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introduction
Heiko Feldner, Fabio vighi and Slavoj Žižek

one of the most extraordinary events in recent history has been the imposition 
of austerity measures on societies that, only a few years back, were coercively 
indebted in a collective effort to rescue the financial system. in the autumn of 2008, 
we were reassured that bailout and stimulus packages would correct the situation 
and the crisis would be over soon. by the spring of 2011, 15 trillion dollars had 
been mobilized from the public purse worldwide to firefight the crisis, bringing 
up the total of sovereign debt to a colossal 39 trillion dollars. if this is the most 
efficient economic system we can think of, then we had better think again. While 
the finance bubble was turned into a sovereign debt bubble, we have now come 
full circle, only on a much higher level than in 2008 and with no leeway to repeat 
the operation. by the summer of 2012, it became clear that policy makers had “run 
out of policy rabbits to pull out of their hats,” as crisis economist nouriel roubini 
(2012), who had predicted the crash, put it. through debt we have been living 
on borrowed time; yet, without the prospect of real growth the issue of debt 
sustainability only foreshadows a much trickier one, for the covenant of capitalist 
societies itself is rendered nil and void.

against this background, political commentators, analysts and activists 
across the political spectrum are increasingly questioning the fairy tale account 
of the crisis according to which it resulted from a distortion of an otherwise 
efficient system. The intellectual agenda has begun to shift from questions of 
crisis management to more fundamental questions about the systemic nature and 
long-term implications of the crisis. it is true, however, that, as the american 
anthropologist david graeber pointed out, we are faced with a peculiar historical 
deadlock. on the one hand, we have good reasons to assume that within the life 
span of only one generation capitalism as a system of social reproduction might no 
longer be with us—not least, as we are reminded by ecologists, because the growth 
imperative cannot be maintained forever on a finite planet. on the other hand, 
when confronted with the prospect that capitalism might actually disintegrate, the 
ubiquitous response—even from some of the staunchest critics of capitalism—is 
outright fear. Since we have lost the collective ability to imagine an alternative that 
would not turn out to be worse than our current predicament, we feel compelled 
to put up with the increasingly destructive consequences of the multiple crisis of 
capitalism as they unfold before our eyes (Graeber 2011: 381f).

taking into account the seemingly untranscendable deadlock that characterizes 
our historical moment, in this volume we tackle crisis both at the level of its 
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specific historical configuration (the capitalist economy) and in conjunction with 
theoretical questions that aim to intersect the ontological resonance we assign 
to the term under consideration. from our perspective, the two approaches are 
inseparable. it is only by bringing the specific historical analysis to converge 
on the ontological dimension it broaches that a critique of crisis can bear fruit; 
vice versa, a philosophical inquiry alone would smack of resignation. To be sure, 
the present capitalist crisis is rooted in a wider context which contains many of its 
immediately recognizable features. in fact, one of the main traits of modern thought 
is its awareness that crisis is a condition immanent to human existence. it is widely 
agreed that such awareness originates in the waning of metaphysical certainties 
and attendant disorientation within being that emerged with the rise of abstract 
economic rationality and the notion of instrumental reason inscribed in it. While 
most nineteenth century theories of modernity are about the ascent of Western 
bourgeois civilization and its meta-narrative of unending progress, with the start 
of the twentieth century such optimistic outlooks—together with their Marxist 
counterpart, the teleology of the communist society to come—began to dwindle. 
The catastrophes of the first half of the twentieth century forced a reassessment of 
bourgeois and proletarian illusions, which is reflected in the works of some of the 
most representative thinkers of that century like Max Weber, the philosophers and 
sociologists of the frankfurt School and Michel foucault. against this background, 
the devastating impact of the current economic crisis has particularized the above 
awareness and disorientation by rekindling the anxiety-laden sentiment of a deep 
fracture separating the social sphere from the domain of abstract economic laws, 
the latter being epitomized by the apparent complexity and sidereal aloofness of the 
financial sector. The ongoing crisis, in other words, would seem to have provided 
us with a concrete manifestation of that “malaise within modernity” first lamented 
by Charles Baudelaire and debated ever since. More than that, it has confirmed that 
such malaise should be framed less within existential parameters than within the 
ideological order imposed by the economic system responsible for the birth and 
development of what we call modernity, namely capitalism.

in so far as modernity reflects the vertiginous development of market 
society and its concomitant use of abstract regulative principles, crisis has often 
been discussed in relation to what karl Polanyi (1957) famously labelled as a 
phenomenon of “disembedding,” according to which the economy progressively 
detaches itself from traditional social mores and political principles to the extent 
of acquiring full autonomy from the needs of the human congregation. While 
Polanyi’s term may well be appropriate to define the current hiatus between the 
fireworks of the finance sector and the real needs of the increasingly impoverished 
masses, it is also clear to us that such disembedding has always-already been 
re-embedded within an ideology that justifies every new phase of capitalist self-
valorization with the seemingly unassailable truism that it serves precisely the 
“real needs of real people.” another, more pervasive way of presenting crisis as 
a consequence of a condition of uprooting that has plagued capitalist modernity 
since its inception, is the one that found considerable fortune within the tradition 



Introduction 3

of the Frankfurt School. in adorno and Horkheimer’s groundbreaking critique of 
modernity, human alienation originates in the unstoppable march of instrumental 
reason away from human needs, with abstract exchange values subsuming all 
experience under the deadly spell of the equivalence principle (adorno and 
Horkheimer 1997). one of the central themes of this book is a persistent sense of 
dissatisfaction with any dualistic framing of crisis which, as such, harks back, or 
forward, to its own positive overcoming.

Undoubtedly, the distinctive theoretical presupposition shared by all essays in 
this volume is the idea that modernity is overlaid, and crucially undermined, by what 
jacques lacan would have referred to as “capitalist signifiers,” namely the language 
and ideology of capitalism. at the same time, however, we have to be aware of 
the danger represented by any self-condescending simplification—or ideological 
gentrification—of the term crisis, which, today more than ever, is at risk of slipping 
into a provocative cliché devoid of substance. one of the paradoxical consequences 
of our “being aware of crisis” is that the negative, disruptive potential of its notion 
is repressed, in line with what Stuart Hall, back in 1978—borrowing a definition 
coined by Stanley Cohen in his work Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972)—called 
the displacement effect of the ‘moral-panic cycle’ (Hall et al. 1978: 322). The 
argument, back then, was that systemic crises are displaced ideologically via 
moral discourses aimed at placating social anxiety while, most importantly, 
prescribing the cause of the crisis itself as its solution. today, this is again the case 
with regard to our economic predicament, where ideology takes the form of surges 
of moral panic, often artfully turned into sour resentment, against usual suspects 
like the immigrants and the unemployed, but also crisis-specific targets like greedy 
financial speculators, Southern europeans (with their atavistic laziness), their 
governments (with their corruption and economic ineptitude), and, last but not 
least, europe itself. furthermore, the above displacement is part of a more subtle 
and pervasive blackmail functioning as a “reality check”: either we accept the 
harsh conditions imposed by the “ill-fated” economic conjuncture (this being the 
main rhetoric behind today’s “austerity measures”) or we shall all have to face 
much worse, apocalyptic scenarios. in the face of this barrage of muted yet all the 
more effective ideological injunctions, whose aim is to disable any serious debate 
over the causes of the crisis, representative democracy is either devilishly complicit 
with the status quo or, in a gesture of unheard-of resignation, it throws in the 
towel before any real fight has even started—accepting, indeed fully internalizing, 
the sobering call to “realism” behind which lurks a debilitating Denkverbot. the 
possibility of a “change of direction” must not even be remotely entertained.

To avoid falling into the quagmire of crisis management, with its positivistic 
blindness, this volume proposes to examine the crisis of capitalism alongside its 
ontological presuppositions. if there is an awareness we especially endorse, it is 
inscribed in the thought that the true difficulty, even within an epoch dominated 
by postmodern antifoundationalist scepticism, remains to conceive of crisis as 
rooted in ontological “lack,” i.e. as constitutive of our being. However profoundly 
the notion of crisis might have infiltrated modernity’s malaise, it has nevertheless 
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been regularly offset by positive visions of its (always imminent, always-
already here) overcoming. inbuilt in the common use of the term crisis is the 
certainty of its temporariness. the obvious example comes from the logic of our 
economic predicament, increasingly naturalized as “fate”: it is in the very nature 
of capitalism to “capitalize” on crises. and while capitalist expansion, “from 
crisis to crisis,” would seem to prove that, so far, crisis has been a condition of 
possibility (of capital), the latter statement would seem to apply also to conceptual 
frameworks that, historically, have been regarded as progressive or revolutionary. 
think of how, for instance, social antagonism for Marx is superseded by the 
vision of a future classless society; or how, in freud, the same formal reference 
to a recalcitrant antagonistic substance tends to be confined to the psychic sphere, 
without affecting the composition of external social reality.

the point not to be missed when discussing crisis, then, is that our ability to 
tackle its historical determinations goes hand in hand with our ability to identify its 
ontological reverberations. the advantage of this approach to crisis is that it prevents 
us from relativizing its meaning, avoiding the danger of turning it into yet another 
piece of evidence for our “hermeneutic weakness.” rather, we believe that the only 
way to effectively confront the current predicament and its catastrophic impact is by 
intervening in the knot where “everything is decided” regarding our being in the world. 
Precisely because it is symptomatic of the epochal exhaustion of the “world-system” 
(Wallerstein 1974) dominated by the capitalist economy, the current crisis needs to 
be grasped at its roots, where the foundational categories of our historical episteme 
were and continue to be formed. by locating the ontological presuppositions upon 
which the capitalist paradigm stands, we have a chance to bring crisis to coincide with 
its notion, thus opening the way to the concrete reconfiguration of the antagonism it 
embodies within a radically changed social order.

the proposed volume aims to provide a framework where the current state of 
affairs is critically unravelled in connection with a utopian urge to think new social, 
political and economic scenarios. throughout this collection of essays, the desire 
to expose the inconsistencies of the capitalist order is coterminous with the desire 
to propose visions of a changed social order. What is at stake in each contribution 
is the effort to conceive of the critique of today’s crisis as inevitably bound up with 
a creative intervention whose goal is to theorize new social horizons.

the volume is divided into three interrelated sections, each focussing on one of 
the key terms of our analysis: Crises, Events, Scenarios. The first section opens with 
an essay by Heiko feldner and fabio Vighi. the aim of this essay is to articulate a 
critique of the current economic crisis from two complementary angles: a Marxian 
and a lacanian critique of the value-form as the disavowed matrix of capitalist 
modernity. The first part of the essay develops a Marxian reading of the economic 
crisis which substantiates the claim that, given its vanishing capacity to generate 
surplus-value, capitalism as a historical form of social reproduction is in terminal 
decline. The second part focuses on jacques lacan’s critique of work as developed 
especially in Seminars XVI to XVIII. it examines lacan’s contention that the ruse 
of modernity lies in transforming the unconscious roots of knowledge-at-work into 
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countable entities. in the following essay, jodi Dean takes up Žižek’s discussion of 
drive to argue that, as a force of loss, the notion of drive should be seen as a central 
formation of communicative capitalism in so far as the latter relies on a constant 
state of imbalance, i.e. on the repeated suspension of narratives, patterns, identities 
and norms. although Dean’s discussion draws heavily on Žižek, it proposes a 
significantly different understanding of drive as a political category. in the third essay 
of the first section, Benjamin Noys assesses how the fracturing of the until recently 
“untrenscendable horizon” of capitalism impacts on the theoretical articulation of 
radical alternatives. More specifically, Noys examines the role of utopia for critical 
thinking. While arguing that capitalism itself, as a self-engendering productive 
system, relies on “default utopianism,” noys contends that the main problem with 
today’s anti-capitalist utopian thought is its intrinsic “fear of planning.” in the final 
essay of the opening section, Paul taylor proposes to re-contextualize Hannah 
arendt’s well-known notion of the “fearsome, word-and-thought-denying banality 
of evil” as a morbid symptom proliferating in today’s capitalist media system. Taylor 
constructs his critical assessment by drawing on a tradition of illustrious critics of the 
“narcotic function” of the modern media (adorno, Baudrillard, Benjamin, kracauer, 
etc.), as well as on the ante-litteram censor of the “evil banality” inherent in our 
contemporary society of spectacle named fyodor dostoevsky.

The middle section of the book (Events) begins with Slavoj Žižek’s essay “The 
Undoing of an event,” which draws on an array of cultural sources and popular 
themes, as well as on Hegel’s notion of the “spiritual kingdom of animals,” to 
propose a critique of capitalist “pseudo-evental interpellation.” Žižek argues that 
one of the most effective ways in which the muted ideology of today’s capitalism 
works is by surreptitiously transforming the public space into a private one, thereby 
neutralizing the possibility that real events might take place. the privatization of 
the public space, Žižek contends, is a key ingredient of the debilitating ideology of 
capitalist modernity: while all communal ends are a mode of appearance of private 
interests, the egotistic pursuing of these interests feeds directly into the communal 
framework where capital thrives. in the following chapter, todd Mcgowan 
confronts ‘the imperative to be practical’ affecting every theorist during a period of 
crisis. He does so by examining Hegel’s refusal of practice, namely his contention 
that it is precisely by justifying the world in its irresolvable antagonistic dimension 
that one lays the ground for its salvation. McGowan argues that what is required 
now is a “critique of practical theory” which has as its object “theory’s devotion 
to saving the world.” The paradox at work in McGowan’s argument is that only by 
endorsing Hegel’s absolute refusal of praxis are we able to commit, as theorists, 
to a practical end. in the next piece, Yahya Madra and Ceren Özselçuk begin by 
endorsing Sohn-Rethel’s materialist account of “real abstraction” as a warning 
against over-simplified notions of post-capitalist politics. Then, by looking closely 
at lacan’s theory of the four discourses, they pin the affective dimension of these 
discourses against abstraction itself. While doing so, they also provide a perspicuous 
reading of the so-called occupy movements through lacan’s discourses of the 
Hysteric and the analyst, claiming that only the latter would signal a move to a 
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post-capitalist scenario. in the final essay of the section, Marco Grosoli analyzes 
Steven Soderbergh’s film Contagion (2011)—the story of a mysterious epidemic 
disease spreading worldwide—as an allegory of the financial crisis and its global 
consequences. Theoretically, Grosoli relies on Fredric jameson’s notion of 
“positive hermeneutics,” proposing that despite its ideological closure, Contagion 
hides disavowed utopian motifs. He provides evidence for this claim by discussing 
how the film’s articulation of its central theme of “disruption” is formally tied with 
the thrust toward the formulation of a new spatiality.

in the third and final section of the book, Colin Cremin begins by discussing 
Herbert Marcuse’s analysis of the libidinal compulsion that keeps consumers 
aggressively attached to the capitalist economy. He assesses Marcuse’s theorization 
of the Great Refusal as reflected in the concept of subtraction embraced by 
contemporary thinkers who attempt to re-marry Marxism and psychoanalysis, 
most prominently Slavoj Žižek. The essay then develops from a theoretical plane 
to the critique of employability, regarded as the main ideological lure through 
which the contemporary subject remains tied to capitalist relations. eventually, 
Cremin suggests that only a strategically invested form of subtraction, which 
does not shirk practical action, can hope to succeed as an attempt to stem the 
catastrophic tide of capital, thus opening the way for the reconfiguration of our 
social space. The following chapter, by Darrow Schecter, calls into question the 
“dogmatically quantitative notion of economic growth” that has lead to today’s 
crisis, while exploring the potential for a transition to “qualitatively new economic, 
political and educational systems” that might ignite a self-steering democratic 
society. Whereas most of Marx’s interpreters regard the transition from political 
to human emancipation to consist in a centralized model of political-economic 
planning, Schecter explores the potential for a new approach to the question of the 
relations between economy and polity in a post-liberal, genuinely differentiated 
social order. Schecter’s essay is followed by jan jagodzinski’s appraisal of a post-
capitalist avant-garde that might be free from both the traditional leftist “paranoid” 
style of theorizing, and the radical yet aggressive type of activism associated 
mainly with anarchist movements. by endorsing the notion of an “avant-garde 
without authority,” and drawing on Nietzsche’s Übermensch as much as on 
the geo-philosophies of Deleuze and Guattari (and a vast array of examples of 
contemporary artistic engagement), jagodzinski develops a theory of “an artistic 
oekumenal war machine,” whose task is to imagine and give shape to a new 
form of life beyond the control of capital. the volume comes to a close with 
Rex Butler’s piece on Russian art theorist Boris Groys and his attempts to conceive 
of a post-capitalist scenario in relation to art, communism, philosophy and, more 
generally, his conception of thought as metanoia. butler focuses on the merits 
and limitations of Groys’ philosophical method, where metanoia—a religious term 
pointing to the transcendental ground of all things—occupies a central place, in so 
far as it captures Groys’ desire to circumscribe a genuinely self-contradictory and 
paradoxical dimension outside the realm of capitalist relations.
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Chapter 1 

the Matrix Cannot be reloaded: 
a lacano-Marxian Perspective on the 

Current economic Crisis
Heiko feldner and fabio Vighi

over the past four years, the controversy about the nature of the current economic 
crisis has produced a myriad of competing explanations as to what might have 
caused it, which include the following:

• unrestrained greed and other psychological propensities rooted in human 
nature (e.g. Tett 2009, Greenspan 2009, akerlof and Shiller 2010), a 
rehearsal of the anthropological leitmotif of liberal thought that “out 
of the crooked timber of humanity, no straight thing was ever made” 
(kant 1784: 211);

• blind faith in neoliberal theories about the efficiency and self-sufficiency 
of markets (Davidson 2009, elliott and atkinson 2009, Skidelsky 2009);

• institutional failure to monitor and regulate the financial sector and especially 
the banking system (acharya et al. 2011, Cable 2010, Hutton 2010);

• a failure of the collective imagination to understand systemic risk (Besley 
and Hennessy 2009 and king 2012) as well as to heed the lessons of 
history: the ever recurring “this-time-is-different-syndrome” (Reinhart and 
Rogoff 2009 and Gamble 2009);

• severe imbalances in the international financial, monetary and trading 
systems and the system of global governance (Roubini and Mihm 2011, 
Stiglitz et al. 2010, krugman 2012 and Wolf 2009);

• an ill-conceived anglo-Saxon model of capitalism imposing itself on the 
world economy (Sinn 2011, as well as large parts of the political elites in 
central europe);

• big government along with too much regulation of the wrong kind 
(Ferguson 2012, Butler 2012, Dowd and Hutchinson 2010 and Beck 2010);

• a long-term crisis of over-accumulation and profitability (Callinicos 2010 
and Harman 2009) as well as under-consumption caused by decades of 
excessive exploitation (Wolff 2010 and Harvey 2011) going back to 
the 1970s;

• the historical tendency of the rate of profit to fall as predicted by Marx in 
volume three of Capital (Carchedi 2010 and kliman 2012);
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• a blockage to the new forms of capital accumulation which are thought to 
have emerged with the development of cognitive capitalism (Marazzi 2011, 
Hardt and Negri 2009 and vercellone 2010);

• a secular stagnation tendency of monopoly-finance capital—rather than 
rapid growth—generating a surplus-capital absorption problem (Magdoff 
and Yates 2009, Bellamy, Foster and McChesney 2012)

the first seven explanations belong to a cluster which oscillates between two 
related extremes: one makes the crisis into a “gigantic intellectual mistake” 
(Hutton 2012a), the other refers us to our “animal spirits”—the received wisdom 
that, rather than rational choice calculation, business and consumer decisions 
tend to be based on gut feeling.1 the last four explanations are part of a cluster 
that stresses how the contradictory nature of capitalism leads systematically and 
unavoidably to economic crises. What both clusters have in common is the belief, 
whether explicit or implicit, that the capitalist mode of production possesses the 
miraculous ability to renew itself eternally, unless it is opposed and overthrown.

this chapter offers a different view of the nature, causes and consequences of 
the current economic crisis. in the wake of ernest Mandel (1975) and robert kurz 
(1991 and 2009) we argue that the capitalist form of social reproduction has 
not only entered its deepest crisis since World War ii, but that it has reached its 
absolute historical limit and is in terminal decline. its demise does not depend 
on the rise of a political force to overthrow it, as is presumed across the political 
spectrum; nor does it in itself usher in a new social order, far from it. its historic 
disintegration is caused by its vanishing capacity to generate new surplus-value 
(profit)—the life blood and telos of capitalist economies—, which condemns ever-
larger parts of the world to permanent unproductivity (“underdevelopment”) and a 
surplus humanity to the fate of drowning in survival (“unemployment”).

from two interrelated angles—Marxian and lacanian—the chapter lays out 
what distinguishes the present crisis from its predecessors: the “long depression” 
of the final quarter of the nineteenth century, the “Great depression” in the 1930s, 
and the stagflation crisis of the 1970s. it explains why the current crisis does 
not simply mark the end of one particular model of growth that will give rise 
to a new model sooner or later, provided we are smart enough—a ubiquitous 
expectation elegantly expressed by anatole kaletsky’s Capitalism 4.0 (2011) and 
overwhelmingly shared throughout the political landscape (see e.g. Mcdonough 
et al. 2010, Chang 2011 and Haug 2012). Would a rerun of keynesian economic 
policies resolve the crisis, as Joseph Stiglitz (2010) and Paul krugman (2012) 
believe? Can a new science and technology offensive succeed, as nicholas Stern 
(2009b) and Will Hutton (2012b) suggest, while the gap between work to be had 
and work to be done is widening before our eyes? What can Marx offer in the face 

1 The term harks back to keynes (1936: 162), who considered as an important source 
of economic instability “the characteristic of human nature that a large proportion of our 
positive activities depend on spontaneous optimism rather than mathematical expectations.”



The Matrix Cannot Be Reloaded 13

of the momentous failure of Marxism in the twentieth century? this chapter looks 
at these and other questions through the lens of a lacano-Marxian critique of the 
value-form as the unconscious matrix of modern society.

in Capital, Marx projects a social totality greater than the empirically 
verifiable world. The object of this representational strategy is an abstract 
concept which brings into view a negative objectivity, i.e. a mysterious set of 
forces and effects that we can neither see nor touch, but nonetheless know have 
a constitutive influence over our existence. the concept designed to perform 
this representational manoeuvre is “value.” it designates the historically specific 
form our social being assumes in capitalism, which remains intangible while its 
presence is experienced existentially.

in Seminars XVI to XVIII (1968–1971) lacan developed an often overlooked 
critique of the value-form sui generis. together with the theory of the four discourses 
(Master, University, Hysteric and analyst) as articulated in those seminars, lacan 
introduced a fifth discourse—the discourse of the Capitalist—which builds on 
the central narrative of the seminars to denounce modernity’s blindness to its 
own generative matrix, namely the incessant “valorisation of value” promoted 
by capitalism. Starting from the postulate that the ruse of modernity consists in 
transforming the unconscious roots of knowledge into a countable entity, lacan 
shows how the invisible mastery of the capitalist discourse is more pervasive and 
commanding than any historically antecedent form of authority. and yet, “wildly 
clever” as it may be, capitalism is, in lacan’s prescient words, “headed for a 
blowout” (lacan 1972: 48).

The stress on the value-form (social link, unconscious matrix) as a mode 
of objectivity as well as subjectivity brings together the critique of the political 
economy with the critique of the libidinal economy, a tradition most effectively 
developed over the last two and a half decades by Slavoj Žižek (1989, 2009 
and 2010: 181–243). Such an approach leads us out of the disciplinary framings 
of the crisis in economics, business studies or behavioural psychology. it allows 
us, instead, to take full advantage of the insight that in order to effect change we 
have to have a grip on both the dull compulsion of the economic and the deep 
libidinal attraction of the forms of exploitation and domination that have made 
us who we are. this is not an exercise in economics then, even though we will 
deal extensively with economic issues. rather, our approach combines the virtues 
of ideology critique with those of critical theory. While the former locates the 
blind spot of contemporary debates on the crisis, tracing the “real” of the current 
juncture through a symptomatic reading, the latter explores it through a conceptual 
register that cuts across disciplinary grids in philosophy and positive science.

The first part of the argument develops a Marxian reading of the economic 
crisis, the second a lacanian critique of capitalist work. We do not attempt some 
kind of “shotgun marriage” here, as Peter Gay (1985: xii) dubbed the doomed 
endeavour of twentieth century freudo-Marxism. the different conceptual 
frameworks are not eclipsed, nor are diverging implications obscured. We develop 
them as complementary perspectives in the parallactic sense that they illuminate 



States of Crisis and Post-Capitalist Scenarios14

two different modes of appearance of the capitalist matrix, thereby allowing its 
constitutive distortion and historical limit to emerge more starkly.

1 Was the Neoliberal Turn a Mistake?

Capitalism is not only a mode of production, it is also a religion. When this 
thought struck german philosopher Walter benjamin some 90 years ago, he was 
witnessing one of the most devastating crises of the last century. the debt crisis at 
the heart of it was resolved two years later, in 1923, by a colossal hyperinflation 
which wiped out the life savings of millions and paved the way for the economic 
slump of 1929 and the resistible rise of the nazis.

Capitalism was not only conditioned by a religious mentality, as Max Weber 
had suggested in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–5). For 
benjamin, capitalism was itself a religious phenomenon through-and-through. it 
had three essential features. first, it was a purely cultic religion, without theology 
or theoretical justification. Second, the capitalist cult was permanent in the 
terrifying sense that each day was a holy day demanding unrelenting devotion 
without exception. Such was the monstrosity of this religion that, third, it could no 
longer offer redemption. instead, the capitalist cult gave rise to “Schuld”—debt, 
guilt and blame rolled into one—and self-destruction as the only path to salvation 
(Benjamin 1921).

one of the most extraordinary ideological manoeuvres in recent history has 
been the imposition of austerity rule on societies that only a few years ago were 
blackmailed into getting up to their ears in debt in a collective effort to rescue the 
banking system. the crisis would be over soon and green shoots crop up once 
the silver bullets of state credit (bailout and stimulus packages), money-printing 
and near-zero interest rates had rectified the situation and put us back on the royal 
road to growth. When in february 2011 the Financial Times’ chief economics 
commentator, Martin Wolf, ventured a historical retrospective on the crisis 
(Wolf 2011), what had come to a close was the first phase of the greatest corporate 
looting of public coffers in living memory. between 2008 and 2011, 15 trillion 
dollars had been dredged up from the public purse worldwide to combat the 
crisis, bringing up the total of “sovereign debt” to a whopping 39 trillion dollars 
(39,000,000,000,000 and counting)—2 not a bad tally for the most efficient 
economic system we can think of.

now that we brace ourselves for the second wave of the crisis to peak—a 
global economic contraction with drastic forms of money devaluation lying in 
wait—3 is it not time we turned our backs on the fairy-tale account of the crisis, 

2 ‘World Debt Comparison: the Global Debt Clock,’ in The Economist, http://www.
economist.com/content/global_debt_clock (accessed 18 april 2011).

3 With a sense of impending doom, even mainstream economists have begun to refer 
to the present crisis as the “Great Stagnation” (see e.g. Cowen 2010 and Denning 2011).
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according to which it resulted from a distortion (human avarice, regulatory 
neglect, casino capitalism, anglo-Saxon aberration, you name it) of an otherwise 
efficient system? Rather than pathologise the crisis, naturalise the economic 
system that gave rise to it, and hunt for scapegoats, we have good reasons to 
look at the neoliberal turn of the past three and a half decades as a rational 
response to the historic crisis of industrial capitalism in the 1970s. Deregulation 
and financialisation—the economy’s shift in gravity from production to 
finance—were not simply “mistakes” but utilitarian responses to an irreversible 
profit crunch.

let us recall the structural crisis of the 1970s. When the fordist growth model 
of industrial society hit the buffers, the state-capitalist economies of the Soviet 
bloc tumbled into a state of collapse, while in the West the reign of keynesianism 
ended in stagflation—the double bind of stagnant growth and rising inflation. 
in either case, the attempt by the state to subsidise the lack of real growth had 
proven unsustainable. the hour had come for the “neoliberal revolution.”

in the event, the crusade to subordinate all aspects of life to the imperatives of 
the corporate bottom line did much to damage the fabric of society, but it could 
not bring back the growth dynamic of the post-war boom. the growth rates of 
the oeCd economies continued to fall from a buoyant 5.3 percent per year on 
average in the 1960s, to 3.7 percent (1970s), 2.8 percent (1980s), and 2.5 percent 
during the 1990s. Furthermore, the deregulation of the labour markets aggravated 
the problem of declining purchase power, while anti-state fanaticism ruined the 
public infrastructure required for long-term profitability. intoxicated by their 
own ideological trademark belief that money was simply a “veil over barter” 
(Say 1816: 22), the class warriors of neoliberalism had merely shifted the debt 
problem from the state to the financial markets. two and a half decades of debt-
financed growth ensued, based ever more on money without substance. the rest 
is history.4

When the debt-bubble burst in 2008, a nostalgic pining for a return to keynes 
led to the only seemingly oxymoronic neoliberal Keynesianism as a last-ditch 
response. as the bailout and stimulus packages shifted the debt problem back to 
the state, the crisis of the financial markets morphed into a sovereign debt crisis, 
only on a much higher level than in the 1970s and with no leeway to repeat the 
operation of finance-driven growth. now, in 2012, policy makers have finally 
“run out of policy rabbits to pull out of their hats” as economist nouriel roubini 
(2012) put it. We have been living on borrowed time and continue to do so, since 
the cynically disguised nationalisations of corporate debt have been paid for by 
state resources that have yet to be contrived. the success of the latter relies on 

4 as Marx (and engels) aptly put it: “The production process appears simply as an 
unavoidable middle term, a necessary evil for the purpose of money-making. (This explains 
why all nations characterised by the capitalist mode of production are periodically seized by 
fits of giddiness in which they try to accomplish the money-making without the mediation 
of the production process)” (Marx 1992: 137).
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the creation of future surplus-value at a historic magnitude that is most unlikely 
ever to materialise. Without real growth, however, it is not only that the question 
of debt sustainability becomes trickier. the ideological covenant of capitalist 
societies itself is rendered nil and void, as the acceptance of capitalism as a social 
partnership is inextricably linked to the prospect of a good life.

2 What we are Facing is not Simply a Periodic, Structural or Financial Crisis

of course, the voyeuristic obsession with the political theatre and the 
idiosyncrasies of its cast—from berlusconi and Merkel to obama and 
Sarkozy—only serves to fudge the nature of the relationship between national 
states and “the economy.” the state is in no way a sovereign actor vis-à-vis the 
mode of production on which it rests. So when we call for the primacy of politics 
over financial markets and for political leadership in tackling the crisis, it is worth 
recalling that the capitalist state is not some kind of guardian angel but rather an 
element within the circuit of capital. in its material capacity to act (by raising 
taxes, for example, or borrowing money) it is not only at the mercy of rating 
agencies and financial markets, as we are reminded every day, but is sustained 
on the drip of the economy of capital valorisation (the expanded reproduction of 
the economy through the competitive extraction of money profit)—the basis for 
enduring growth as we know it.

there is another sense of déjà vu in that each and every mayhem in the 
markets provokes renewed talk about the system being ready to explode at any 
moment, as well as the urgent need for reform, as was the case in the wake of 
lehman Brothers’ demise four years ago. the word “system” stands here for the 
institutional framework and management of the (global) economy. To be sure, 
there is plenty of room to improve the architecture of the financial and monetary 
system, the trading system and the system of global governance, as Joseph Stiglitz 
and other leading keynesians have demanded for years (e.g. Stiglitz et al. 2010). 
but this will do little to address the underlying crisis, which is a crisis of capital 
valorisation itself.

What then distinguishes the current crisis from its predecessors? to answer 
the question, we need to let go of the postmodern illusion of an infinitely 
malleable reality. by producing goods and services the way it does, capitalism 
creates a historical dynamic which is as material and objective as it is directional 
and irreversible. While we are desperate for the light at the end of the tunnel 
to emerge as usual, there is no reason to believe that capitalism is endowed 
with an enigmatic capacity for eternal self-renewal. the present crisis does not 
simply spell the end of one specific model of capital accumulation (“growth”) 
that will give rise to a new one sooner or later, provided we are smart enough. 
Put differently, the crisis is not merely cyclical, structural or limited to finance; 
nor is it simply down to factors such as over-accumulation, under-consumption 
or global imbalances.
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Building on ernest Mandel’s analysis of the “specific nature of the third 
technological revolution” (Mandel 1975: 184ff.), Robert kurz has blazed the trail 
for a critical understanding of the historical peculiarity of the current economic 
crisis, which he explored in a series of incisive analyses against the background 
of the history of modernisation over the past 250 years (kurz 1991, 2005 
and 2009). What sets the current crisis apart is the unprecedented scale at which 
human labour power—the only source of new surplus-value and, by implication, 
growth—is made redundant by scientific rationalisation. Whenever we get cash 
from a cash machine rather than a teller or use the automated checkout to pay for 
our daily shopping, we see the evidence of technology displacing human labour. 
this has long been anticipated from a variety of angles by luminaries as diverse 
as Norbert Wiener (1948: 59ff.) and Hannah arendt (1958: 4–5). Three decades 
ago, economist Wassily leontief wrote that the “role of humans as the most 
important factor of production is bound to diminish in the same way that the role 
of horses in agricultural production was first diminished and then eliminated 
by the introduction of tractors” (leontief 1983: 3–4). This has come true in the 
form of digital automation and jobless recoveries. the engine of the “beautiful 
machine”—the business corporation—cannot be fazed by this calamity. 
engaged in the civil war of competition, it must obey the law of acceleration to 
survive. With the rise of the knowledge economy we have reached the historical 
tipping point: for the first time more labour is made superfluous than can be 
re-mobilised through market expansion strategies (kurz 2012: 296; see also 
Smith 2010: 1–23).

in other words, melting away like the greenland ice sheet, the social substance 
of capital—labour—cannot acquire a new lease of life. This spells doom for a 
society in which the great majority can only access the means of existence 
through wage labour. the economic policy response to this predicament was 
the engineering of growth without substance, i.e. the mere simulation of growth, 
which hit the buffers in 2008. What should have been a blessing has turned into a 
nightmare: the capital valorisation economy cannot return the productivity gains 
engendered by technological automation back to us as free disposable time we 
could put to good use while working fewer hours. Quite the contrary, today’s 
much-evoked “Third industrial Revolution” (Rifkin 2011, The economist 2012) 
leads to social darwinism 24/7 and the savage barbarisation of our public and 
private lives (“austerity”).

benjamin considered his 1921 fragment Capitalism as Religion untimely; 
it remained unfinished and he never published it. However, future generations 
staring ruin in the face would be able to recognise the self-destructive imperative 
of the capitalist cult. let us hope he was right. While the economic crystal ball has 
yet to be invented, this much is clear: the current crisis will force us to confront 
the political choice that defines the twenty-first century. either we come up with 
an alternative to the dynamic of the capital valorisation machine before it is too 
late, or the unfolding socio-ecological catastrophe will run its course. the uncanny 
story of the grow-or-die society is coming to an end one way or the other.
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The required alternative, however, is not “prosperity without growth” 
(jackson 2009) or “degrowth economics” (latouche 2009).5 the notion of a 
capitalism without surplus-value or growth imperative is a red herring. not only 
is it hopelessly nostalgic. it also rests on the implicit belief that with globalised 
capitalism we encounter only incontrovertible external “limits to growth,” 
from climate change to finite energy and freshwater resources, whereas there 
are in principle no insurmountable internal limitations to the process of capital 
valorisation which could continue ad	infinitum if only it were managed properly. 
this belief is obsolete. in the course of the last half century, we have reached 
and partly crossed both “the boundaries of the ‘planetary playing field’ for 
humanity,” as the new science of planetary boundaries forcefully demonstrates 
(Resilience alliance 2009 and Cho 2011),6 and the boundaries of the economic 
playing field, as it were, of capitalism as a historical form of social reproduction. 
though the former problematic cannot be reduced to the latter, it cannot be 
addressed without it either. What is therefore needed at this juncture is no longer 
alternative capitalism, such as eco- or “natural capitalism” (Hawken et al. 2010, 
Heinberg 2011 and d’Humières 2010), but an alternative to capitalism itself.

3 Between Monetary Hygiene and Keynesian Hydraulics: The Value 
of Marx

this, of course, is not the gospel according to mainstream economics which 
identifies the social either with the market or with the state. like the newtonian 
clockwork-universe, wound up by the watchmaker-god, the liberal notion of the 
market as a self-regulating force of nature sees the market as a gigantic machine 
of impersonal forces which is imbued with potential energy that will be running 
it ad	infinitum. like in the newtonian universe, the laws of the market universe 
require occasional intercession, notably in times of crisis. the corrective surgery 
is carried out by the state. the surgeon is expected to withdraw again once the 
transformation of the patient’s potential energy into kinetic energy is resumed. 
What, though, if that does not happen?

5 the current debate on degrowth economics points to a long tradition (e.g. georgescu-
roegen 1971 and H. e. daly 1977 and 1996) which can be traced back to john Stuart Mill’s 
exploration of the “stationary state” in his 1848 classic Principles of Political Economy 
(Mill 1904: 452–455). See also kallis (2011), eisenstein (2011) and “degrowth declaration 
barcelona” (2010).

6 it distinguishes nine planetary boundaries which define humanity’s safe operating 
space: climate change, changes to the global nitrogen cycle, rate for biodiversity loss, ocean 
acidification, stratospheric ozone, global freshwater use, land system change, chemical 
pollution, and atmospheric aerosol loading. it estimates that we have already transgressed 
the first three of these boundaries and are likely to be on our way towards crossing others 
(Resilience alliance 2009 and Cho 2011).


