
How Will Capitalism End? 

Essays on a Failing System 

Wolfgang Streeck 

VERSO 

London • New York 



First published by Verso 2016 
© Wolfgang Streeck 2016 
Translation of Chapter 5 © Tessa Hauswedell 2016 
Translation of Chapter 7 © Rodney Livingstone 2016 

A version of Chapter 1 was delivered as the Anglo-German Foundation Lecture at the British 
Academy on 23 January 2014. Published in: New Left Review 87, May/June 2014, 35-64. Chapter 2 
was first presented as the 2011 Max Weber Lecture at the European University Institute, Florence. 
I am grateful to Daniel Mertens for his research assistance. Published in: New Left Review 71, 
September/October 2011, 5-29. Chapter 3 was first published in New Left Review 76, July/ August 
2012, 27-47. Chapter 4 first published as MPifG Discussion Paper 15/1, Cologne: Max-Planck
Institut filr Gesellschaftsforschung, 2015. Chapter 5 first published in New Left Review 73, January/ 
February 2012, 63-71. Chapter 6 first published in European Law Journal 21(3), 2015, 361-70. 
Chapter 7 originated as the Distinguished Lecture in the Social Sciences, Wissenschaftszentrum 
Berlin, 21 April 2015. Published in: New Left Review 95, September/October 2015, 5-26. Chapter 8 
first published in Zeitschrift fUr Vergleichende Politikwissenschaft 9, 2015, H. 1-2, 49-60. Chapter 9 
was first presented at a plenary session on 'Studying Contemporary Capitalism', 10th Conference of 
the European Sociological Association, 'Social Relations in Turbulent Times', Geneva, 7-10 
September, 2011. Published in: European Journal of Sociology 53 (1), 2012, 1-28. Chapter 10 first 
published in Julian Go (ed.), Political Power and Social Theory, Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing 
Limited, Vol. 23, 2012, 311-21. Chapter 11 was first presented at a conference organized by the SSRC 
and the Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin, The Public Mission of the Social Sciences and Humanities: 
Transformation and Renewal, 16-17 September 2011. 

All rights reserved 

The moral rights of the author have been asserted 

57910864 

Verso 
UK: 6 Meard Street, London W1F oEG 
US: 20 Jay Street, Suite 1010, Brooklyn, NY 11201 
versobooks.com 

Verso is the imprint of New Left Books 

ISBN-13: 978-1-78478-401-o (HB) 
ISBN-13: 978-1-78478-403-4 (US EBK) 
ISBN-13: 978-1-78478-402-7 (UK EBK) 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Names: Streeck, Wolfgang, 1946- author. 
Title: How will capitalism end?: essays on a failing system/ Wolfgang 

Streed~. 
Description: Brooklyn, New York: Verso, 2016. 
Identifiers: LCCN 20160180541 ISBN 9781784784010 (hardback) I ISBN 

9781784784034 (ebook) 
Subjects: LCSH: Capitalism-History, I Economic policy. I Oligarchy. I 

Poverty. I Political corruption. [ Anarchism. I BISAC: POLITICAL SCIENCE/ 
Economic Conditions. I POLITICAL SCIENCE/ Political Ideologies/ 
Democracy. I POLITICAL SCIENCE I Globalization. 

Classification: LCC HB501 .S919515 2016 I DDC 330.12/2-dc23 
LC record available at https://kcn.loc.gov/2016018054 

Typeset in Minion Pro by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh, Scotland 
Printed and bound by CPI Group {UK) Ltd, Croydon, CRO 4YY 

Contents 

List of Figures 
A Note on the Text 

Introduction 

CHAPTER 1 

How Will Capitalism End? 

CHAPTER 2 

The Crises of Democratic Capitalism 

CHAPTER 3 

Citizens as Customers: Considerations on the 

New Politics of Consumption 

CHAPTER 4 

The Rise of the European Consolidation State 

CHAPTER 5 

Markets and Peoples: Democratic Capitalism 

and European Integration 

CHAPTER 6 

Heller, Schmitt and the Euro 

CHAPTER 7 

Why the Euro Divides Europe 

CHAPTER 8 

Comment on Wolfgang Merkel, 'Is Capitalism Compatible 

with Democracy?' 

vii 
ix 

1 

47 

73 

95 

113 

143 

151 



X HOW WILL CAPITALISM END? 

what I believe is the homework that needs to be done by today's sociology to 
restore its ability to account for the dynamics of contemporary society and 

its ongoing critical transformation. 

Wolfgang Streeck 
Cologne, 6 April 2016 

Introduction 

CAPITALISM: ITS DEATH AND AFTERLIFE 

Capitalism has always been an improbable social formation, full of conflicts 
and contradictions, therefore permanently unstable and in flux, and highly 
conditional on historically contingent and precarious supportive as well as 
constraining events and institutions. Capitalist society may be described in 
shorthand as a 'progressive' society in the sense of Adam Smith' and the enlight
enment, a society that has coupled its 'progress' to the continuous and unlimited 
production and accumulation of productive capital, effected through a conver
sion, by means of the invisible hand of the market and the visible hand of the 
state, of the private vice of material greed into a public benefit.'¢:apitalism 
promises infinite growth of commodified material wealth in a fiI)ite world, by 
conjoining itself with modem science and technology, making capitalist society 
the first industrial society, and through unending expansion of free, in the sense 
or contestable, risky markets, on the coat-tails of a hegemonic carrier state and 
its market-opening policies both domestically and internationally. iJ As a version 

1 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, New York: 
Oxford University Press 1993 [1776]. 

2 Bernard de Mandeville, The Fable of The Bees: or, Private Vices, Publick Benefits, Indianapolis, 
IN: Liberty Fund 1988 [1714]. 

3 Definitions of capitalism abound and tend to be both elaborate and eclectic, in the sense of 
rnnsisting of changing combinations of selected characteristics. There is no need to explore them in 
detnil here. Different definitions emphasize different elements of the capitalist configuration, in line 
wHh writers' individual preoccupations or ideologies; they also reflect different stages in the 
,•volution of the beast, pointing to its historical dynamism. For a sample see Sombart: 'Capitalism 
,kslgnates an economic system significantly characterized by the predominance of "capital" ( ... ) 
I A] n economic system is a unitary mode of providing for material wants, animated by a definite 
/lplril, regulated and organized according to a definite plan and applying a definite technical 
knowledge' (Werner Sombart, 'Capitalism'. In: Johnson, Alvin and Edwin Seligman, eds, Encyclopedia 
of tlte Social Sciences, Vol. 3, New York: Macmillan 1930, p. 196); Weber: 'Capitalism is present 
wherever the industrial provision for the needs of a human group is carried out by the method of 
t•ntcrprise, irrespective of what need is involved. More specifically, a rational capitalistic establishment 
I~ one with capital accounting, that is, an establishment which determines its income yielding power 
1,y ,aknlation according to the methods of modern bookkeeping and the striking of a balance' (Max 
Wd,cr, General Economic History, New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers 2003 [1927 ], p. 275); 
S!'humpeter: 'Capitalism is that form of private property economy in which innovations are 
rnrrlcd out by means of borrowed money, which in general, though not by logical necessity, implies 
, mlit creation' (Joseph A. Schumpeter, Business Cycles, Vol. 1, Philadelphia, PA: Porcupine Press 
1 QH2 [1939], p. 223); Keynes: ' ... the essential characteristic of capitalism [seems to me] the 



2 HOW WILL CAPITALISM END? 

ofindustrial society¢apitalist society is distinguished by the fact that its collec
tive productive capital is accumulated in the hands of a minority of its members 
who enjoy the legal privilege, in the form of rights of private property, to dispose 
of such capital in any way they see fit, including letting it sit idle or transferring 
it abroad. One implication of this is that the vast majority of the members of a 
capitalist society must work under the direction, however mediated, of the 
private owners of the tools they need to provide for themselves, and on terms 
set by those owners in line with their desire to maximize the rate of increase of 
their capital/Motivating non-owners to do so - to work hard and diligently in 
the interest of the owners - requires artful devices - sticks and carrots of the 
most diverse sorts that are never certain to function - that have to be continu
ously reinvented as capitalist progress continuously renders them obsolescent. 

{ Tue tensions and contradictions within the capitalist political-economic 
configuration make for an ever-present possibility of structural breakdown 
and social crisif. Economic and social stability under modern capitalism must 
be secured on a background of systemic restlessness4 produced by competition 
and expansion, a difficult balancing act with a constantly uncertain outcome. 
Its success is contingent on, among other things, the timely appearance of a 
new technological paradigm or the development of social needs and values 
complementing changing requirements of continued economic growth. For 
example, for the vast majority of its members6 capitalist society must manage 
to convert their ever-present fear of being cut out of the productive process, 
because of economic or technological restructuring, into acceptance of the 
highly unequal distribution of wealth and power generated by the capitalist 
economy and a belief in the legitimacy of capitalism as a social order. For this, 
highly complicated and inevitably fragile institutional and ideological 
provisions are necessart The same holds true for the conversion of insecure 

dependence upon an intense appeal to the money-making and money-loving instincts of individuals 
as the main motive force of the economic machine' (John Maynard Keynes, The End of Laissez-Faire: 
The Collected Writings of John Maynard Keynes, Vol 9, London: Macmillan Press Ltd 1972 [193 1], 
p. 293) . .A$ to Marx, Chiapello, in a penetrating article, claims that he never used the concept (Eve 
Chiapello, '.Accounting and the Birth of the Notion of Capitalism', Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 
vol. 18, no. 3, pp. 263-96; see also Ivan Tibor Berend, 'Capitalism. In: Smelser, Neil and Paul Baltes, 
eds, International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, Vol. 3, Amsterdam: ElsevJ/er 
2001, pp. 1454-9; Jurgen Kocka, Geschichte des Kapitalismus, Milnchen: Verlag C. H. Beck 2ot-3) 
although 'the capitalist system as described by [him] is more or less the same as capitalism according 
to Sombart and Weber, at least when they produce a critical definition. The irony of history is that 
Marx ... never or hardly mentions accounting, unlike Sombart and Weber. And yet Marx certainly 
knew more about the accounting practices of his time than the two German sociologists who were 
to follow him (Chiapello, 'Accounting and the Birth of the Notion of Capitalism', p. 293). Sombart, 
in turn, claimed that Marx, 'who virtually discovered the phenomenon, defined only certain aspects 
of capitalism as the occasion required' (Sombart, 'Capitalism, p. 195). 

4 William H. Sewell Jr., 'The Temporalities of Capitalism, Socio-Economic Review, vol. 6, 2008. 
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workers - kept insecure to make them obedient workers - into confident 
consumers happily discharging their consumerist social obligations even in the 
face of the fundamental uncertainty oflabour markets and employments 

In light of the inherent instability of modern societies founded upon and 
dynamically shaped by a capitalist economy, it is small wonder that theories of 
capitalism, from the time the concept was first used in the early 1800s in 
Germany" and the mid-18oos in England,7 were always also theories of crisis. 
This holds not just for Marx and Engels but also for writers like Ricardo, Mill, 
Sombart, Keynes, Hilferding, Polanyi and Schumpeter, all of whom expected 
one way or other to see the end of capitalism during their lifetime. 8 What kind 
of crisis was expected to finish capitalism off differed with time and authors' 
theoretical priors; structuralist theories of death by overproduction or under
consumption, or by a tendency of the rate of profit to fall (Marx), coexisted 
with predictions of saturation of needs and markets (Keynes), of rising resist
ance to further commodification oflife and society (Polanyi), of exhaustion of 
new land and new labour available for colonization in a literal as well as figu
rative sense (Luxemburg), of technological stagnation (Kondratieff), 
financial-political organization of monopolistic corporation.s suspending 
liberal markets (Hilferding), bureaucratic suppression of entrepreneurialism 
aided by a worldwide trahison des deres (Weber, Schumpeter, Hayek) etc., etc.9 

5 Colin Crouch, 'Beyond the Flexibility /Security Trade-Off, Reconciling Confident Consumers 
with Insecure Workers', BriHsh Journal of Industrial Relations, vol. 50, no. 1, pp. 1-22. 

6 Ingomar Bog, 'Kapitalismus'. In: Albers, Willi et al., eds, Handworterbuch der 
Wirtschaftswissenschaft (HdWW), Stuttgart: Gustav Fischer, 1988, pp. 418-32. 

7 R. M. Hartwell and Stanley L. Engerman, 'Capitalism'. In: Mokyr, Joel, ed., The Oxford 
lincyclopedia of Economic History, Vol. 1, New York: Oxford University Press 2003, pp. 319-325. 

8 This is reflected in the periodicizations of the history of capitalism typically offered by its 
theorists. Thus Sombart distinguishes between 'early' (merchant), 'high' (industrial) and 'late' capitalism, 
the latter referring to the 1920s and 1930s. For Hilferding, the transition he observed during his lifetime 
from liberal to organized and from industrial to financial capitalism was a transition out of capitalism 
into something else. Marx and Engels, just as after them Rosa Luxemburg, expected the socialist 
l'Cvolution to take place while they were still alive. Polanyi believed he had seen the end of capitalism, 
coincident with the end of the Second World War. The 'Frankfurt School' located 'late capitalism 
(Spiilkapltalismus) in the 1970s, having taken the place of liberal capitalism or free market capitalism 
n!ler 1945. Schumpeter was certain already in 1918 that there would come a time when 'capitalism has 
done its work and an economy exists which is satiated with capital and thoroughly rationalized by 
<·nl'repreneurial brains. Only then is it possible to look forward calmly to that inevitable slowing down 
or merely economic development which is the concomitant of socialism, for socialism means liberation 
nf life from the economy and alienation from the economy. This hour has not yet struck. ... Nevertheless 
I he hour will come. By and by private enterprise will lose its social meaning through the development of 
the economy and the consequent expansion of the sphere of social sympathy. The signs of this are 
nlrcady with us .. : (Joseph A. Schumpeter, 'The Crisis of the Tax State'. In: Swedberg, Richard, ed., The 
linmomicsand Sociology of Capitalism, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1991 [1918], p. 131. 

9 For a good if somewhat tendentious summary of previous predictions of an 'end ,;,f capitalism 
sec 1-Inrtwell and Engerman, 'Capitalism'. 
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While none of these theories came true as imagined, most of them were 
not entirely false either. In fact, the history of modem capitalism can be written 
as a succession of crises that capitalism survived only at the price of deep trans
formations of its economic and social institutions, saving it from bankruptcy in 
unforeseeable and often unintended ways. Seen this way, that the capitalist 
order still exists may well appear less impressive than that it existed so often on 
the brink of collapse and had continuously to change, frequently depending on 
contingent exogenous supports that it was unable to mobilize endogenously. 

( The fact that capitalism has, until now, managed to outlive all predictions of its 
impending death, need not mean that it will forever be able to do so; there is no 
inductive proof here, and we cannot rule out the possibility that, next time, 
whatever cavalry capitalism may require for its rescue may fail to show u~ 

A short recapitulation of the history of modem capitalism serves to illus
trate this point. 10 Liberal capitalism in the nineteenth century was confronted 
by a revolutionary labour movement that needed to be politically tamed by a 
complex combination of repression and co-optation, including democratic 
power sharing and social reform. In the early twentieth century, capitalism 
was commandeered to serve national interests in international wars, thereby 
converting it into a public utility under the planning regimes of a new war 
economy, as private property and the invisible hand of the market seemed 
insufficient for the provision of the collective capacities countries needed to 
prevail in international hostilities. After the First World War, restoration of a 
liberal-capitalist economy failed to produce a viable social order and had to 
give way in large parts of the industrial world to either Commw1ism or 
Fascism, while in the core countries of what was to become 'the West' liberal 
capitalism was gradually succeeded, in the aftermath of the Great Depression, 
by Keynesian, state-administered capitalism. Out of this grew the democratic 
welfare-state capitalism of the three post-war decades, with hindsight the 
only period in which economic growth and social and political stability, 
achieved through democracy, coexisted under capitalism, at least in the 
OECD world where capitalism came to be awarded the epithet, 'advanced'. In 
the 1970s, however, what had with hindsight been called the 'post-war settle
ment' of social-democratic capitalism began to disintegrate, gradually and 
imperceptibly at first but increasingly punctuated by successive, ever more/ 
severe crises of both the capitalist economy and the social and political· 

10 There is no need to get into the unending discussion about when capitalism came into the 
world. 1he best bet seems to be the 1600s, although modern· capitalism, or capitalism as a social system 
or a society, may only have originated with its marriage with science and technology in early 
industrialization, i.e., at the end of the eighteenth century. See, among others, Kocka, Geschichte de.s 
Kapitalismus. 
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institutions embedding, that is, supporting as well as containing it. This was 
the period of both intensifying crisis and deep transformation when 'late 
capitalism, as impressively described by Werner Sombart in the 1920s,11 gave 
way to neoliberalism. 

Crisis Theory Redux 

Today, after the watershed of the financial crisis of 2008, critical and indeed 
crisis-theoretical reflection on the prospects of capitalism and its society is 
again en vogue. Does Capitalism Have a Future? is the title of a book published 
in 2013 by five outstanding social scientists: Immanuel Wallerstein, Randall 
Collins, Michael Mann, Georgi Derluguian and Craig Calhoun. Apart from 
the introduction and the conclusion, which are collectively authored, the 
contributors present their views in separate chapters, and this could not be 
otherwise since they differ widely. Still, all five share the conviction that, as 
they state in the introduction, 'something big looms on the horizon: a struc
tural crisis much bigger than the recent Great Recession, which might in 
retrospect seem only a prologue to a period of deeper troubles and transfor
mations'." On what is causing this crisis, however, and how it will end, there is 
substantial disagreement - which, with authors of this calibre, m;y be taken as 
a sign of the multiple uncertainties and possibilities inherent in the present 
condition of the capitalist political economy. 

To give an impression of how leading theorists may differ when trying to 
imagine the future of capitalism today, I will at some length review the pros
pects and predictions put forward in the book. A comparatively conventional 
crisis theory is probably the one offered by Wallerstein (pp. 9-3 5 ), who locates 

11 To get an idea of the magnitude of the about-face that took place, although only gradually 
1111d thus for a long lime imperceptibly, see Sombart's model of the 'form of economic life' under 'late 
mpitalism': 'Freedom from external constraint characteristic of the period of full capitalism is 
Nuperseded in the period oflate capitalism by an Increase in the number of restrictions until the entire 
"Ystcm becomes regulated rather than free. Some of these regulations are self-imposed - the 
l,urcaucratization of internal management, the submission to collective decisions of trade associations, 
rxdmnge boards, cartels and similar organizations. Others are prescribed by the state - factory 
1,•gislation, social Insurance, price regulation. Still others are enlorced by the workers - works councils, 
l ru,le agreements. 1he relation between employer and employee becomes public and official The status 
nf the wage worker becomes more like that of a government employee: his activity is regulated by 
nnrms of a quasi-public character, the manner of his work approaches that of a civil servant (no 
overtime), his wage is determined by extra-economic, non-commercial factors. The sliding wage scale 
nf ca rlier times is replaced by its antithesis, the living wage, expressing the same principle as that 
11 ndcrlylng the salary scale of civil servants; in case of unemployment the worker's pay continues, and 
h1 Illness or old age he is pensioned like a government employee ... By and large, flexibility is being 
!\!!>laced by rigidity . , : ('Capitalism: p. 207 ). Reading Sombart one becomes convinced that the term, 
·u~ollberalism; for the present period of capitalist development, makes a lot of sense indeed. 

12 lmmanual Wallerste!n, Randall Collins, Michael Mann, Georgl Drer!uguian and Craig 
C:nlhoun, Does Capitalism Have a FutW"el, OXford: Oxford University Press 2013, pp. 1-2. 
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contemporary capitalism at the bottom of a Kondratietf cycle (Kondratieff B) 
with no prospect of a new (Kondratieff A) upturn. This is said to be due to a 
'structural crisis' that began in the 1970s, as a result of which 'capitalists may 
no longer find capitalism rewarding: Two broad causes are given, one a set of 
long-term trends 'ending the endless accumulation of capital: the other the 
demise, after the 'world revolution of 1968: of the 'dominance of centrist liber
als of the geoculture' (p. 21). Structural trends include the exhaustion of virgin 
lands and the resulting necessity of environmental repair work, growing 
resource shortages, and the increasing need for public infrastructure. All of 
this costs money, and so does the pacification ofa proliferating mass of discon
tented workers and the unemployed. Concerning global hegemony, Wallerstein 
points to what he considers the final decline of the U.S. -centred world order, in 
military and economic as well as ideological terms. Rising costs of doing busi
ness combine with global disorder to make restoration of a stable capitalist 
world system impossible. Instead Wallerstein foresees 'an ever-tigliter gridlock 
of the system. Gridlock will in turn result in ever-wilder fluctuations, and will 
consequently make short-term predictions - both economic and political -
ever more unreliable. And this in turn will aggravate ... popular fears and 
alienation. It is a negative cycle' (p. 32). For the near future Wallerstein expects 
a global political confrontation between defenders and opponents of the capi
talist order, in his suggestive terms: between the forces of Davos and of Porto 
Alegre. Their final battle 'about the successor system' (p. 35) is currently 
fomenting. Its outcome, according to Wallerstein, is unpredictable, although 
'we can feel sure that one side or the other will win out in the coming decades, 
and a new reasonably stable world-system (or set of world-systems) will be 
established: 

Much less pessimistic, or less optimistic from the perspective of those who 
would like to see capitalism close down, is Craig Calhoun, who finds prospects 
of reform and renewal in what he, too, considers a deep and potentially final 
crisis (pp. 131-61). Calhoun assumes that there is still time for political inter
vention to save capitalism, as there was in the past, perhaps with the help of a 
'sufficiently enlightened faction of capitalists' (p. 2). But he also believes 'a 
centralized socialist economy' to be possible, and even more so 'Chinese-style 
state capitalism': 'Markets can exist in the future even while specifically capital
ist modes of property and finance have declined' (p. 3). Far more than 
Wallerstein, Calhoun is reluctant when it comes to prediction (for a summary \ .. 
of his view see pp. 158-61). His chapter offers a list ofinternal contradictions 
and possible external disruptions threatening the stability of capitalism, and 
points out a wide range of alternative outcomes. Like Wallerstein, Calhoun 
attributes particular significance to the international system, where he 
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anticipates the emergence of a plurality of more or less capitalist political-eco
nomic regimes, with the attendant problems and pitfalls of coordination and 
competition. While he does not rule out a 'large-scale, more or less simultane
ous collapse of capitalist markets ... not only bringing economic upheaval but 
also upending political and social institutions' (p. 161), Calhoun believes in 
the possibility of states, corporations and social movements re-establishing 
effective governance for a transformative renewal of capitalism. To quote, 

The capitalist order is a very large-scale, highly complex system. The events of 
the last forty years have deeply disrupted the institutions that kept capitalism 
relatively well organized through the postwar period. Efforts to repair or 
replace these will change the system, just as new technologies and new busi
ness and financial practices may. Even a successful renewal of capitalism will 
transform it ... The question is whether change will be adequate to manage 
systemic risks and fend off external threats. And if not, will there be wide
spread devastation before a new order emerges? (p. 161) 

Even more agnostic on the future of capitalism is Michael Mann ('The End 
May Be Nigh, But for Whom?: pp. 71-97). Mann begins by ~minding his 
readers that in his 'general model of human society', he does 'not conceive of 
societies as systems but as multiple, overlapping networks of interaction, of 
which four networks - ideological, economic, military and political power 
relations - are the most important Geopolitical relations can be added to the 
four .. ? Mann continues: 

Each of these four or five sources of power may have an internal logic or 
tendency of development, so that it might be possible, for example, to identify 
tendencies toward equilibrium, cycles, or contradictions within capitalism, 
just as one might identify comparable tendencies within the other sources of 
social power. (p. 72) 

Interactions between the networks, Mann points out, are frequent but not 
systematic, meaning that 'once we admit the importance of such interactions 
we are into a more complex and uncertain world in which the development of 
capitalism, for example, is also influenced by ideologies, wars and states' (p. 
73). Mann adds to this the possibility of uneven development across geograph
ical space and the likelihood of irrational behaviour interfering with rational 
calculations of interest, even of the interest in survival. To demonstrate the 
importance of contingent events and of cycles other than those envisaged in 
the Wallerstein-Kondratieff model of history, Mann discusses the Great 
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Depression of the 1930s and the Great Recession of 2008. He then proceeds to 
demonstrate how his approach speaks to the future, first of U.S. hegemony and 
second of 'capitalist markets'. 

As to Lhe former, Mann (pp. 83-4) offers the standard list of American 
weaknesses, both domestic and international, from economic decline to polit
ical anomy to an increasingly less effective military - weaknesses that 'might 
bring America down' although 'we cannot know for sure'. Even if U.S. hegem
ony were to end, however, 'this need not cause a systemic crisis of capitalism'. 
What may instead happen is a shift of economic power 'from the old West to 
the successfully developing Rest of the world, including most of Asia'. This 
would result in a sharing of economic power between the United States, the 
European Union and (some of) the BRICS, as a consequence of which 'the 
capitalism of the medium term is likely to be more statist' (p. 86). Concerning 
'capitalist markets' (pp. 86-7), Mann believes, pace Wallerstein, that there is 
still enough new land to conquer and enough demand to discover and invent, 
to allow for both extensive and intensive growth. Also, technological fixes may 
appear any time for all sorts of problems, and in any case it is the working class 
and revolutionary socialism, much more than capitalism, for which 'the end is 
nigh'. In fact, if growth rates were to fall as predicted by some, the outcome ', 
might be a stable low-growth capitalism, with considerable ecological benefits. 
In this scenario, 'the future of the left is likely to be at most reformist social 
democracy or liberalism. Employers and workers will continue to struggle 
over the mundane injustices of capitalist employment [ ... ] and their likely 
outcome will be compromise and reform .. : 

Still, Mann ends on a considerably less sanguine note, naming two big 
crises that he considers possible, and one of them probable - crises in which 
capitalism would go under although they would not be crises of capitalism, or 
of capitalism alone, since capitalism would only perish as a result of the 
destruction of all human civilization. One such scenario would be nuclear 
war, started by collective human irrationality, the other an ecological catastro
phe resulting from 'escalating climate change'. In the latter case (pp. 93ff.), 
capitalism figures - together with the nation state and with 'citizen rights', 
defined as entitlements to unlimited consumption - as one of three 'triumphs 
of the modern period' that happen to be ecologically unsustainable. 'All three 
triumphs would have to be challenged for the sake of a rather abstract 
future, which is a very tall order, perhaps not achievable' (p. 95 ). While related 
to capitalism, ecological disaster would spring from 'a causal chain bigger 
than capitalism' (p. 97). However, 'policy decisions matter considerably', and 
'humanity is in principle free to choose between better or worse future scenar
ios - and so ultimately the future is unpredictable' (p. 97 ). 
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'rhe most straightforward theory of capitalist crisis in the book is offered 
hy Randall Collins (pp. 37-69) - a theory he correctly characterizes as a 
'NI ripped-down version of [a] fundamental insight that Marx and Engels had 
fol'mulated already in the 1840s' (p. 38). That insight, as adapted by Collins, is 
I hnt capitalism is subject to 'a long-term structural weakness: namely 'the tech-
11ulogical displacement of labor by machinery' (p. 37). Collins is entirely 
1111.ipologetic for his strictly structuralist approach, even more structuralist 
than Wallerstein's, as well as his mono-factorial technological determinism. In 
li1l'l, he is convinced that 'technological displacement of labor' will have 
li11ished capitalism, \vith or without revolutionary violence, by the middle of 
th is century - earlier than it would be brought down by the, in principle, 
1'qt1ully destructive and definitive ecological crisis, and more reliably than by 
rnmparatively difficult-to-predict financial bubbles. 'Stripped-down' Collins's 
lull'-Marxist structuralism is, among other things, because unlike Marx in his 
, ·01'1'csponding theorem of a secular decline of the rate of profit, Collins fails to 
ln•dRc his prediction with a list of countervailing factors,' 3 as he believes capi-
1 nlism to have run out of whatever saving graces may in the past have retarded 
lls demise. Collins does allow for Mann's and Calhoun's" non-Marxist, 
'Wdlcrian.' influences on the course of history, but only as secondary forces 
modifying the way the fundamental structural trend that drives the history of 
,·npilalism from below will work itself out. Global unevenness of development, 
d ii ncnsions of conflict that are not capitalism -related, war and ecological pres
-~ u n: s may or may not accelerate the ~risis of the capitalist labour market and 
1·mployment system; they cannot, however, syspend or avert it. 

What exactly does this crisis consist of\While labour has gradually been 
n•placed by technology for the past two hundred years, with the rise of infor-
11rnlion technology and, in the very near future, artificial intelligence, that 
process is currently reaching its apogee, in at least two respects: first, it has 
vnstly accelerated, and second, having in the second half of the twentieth 
n•ntury destroyed the manual working class, it is now attacking and about to 
dl'slroy the middle class as well - in other words, the new petty bourgeoisie 
that is the very carrier of the neocapitalist and neoliberal lifestyle of 'hard 
work and hard play: of careerism-cum-consumerism, which, as will be 
dlsrnssed infra, may indeed be considered the indispensable cultural founda-
1 Ion of contemporary capitalism's society}What Collins sees coming is a rapid 

1 ~ What Marx calls entgegenwirkende Ursachen in Capital, Vol. 3, in the context of the 'law of 
th,• ll-11dc11cy of the profit rate to fall' (Chs. 13ff. in the German original, Karl Marx, Das Kapital. Kritik 
,11,,· l'o/11 /sc/ien Okonomie, Dritter Band, Berlin: Dietz Verlag 1966 [18941). In fact, Collins does deal 
wilh .:ount,•rvaiting factors, which he calls 'escapes'. but to show that they are not or no longer effective. 
Sri' bl'iow. 
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appropriation of programming, managerial, clerical, administrative, and 
educational work by machinery intelligent enough even to design and create 
new, more advanced machinery(Electronicization will do to the middle class 
what mechanization has done to the working class, and it will do it much 
fastet}The result will be unemployment in the order of 50 to 70 per cent by 
the middle of the century, hitting those who had hoped, by way of expensive 
education and disciplined job performance (in return for stagnant or declin
ing wages), to escape the threat of redundancy attendant on the working 
classes. The benefits, meanwhile, will go to 'a tiny capitalist class of robot 
owners' who will become immeasurably rich. The drawback for them is, 
however, that they will increasingly find that their product 'cannot be sold 
because too few persons have enough income to buy it. Extrapolating this 
underlying tendency', Collins writes, 'Marx and Engels predicted the down
fall of capitalism and its replacement with socialism.' (p. 39), and this is what 
Collins also predicts. 

Collins's theory is most original where he undertakes to explain why tee~ 
nological displacement is only now about to finish capitalism when it had not' 
succeeded in doing so in the past. Following in Marx's footsteps, he lists five 
'escapes' that have hitherto saved capitalism from self-destruction, and then 
proceeds to show why they won't save it any more. They include the growth of 
new jobs and entire sectors compensating for employment losses caused by 
technological progress ( employment in artificial intelligence will be miniscule, 
especially once robots begin to design and build other robots); the expansion 
of markets (which this time will primarily be labour markets in middle-class 
occupations, globally unified by information technology, enabling global 
competition among educated job seekers); the growth of finance, both as a 
source of income ('speculation') and as an industry (which cannot possibly 
balance the loss of employment caused by new technology, and of income 
caused by unemployment, also because computerization will make workers in 
large segments of the financial industry redundant); government employment 
replacing employment in the private sector (improbable because of the fiscal 
crisis of the state, and in any case requiring ultimately 'a revolutionary over
turn of the property system' [p. 51]); and the use of education as a buffer to 
keep labour out of employment, making it a form of 'hidden Keynesianism' 
while resulting in 'credential inflation' and 'grade inflation' (which for Collins 
is the path most probably taken, although ultimately it will prove equally futile 
as the others, as a result of demoralization within educational institutions and 
problems of financing, both public and private). 

All five escapes dosed, there is no way society can prevent capitalism from 
causing accelerated displacement oflabour and the attendant stark economic 
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and social inequalities. Some sort of socialism, so Collins concludes, will 
finally have to take capitalism's place. What precisely it will look like, and what 
will come after socialism or with it, Collins leaves open, and he is equally 
agnostic on the exact mode of the transition. Revolutionary the change will 
be - but whether it will be a violent social revolution that will end capitalism or 
a peaceful institutional revolution accomplished under political leadership 
cannot be known beforehand. Heavy taxation of the super-rich for extended 
public employment or a guaranteed basic income for everyone, with equal 
distribution and strict rationing of very limited working hours by more or less 
dictatorial means a la Keynes' 4 - we are free to speculate on this as Collins's 
'stripped-down Marxism.' does not generate predictions as to what kind of 
society will emerge once capitalism will have run its course. Only one thing is 
certain: that capitalism will end, and much sooner than one may have thought. 

Something of an outlier in the book's suite of chapters is the contribution 
by Georgi Derluguian, who gives a fascinating inside account of the decline 
and eventual demise of Communism, in particular Soviet Communism (pp. 
99-129). The chapter is of interest because of its speculations on the differ
ences from and the potential parallels with a potential end of capitalism. As to 
the differences, Derluguian makes much of the fact that Soviet Communism 
was from early on embedded in the 'hostile geopolitics' (p. 110) of a 'capitalist 
world-system' (111). This linked its fate inseparably to that of the Soviet Union 
as an economically and strategically overextended multinational state. That 
state turned out to be unsustainable in the longer term, especially after the end 
of Stalinist despotism. By then the peculiar class structure of Soviet 
Communism gave rise to a domestic social compromise that, much unlike 
American capitalism, included political inertia and economic stagnation. The 
result was pervasive discontent on the part of a new generation of cultural, 
technocratic and scientific elites socialized in the revolutionary era of the late 
1960s. Also, over-centralization made the state-based political economy of 
Soviet Communism vulnerable to regional and ethnic separatism, while the 
global capitalism surrounding it provided resentful opponents as well as 
opportunistic apparatchiks with a template of a preferable order, one in which 
the latter could ultimately establish themselves as self-made capitalist oligarchs. 

Contemporary capitalism, of course, is much less dependent on the 
geopolitical good fortunes of a single imperial state, although the role of the 
United States in this respect must not be underestimated. More importantly, 
capitalism is not exposed to pressure from an alternative political-economic 

14 John Maynard Keynes, 'Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren'. In: Keynes, John 
Maynard, Essays in Persuasion, New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 1963 [1930]. 
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model, assuming that Islamic economic doctrine will for a foreseeable future 
remain less than attractive even and precisely to Islamic elites (who are deeply 
integrated in the capitalist global economy). Where the two systems may, 
however, come to resemble each other is in their internal political disorder 
engendered by institutional and economic decline. When the Soviet Union 
lost its 'state integrity: Derluguian writes, this 'undermined all modern institu
tions and therefore disabled collective action at practically any level above 
family and crony networks. This condition became self-perpetuating' (p. 122). 
One consequence was that the ruling bureaucracies reacted 'with more panic 
than outright violence' when confronted by 'mass civic mobilizations like the 
1968 Prague Spring and the Soviet perestroika at its height in 1989: while at 
the same time 'the insurgent movements ... failed to exploit the momentous 
disorganization in the ranks of dominant classes' (p. 129 )~or different reasons 
and under different circumstances, a similar weakness of collective agency, 
due to de-institutionalization and creating comparable uncertainty among 
both champions and challengers of the old order, might shape a future transi
tion from capitalism to post-capitalism, pitting against each other fragmented 
social movements on the one hand and disoriented political-economic elites 

on theothe~ 
My own view builds on all five contributors but differs from each of them. 

{I take the diversity of theories on what all agree is a severe crisis of capitalism 
and capitalist society as an indication of contemporary capitalism having 
entered a period of deep indeterminacy)-a period in which unexpected things 
can happen any time and knowledgeable observers can legitimately disagree 
on what will happen, due to long-valid causal relations having become histor
ically obsolete. In other words, I interpret the coexistence of a shared sense of 
crisis with diverging concepts of the nature of that crisis as an indication that 
traditional economic and sociological theories have today lost much of their 
predictive power. As I will point out in more detail, below, I see this as a result, 
but also as a cause, of a destruction of collective agency in the course of capi
talist development, equally affecting Wallerstein's Davos and Porto Alegre 
people and resulting in a social context beset with unintended and unantici
pa~ed consequences of purposive, but in its effects increasingly unpredictable, 
social action. 15 

15 For a different, more 'optimistic' view of indeterminacy see Wallerstein et al. (Does 
Capitalism Have a Future?, p. 4): We find hope ... exactly in the degree to which our future is politically 
underdeterm!ned. Systemic crisis loosens and shatters the structural constraints that are themselves 
the inheritance of past dilemmas •. , Deep capitalist crisis may be an opportunity to reorganize the 
planetary affairs of humanity in a way that promotes more social justice and a more livable planet.' 
While I agree on the softening of structural constraints, I do not see who the collective agent is that 

<' 
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Moreover, rather than picking one of the various scenarios of the crisis 
and privilege it over the others, I suggest that they all, or most of them, may be 
aggregated into a diagnosis of multi-morbiditJ! in which different disorders 
coexist and, more often than not, reinforce each other. Capitalism, as pointed 
out at the beginning, was always a fragile and improbable order and for its 
survival depended on ongoing repair work. Today, however, too many frailties 
have become simultaneously acute while too many remedies have been 
exhausted or destroyed The end of capitalism can then be imagined as a death 
from a thousand cuts, or from a multiplicity of infirmities each of which will 
be all the more untreatable as all will demand treatment at the same time. As 
will become apparent, I do not believe that any of the potentially stabilizing 
forces mentioned by Mann and Calhoun, be it regime pluralism, regional 
diversity and uneven development, political reform, or independent crisis 
cycles, will be strong enough to neutralize the syndrome of accumulated weak
nesses that characterize contemporary capitalism. No effective opposition 
being left, and no practicable successor model waiting in the wings of history, 
capitalism's accumulation of defects, alongside its accumulation of capital, 
may be seen, with Collins, 16 as an entirely endogenous dyna!Ilic of self-de
struction, following an evolutionary logic moulded in its expression but not 
suspended by contingent and coincidental events, along a historical trajectory 
from early liberal via state-administered to neoliberal capitalism, which culmi
lHlted for the time being in the financial crisis of 2008 and its aftermath. 

For the decline of capitalism to continue, that is to say, no revolutionary 
nltcrnative is re9.uired, and certainly no mastcrplan of a better society displac
ing capitalism(Contemporary capitalism is vanishing on its own, collapsing 
from internal contradictions, and not least as a result of having vanquished its 
l'ncmies - who, as noted, have often rescued capitalism from itself by forcing 
II to assume a new form. What comes after capitalism in its final crisis, now · 
under way, is, I suggest, not socialism or some other defined social order, but 
11 lasting interregnum - no new world system equilibrium a la Wallerstein, but 
u prolonged period of social entropy, or disorder (and precisely for this reason 
11 period of uncertainty and indeterminacy) It is an interesting problem for 
sodological theory whether and how a soci/ty can turn for a significant length 
of lime into less than a society, a post-social society as it were, or a society lite, 
11 n til it may or may not recover and again become a society in the full meaning 

would be able to take advantage of this.~o me indeterminacy results from and reinforces the 
11ulv~·rizntion of collective agency in the course of the neoliberal revolution.) 

L 6 Although Collins suggests a monocausal explanation, where"ll I expect capitalism to be 
w r<"rkcd by a bundle, or syndrome, of more or less related causes. 
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of the term. 17 I suggest that one can attain a conceptual fix on this by drawing 
liberally on a famous article by David Lockwood 18 to distinguish between 
system integratio7 and social integration, or integration at the macro and micro 
levels of society\An interregnum would then be defined as a breakdown of 
system integration at the macro level, depriving individuals at the micro level 
of institutional structuring and collective support, and shifting the burden of 
ordering social life, of providing it with a modicum of security and stability, to 
individuals themselves and such social arrangements as they can create on 
their own. A society in interregnum, in other words, would be a de-institution
alized or under-institutionalized society, one in which expectations can be 
stabilized only for a short time by local improvisation, and which for this very 
reason is essentially ungovernable) . / 

Contemporary capitalism, then, would appear to be a society whose 
system integration is critically and irremediably weakened, so that the contin
uation of capital accumulation - for an intermediate period of uncertain 
duration - becomes solely dependent on the opportunism of collectively 
incapacitated individualized individuals, as they struggle to protect them
selves from looming accidents and structural pressures on their social and 
economic status. Undergoverned and undermanaged, the social world of the 
post-capitalist interregnum, in the wake of neoliberal capitalism having 
cleared away states, governments, borders, trade unions and other moderat
ing forces, can at any time be hit by disaster; for example, bubbles imploding 
or violence penetrating from a collapsing periphery into the centre.(With 
individuals deprived of collective defences and left to their own devices, what 
remains of a social order hinges on the motivation of individuals to cooperate 
with other individuals on an ad hoc basis, driven by fear and greed and by 
elementary interests in individual survival)society having lost the ability to 
provide its members with effective protection and proven templates for social 
action and social existence, individuals have only themselves to rely on while 
social order depends on the weakest possible mode of social integration, 
Zweckrationalitiit. 

17 Durkheimians would here resort to the concept of anomy, signifying a less-than-normal 
condition of deficient social integration (Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society, New York: 
The Free Press 1964 [1893]}. Not buying into Durkheim's faro belief that such 'pathological' conditions 
can be rectified by theoretically informed government intervention, this would imply that there may be 
regression in history, not just progress but also loss, and for more than an insignificant intermediate 
moment - a move from civilization to a prolonged period of barbarism, such as, apparently, followed 
the end of the Western Roman Empire. Of course this goes fundamentally against the grain of modern 
thinking, which is obliged to be 'optimistic'. 

18 David Lockwood, 'Social Integration and System Integration'. In: Zollschan, George K. and 
Walter Hirsch, eds, Explorations in Social Change, London: Houghton Mifflin 1964, pp. 244-2~7. 
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As pointed out in Chapter 1 of this book, and partly elaborated in the rest of 
this introduction, I anchor this condition in a variety of interrelated develop
ments, such as declining growth intensifying distributional conflict; the rising 
inequality that results from this; vanishing macroeconomic manageability, as 
manifested in, among other things, steadily growing indebtedness, a pumped-up 
money supply, and the ever-present possibility of another economic breakdown;•• 
the suspension of post-war capitalism's engine of social progress, democracy, and 
the associated rise of oligarchic rule; the dwindling capacity of governments and 
the systemic inability of governance to limit the commodification of labour, 
nature and money; the omnipresence of corruption of all sorts, in response to 
intensified competition in winner-take-all markets with unlimited opportunities 
ltir self-enrichment; the erosion of public infrastructures and collective benefits 
in the course of commodification and privatization; the failure after 1989 of capi
talism's host nation, the United States, to build and maintain a stable global order; 
etc., etc. These and other developments, I suggest, have resulted in widespread 
i:ynicism governing economic life, for a long time if not forever ruling out a 
recovery of normative legitimacy for capitalism as a just society offering equal 
1 ipportunities for individual progress - a legitimacy that capitalism would need to 
draw on in critical moments - and founding social integration on collective resig--
11ation as the last remaining pillar of the capitalist social order, or disorder."' 

Moving Disequilibrium 
In my own recent work, much of it assembled in this volume, I have argued 
that OECD capitalism has been on a crisis trajectory since the 1970s, the 
historical turning point being when the post-war settlement was abandoned 

19 Which is a theme that is commonplace in today's quality press. See, for exalllple, lllnyumln 
Appdbaum, 'Policy Makers Skeptical on Preventing Financial Crisis', New York Times, 4 October 201 ~. 

nylimes.com, last accessed 2i January 2oi6; and Paul Mason, '.Apocalypse Now: Has the Next Glunl 
J,'1111111cial Crash Already Begun?; Guardian, 1 November 2015, theguardian.com, last .icccsscd 11 

l,11111;1ry 2016. Consider also the report on 'global risks' presented to the Davos meeting in January 20 t ti, 
20 As will be discussed at the end of this introduction, systemic disintegration 1md sudu] 

r11lm1>y can be presented as historical progress towards individual liberty and a free society. 'lhlN ls the 
, m,· of 11eoliberal libertarianism, which expects nothing more of a society than thnt it nllowH llN 
nwmhc,·s to maximize their utility in the market, thereby making political democracy and collccllw 
H•H>ds redundant (emblematic Ayn Rand, 'What is Capitalism?' In: Rand, Ayn, ed., Caplt,illsm: 'th,• 
ll11k1wwn Ideal, New York: The New American Library 1967 [1965], pp. u-34; Ayn Rund, Atlu., 
.~limxgod, New York: Penguin 1992 (19vll- According to the economist Bernard Maris (I-louc//cl1cc11, 
/1,w11>miste, Paris: Flammarion 2014)~he reality of neoliberal social - or better: post-soclnl - llfr 
111Tording to th~ prescriptions of economic theory has nowhere been better depicted than In the work 
ul ihc writer Michel Houellebecq, who in his novels explores the multifaceted individual and collective 
,l,•1,,.·nuttions that come with undersocialized individualism, including the liability of indivldu,lls liv1111,1 
hy Its prescriptions to be drawn into regressive-identitarian collectivis1* (see, for example, Michel 
I lou,•llcbecq, Soumission, Paris: Flammarion 2oi5). 
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by capital in response to a global profit squeeze. To be precise, three crises 
followed one another: the global inflation of the 1970s, the explosion of 
public debt in the 1980s, and rapidly rising private indebtedness in the 
subsequent decade, resulting in the collapse of financial markets in 2008 
(for more see Ch. 2). This sequence was by and large the same for all major 
capitalist countries, whose economies have never been in equilibrium since 
the end of post-war growth at the end of the 1960s. All three crises began 
and ended in the same way, following an identical political-economic logic: 
inflation, public debt and the deregulation of private debt started out as 
politically expedient solutions to distributional conflicts between capital 
and labour (and, in the 1970s, between the two and the producers of raw 
material, the cost of which had ceased to be negligible), until they became 
problems themselves: inflation begot unemployment as relative prices 
became distorted and owners of monetary assets abstained from invest
ment; mounting public debt made creditors nervous and produced pressures 
for consolidation in the 1990s; and the pyramid of private debt that had 
filled the gaps in aggregate demand caused by public spending cuts imploded 
when the bubbles produced by easy money and excessive credit blew up. 
Solutions turned into problems requiring new solutions which, however, 
after another decade or so, became problems themselves, calling for yet 
other solutions that soon turned out to be as short-lived and self-defeating 
as their predecessors. Government policies vacillated between two equilib
rium points, one political, the other economic, that had become impossible 
to attain simultaneously: by attending to the need for democratic political 
legitimacy and social peace, trying to live up to citizen expectations of 
steadily increasing economic prosperity and social stability, they found 
themselves at risk of damaging economic performance - while efforts to 
restore economic equilibrium tended to trigger political dissatisfaction and 
undermine support for the government of the day and the capitalist market 
economy in general. 

In fact, the situation was even more critical than that, although it was not 
perceived as such for a long time, since it unfolded only gradually; over roughly 
two political generations. Intertwined with the crisis sequence of the post-
197os was an evolving fiscal crisis of the democratic-capitalist state, again 
basically in all countries undergoing the secular transition from 'late' to neolib
eral capitalism. While in the 1970s. governments still had a choice, within 
limits, between inflation and public debt to bridge · the gap between the 
combined distributional claims of capital and labour and what was available 
for distribution, after the end ofinflation at the beginning of the 1980s the 'tax 
state' of modern capitalism began to change into a 'debt state: In this it was 
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helped by the growth of a dynamic, increasingly global financial industry 
headquartered in the rapidly de-industrializing hegemonic country of global 
capitalism, the United States. Concerned about the power of its new clients -
who were after all sovereign states - to unilaterally cancel their debt, the rising 
financial sector soon began to seek reassurance from governments with respect 
to their economic and political ability to service and repay their loans. The 
result was another transformation of the democratic state, this time into a 
'consolidation state: which began in the mid-1990s. To the extent that consol
idation of public finances through spending cuts resulted in overall gaps in 
demand or in citizen discontent, the financial industry was happy to step in 
with loans to private households, provided credit markets were sufficiently 
deregulated. This began in the 1990s at the latest and ultimately caused the 
financial crisis of 2008. 

(unfolding alongside the crisis sequence and the transformation of the tax 
state into a consolidation state were three long-term trends, all starting more 
or less at the end of the post-war era and running in parallel, again, through 
the entire family of rich capitalist democracies: declining growth, growing 
inequality, and rising debt - public, private and overall}Over the years the 
three seem to have become mutually reinforcing: low growth contributes to 
inequality by intensifying distributio~al conflict; inequality dampens growth 
by restricting effective demand; high levels of existing debt clog credit markets 
and raise the prospect of financial crises; an overgrown financial sector both 
results from and adds to economic inequality etc., etc. Already the last growth 
cycle before 2008 was more imagined than real,21 and post-2008 recovery 
remains anaemic at best, also because Keynesian stimulus, monetary or fiscal, 
fails to work in the face of unprecedented amounts of accumulated debt. Note 
that we are talking about long-term trends, not just a momentary unfortunate 
coincidence, and indeed about global trends, affecting the capitalist system as 
a whole and as such. Nothing is in sight that seems only nearly powerful 
enough to break the three trends, deeply engrained and densely intertwined 
as they have become. 

:n Lawrence 'Larry' Summers, chief mechanic of the American capital accumulation machine, 
111 the IMF Economic Forum in November, 2013: 1f you go back and study the economy prior to the 
.:1isls, there is something a little bit odd. Many people believe that monetary policy was too easy. 
Everybody agrees that there was a vast amount of imprudent lending going on. Almost everybody agrees 
I hut wealth, as it was experienced by households, was in excess of its reality. Too easy money, too modi 
borrowing, too much wealth. Was there a great boom? Capacity utilization wasn't under any great 
pressure; unemployment wasn't under any remarkably low level; inflation was entirely quiescent, so 
Numehow even a great bubble wasn't enough to produce any excess in aggregate demand.' (James Decker, 
'Lurry Summers at IMF Economic Forwn, Nov. s: 8 November 2013, youtube.com.) 
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Phase IV 
Since 2008, we have lived in a fourth stage of the post-197os crisis sequence, 
and the by now familiar dialectic of problems treated with solutions that turn 
into problems themselves is again making itself felt." The three apocalyptic 
horsemen of contemporary capitalism - stagnation, debt, inequality - are 
continuing to devastate the economic and political landscape. With ever lower 
growth, as recovery from the Great Recession is making little or no progress, 
deleveraging has been postponed ad calendas graecas and overall indebtedness 
is higher than ever!3 Within a total debt burden of unprecedented magnitude, 
public debt has climbed again (see Figure 1.4, below; p. 54), not only annihilat
ing all gains made in the :first phase of consolidation, but also effectively 
blocking any fiscal effort to restart growth. Thus unemployment remains high 
throughout the OECD world, even in a country like Sweden where it has for 
some time now settled on a plateau of around 8 per cent. Where employment 
has to some extent been restored it tends to be at lower pay and inferior condi
tions, due to technological change, to 'reforms' in social security systems 
lowering workers' effective reservation wage, and to de-unionization, with the 
attendant increase in tlle power of employers. Indeed, often enough, 'recovery' 
amounts to replacement of unemployment with underemployment. Although 
interest rates are at a record low, investment and growth refuse to respond, 
giving rise to discussions among policymakers about lowering interest rates 
further, to below zero. While in the 1970s inflation was public enemy number 
one, now desperate efforts are being made throughout tlle OECD world to 
raise it to at least 2 per cent, hitherto without success. By comparison with the 
1970s, when it was the coincidence of inflation and unemployment that left 
economists clueless, now it is very cheap money coexisting with deflationary 
pressures, raising the spectre of'debt deflation' and of a collapse of a pyramid 
of accumulated debt by far exceeding in size that of 2008. 

How much of a mystery the present phase of the long crisis of 
contemporary capitalism presents to its would-be management24 is nowhere 

22 The fourth stage is still open-ended, and was only insufficiently recognizable when the first 
two chapters of this book were written. 

23 McKinsey Global Institute, Debt and (Not Much) Deleveraging, London; McKinsey & 
Company 2015. 

:1,4 An interesting case is that of Paul Krugman, the favourite ideologue of the 'Keynesian' 
centre-left. Responding in the New York Times (16 November 2013) to Summers' 'secular stagnation' 
pronunciamiento (see Footnote 21), he begins by paraphrasing Keynes as having said, 'spending is 
good, and while productive spending is best, unproductive spending is better than nothing' - from 
which he derives the claim that 'private spending that is wholly or partially wasteful' could be 'a good 
thing'. For illustration, Krugman continues, 'suppose that U.S. corporations, which are currently sitting 
on a huge hoard of cash, were somehow to become convinced that it would be a great idea to fit out all 
their employees as cyborgs, with Google Glass and smart wristwatches everywhere. And suppose that 
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more visible than in the practice of'quantitative easing', adopted, under differ
ent names, by tlie leading central banks of the capitalist world. Since 2008, 

central banks have been buying up financial assets of diverse kinds, handing 
out new cash, produced out of tliin air, to private :financial :firms. In return they 
receive titles to future income streams from debtors of all sorts, turning private 
debt into public assets, or better: into assets of public institutions with the 
privilege unilaterally to determine an economy's money supply. Right now, the 
balance sheets of the largest central banks have increased in the past seven 
years from around eight to more tlian twenty trillion dollars (see Figure 4,3, p, 
117), not yet counting tlie gigantic asset buying programme started by the 
European Central Bank in 2014. In the process, central banks, in their dual 
roles as public authorities and guardians of the health of private financial 
linns, have become the most important, and indeed effectively the only, play
ers in economic policy, with governments under strict austerity orders and 
excluded from monetary policymaking. Although quantitative easing has 
i:ompletely failed to counter the deflationary pressures in an economy like 
Japan - where it has been relied upon for a decade or more on a huge scale - it 
is steadfastly pursued for lack of alternatives, and nobody knows what would 
happen if cash-production by debt-purchasing was ended. Meanwhile in 
Europe, banks sell their no-longer-secure securities, including government 
papers, to the European Central Bank, either letting the cash they get in return 
sit with it on deposit, even if they have to pay negative interest on it, or they 
ll'nd it to cash-strapped governments in countries where central banks are not 
11llowed to finance governments directly, collecting interest from them at a rate 
ilhove what they could earn in the private credit market. To this extent, qunn· 
lilative easing at least serves to rescue, if nothing else, the financial sector.1' 

I h rec years later they realized that there wasn't really much payoff to all that spending. None! helcss, the 
n••11lting investment boom would have given us several years of much higher employment, with no 
ri·ul waste, since the resources employed would otherwise have been idle: Concerning bubbles, 'w,• 
1u,w know that the economic expansion of 2003-2007 was driven by a bubble. You can sny the snmr 
11hm11 the latter part of the 90s expansion; and you can in fact say the same about the lat·er ye11rN of 
t Ju-l(cagan expansion, which was driven at that point by runaway thrift institlltions 11ml II lnrKr 
l,11hhlc in commercial real estate .. : This, according to Krugman, has 'some radicol implkul loni: 
,1111ong them, following Summers, that 'most of what would be done under the aegis of 1,rcvcnl Ing ll 
fu I urc crisis would be counterproductive' under the new circumstances. Another impllc,1tlo11 wo11ld 
h,· lhnt 'even improved financial regulation is not necessarily a good thing' as it 'muy dlscm1rugc 
ln·,•,sponsible lending and borrowing at a time when more spending of any kind is goo<l for the 
1•rn11omy: Moreover, it might be advisable 'to reconstruct our whole monetary system - say, ellmlnulc 
p111wr money and pay negative interest rates on deposits'. Paul Krugman, 'Secular Stag11ullon, 
( :011lmi11es, Bubbles, and Larry Summers', New York Times, 16 November 2.013, krugnrnn.hlngs. 
nyllmcs.com, last accessed 4 August 2015). 

2.s If 'quantitative easing' continues to have no effect on the economy as a whole, or if ccntrnl 
l11111ks lu,vc to write off too many of the assets that they have bought with fresh money, the lllst bullet of 
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of the national containers within which its hunting licence had been condi
tionally renewed after 1945. With the end of post-war growth, however, as 
distributional margins shrunk, the profit-dependent classes began to look for 
an alternative to serving as an infrastructure of social democracy, and found it 
in de-nationalization, also known as 'globalization:: As capital and capitalist 
markets began to outgrow national borders, with the help of international 
trade agreements and assisted by new transportation and communication 
technologies, the power of labour, inevitably locally based, weakened, and 
capital was able to press for a shift to a new growth model, one that works by 
redistributing from the bottom to the top. This was when the march into 
neoliberalism began, as a rebellion of capital against Keynesianism, with the 
aim of enthroning the Hayekian model in its place. 29 Thus the threat of unem
ployment returned, together with its reality, gradually replacing political 
legitimacy with economic discipline. Lower growth rates were acceptable for 
the new powers as long as they were compensated by higher profit rates and an 
increasingly inegalitarian distribution. 3~emocracy ceased to be functional 
for economic growth and in fact became a threat to the performance of the 
new growth model; it therefore had to be decou~ed from the political econ

omy. This was when 'post-democracy' was born.31/ 
(In the 1990s at the latest, 'globalization' became the dominant politi

cal-economic formula for the legitimation of neoliberal capitalism, conceived 
as what is called in German a Sachzwang: a factual constraint residing in the 
nature of things that leaves you no choice)soon even the Left began to inter
nalize the idea of globalization as a natural evolutionary process unstoppable 
by political means - while for capital globalization it offered a long-desired 
way out of the social-democratic prison, or workhouse, in which it had been 
kept during the trente glorieuse.tvow states were located in markets, rather than 
markets in states} While governments, including those of the Left, redefined 
social policy as public provision for private 'competitiveness' - for the re-com
modification of labour by reinstatement of work incentives, and for replacing 
social citizenship with educational and occupational achievement - capital 
used its newly gained mobility to push for lower taxes, less regulation, and 
generally, in Sombart's terms (see above, Footnote 11), for rigidity being 

29 The political opposition of business to Keynesianisro and its consequences for political 
economy has nowhere been better explained than by Michal Kalecki, 'Political Aspects of Full 
Employment: Political Quarterly, vol. 14, no. 4, 1943, pp. 322-331. 

30 Indeed, as growth rates fell, profit recovered while wage shares declined. There were years 
after 2008 in which the entire (small) increase of the American economy went to the top 0.01 per cent 
of the population. 

31 Colin Crouch, Post-Democracy, Cambridge: Polity Press :i.004. 
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replaced with flexibility. Over two decades, globalization as a discourse gave 
birth to a new pensee unique(a TINA (There Is No Alternative) logic of politi
cal economy for which adaptation to the 'demands' of 'international markets' 
is both good for everybody and the only possible policy anyway)Measured 
against those demands, democracy as in the standard model could not but 
appear outdated: too slow and sluggish, too collectivistic and conservative, 
and not innovative enough compared to agile individuals responding instantly 
to market signals and competition. What was urgently needed, therefore, was 
a new, more flexible regime, for which an attractive name was soon found: 
'global governance', organized by sectors rather than classes, run by a volunta
ristic 'civil society' rather than coercive states, and based on international 
organizations and 'epistemic communities' substituting modern cooperative 
problem-solving by experts for old-fashioned class conflict.3' 

The fastest sector to 'globalize' was finance, where more than anywhere 
else the process was identifiable as one of a worldwide expansion of the U.S. 
economy, more specifically its increasingly don;rinant sector, driven by 
American needs, interests and policies. 33 Within a little over a decade, the 
llnancial sector of the United States mutated into the financial sector of 
v;lobal capitalism, absorbing or eliminating its counterparts in other coun
tries. Aggressive deregulation of the U.S. financial industry attracted capital 
from all over the world, with multilateral international organizations and 
hilateral agreements employed to open up for American financial firms the 
capital markets of other countries. Reconstituted at the global level, the 
llnancial industry effectively escaped democratic control everywhere except, 
perhaps, the United States. Then, however, it became the most important 
source of economic growth, tax revenue and campaign contributions. Left 
l'Ssentially to govern itself, apart from weak and in any case American
dominated institutions of'global governance: finance became a government 
of its own, to the extent that cash-hungry debt states, having lost the capacity 
lo tax their richest citizens and firms due to the new opportunities for capital 
mobility, required loans and expert advice from the private financial sector. 
National democracies in debt began to face a second constituency, the finan
dnl industry, which had its own and very peculiar ideas as to the role of the 
sh1lc in society, in particular how much taxing and spending governments 

32 The leading German exponent of this view, in addition to the late Ulrich Beck and, In p11rt, 
llll"Kl'II Hahermas, is HelmutWillke (Demokratie in Zeiten der KDnfusion, Berlin: Suhrkamp 201.4), 

.n Turning the world into an extended playing field for the American economy, and In the 
pr·ol·css into an extension of the United States domestic political-economic order, has been the objective 
ul' ll.S. foreign policy since the end of the Second World War, as lucidly pointed out by Perry Anderson 
'I llll'crlum', New Left Review, no. 83, September/October 2013, pp. 5-111. 
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should be allowed and how public revenues are to be raised and expendi

tures allocated. 
Today, after global financialization, democracy may be conceived as a 

struggle between two constituencies, the national state people and the inter
national market people (see Table 4.1, p. 124).(Whereas the rights of the 
state people are grounded in national political status, or citizenship, the 
market people of international finance derive their claim on pub1ic policy 
from commercial contracts, which in an encompassing global market, where 
lenders have alternatives, tend to take precedence. By providing its custom- I 
ers with liquidity, the financial industry establishes control over them, as is 
the very nature of credit. Financialization turns the financial sector into an 
international private government disciplining national political communities 
and their public governments, without being in any way democratically 
accountabl~The power of money, wielded by central banks both independ
ent from states and dependent for the success of their monetary policies on 
the cooperation of the private financial sector, takes the place of the power of 
votes, adding importantly to the decoupling of democracy from political 
economy that is the central requirement of the Hayekian model, if not of 

growth, then of profit growth. 

Commodification Unbound 
Together with the decoupling of democracy from political economy, which 
made the democratic process run dry while setting capitalism free to shift to a 
new, market-driven, non-egalitarian growth model, globalizalion caused a 
deep erosion of social regimes which had in the past more or less effectively 
limited the commodification of what Karl Polanyi has called the three 'ficti
tious commodities', labour, land and money.34 According to Polanyi, it is in the 
logic of capitalist development and its 'utopia' of a 'self-regulating market' that 
in order to continue its advance it must strive ultimately to commodify 
everything. Labour, land and money, however, can be commodified only 
within narrow bounds if they are to retain their use value: complete commod
ification destroys them and thereby obstructs rather than enhances capital 
accumulation(Capitalism, that is to say, can survive only as long as it accepts, 
voluntarily or not, being prevented by 'society' from forcing under its logic 
what it can fully commodify only at its own detriment Keeping labour, land 
and money from complete commodification and thereby protecting them 

34 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time, 
Boston, MA: Beacon Press 195 7 [ 1944]. The present section elaborates selectively on a part of Chapter 
1 that could only be sketched for reasons of space. 
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11w1inst abuse requires the authority of government. That resource, however, 
hns been thoroughly diminished by globalization} 'Governance' is not enough 
tu keep capitalism from going too far and undermining itself. Globalization 
1•uts away at political capacities that Marx, in his seminal analysis of the poli-
1 irs of the working day, identified as necessary for solving an otherwise 
unsolvable collective action problem arising from competitive markets: 

For protection against 'the serpent of their agonies: the labourers must put 
their heads together, and, as a class, compel the passing of a law, an all-power
ful social barrier that shall prevent the very workers from selling, by voluntary 
contract with capital, themselves and their families into slavery and death.H 

'lh illustrate the relevance of Marx's analysis for modern conditions, and in 
pnrticular for the question of how capitalism might end, I will restrict myself 
to the field oflabour. 36 Globalization has moved the sweatshops that Marx and 
lingels and the factory inspectors of the nineteenth century found in 
Manchester to the capitalist periphery, out of sight of today's labour aristoc
rnry inhabiting the centres of the contemporary capitalist production system. 
So the sweated workers of today and the middle-class workers in the countries 
of 'advanced' capitalism, being so remote from each other spatially that they 
rwvcr meet, do not speak the same language and never experieo/e together the 
rom munity and solidarity deriving from joint collective action\Those exposed 
lo the very exploitation that workers in 'the West' are told has been eradicated 
hy rnpitalist progress are becoming objects of charity at best, while the consum
l' rlst lifestyle of the Western middle-class, and also oflarge parts of its working 
dnss, depends on the low wages and the barbaric working conditions in the 
'ikvcloping' world. At the same time, by buying cheap T-shirts or smartphones, 
workers in the rich capitalist countries as consumers put pressure on them
Nt·lvcs as producers, accelerating the move of production abroad and thereby 
undermining their own wages, working conditions and employmen9 

.l 5 Marx was aware that one reason why British workers were able to get the Factory Act pusHed 
w,i. lhut employers themselves were concerned about the ongoing destruction oflabour in the 'satanic 
11111!11' of their factories. Exposed to competition, however, and only weakly organized, they could not 
111 I on what they knew should have been their rational interest (Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of 
/ 111/J/1<'11I l!conomy, Vol. 1, New York: International Publishers 1967 [1867], p. 285) • 

. 16 Ofcourse regime erosion is blatant also with respectto land, or natnre, where the fragmented 
pnl It ks of global capitalism has proved unable to contain the accelerating consumption and destruction 
uf the 1m1ural environment. Everything that needs to be said here, incidentally, is said in the p11pul 
1111,-ydknl, Laudatio si. Another source of uncertainty and a permanent threat to systemic stablllty ls 
lh~ 1·n111pelitive creation of money by governments, central banks and financial firms and the 
lrnn•formation of debt into a tradable commodity, which remains largely unregulated by 'glob11l 
Ml1Vrrnunct' even after the collapse of 2008. 
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Moreover, globalization relocates not only jobs but also workers. 
Neoliberal ideology supports migration and open borders in the name of 
personal liberty and human rights, knowing that it provides employers in 
the receiving countries with an unlimited labour supply, thereby destabiliz
ing protective labour regimes. Ethnic diversity is welcomed, not only by the 
liberal middle class, but also by employers desiring docile workers that are 
grateful for being allowed to be where they are, and anxious to avoid depor
tation for becoming unemployed or engaging in militant activities.1 

Immigration thus makes the collective organization of workers difficult,\ 
especially in low-income occupations. It can also be used propagandistically' 
to enlist indigenous workers' sense of solidarity for neoliberal policies aimed 
at abolishing minimum wages and employment protections, by accusing 
trade unions of racist discrimination against 'outsiders' for the benefit of 
'insiders: If then the labour market interests of the indigenous working class 
are articulated by right-wing populist parties and movements, labour protec
tion suffers further de-legitimation while the working class becomes even 

more divided. 
(As post-war national labour regimes, established after intense political 

struggles to protect workers and their families from market pressures, are 
being subverted by international competition, labour markets in leading 
capitalist countries are changing to precarious employment, zero hours 
jobs, freelancing and standby work, not just in small local but also and often 
in large global firms. An extreme case in point is Uber, a giant of the 
so-called 'sharing economy', which with the help of new communication 
technologies functions almost entirely without a workforce of its own)In 
the United States alone, more than 160,000 people depend on Uber for their 
livelihood, only 4,000 of whom are regular employees.37 For the rest, 
employment risks are being privatized and individualized, and life and 
work become inseparably fused. At the same time, labour-aristocratic 
middle-class families, striving to meet ever more demanding career and 
consumption obligations, depend on an underpaid labour force of domestic 
servants, in particular childminders, who typically are immigrants, mostly 
female. With employers under global competitive pressures and workers 
fearing for their jobs, trade unions are losing power or never come into 
existence in new industries and firms~s a result, no political capacity is 
available to soften the impact of technological change, which proceeds 

37 On Uber as an example of evolving employment patterns, see 'Rising Economic Insecurity 
Tied to Decades-Long Trend in Employment Practices', New York Times, 12 July 2.015, nytimes.com, 
last accessed 29 November 2015. 
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foster than ever to reorganize work}as predicted, for example, by Randall 
< :ollins for the new, overeducated middle dass.l 8 

Why should the uprooting of regulations that have hitherto stood in the 
way of full cornmodification of labour be considered a symptom of crisis of 
1'11pitalism, rather than just of its workers? One reason, emphasized by Richard 
Slinnett, might be that ever-increasing 'flexibility' requirements are incom
patible with the development of capacities for productive work as vested in 
stable professional identities. 39 Perhaps more importantly, at the macro-level 
I he fragmentation of the working class and the debasement of work through 
rxcessive commodification and flexibilization preclude the formulation of u 
rnherent oppositional project, like socialism, aspiring to separate what is 
1m,gressive from what is reactionary in capitalism and preserve it. A collec
livc political project like this, aimed at Aujhebung of capitalism in a more 
llllvanced social order - the utopia of a modern life beyond a dictatorship of 
the market - not just challenges existing society but at the same time le_Jiti
mates it as a transitional stage in an imagined history ofhuman progres~The 
Kiobal dispersion of the working class and its division by language and ethnic
ii y, the dependence of consumption, production and reproduction in the 
rcntre on imported labour from and exported jobs to the periphery, and the 
dclcrioration of class solidarity into charity make for a social structure that 
rnnfounds rather than supports class consciousness and collective action, 

3 8 An entire book could and should be written summarizinJ,the profound transformation of 
I I LC, world of work that has been under way for at least two decades, in particular since the crisis of 20~ 

l,wrywhere in the 'rich' capitalist countries low-wage and low-conditions employment huvc 
pmliferated, and low wages have become even lower. See 'Low-Income Workers See Biggest Drop ln 
l'11yd1ecks: New York 11111es, 2 September 2015, nytimes.com, last accessed 29 November 2015, AlHo, 
wht:rc employment has 'recovered' after the crisis, better jobs have more often than not been replaced 
wU h bad jobs, which workers had no choice but to accept Moreover, privatization of employment risks 
I ms oltcn meant that retraining had to be paid for by the workers themselves, financed out of (add I tionul) 
,lrhl. 'Seeking New Start, Finding Steep coo: New York Times, 17 August 2014, nytimcs.com, lust 
,11t·cssed 29 November 2015. Worldwide, increasingly flexible work schedules undermine family Ille 
,11111 require extensive subsidization of parents by intergenerational transfers of resources and time. SL-c 
"lh,• l'crils of Ever-Changing Work Schedules Extend to Children's Well-Being: New York '11mcs, u 
11111111st 2015, nytirnes.com, last accessed 29 November 2015. Also, in trend-setting corporations like 
/\ n utzon and Google, new human resou,:c;e management strategies are intensifying work. squec:-1.lng 
1111ulnmm effort out of workers, including vast amounts of unpaid overtime; see 'Inside Amazon: 
Wr,•st ling Big Ideas in a Bruising Workplace; New York Times, 15 August 201 s, nytimes.com, lost 
oll'<'Cs.'!Cd 29 November 2015. The same applies to firms In the high-end service sector, the preferred site 
ul'rmployment for the new middle class, such as Investment banks and law firms; 'Work Policies moy 
h,· Kluder, but Brutal Competition Isn't', New York limes, 19 August 2015, nytimes.com, last accC11sed 
AV November 2015. 

~9 Richard Sennett, The Corrruion of Character: The Personal Consequence.i of Work In the New 
( ,il/1/111/ism, New York: W. W. Norton & C-Ompany 1998; Richard Sennett, The Culture of the N~w 
t ,i1111talism, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press 2oo6; Richard Sennett, The Craft.iman, London: 
llllcu Lune 2008. See also Zygmunt Baumann's Liquid Modernity, Cambridge: Polity 2000. 
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leaving capitalism, not just without an alternative, but also without a prospect 

for progress) 

Systemic Disorders: Oligarchy, Corruption 
At the end of the lecture that later became Chapter 1 of this volume, I identi
fied(five 'systemic disorders' that have befallen contemporary capitalism and 
are likely to condition its future, or non-future. I called them stagnation, 
oligarchic redistribution, the plundering of the public domain, corruption and 
global anarchylRe-reading what I said then, I see no reason to make modifica
tions; in fact, in the short time of two years that has since passed, all five 
conditions became even more palpable. In the present section I will limit 
myself to just a few elaborations on oligarchy and corruption - the two, of 
course, being closely connected. Like secular stagnation, the private appropri
ation of public infrastructures, and global anarchy, they have in common that 
they critically weaken the systemic integration and stability of neoliberal capi-

talist societies.40 

Beginning with oligarchic inequality - one could also speak of neo-feudal-
ism - what matters here for the future of capitalism, or the lack of one, is not 
primarily that a tiny minority in today's capitalist societies is becoming unim
aginably rich. On this entire libraries have recently been produced, with little 
to no political effect. From the perspective of systemic stability what seems 
more important than inequality as such is that it may already have gone so far 
that the rich may rightly consider their fate and that of their families to have 
become independent from the fates of the societies from which they extract 
their wealth. As a result, they can afford no longer to care about them. This 
becomes a problem - one of 'moral hazard' - when differences in wealth 
become so extensive that they give rise to a fusion of economic and political 
power - that is, to oligarchy. To assess the extent to which growing inequality 
in America has produced an oligarchic power structure, Jeffrey Winters has 
calculated what he calls a Material Power Index for the contemporary United 

40 One important aspect of the plundering of the public domain that l did not mention in the 
original paper is the growing role played by private firms in modern warfare. As it appears, in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq a majority of the American ground forces were mercenaries employed by firms 
such as Blackwater, attracted by new opportunities for safe and profitable investment in what used to 
be a public sector industry (on Blackwater see Sean Mcfate, The Modern Mercenary: Private Armies 
and What They Mean for World Order, Oxford: Oxford University Press 201 5). Subcontracting warfare 
to private industry is likely to give rise to active lobbying of domestic firms for an interventionist 
foreign policy, resembling what had been envisaged by older theories of a 'military-industrial complex'. 
Of course being able to rely on private providers of lethal force relaxes whatever inhibitions the 
American or British governments may have on military intervention on the capitalist periphery, not 

least because commercialized violence is easier to hide from public view. 
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States.41 One version of that index considers the relation between the average 
income of the top 400 taxpayers and of the bottom 90 per cent. Using data 
from 2007, Winters finds a ratio of a stunning 10,327 to 1 (p. 215). In another 
version of the index, based on 2004 household wealth excluding home equity, 
the top 100 households are compared to, again, the bottom 90 per cent; here 
the ratio is more than ten times as high, at 108,765 to 1 (p. 217). According to 
Winters4'1is corresponds roughly to the difference in material power between 
a senator and a slave at the height of the Roman Empir~· 

American oligarchs, unlike their counterparts in other societies like 
Ukraine or Russia, are of a 'non-ruling' type, since they are content to live 
alongside a public bureaucracy, a state of law, and an elected government run 
by professional politicians. But this does not mean that they are not becoming 
involved in the domestic politics of their country, at the minimum in order to 
maintain optimal conditions for the further accumulation and future conser
vation of their wealth.{Today the 'material power' of American oligarchs has 
reached a dimension that allows for the gross economic inequality that under
lies it to reproduce itself in spite of political democracy. This is because it 
enables the super-rich to buy both political majorities and socii).l legitimacy, 
the former through campaign contributions of all sorts 43 and the latter by acts 
of philanthropy partly filling the very gaps in public provision that result from 
oligarchic fortunes having become safe from taxation in the course of globali
zation and with the help of their owners' friendi' 4 Oligarchic elites, Winters 

41 Jeffrey A. Winters, Oligarchy, New York Cambridge University Press 2011. 

42 Jeffrey A. Winters, 'Oligarchy and Democracy; The American Interest, vol. 7, no. 2, 2011. 

43 According to the New York Times of 1 August 2015, it was 'fewer than four hundred 
ramilies' that were 'responsible for almost half the money raised in the 2016 presidential campaign, a 
concentration of political donors that Is unprecedented in the modern era'. By late July of the 
pre-election year of 2015, total campaign contributions already amounted to $388 million. 'Small 
Pool of Rich Donors Dominates Election Giving, New York Times, 1 August 2oi 5, nytirnes.com, last 
accessed 12 August 2015. For a broader account see Dav:id Cole, 'The Supreme Court's Billion-Dollar 
Mistake; New York Review of Books, 19 January 2015: 'Over the five years since [the Court's Citizens 
United rnle], super PACs have spent more than one billion dollars on federal election 
campaigns ... About 60 percent of that billion dollars has come from just 195 people ... The average 
donation over $zoo of the ironically named Ending Spending, a conservative PAC, was $502,188 .. : 

for the 2016 election campaign, the brothers Charles G. and David H. Koch, two bi!Honaire 
h1dustrialists who rank among the richest people in the world, put together a campaign contribution 
fund of $889, which was as high as the budgets of each of the two major political parties. 'Koch 
Brothers' Budget of $889 Million for 2016 Is on Par v.>ith both Parties' Spending; New York Times, 26 

)unuary 2015, nytimes.com, last accessed 30 November 2015. 

44 On billionaires deciding de facto which parks and playgrounds in New York City are 
rt•novated see 'The Billionaires' Par[(, New York Times, 30 November 2014: 'Central Park is now a 
~learning jewel thanks to $700 million in private investments, and two years ago a hedge fund 
mnnager - who lives in a mansion steps from the park - gave $100 million to shine it 
further ... Meanwhile, many parks, starved of funds, have faUen into disrepair. This fall Mayor Bill de 
lllnNio pledged to spend $130 million to upgrade 3 5 parks in poor neighborhoods - the same amount 
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shows, while they may disagree on just about everything else, are firmly united 
in their desire to defend their wealth. For this they can afford to employ a huge 
and highly sophisticated 'wealth defense industry' of lawyers, PR specialists, 
lobbyists, active and retired politicians, and think tanks and ideologues of all 
kinds, including entire economics departments. 45 

Oligarchs from outside the United States typically J.ake their money out of 
their countries to resettle it in New York or London~merican oligarchs, by 
comparison, are both more cosmopolitan and more patriotic: they extract 
their wealth globally and park it locally in the global financial firms of 
Manhattan. While their counterparts exit their societies to let them rot. 
moving preferably to the U.S., American oligarchs exercise voice at home to 
make sure that their country remains a safe haven for themselves as well as 
their non-American fellow oligarchvAs long as they succeed in this, there is 
no need for American-style oligarchic neo-feudalism to be replicated, for 
example, in Western Europe<Given the structure of the contemporary capital
ist world system, what matters for global oligarchic wealth defence, both 
politically and ideologically, is control over American politics to ensure, for 
example, that the American Congress will never agree to a global wealth tax as 
proposed, among others, by Thomas Piketty. 4:,-As long as this is certain, it does 

not really matter who governs with what ambitions in France or .Germany. 
The second disorder of capitalism to be briefly touched upon here is 

corruption. I use this concept broadly, beyond its definition in criminal law, to 
mean the gross violation of legal rules and the systematic betrayal of trust and 
moral expectations in pursuit of competitive success and personal or institu
tional enrichment, as elicited by rapidly growing opportunities for huge 
material gain in and around today's political economy. As pointed out before, 
corruption is endemic in finance where the highest profits are to be made by 

circumventing or outright breaking legal rules on, for example, insider trad
ing, mortgage lending, money laundering, rate fixing and the like. Indeed 

Mr. Diller and his wife, Diane von Furstenberg, pledged for [a] new :2..7-acre park', nytimes.com, last 
accessed 30 November 2015. Steven A, Cohen, founder of'the giant hedge fund SAC Capital Advisers' 
and the target of several investigations fur insider trading, is reported to patronize what is called the 
'Robin Hood Foundation'. Its 2013 'annual gala in Manhattan ... which featured performances by 
Bono, Sting and Elton John, raised $72 Million to fight poverty'. 'SAC Starts to Balk over Insider 
Trading Inquiry, New York 1imes, 17 May 2013, dealbook.nytimes.com, last accessed 30 November 
2015. 

45 A fascinating example is the Koch brothers' nurturing, over several decades, of James 
Buchanan's Center for Study of Public Choice at George Mason University. See Nancy MacLean, Forget 
Chicago, Its Coming from Virginia: The i97Qs Genesis of Todays Attack on Democracy, Unpublished 
Manuscript 2015. 

46 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press 2014, 
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cheating can be assumed to be normal in finance and consequently fails to 
excite moral outrage, certainly among insiders. 47 In the United States alone, 

I.he leading banks had by June 2014 agreed to pay about $100 billion in out-of
court settlement fees for legal infractions in connection with the 2008 financial 

aisis alone. 48 A little more than a year later, the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
reported on a study by Morgan Stanley, according to which American and 
West European banks had together paid roughly $260 billion in settlement 
Ices, again since 2008. 49 Note that none of these cases ever went to trial, testi
fying to a deep empathy on the part of the legal system with the competitive 
pressure on financial institutions to break the law in order to make a profit. To 
get a sense of the penalties that would have been due after conviction in a regu

lar trial, one must add the banks' legal expenses to the settlement fees. Of 
rnurse a goodly share ofboth will be eligible to be declared as business expenses 
for tax purposes. 

Financial corruption does not end here, however. Making fortunes in 
finance requires not just confidential early information on likely develop
ments in 'the market', but also intimate knowledge of government policies, 
preferably in advance, and a capacity to influence such polici~s, both their 
rnnception and their implementation. Not surprisingly, then, no other indus
try, except perhaps armaments, has developed anything like Wall Street's 
rotating door relationship with the U.S. government. There is Robert Rubin, 
I rcasury secretary from 1995 to 1999 under Clinton, and Henry Paulsen, in 
I he same position under Bush the Younger, from 2006 to 2009 - both former 
< :EOs of Goldman Sachs, the one instrumental for financial deregulation, the 
other presiding over its results in 2008. The two are, however, only the tip of 
n l ruly titanic iceberg, as there were and are literally hundreds of former and 
Inter Goldman people occupying a wide variety of government positions.5° 

47 An exception is David A. Stoclonan, 'State-Wrecked: The Corruption of Capitalism in 
A111crici New York 1imes, 31 Mateh 2013, who may be considered particularly knowledgeable on the 
auhjcct. 

48 'Vernunft durch Strafen in Milliardenhohe; Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeltung, 29 June 2015, 

lnz.nct, last accessed 2 December 2015. The estimate seems far too low, given that another source 
mm IC8 the same sum for Bank of America alone: John Mufield, 'The Complete List: The Matley Foot 1 

I klober 2014, fool.com, last accessed 2 December 2015. 

49 'Banken zahlen 260 Mill!arden Dollar Strafe, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 24 August 
1111 ~. www.faz.net, last accessed 2 December 2015, Major cases were still pending, like the corrupt 
lialng of the price of gold and of the London Interbank Overnight Rate, Libor. All major banks are 
luvolved, from the United States. as well as from France (Paribas), Germany (Deutsche), Switzerland 
( l/llS) and the UK (HSBC), each in multiple cases. 

So The literature on Goldman Sachs is endless. For an introduction see the article by Matt 
'lulhhi, 'The Great American Bubble Machine, Rolling Stone, no. 9, July 2009. It is impossible to name 
I he endless number of senators, governors, Cabinet members, central bankers and so on that came out 
• if ( loldman Sachs or landed there. To get the feeling see Taibbi: 'There's Joshua Bolten, Bush's chief of 
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One may also take a figure like Lawrence ('Larry') Summers, Rubin's deputy 
and successor at the U.S. Treasury, for decades now untiringly moving from 
academia to government to finance and back, and being richly rewarded for 
it.5' And not to be forgotten is the Attorney General of the Obama adminis
tration, Eric Holder, in office from 2008 to 2014. While negotiating one 
out-of-court settlement with Wall Street financial firms after another, he was 
on leave from a Wall Street law firm specializing in, of all things, representing 
those very same financial firms. Under Holder, not a single banker had to go 
to court, not to speak of prison. Having made around $2.5 million a year 
before joining the Cabinet, Holder resigned in 2015 to reassume his partner
ship, moving back into his old office.5' Of course, President Obama, who 
appointed Holder, drew more than one third of his campaign contributions 

from the :financial industry. 53 

Demoralization caused by an overabundance of money-grabbing oppor
tunities in a global economy does not end in the financial industry. As is now 
common knowledge, management salaries have since the 1980s exploded 
everywhere in the corporate world, not just in the United States, even when 
profits were low or non-existent, and also in years of general economic crisis 
when unemployment rose and wages declined. There are many explanations 

staff during the bailout, and Mark Patterson, the current [ 2009; WS] Treasury chief of staff, who was a 
Goldman lobbyist jwt a year ago, and Ed Liddy, the former Goldman director whom Paulson put in 
charge of bailed-out insurance giant AIG, which forked over $13 billion to Goldman after Liddy came 
on board. The heads of the Canadian and Italian national banks are Goldman alumns, as is the head of 
the World Bank, the head of the New York Stock Exchange, the last two heads of the Federal Reserve 
Bank of New York - which, incidentally, ls now in charge of overseeing Goldman.' 

51 Summers' relentless pursuit of real money, in between high government appointments, 
defies any attempt at summary. For an introduction, already slightly dated, see Matt Taibbi, 'Obamas 
Top Economic Advisor Is Greedy and Highly Compromised', Alternet, 9 April 2009, altemetorg, 
last accessed 2 December 2012. In 2006 Summers had to resign after five years as president of 
Harvard University, in part because of a scandal involving insider trading with Russian stocks. 
Immediately he landed a job as 'part-time managing director' of a hedge fund. In 2008, the year at 
the end of which he was widely expected to join the Obama administration as head of the National 
Economic Council, that fund paid him a respectable $5.2 million for his part-time efforts. During 
that same year, Summers also collected more than $2.7 million in 'speaking fees' from several Wall 
Street firms, among them u30,ooo from Goldman Sachs for one afternoon appearance. When 
Obama was considering appointing him to succeed Ben Bernanke at the Federal Reserve, Summers 
removed himself from the list for fear of having to report on his sources ofincome at his confirmation 

hearing. 
52 See 'Eric Holder, Wall Street Double Agent, Comes in from the Col<f. Rolling Stone, 8 July 

2015, rollingstone.com, last accessed 12 August 2015. 
53 Goldman Sachs was Obama's second-biggest single supporter in 2008. See 'Barack Obama 

(D): Top Contributors, 2008 Cycle', at opensecrets.org/PRES08/contrib.php?cid~Noooo9638, last 
accessed 7 December 2015. Its CEO visited the Obama White House ten times in 2009 and 2010, 
almost every other month. Small donors, unlike the public Impression created by the Obama machine, 
accounted for no more than 30 per cent of Obam,is 2008 campaign expenses. 
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for this, but the most credible ones involve extended reciprocity among a 
tight network of corporate oligarchs conspiring to raise their own pay by 
helping raise that of their co-conspirators. Another example of corruption 
rnn be found among political leaders who upon leaving office sell their inside 
knowledge and public goodwill, and especially the connections they acquired 
while presumably serving the public interest, to private consulting, lobbying 
und, above all. financial finns. 54 Corruption is also rampant in professional 
athletics, which has in recent decades become a huge global industry, 
financed by mushrooming marketing activities for sports equipment and 
fashion goods. In major disciplines, including swimming and track and field, 
not to mention cycling, one can safely assume that top competitors routinely 
l'mploy the services of expensive specialists providing them with illegal, 
performance-enhancing treatment. Doping among athletes competing for 
l'Ver-increasing sums of prize money and even more lucrative advertising 
rontracts in worldwide winner-take-all markets is accompanied by corrup
tion among officials of international sports associations, some of whom are 
l'cported to have been paid huge sums by athletes and their management for 
suppressing the results of positive doping tests, and by corporations and 
1,1overnments for locating events in places they prefer. Officials also own 
firms that sell television rights in the events their associations organize. 11 

54 On Tony Blair, the deals he helped make after his resignation and his complex conglomerate 
111' nmsulting firms see 'Tony Blair Has Used His Connections to Chang-e the World, and to Get Rich; 
N"w York 11mes, S August 2014, nytimes.corn, last accessed 7 December 2015. According to the report, 
lllnlr collects, in addition to whatever else he collects, 'a total of s5 million to $7 million a year from 
llm-c firms: JP Morgan, Khosla Ventures and the Zurich Insurance Group'. One of his own firm9, 
WlnJrush Ventures Limited, 'reported $34 million in profit' in 2013. On members of the Blair Cabinet 
m· Tariq All, The &treme Centre: A Warning, London: Verso 2015, pp. 45-53. There is no end to the 
IIHI nf other examples; the impression is that high public office has become an apprenticeship for richly 
n•wm·ded private sector jobs. For Germany see Schroder and Fischer, who have sold their know-how 
1111d celebrity status to competing pipeline projects. Fischer works through a consulting firm, Fischer & 
I :ompany, which in addition to the energy Interests linked to the NABUCCO pipeline advises 
1 11m1>anies such as Siemens and BMW on 'ecological issues'. Fischer also serves as 'freshness expert' for 
I Ill' lnrgest German grocery chain, REWE. 

55 See the case of the former middle"distance runner Sebastian Coe, aka Lord Coe, who 
1·1•n•ntly advanced to the presidency of the infamously corrupt International Association of Athletica 
l'r.!t"ratlons (IA.FF). Coe owns several sports marketing firms and serves as the international 
n•p1·,•sc11tative of Nike. Of course, compared to corruption In finance, all of this is small fish. All th~ 
111111t: interesting is the fact that the American government is currently aggressively prosecuting the 
Sw INN-based International Soccer &sociation, FIFA ( Coe, incidentally, has been a member of its 'ethics 
rnmmlttee' since :i,006), effectively demonstrating to a worldwide public the claim of the American 
jUHtke system to global jurisdiction. In a highly publicized effort, Eric: Holderli successor, one Loretta 
I ,y nch, appeared several times in Switzerland to have a number of FIFA officials, all of them from Lnlln 
I\ mrrlcn, arrested and expedited to the United States. To get a sense of proportion, FIF& average yearly 
1nr11ue in the eight years from 2007 to 2014 amounted to $1.2 billion. In December 2015, It stll\ 
rrnrnlncd to be specified what part of this was used or collected in corrupt ways. While FIFA doea 11eem 
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Finally, take a global corporation like Volkswagen (which, incidentally, 
around 2010 raised the salary of its CEO, Martin Winterkorn, to an, in 
German terms, hitherto unimaginable €15 million per annum). In 2015 it 
became apparent that Volkswagen had engaged in a massive pattern of fraud 
in relation to both customers and public authorities. The purpose was, essen
tially, to save on research and development to meet environmental standards, 
to 9e able to spend more on other features more likely to attract sales in a 
highly competitive global automobile market suffering from saturation and 

overcapacity. 
Unlike in the Mandevillean Fable, under financialized capitalism the 

private vice of greed is no longer magically converted into a public virtue -
depriving capitalism even of its last, consequentialist moral justification. 

... Stylizing owners and managers of capital as trustees of society has lost any 
remaining credibility, their much-publicized exercises in philanthropy 
notwithstanding. A pervasive cynicism has become deeply engrained in the 
collective common sense, which has come as a matter of course to regard 
capitalism as nothing but an institutionalized opportunity for the well-con
nected super-rich to become even richer. Corruption, in the sense of the 
word used here, is considered a fact of life, and so is steadily growing 
inequality and the monopolization of political influence by a small self-serv
ing oligarchy and its army of wealth defence specialists. Converting public 
trust into private cash has become routine and is seen as such, effectively 
rendering the social order morally defenceless in possible future moments 
of open contestation. Elite calls for trust and appeals Lo shared values can no 
longer be expected to resonate with a populace nursed on materialistic-util
itarian self-descriptions of a society in which everything is and ought to be 
for sale(Morally defenceless as they have rendered themselves, political and 
economic elites will require great creativity if things came to a head and 
they had to mobilize legitimacy for themselves and the social order they 
represent. One ominous symptom of growing instability of the democrat
ic-capitalist system is the rise of so-called populist parties, of both the Left 
and the Right, feeding on and fortifying a deeply emotional rejection of 

existing social elites. 5Jj, 

like a prime example of the corruption that befell sports generally after the money avalanche that began 
to rain down on it in the 198os, remember that the total out-of-court settlement fees paid by banks to 
pre-empt seriow action by the American government after 2008 was roughly twenty-seven times 
FIFA's entire revenue during the same period. 

56 As a loose definition, Left and Right populists share a profound hatred of indigenous social 
elites. Right populists in addition hate at least one other, 'foreign' group of people. 
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Interregnum 
Is capitalism coming to an end? The problem is, while we see it disintegrating 
before our eyes, we see no successor approaching. As indicated, by disinte
gration I mea~ an a~ready far advanced decline of the c3facity of capitalism 
as an economic regime to underwrite a stable society.(Capitalist society is 
disintegrating, but not under the impact of an organized opposition fighting 
it in the name of a better social order. Rather it disintegrates from within, 
from the success of capitalism and the internal contradictions intensified by 
that success, and from capitalism having overrun its opponents and in the 
process become more capitalist than is good for it. Low growth, grotesque 
inequality and mountains of debt; the neutralization of post-war capitalism's 
progress engine, democracy, and its replacement with oligarchic neo-feudal
ism; the clearing away by 'globalization' of social barriers against the 
commodification oflabour, land and money; and systemic disorders such as 
infectious corruption in the competitive struggle for ever bigger rewards for 
individual success, with the attendant culture of demoralization, and rapidly 
spreading international anarchy - all these together have profoundly desta
bilized the post-war capitalist way of social life, without a h.i_nt as to how 
stability might ever be restored.) 

Why, if capitalism is going out, is there no new social order waiting to 
succeed it? A social order breaks down if and when its elites are no longer able 
to maintain it; but for it to be cleared away there have to be new elites able to 
design and eager to install a new order. Obviously the incumbent management 
of advanced and not-so-advanced capitalism is wtlquely clueless: consider lhe 
senseless production of money to stimulate growth in the real economy; the 
desperate attempts to restore inflation with the help of negative interest rates; 
and the apparently inexorable coming apart of the modern state system on its 
periphery:57 But there is also the absence of a vision of a practically possible 

57 Here the source of systemic entropy is the weakening position of the United States as the 
political host of global capitalist expansion, as pointed out by Wallerstein among others. Historically, 
<"upitalism always advanced on the coat-tails of a strong, hegemonic state opening up and preparing 
new landscapes for growth, through military force or free trade or, typically, both. Political preparation 
for capitalist development included not just the breaking-up of pre-or anti-capitalist social orders, but 
11 lso the creation of new, 'modern' societies supportive of economic progress through private capital 
11ccumulation. After 1.945, this meant the establishment of a global system of secular states with a 
'development' agenda, sovereign but integrated in an international free trade regime. Also on the 
11wmda was the 'wntainment' and, if necessary and possible, suppression of alternative, oppositional 
Hystcms, a programme that at first glance had wme to its victorious completion in 198.9. In fact, 
however, it turned out that the United States, while still able to destroy enemy regimes, had lost the 
n1pacity to replace them with stable pro-American and pro-capitalist regimes(the hegemon losing its 
mnslructive powers whlle retaining its destructive ones)Ihe causes of this cannot be explored here; one 
nm assume, however, that they include the demonstration effect of the defeats suffered by the United 
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progressive future, of a renewed industrial or new post-industrial society 
developing further and at the same time replacing the capitalist society of 
today. Not just capital and its running dogs but also their various oppositions 
lack a capacity to act collectively. Just as capitalism's movers and shakers do not 
know how to protect their society from decay, and in any case would lack the 
means to do so, their enemies, when it comes to the crunch, have to admit that 
they have no idea of how to replace neoliberal capitalism with something 
else - see the Greek SYRIZA government and its capitulation in 201 5  when the 
'Eurogroup' began to play hardball and SYRIZA, to mix metaphors, was forced 
to show its hand. 

Before capitalism will go to hell, then, it will for the foreseeable future 
hang in limbo, dead or about to die from an overdose of itself but still very 
much around, as nobody will have the power to move its decaying body out 
of the way. Pace Wallerstein, the final Manichaean battle between Davos 
and Porto Alegre is not about to happen in the foreseeable future. Much 
more likely, we are facing a long period of systemic disintegration, in which 
social structures become unstable and unreliable, and therefore uninstruc
tive for those living in them. A society of this kind that leaves its members 
alone is, as noted above, less than a society. Toe social order of capitalism 
would then issue, not in another order, but in disorder, or entropy - in a 
historical epoch of uncertain duration when, in the words of Antonio 
Gramsci, 'the old is dying but the new cannot yet be born: ushering in 'an 
interregnum in which pathological phenomena of the most diverse sort 
come into existence' 58 

- in a society devoid of reasonably coherent and 
minimally stable institutions capable of normalizing the lives of its members 
and protecting them from accidents and monstrosities of all sorts{Life in a 
society of this kind demands constant improvisation, forcing individuals to 
substitute strategy for structure, and offers rich opportunities to oligarchs 

States in successive wars, as well as declining domestic support for what ls now considered foreign
'adventures' by a majority of U.S. citizens. 'Nation-building' having failed in large parts of the world, the 
global system of sovereign development-friendly free-trade states as originally envisaged shows
growing holes and gaps, with failed states as a permanent source of unpredictable and unmanageable 

political and economic disorder. In many of them, fundamentalist religious movements have taken
control, rejecting modernism and international law and seeking an alternative to consumerist 
capitalism, which they can no longer expect to replicate in their countries. Others, having given up 

hope in peaceful capitalist development at home, are trying to become part of advanced capitalism by 
migrating from the periphery to the centre. lhere they meet with second-generation immigrants who 
have given up on ever becoming part of the capitalist-consumerist mainstream of their societies. One
result Is another migration, this time of the violence that is destroying the stateless societies of the
periphery into the metropolis, in the form of the 'terrorism' of a new class of 'prlmitive rebels'. 

58 From the Prison Notebooks: 'La crlsi consiste nel fatto che ii ve«hio muore e ii nuovo non
pu0 nascere . .  , in questo interregno si verificano I fenomeni morbosi piu svariati'. 
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and warlords while imposing uncertainty and insecurity on all others, in 
some ways like the long interregnum that began in the fifth century CE and 
is now called the Dark Age) 

Summing up so far, the historical period after the end, inflicted by capital
ism, of capitalist society will be one lacking collective political capacities, 
making it a long and indecisive transition, a time of crisis as the new normal, 
a crisis that is neither transformative nor adaptive, and unable either to restore 
capitalism to equilibrium or to replace it with something better. Deep changes 
will occur, rapidly and continuously, but they will be unpredictable and in any 
case ungovernable. Western capitalism will decay, but non-Western capitalism 
will not take its place, certainly not on a global scale, and neither will Western 
non-capitalism. As to non-Western capitalism, China will for many reasons 
not be able to take over as capitalism's historical host and provide an orderly 
global environment for its further progress. Nor will there be a co-directorate 
of China and the United States amicably dividing between them the task of 
making the world safe for capitalism. And concerning non-capitalism, there is 
no such thing today as a global socialist movement, comparable to the social
isms that in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries SQ successfully 
confronted capitalism in national power struggles. As long as the capitalist 
dynamism continues to outrun collective order-making and the building of 
non-market institutions, as it has for several decades now, it disempowers both 
capitalism's government and its opposition, with the result that capitalism can 
be neither reborn nor replaced. 

An Age of Entropy 

(At the micro-level of society, systemic disintegration and the resulting struc
t u ral indeterminacy translate into an under-institutionalized way of life, a life 
in  the shadow of uncertainty, always at risk of being upset by surprise events 
nnd unpredictable disturbances and dependent on individuals' resourceful-
ncss, skillful improvisation, and good luck. Ideologically, life in an 
under-governed society of this sort can be glorified as a life in liberty, uncon-
111 rnined by rigid institutions and autonomously constructed through voluntary 
ugreements among consenting individuals freely pursuing their idiosyncratic 
preferences. The problem with this neoliberal narrative is, of course, that it 
neglects the very unequal distribution of risks, opportunities, gains and losses 
I hut comes with de-socialized capitalism, including the 'Matthew effect'59 of 
n1 1nulative advantage.} 'This raises the question why the neoliberal life 

59 Robert K. Merton, 'lhe Matthew Effect in Science; Science, vol 159, no. 3810, 1968,

l ' I ' · �ti-63. 
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associated with the post-capitalist interregnum is not more powerfully 
opposed, indeed how it can enjoy as much apparent support as it does - a 
question that is not satisfactorily answered with reference to the structural and 
regional fragmentation of anti-capitalist opposition under conditions of 

'globalization'. 
<. It is here that 'culture' comes in, which seems to grow the more important 

for social order the less instructive the institutions become that would other
wise normalize social intercourse.) Without supportive institutions, the 
burden of organizing everyday life is moved from the macro- to the micro
level, meaning that the onus of securing a minimum of stability and 
certainty - of creating a modicum of social order - is shifting to the individ
ual.60( The behavioral programme of the post-social society during the 
post-capitalist interregnum is governed by a neoliberal ethos of competitive 
self-improvement, of untiring cultivation of one's marketable human capital, 
enthusiastic dedication to work, and cheerfully optimistic, playful acceptance 
of the risks inherent in a world that has outgrown government)That this 
programme is dutifully implemented is essential, as the reproduction of the 
post-capitalist society lite hangs on the thin thread of an accommodating 
repertoire of individual action filling the widening gaps in the society's 
systemic architecture. Structuralist critique of false institutions may therefore 
have to be complemented by a renewed culturalist critique of false conscious
ness. What may also become relevant here is the old topic of the relationship 
between social structure and social character, as treated, among others, by 
Hans Gerth and Charles Wright Mills.61 Here, the question is how a given 
social structure both requires and, as long as it lasts, produces a correspond
ing character among its occupants. In this tradition, I will in the following 
take a first cut at an initial phenomenology of the social character that corre
sponds to the absence of institutional supports under the present interregnum, 
helping to extend the duration of the latter by providing for a semblance of 
social integration and legitimacy. I begin by drawing attention to two key 
terms that have recently become fashionable in political-economic discourse, 
disruption and resilience, and then turn to a brief outline of four central 
features of the behavioural pattern that, it would appear, is required for delay
ing the final breakdown of under-governed post-capitalism. 

What disruption and resilience have in common, in addition to their steep 
ascent as catchwords characterizing basic features of life in an age of social 

60 And social theory shifts, or drifts, from institutionalism to rational choice, to the extent that 

it desires to be affirmative, or to biological behaviourism. 
61 Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, Character and Social Structure: The Psychology of Social 

Institution.,, New York: Harcourt, Brace 1953. 
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entropy, is that they carry at the same time ominous and auspicious connota
tions.(While disruption has traditionally been associated with unanticipated, 
destructive and even violent discontinuity - with disaster for those affected by 
it - it is now to stand for radical economic and social innovation, and indeed 
the only innovation left to make a difference, as it attacks and destroys in 
particular firms and markets that operate to everybody's satisfaction.62) 

Innovation that is not in this sense disruptive is not innovative enough as it 
respects too much of the old and may even be concerned, or politically 
constrained, not to cause too many casualties. It is therefore doomed to be 
overtaken in the competitive struggles of the contemporary marketplace, 
where it is not enough for something to work if something else promises higher 
pro.fits. Disruption may be considered the neoliberal version of 'creative 
destruction': more ruthless, more out-of-the-blue, and less willing to take pris
oners or accept delay in order to be 'socially compatible: While for those at the 
receiving end disruptive innovation can be catastrophic, regrettably they have 
to be sacrificed as collateral damage on the Darwinian battlefield of global 
capitalism. 

Resilience is the other term on the rise, having recently b~en imported 
into social science and policy from bacteriology, engineering and psycholo
gy.63 In the political economy literature the term is, confusingly at first glance, 

62 The term was invented by Clayton Christensen (The Innovator~ Dilemma: When New 
Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail, Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press 1997) and 
subsequently became vastly popular among business school academics and managers. For a critical 
assessment see Jill Lepore, 'The Disruption Machine: What the gospel of innovation gets wrong, New 
Yorker, 23 June 2014. In management discourse, the concept is associated especially with platform firms 
like Uber, Alibaba, Airbnb and Amazon, which have in common that they have ceased to offer their 
workers regular employment. According to the Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung, disruption has in 
2015, with the usual delay, arrived in Germany as the leading management buzzword: 'Nicht mehr zu 
zahlen sind die Biicher, Reden, Studien zu dem Thema. Regelma.Big werden die, Disrupter des Jahres' 
ausgezeichnet. Marketing-Leute kllnnen slch besoffen reden ilber die 'digital disruption; gewohnliche 
Beratungsfirmen gonnen sich den Zusatz 'The Disruption Consultancy ... Nicht mal Praktikanten sind 
sonst noch anzulocken: Ready to disrupt? Dann komm zu uns; wirbt ein Arbeitgeber in der Hauptstadt'. 
(Georg Meck and Bettina Weigunt, 'Disrnpton, Baby Disrnptionl; Frankfurter Allgemeine Sormtagzeitung, 
':1.7 December 2015, faz.net, last accessed 1 January 2016.} 

63 To sample a flavour of the hype around the term, as well as of the real-world condition to 
which its ascent responds, here is an extract from the Wikipedia article, 'Resilience (organizational): 
en.wikipedia.orglwiki/Resilience_(organizational), last accessed 1 January 2016: 'In recent years, a 
new consensus of the concept of resilience emerged as a practical response to the decreasing lifespan of 
organisations and the [sic J from key stakeholders, including boards, governments, regulators, 
shareholders, staff, suppliers and customers to effectively address the issues of security, preparedness, 
risk, and survivability. 

1. Being resilient is a proactive and determined attitude to remain a thriving enterprise (country, 
region, organization or company) despite the anticipated and unanticipated challenges that will 
emerge; 
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used both for the capacities of individuals and groups to withstand the 
onslaught of neoliberalism, 64 and for the ability of neoliberalism as a social 
order, or disorder, to persist in spite of its theoretical poverty and practical 
failure to prevent or repair its own collapse in 2008.6 5 While the two meanings 
may seem to be opposed to each other, this may not necessarily be so, as the 
practices that make it possible for individuals to survive under neoliberalism 
may also help neoliberalism itself to survive. Note that resilience is not resist
ance but, more or less voluntary, adaptive adjustment.{lhe more resilience 
individuals manage to develop at the micro-level of everyday life, the less 
demand will there be for collective action at the macro-level to contain the 
uncertainties produced by market forces - a demand that neoliberalism could 

and would not fill.66) 
(Social life in an age of entropy is by necessity individualistic. 6\As collec

tive institutions are eroded by market forces, accidents are to be expected any 
time, while collective agency to prevent them is lost. Everybody is reduced to 
fending for themselves, with sauve qui peut as the foundational principle of 
social life. Individualization of risk breeds individualization of protection, by 
competitive effort ('hard work') and, if at all, private insurance - or, 

:i.. Resilience moves beyond a defensl:ve security and protection posture and applies the entity's 
inherent strength to withstand crisis and deflect attacks of any nature; 

3. Resilience is the empowerment of being aware of your situation, your risks, vulnerabilities and 
current .capabilities to deal with them, and being able to make informed tactical and strategic 
decisions; and, 

4• Resilience is an objectively measurable competitive differentiator (i.e., more secure, increased 
stakeholder and shareholder value). 

{ ... ] Prominent members in the United States Congress are embracing resilience. The Chairman of 
the Homeland Security Committee of the U.S. House of Representatives, Bennie Thompson {D-MS) 
declared May 2008 "Resilience Month'' as the committee and its subcommittees held a series of 
hearings to examine the issue. President Obama and the Department of Homeland Security have 
also made resillence an integral component of homeland security pollcy. The Quadrennial 
Homeland Security Review, released by the Department of Homeland S~rity in February 2010, 
made resillence a prominent theme and one of the core missions of the U.S. homeland security 
enterprise: 

64 Peter Hall and Michele Lamont, eds, Social Resilience in the Neo/iberal Era, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 2013. · 

65 Vivien A. Schmidt and Mark Thatcher, eds, Resilient Liberali.sm in Europe~ Political Ectmomy, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2013; Aldo Madariaga, 1he Political Ecorwmy of Neo/iberal 
Resiliem:e: Developmental Regimes in Latin America and Eastern Europe, Doctoral Dissertation, 
Wlrtschafts-und Sozialwissenschaftliche Fakultiit, Universitat zu Koln 2015. 

66 Similar with infectious diseases: as resilience to malaria increases, there is no need any more 
to wipe out the carrier mosquitoes. 

67 Its basic principles are cogently swnmarized in Margret Thatcher's dictum, stated as an 
empirical claim but more adequately understood as a neoliberal project: 'There is no such thing as 
society. There are individual men and women, and there are families.' Interview for Woman's Own, 
23 September 1987, margaretthatcher.org/document/1o6689, last accessed 21 January 2016. 
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interestingly, by older, pre-modem social ties like family.68Qn the absence of 
collective institutions, social structures must be devised individually 
bottom-up, anticipating and accommodating top-down pressures from 'the 
markets'. Social life consists of individuals building networks of private connec
tions around themselves, as best they can with the means they happen to have 
in hand. Person-centred relation-making creates lateral social structures that 
are voluntary and contract-like, which makes them flexible but perishable, 
requiring continuous 'networking' to keep them together and adjust them on 
a current basis to changing circumstances. An ideal tool for this are the 'new 
social media' that produce social structures for individuals, substituting volun
tary for obligatory forms of social relations, and networks of users for 
communities of citizens. 6; 

What keeps an entropic, disorderly, stalemated post-capitalist interreg
mun society going, in the absence of collective regulation containing economic 
crises, limiting inequality, securing confidence in currency and credit, protect
ing labour, land and money from overuse, and procuring legitimacy for free 
markets and private property through democratic control of greed and preven
tion of oligarchic conversion of economic into political power?('in a world 
without system integration, social integration has to carry the entire burden of 
structuration, as long as no new order begins to settle in)The de-socialized 
capitalism of the interregnum hinges on the improvised performances of 
structurally self-centered, socially disorganized and politically disempowered 
individuals. Four broad types of behaviours are required of the 'users' of 
post-capitalist social networks for the precarious reproduction of their entropic 
social life, bestowing resilience both on themselves and on an otherwise unsus
tainable neoliberal capitalism, summarily and provisionally to be identified as 

•• coping, hoping, doping and shopping.7° Briefly and in need of much elaboration, 

68 Consider the indispensable unpaid contribution by grandmothers to the raising of small 
children in societies in which fulltime employment of mothers is socially and economically obligatory. 
Another case in point is unemployed young adults in Mediterranean countries who still live with their 
parents and, in the absence of effective unemployment insurance, on their parents' pensions. 

69 Fittingly, the electronic infrastructures of individualized social life are privately owned by 
huge, overwhelmingly American corporations. While they are dressed up as collective goods freely 
available to all, they are in reality highly profitable tools of social control rented out to, among others, 
vendors of consumer goods and services. 

70 What follows is a brief idiosyncratic summary of some features of social life under 
neoliberalism, especially of what is expected of individuals struggling to survive its disorders. There is 
a broad literature on this alrea4y that I cannot discuss here (for many others Wendy Brown, 
'Neo-liberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy; Theory and Event, vol. 7, no. 1, 2003; Michel 
Foucauh, 1he Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the College de France, 1978-1979, London: Palgrave 
Macmillan 2008; Johanna Bockman, Markets in the Name of Socialism: The Left-Wing Origins of 
Neoliberalism, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press :2011; Colin Crouch, The Strange Non-Death of 
Neoliberalism, Cambridge: Polity Press 2011; Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the 
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coping refers to the way individuals respond with ever-new improvisations and 
stopgaps to the successive emergencies inflicted on them by an under-gov
erned social environment and its unpredictable and ungovernable 
fluctuations - emergencies which they have to expect as normal and to which 
they must learn to resign themselves as to facts of life.71 While coping may 
involve sometimes extreme individual exertion, it does not include organiza
tion for collective redress, as this is perceived to be useless and, also and 
increasingly, for losers only.77«:oping tends to come with a social construction 
of life as an ongoing test of one's stamina, inventiveness, patience, optimism 
and self-confidence - of one's cuhivated ability to live up to what has become 
a social obligation to struggle with adversity on one's own and in eternally 
good spirits} 

Successful coping is assisted by confident hoping. Hoping is defined here 
as an individual mental effort to imagine and believe in a better life waiting for 
oneself in a not-so-distant, pos;ible future, whatever writing may be on the 
wall. One could also speak of 'dreaming: in the way the word is used in 
American political and cultural discourse, where to have a dream for oneself is 
a moral duty that comes with being a member of the community, perhaps the 
last remaining duty under liberal individualism, regardless of the circum
stances in wWch one may currently be living. Dreams are allowed and even 
encouraged to be unrealistic, and trying to talk someone out of his or her 
dream is considered rude, crude and socially unacceptable, however hope
lessly na'ive that dream may ever be. In the United States, the sacrosanct nature 
of dreams, never to be critically assessed, may be the most powerful impedi
ment to political radicalization and collective action.73 Hoping and dreaming 

World: On Neo-Liberal Society, London: Verso 2013; Steffen Mau, Inequality, Marketfa:atwn and the 
Majority Clas.s: Why Did the European Middle C/aS$es Accept Neo-Uberalism? Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan 2015). My objective is only to draw attention to the crucial significance of action patterns at 
the micro-level compensating for institutional deficiencies during the end-of-capitalism interregnum. 

71 These include precarious employment, to be celebrated as a positive incentive fur competitive 
self-improvement and the building of an optimized entrepreneurial identity. 

72 On this see, among many others, David Brooks on the so-called 'millennlals; under the title 
of'The Self-Reliant GeneratioO: New York limes, 8 January 2016, nytimes.com last accessed 21 January 
2016. Brooks summarizes the results of survey of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-old Americans. To 
quot.e\ 'You see an abstract celebration of creative transformation but a a:,ncrete hunger for order, 
security and stability •.. Another glaring feature of millennial culture is they have been forced to be 
self-reliant and to take a loosely networked individualism as the normal order of the universe. 
Millennials have extremely low social trust ... They want systemic change but there is no compelling 
form of collective action available ... But there will be some giant cultural explosion down the road. 
You can't be as detached from solid suppor~ structures as millennlals now are and lead a happy 
middle-aged life. Something is going to chang4 

73 'The most telling polling reiiult from the 2000 election was from a Time magazine survey that 
asked people if they are in the top 1 percent of earners. Nineteen percent of Americans say they are In 
the richest 1 percent and a further 20 percent expect to be someday. So right away you have 39 percent 
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require an optimistic outlook, and life under social entropy elevates being 
optimistic to the status of a public virtue and civic responsibility. In fact, one 
can say that even more than capitalism in its heyday, the entropic society of 
disintegrated, de-structured and under-governed post-capitalism depends on 
its ability to hitch itself onto the natural desire of people not to feel desperate, 
while defining pessimism as a socially harmful personal deficiency. 

This is, thirdly, where doping comes in. Doping helps with both coping 
and hoping, and it takes many forms. Where it involves substance use and 
abuse, one may distinguish two kinds, performance-enhancing and perfor
mance-replacing. Performance-enhancing drugs are taken whenever the 
rewards of success are high, obviously in the winner-take-all markets of 
today's showbusiness, including sports. But they are also used far down the 
income scale in middle-class professional and occupational life where 
competitive pressures have been intensifying for decades, as well as in educa
tional institutions where test results may decide a person's future career and 
earnings prospects.~ere as elsewhere, doping is closely connected to corrup
tion. Most of the substances used to enhance performance one way or other 
are highly profitable legal products of the pharmaceutical industry.> 
Performance-replacing drugs, on the other hand, as consumed by the losers, 
are mostly illegal, supplied by criminal operators linked to worldwide trading 
networks. 74 Lower-class users are often sent to prison and die in compara
tively large numbers from overdose. 75 Middle-class users, and in particular 
top performers, have not only better medical assistance but can also expect 
more lenient treatment from law enforcement agencies.(1:his is likely to be 
because using drugs, even illegal ones, to increase one's productivity - as 

uf Americans who thought that when Mr. Gore savaged a plan that favored the top 1 percent, he was 
la king a directs hot atthem.' David Brooks, 'The Triumph of Hope Over Self-Int.eresr, New York TI mes, 
12 January 2003, nythnes.com, last accessed 31 December 2015. 

7 4 Although underclass drug users are kept desirably apathetic and politically incapacitated 
hy their habit, they are the target of harsh law enforcement measures, and so are their suppliers. The 
reason may be that performance-replacing drugs, although they effectively disorganize the 
underclass as a potential political force, could subvert the competitive achievement ethic on which 
rnpitalism vitally depends. In fact, the United States government is prepared to destroy entire states 
ln Latin America in an effort, wholly futile, to stop the inflow of hard drugs into its inner citieii. In a 
rnuntry like Afghanistan, of course, the production of heroin has multiplied under the eyes of the 
American occupation forces, due to the need for the latter to secure the cooperation of the local 
war-and-drug lords. 

75 In 2013, 37,947 people died in the United States from drug abuse, of which a little less than 
40 per cent had used illegal drugs. The number of drug-related deaths had steadily increased from 
wo.1, when it was 12,678. In 2011 it for the first time exceeded the number of deaths from gun violence, 
which rose to 33,636 in 2013. Deaths from traffic accidents had declined in the same period, from 
42,196 in 2001 to 32,719 in 2013. Data are from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the 
N11tional Highway Traffic Safety Administration, CNN and the U.S. State Department. 
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distinguished from generating unearned happiness in underclass dropouts -
is more easily forgiven in a world dependent for capital accumulation on 
ever-increasing individual exertion. Indeed, if pop musicians and actors were 
imprisoned for drug abuse at the same rate as street corner heroin consumers, 
many movies and music recordings would have to be produced behind bars; 
the same might apply to the trading of financial assets} Cross-cutting the 
distinction between performance-enhancing and performance-replacing 
drug use is, incidentally, the daily provision of synthetic happiness to an aston
ishingly large number of customers by means of ecstatic-euphoric feel-good 
pop music, individually delivered and consumed with the help of advanced 
information technology. 

Finally, shopping" It doesn't need repeating that today's markets for 
consumer goods in the rich capitalist countries are by and large saturated, 
making it essential for capitalist profitability to get individuals whose needs 
are covered to develop desires that give rise to new desires the moment they 
are fulfilled.76 Product design and advertisement are instrumental for this,77 

but also low prices as made possible by the sweatshops of todar, out-of-sight 
of final consumers and out-of-reach for collective solidaritylCompetitive 
consumerism under the dictates of continuously changing and rising stand
ards of appropriate consumption also secures the motivation to work hard 
and harder,78 for only a constant or even a declining income, and to submit to 
the strict discipline of the contemporary labour market and labour.process. 

<.'That pressure is reinforced when consumers use credit to acquire, for exam
ple, a new flat-screen TV or the latest model SUV. At this point banks join 
employers as enforcers of capitalist work discipline}Social relations are 
redefined as relations of consumption when shopping becomes the occasion 
of choice to socialize with friends and family and the status of an individual 

76 '.The prototypical desire that is Intensified rather than reduced by its satisfaction, according 
to Sigmund Freud, is sex. This may explain the Increasingly unapologetic employment of sexualized 
images In contemporary advertising, escalating since the 'sexual revolution' of the 1970s, feminist 
protests notwithstanding. Indeed, women no less than men seem to cherish pictures of naked bodies · 
and the seductive flair they can apparently attach to just about any commodity. 

77 A classic Marxian treatment of current developments, unfortunately not available in English, 
is Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Kritik der Wanmasthetik. Gefolgt von Wareniisthetik im High-Tech-Kapitalismus, 
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 2009. See also Ch. 3, this volume, for an exrended discussion of how 
today's consumerism turns citizens into clients and customers of private, capital-accumulating 
corporations. 

78 Where the American version of conspicuous consumption (Veblen) - to 'keep up with the 
Jones's' - is topped by the more collective, 'grouplst' neo-Asian one. There one has to have the expensive 
gimmick of the day; or if necessary has to undergo cosmetic surgery; in order not to disgrace one's 
friends and family members, who may not want to be associated with someone not meeting the latest, 
Wesu:rn' standards of visible prosperity and beauty. 
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in society is defined by his or her status as consumer in the economy. Product 
differentiation in particular, made possible by new production technology as 
well as new methods of advertisement, especially in the new, allegedly 'social', 
media, produces a kind of social integration that allows for a combined 
sense of individual singularity and collective identity in a community of 
customers, united in the consumption of continuously upgraded individual
b;ed commodities. 

Summing up, social life and capital accumulation in the post-capitalist 
interregnum depend on individuals-as-consumers adhering to a culture of 
competitive hedonism, one that makes a virtue out of the necessity of having to 
struggle with adversity and uncertainty on one's own. For capital accumula
tion to continue under post-capitalism, that culture must make hoping and 
dreaming obligatory, mobilizing hopes and dreams to sustain production and 
fuel consumption in spite oflow growth, rising inequality and growing indebt
edness. It must also provide technical assistance enabling people to keep 
I hemselves unreasonably happy, while at the same time producing a stream of 
incentives and satisfactions motivating them to constantly intensify their work 
effort regardless of stagnant or declining pay, unpaid overtime and precarious 
employment/~ Capitalism without system integration requires ~·labour market 
and labour process capable of sustaining a neo-Protestant work ethic alongside 
socially obligatory hedonistic consumerism(Enthusiastic hard work must be 
culturally defined and recognized as test and proof of individual value, corre
sponding to a meritocratic worldview that explains inequality with differences 
in effort or ability;)For hedonism not to undermine productive discipline, as 
none less than Daniel Bell80 was confident would happen, the attractions of 
consumerism must be complemented with a fear of social descent, while 
non-consumerist gratifications available outside of the money economy must 
he discounted and discredited(An of this presupposes the presence of a broad 
middle class willing to seek social integration through the labour market, 
accepting as a matter of course expectations of employers for full identification 
with whatever jobs they may be assigned and taking for granted the need for 
social life to respect the primacy of dedicated work and the pursuit of, it is 
hoped, life-structuring careers. 81) 

79 Sabine Donauer, Faktor Freude: Wie die Wirtschaft Arbeitsgefuh/e erzeugt, Hamburg: edition 
Ki\rber-Stiftung 2015. 

80 Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictwns of Capitalism, New York: Basic Books 1976. 
81 It is precisely this category of people - the disciplined investors in ever more advanced 

<-<lucational degrees - whose employment prospects would be radically curtailed by a rise of artificial 
Intelligence as predicted by Randall Collins (pp. 37-69 in Wallerstein et al~ Does Capitalism Have a 
l1ulure?). They are the core constituency of the post-capitalist interregnum, and their destruction 
would go to the very heart of the disorganized capitalism of today. 
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Capital accumulation after the end of capitalist system integration hangs 
on a thin thread: on the effectiveness, as long as it lasts, of the social integration 
of individuals into a capitalist culture of consumption and production. 
Institutional supports having fallen into disarray, post-capitalist capital accu
mulation depends on culture lagging behind structure, or substituting for a 
structure that has long dissolved, and on the difficulties of an alternative 
culture developing under the combined pressures of fragmented competition 
and precarious, all-too-easily lost access to the means of production and 
consumption. Ideology, in particular the exaltation of a life in uncertainty as a 
life in liberty, is of central importance here. Neoliberal ideological narratives 
offer a euphemistic reinterpretation of the breakdown of structured order as 
the arrival of a free society built on individual autonomy, and of de-institu
tionalization as historical progress out of an empire of necessity into an empire 
of freedom. For the interregnum to continue, those living in it must be contin
uously exhorted to experience the debris of what was once a capitalist society 
as an adventure playground for them to demonstrate their personal resource
fulness and with good luck get richiJNith collective institutions disabled, 
disorder must be made to appear as spontaneous order based on individual 
rational choice and individual rights, free from collective rules and obliga
tions. It is only when the manufacturing of ideological enthusiasm for a 
neoliberal everybody-for-themselves existence will no longer work, perhaps in 
the course of a major crisis in middle-class employment, as predicted by 
Collins, or generally when the prevailing disorder will begin on a large scale 
and seriously to frustrate individual projects and ambitions, that the post-cap
italist interregnum may come to an end and a new order may emerge)> 

CHAPTER ONE 

How Will Capitalism End? 

There is a widespread sense today that capitalism is in critical condition, 
more so than at any time since the end of the Second World War.' Looking 
back, the crash of 2008 was only the latest in a long sequence of political anti 
economic disorders that began with the end of post-war prosperity in the 
mid-197os. Successive crises have proved to be ever more severe, spreading 
more widely and rapidly through an increasingly interconnected global 
economy. Global inflation in the 1970s was followed by rising public debt in 
the 1980s, and fiscal consolidation in the 1990s was accompanied by a steep 
increase in private-sector indebtedness.' For four decades now, disequilib
rium has more or less been the normal condition of the 'advanced' industrial 
world, at both the national and the global levels. In fact, with time, the 
crises of post-war OECD capitalism have become so pervasive that they 
have increasingly been perceived as more than just economic in nature, 
resulting in a rediscovery of the older notion of a capitalist society- of capi
talism as a social order and way oflife, vitally dependent on the uninterrupted 
progress of private capital accumulation. 

Crisis symptoms are many, but prominent among them are three long
term trends in the trajectories of rich, highly industrialized - or better, 
increasingly deindustrialized - capitalist countries. The first is a persistent 
decline in the rate of economic growth, recently aggravated by the events of 
2008 (Figure 1.1). The second, associated with the first, is an equally persis
tent rise in overall indebtedness in leading capitalist states, where 
governments, private households and non-financial as well as financial firms 
have, over forty years, continued to pile up financial obligations (for the U.S., 
see Figure 1.2). Third, economic inequality, of both income and wealth, has 
been on the ascent for several decades now (Figure 1.3), alongside rising 
debt and declining growth. 

Steady growth, sound money and a modicum of social equity, spreading 
some of the benefits of capitalism to those without capital, were long consid
ered prerequisites for a capitalist political economy to command the legitimacy 
il needs. What must be most alarming from this perspective is that the three 

1 A version of this text was delivered as the Anglo-German Foundation Lecture at the British 
A,ademy on 23 January 2014. Published in: New Left Review, vol. 87, May/June 2014, pp. 35-64. 

2 I have explored these arguments more-fully in Buying Time. 
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