit are
virtually indistinguishable and currencies are unethically traded
as if they were commodities like any other. As recent events have
demonstrated, national governments back money that they allow
private banks to create for commercial interests—their own. All
this distorts the relative value of internationally traded goods and
makes genuine free trade impossible. The taxation of labour and the
products of labour do likewise, but the collection of rent does not.

As Henry George pointed out the coexistence of progress and
poverty is not inevitable—except where economic justice is absent.
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