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Note the precise characterization of the German ancien regime as 
the one which "only imagines that it still believes in itself" -one can 
even speculate about the meaning of the fact that, during the same 
period, Kierkegaard deployed his idea that we humans cannot ever 
be sure that we believe: ultimately, we only "believe that we believe:' 
The formula of a regime which "only imagines that it believes in itself" 
nicely captures the cancellation of the performative power ("symbolic 
efficiency") of the ruling ideology: it no longer effectively functions as 
the fundamental structure of the social bond. And, we may ask, are we 
not today in the same situation? Do today's preachers and practitioners 
of liberal democracy not also "only imagine that they believe in them
selves:' in their pronunciations? In fact, it would be more appropriate to 

describe contemporary cynicism as representing an exact inversion of 
Marx's formula: today, we only imagine that we do not "really believe" 
in our ideology-in spite of this imaginary distance, we continue to 
practise it. We believe not less but much more than we imagine we 

believe. Benjamin was thus indeed prescient in his remark that "every
thing depends on how one believes in one's belief:'3 

Twelve years prior to 9/11, on November 9, 1989, the Berlin Wall 

fell. This event seemed to announce the beginning of the "happy' 90S:' 

Francis Fukuyama's utopia of the "end of history," the belief that liberal 
democracy had, in principle, won out, that the advent of a global liberal 
community was hovering just around the corner, and that the obsta

cles to this Hollywood-style ending were merely empirical and contingent 

(local pockets of resistance whose leaders had not yet grasped that 

their time was up). September 11, in contrast, symbolized the end of the 

Clintonite period, and heralded an era in which new walls were seen 
emerging everywhere: between Israel and the West Bank, around the 

European Union, along the US-Mexico border, but also within nation
states themselves. 

3 Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Briefe, Vol. I, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag 1995, p. 
182. 



4 FIRST AS TRAGEDY, THEN AS FARCE 

In an article for Newsweek, Emily Flynn Vencat and Ginanne 

Brownell report how today, 

the members-only phenomenon is exploding into a whole way of 

life, encompassing everything from private banking conditions to 

invitation - only health clinics , , . those with money are increasingly 

locking their entire lives behind closed doors. Rather than attend 

media-heavy events, they arrange private concerts, fashion shows and 

art exhibitions in their own homes. They shop after-hours, and have 

their neighbors (and potential friends) vetted for class and cash. 

A new global class is thus emerging "with, say, an Indian passport, a castle 

in Scotland, a pied-a-terre in Manhattan and a private Caribbean island"

the paradox is that the members of this global class "dine privately, shop 

privately, view art privately, everything is private, private, private:' They are 

thus creating a life-world of their own to solve their anguishing herme

neutic problem; as Todd Milay puts it: "wealthy families can't just 'invite 

people over and expect them to understand what it's like to have $300 

million: " So what are their contacts with the world at large? They come in 

two forms: business and humanitarianism (protecting the environment, 

fighting against diseases, supporting the arts, etc.) .  These global citizens 

live their lives mostly in pristine nature-whether trekking in Patagonia 

or swimming in the translucent waters of their private islands. One 

cannot help but note that one feature basic to the attitude of these gated 

superrich is fear: fear of external social life itself The highest priorities of 

the "ultrahigh-net-worth individuals" are thus how to minimize security 

risks-diseases, exposure to threats of violent crime, and so forth.4 

In contemporary China, the new rich have built secluded commu

nities modeled upon idealized "typical" Western towns; there is, 

for example, near Shanghai a "real" replica of a small English town, 

4 Emily Flynn Vencat and Ginanne Brownell, "Ah, the secluded life;' Newsweek, 
December 10, 2007. 
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including a main street with pubs, an Anglican church, a Sainsbury 
supermarket, etc.-the whole area is isolated from its surroundings by 
an invisible, but no less real, cupola. There is no longer a hierarchy of 
social groups within the same nation-residents in this town live in a 
universe for which, within its ideological imaginary, the "lower class" 
surrounding world simply does not exist. Are not these "global citizens" 
living in secluded areas the true counter-pole to those living in slums 
and other "white spots" of the public sphere? They are, indeed, two 

sides of the same coin, the two extremes of the new class division. The 
city that best embodies that division is Sao Paulo in Lula's Brazil, which 
boasts 250 heliports in its central downtown area. To insulate them
selves from the dangers of mingling with ordinary people, the rich of 
Sao Paulo prefer to use helicopters, so that, looking around the skyline 
of the city, one really does feel as if one is in a futuristic megalopolis of 

the kind pictured in films such as Blade Runner or The Fifth Element, 

with ordinary people swarming through the dangerous streets down 
below, whilst the rich float around on a higher level, up in the air. 

It thus seems that Fukuyama's utopia of the 1990S had to die twice, 
since the collapse of the liberal-democratic political utopia on 9/11 did 
not affect the economic utopia of global market capitalism; if the 2008 
financial meltdown has a historical meaning then, it is as a sign of the 
end of the economic face of Fukuyama's dream. Which brings us back to 
Marx's paraphrase of Hegel: one should recall that, in his introduction 
to a new edition of Eighteenth Brumaire in the 1960s, Herbert Marcuse 
added yet another turn of the screw: sometimes, the repetition in the 
guise of a farce can be more terrifying than the original tragedy. 

This book takes the ongoing crisis as a starting point, gradually 
moving to "related matters:' by way of unraveling its conditions and 
implications. The first chapter offers a diagnosis of our predicament, 
outlining the utopian core of the capitalist ideology which determined 
both the crisis itself and our perceptions of and reactions to it. The 
second chapter endeavors to locate aspects of our situation which open 
up the space for new forms of communist praxis. 
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What the book offers is not a neutral analysis but an engaged and 

extremely "partial" one-for truth is partial, accessible only when one 

takes sides, and is no less universal for this reason. The side taken here 

is, of course, that of communism. Adorno begins his Three Studies on 

Hegel with a rebuttal of the traditional question about Hegel exempli

fied by the title of Benedetto Croce's book What Is Living and What Is 

Dead in the Philosophy of Hegel? Such a question presupposes, on the 

part of the author, the adoption of an arrogant position as judge of the 

past; but when we are dealing with a truly great philosopher the real 

question to be raised concerns not what this philosopher may still tell 

us, what he may still mean to us, but rather the opposite, namely, what 

we are, what our contemporary situation might be, in his eyes, how 

our epoch would appear to his thought. And the same should apply to 

communism-instead of asking the obvious question "Is the idea of 

communism still pertinent today, can it still be used as a tool of analysis 

and political practise?"  one should ask the opposite question: "How 

does our predicament today look from the perspective of the commu

nist idea?" Therein resides the dialectic of the Old and the New: it is 

those who propose the constant creation of new terms ("postmodern 

society:' "risk society:' "informational society:' "postindustrial society:' 

etc. ) in order to grasp what is going on today who miss the contours 

of what is actually New. The only way to grasp the true novelty of the 

New is to analyze the world through the lenses of what was "eternal" 

in the Old. If communism really is an "eternal" Idea, then it works as a 

Hegelian "concrete universality": it is eternal not in the sense of a series 

of abstract-universal features that may be applied everywhere, but in the 

sense that it has to be re- invented in each new historical situation. 

In the good old days of Really Existing Socialism, a joke popular 

among dissidents was used to illustrate the futility of their protests. In 

the fifteenth century, when Russia was occupied by Mongols, a peasant 

and his wife were walking aIong a dusty country road; a Mongol warrior 

on a horse stopped at their side and told the peasant he would now 

proceed to rape his wife; he then added: "But since there is a lot of dust 
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on the ground, you must hold my testicles while I rape your wife, so that 
they wil not get dirty!" Once the Mongol had done the deed and ridden 
away, the peasant started laughing and jumping with joy. His surprised 
wife asked: "How can you be jumping with joy when I was just brutally 
raped in your presence?" The farmer answered: "But I got him! His bals 
are covered with dust!" This sad joke reveals the predicament of the 
dissidents: they thought they were dealing serious blows to the party 
nomenklatura, but al they were doing was slightly soiling the nomen

klatura's testicles, while th� ruling elite carried on raping the people . .. 
Is today's critical Left not in a similar position? (Among the contem

porary names for ever-so-slightly smearing those in power, we could list 
"deconstruction;' or the "protection of individual freedoms:') In a famous 

confrontation at the university of Salamanca in 1936, Miguel de Unamuno 
quipped at the Francoists: "Vencereis, pero no convencereis" ("You wil win, 

but you wil not convince")-is this all that today's Left can say to trium
phant global capitalism? Is the Left predestined to continue to play the 
role of those who, on the contrary, convince but nevertheless stil lose (and 
are especially convincing in retroactively explaining the reasons for their 
own failure)? Our task is to discover how to go a step further. Our Thesis 
11 should be: in our societies, critical Leftists have hitherto only succeeded 
in soiling those in power, whereas the real point is to castrate them .. . 

But how can we do this? We'should learn here from the failures of 

twentieth century Leftist politics. The task is not to conduct the castra
tion in a direct climactic confrontation, but to undermine those in power 
with patient ideologico-critical work, so that although they are stil in 
power, one all of a sudden notices that the powers-that-be are afflicted 
with unnaturally high-pitched voices. Back in the 1960s, Lacan named the 
irregular short-lived periodical of his school Scilicet-the message was 
not the word's predominant meaning today ("namely; "to wit;' "that is to 

say"), but literally "it is permitted to knoW.' (To know what?-what the 

Freudian School of Paris thinks about the unconscious . . .  ) Today, our 

message should be the same: it is permitted to know and to fuly engage 
in communism, to again act in ful fidelity to the communist Idea. Liberal 
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permissiveness is of the order of videlicet-it is permitted to see, but the 
very fascination with the obscenity we are allowed to observe prevents us 
from knowing what it is that we see. 

The moral of the story: the time for liberal-democratic moralistic 
blackmail is over. Our side no longer has to go on apologizing; while 
the other side had better start soon. 



It's Ideology, Stupid! 

Capitalist Socialism? 

The only truly surprising thing about the 2008 financial meltdown 
is how easily the idea was accepted that its happening was an unpre
dictable surprise which hit the markets out of the blue. Recall the 
demonstrations which, throughout the first decade of the new millen
nium, regularly accompanied meetings of the IMF and the World Bank: 
the protesters' complaints took in not only the usual anti-globalizing 
motifs (the growing exploitation of Third World countries, and so 
forth), but also how the banks were creating the illusion of growth by 
playing with fictional money, and how this would all have to end in a 

crash. It was not only economists such as Paul Krugman and Joseph 
Stiglitz who warned of the dangers ahead and made it clear that those 
who promised continuous growth did not really understand what was 
going on under their noses. In Washington in 2004, so many people 
demonstrated about the danger of a financial collapse that the police 
had to mobilize 8,000 additional local policemen and bring in a further 
6,000 from Maryland and Virginia. What ensued was tear-gassing, 
clubbing and mass arrests-so many that police had to use buses for 
transport. The message was loud and clear, and the police were used 
literally to stifle the truth. 

After this sustained effort of wilful ignorance, it is no wonder that, 
when the crisis did finally break out, as one of the participants put it, "No 
one really [knew 1 what to do." The reason being that expectations are 



10 FI RST AS TRAGEDY, THEN AS FARCE 

part of the game: how the market will react depends not only on how 

much people trust this or that intervention , but even more so on how 

much they think others will trust them-one cannot take into account 

the effects of one's own choices. Long ago, John Maynard Keynes 

rendered this self-referentiality nicely when he compared the stock 

market to a silly competition in which the participants have to pick 

several pretty girls from a hundred photographs, the winner being the 

one who chooses girls closest to the average opinion: "It is not a case 

of choosing those which, to the best of one's judgment, are really the 

prettiest, nor even those which average opinion genuinely thinks the 

prettiest. We have reached the third degree where we devote our intelli

gence to anticipating what average opinion expects the average opinion 

to be:" So, we are forced to choose without having at our disposal the 

knowledge that would enable a qualified choice, or, as John Gray put it: 

"We are forced. to live as if we were free. "1 

At the height of the meltdown, Joseph Stiglitz wrote that, in spite of the 

growing consensus among economists that any bail-out based on US 

Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson's plan would not work, 

it is impossible for politicians to do nothing in such a crisis. So we 

may have to pray that an agreement crafted with the toxic mix of 

special interests, misguided economics, and right-wing ideologies that 

produced the crisis can somehow produce a rescue plan that works-or 

whose failure doesn't do too much damage.3 

He is correct, since markets are effectively based on beliefs (even beliefs 

about other people's beliefs), so when the media worry about "how the 

markets wil react" to the bail-out, it is a question not only about its real 

1 John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, 

New York: Management Laboratory Press 2009, Chapter 12. 
2 John Gray, Straw Dogs, New York: Farrar Straus and Giroux 2007, p. uo . 

3 Joseph Stiglitz, "The Bush administration may rescue Wall Street, but what about 
the economy?" The Guardian, September 30, 2008. 
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consequences, but about the belief of the markets in the plan's efficacy. This 
is why the bail-out may work even if it is economically wrong-headed. 4 

The pressure "to do something" here is like the superstitious 
compulsion to make some gesture when we are observing a process 
over which we have no real influence. Are not our acts often such 
gestures? The old saying "Don't just talk, do something!" is one of the 
most stupid things one can say, even measured by the low standards 
of common sense. Perhaps, rather, the problem lately has been that we 
have been doing too much, such as intervening in nature, destroying 
the environment, and so forth .. . Perhaps it is time to step back, think 
and say the right thing. True, we often talk about something instead 
of doing it; but sometimes we also do things in order to avoid talking 
and thinking about them. Such as throwing $700 billion at a problem 
instead of reflecting on how it arose in the first place. 

In the ongoing confusion, there is certainly sufficient material to 
cause us to think things through. Back on July 15, 2008, Republican 
Senator Jim Bunning attacked Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke, claiming 
that his proposal showed how "socialism is alive and well in America": 
"Now the Fed wants to be the systemic risk regulator. But the Fed is 
the systemic risk. Giving the Fed more power is like giving the neigh
borhood kid who broke your window playing baseball in the street a 
bigger bat and thinking that will fix the problem:'5 On September 23, he 
struck again, calling the Treasury's plan for the biggest financial bail
out since the Great Depression "un-American': 

Someone must take those losses. We can either let the people who made 

bad decisions bear the consequences of their actions, or we can spread 

that pain to others. And that is exactly what the Secretary proposes 

4 Since, however, we are repeatedly told that trust and belief are crucial, we should 
also ask to what extent the Administration's own panicky raising of the stakes itself 
produced the very danger it was trying to combat. 

5 See Edward Harrison, "Senator Bunning blasts Bernanke at Senate hearing," 
available online at http://www.creditwritedowns.com. 
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to do-take Wall Street's pain and spread it to the taxpayers . ... This 
massive bailout is not the solution, it is financial socialism, and it is 
un-American. 

Bunning was the first to publicly outline the contours of the reasoning 
behind the Republican Party revolt against the bail-out plan, which 
climaxed in the rejection of the Fed's proposal on September 29. 

The argument deserves a closer look. Note how Republican resist
ance to the bail-out project was formulated in "class warfare" terms: 
Wall Street versus Main Street. Why should we help those on "Wall 
Street" responsible for the crisis, while asking ordinary mortgage
holders on "Main Street" to pay the price? Is this not a clear case of 
what economic theory calls "moral hazard:' defined as "the risk that 
somebody will behave immorally because insurance, the law, or some 
other agency will protect them against any loss that his or her behavior 
might cause" -if I am insured against fire, say, I will take fewer fire 
precautions (or, in extremis, even set fire to my fully insured but loss
generating premises)? The same goes for the big banks: are they not 
protected against big losses and able to keep their profits? No wonder 
that Michael Moore wrote a letter to the public decrying the bail-out 
plan as the robbery of the century. 

It is this unexpected overlapping of the views of the Left with those 
of conservative Republicans which should give us pause for thought. 
What the two perspectives share is their contempt for the big specula
tors and corporate managers who profit from risky decisions but are 
protected from failures by "golden parachutes:' Recall the cruel joke 
from Lubitsch's To Be or Not to Be: when asked about the German 
concentration camps in occupied Poland, the responsible Nazi officer 
"concentration camp Erhardt" snaps back: "We do the concentrating, 
and the Poles do the camping:' Does the same not hold for the Enron 
bankruptcy scandal of January 2002, which can be interpreted as a kind 
of ironic commentary on the notion of the risk society? Thousands of 
employees who lost their jobs and savings were certainly exposed to 
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risk, but without having had any real choice in  the matter-the risk 
appeared to them as blind fate. On the contrary, those who did have 
some insight into the risks involved, as well as the power to intervene 
in the situation (namely, the top managers), minimized their risks by 
cashing in their stocks and options before the bankruptcy. It is indeed 
true that we live in a society of risky choices, but it is one in which only 
some do the choosing, while others do the risking .. . 

Is the bail-out plan realy a "socialist" measure then, the birth of state 
socialism in the US? If it is, it is a very peculiar form: a "socialist" measure 
whose primary aim is not to help the poor, but the rich, not those who 
borrow, but those who lend. In a supreme irony, "socializing" the banking 
system is acceptable when it serves to save capitalism. Socialism is bad
except when it serves to stabilize capitalism. (Note the symmetry with 
China today: in the same way, the Chinese Communists use capitalism 
to enforce their "Socialist" regime.) 

But what if "moral hazard" is inscribed into the very structure of 
capitalism? That is to say, there is no way to separate the two: in the 
capitalist system, welfare on Main Street depends on a thriving Wall 
Street. So, while Republican populists who resist the bail-out are doing 
the wrong thing for the right reasons, the proponents of the bail-out are 
doing the right thing for the wrong reasons. To put it in more sophiS
ticated terms, the relationship is non-transitive: while what is good for 
Wall Street is not necessarily good for Main Street, Main Street cannot 
thrive if Wall Street is feeling sickly, and this asymmetry gives an a 
priori advantage to Wall Street. 

Recall the standard "trickle-down" argument against egalitarian 
redistribution (through high levels of progressive taxation, etc.): 
instead of making the poor richer, it makes the rich poorer. Far from 
being simply anti-interventionist, this attitude actually displays a very 
accurate grasp of economic state intervention: although we all want the 
poor to become richer, it is counter productive to help them directly, 
since they are not the dynamic and productive element in society. The 
only kind of intervention needed is that which helps the rich get richer; 
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the profits will then automatically, by themselves, diffuse amongst the 
poor ... Today, this takes the form of the belief that if we throw enough 
money at Wall Street it will eventually trickle down to Main Street, 
helping ordinary workers and homeowners. So, again, if you want 
people to have money to build homes, don't give it to them directly, but 
to those who will in turn lend them the cash. According to the logic, 
this is the only way to create genuine prosperity; otherwise, it will just 
be a case of the state distributing funds to the needy at the expense of 
the real wealth-creators. 

Consequently, those who preach the need for a return from finan
cial speculation to the "real economy" of producing goods to satisfy real 
people's needs, miss the very point of capitalism: self-propelling and 
self-augmenting financial circulation is its only dimension of the Real, 
in contrast to the reality of production. This ambiguity was made clear 
in the recent meltdown when we were simultaneously bombarded by 
calls for a return to the "real economy" and by reminders that financial 
circulation, a sound financial system, is the lifeblood of our economies. 
What strange lifeblood is this which is not part of the "real economy"? 
Is the "real economy" in itself like a bloodless corpse? The populist 
slogan "Save Main Street, not Wall Street!" is thus totally misleading, 
a form of ideology at its purest: it overlooks the fact that what keeps 
Main Street going under capitalism is Wall Street! Tear that Wall down 
and Main Street will be flooded with panic and inflation. Guy Sorman, 
an exemplary ideologist of contemporary capitalism, is thus indeed 
correct when he claims: "There is no economic rationale for distin
guishing 'virtual capitalism' from 'real capitalism': nothing real has 
ever been produced without first being financed ... even in a time of 
financial crisis, the global benefits of the new financial markets have 
surpassed their costS:'6 

While financial meltdowns and crises are obvious reminders that 

6 Guy Sorman, "Behold, our familiar cast of characters:' The Wall Street Journal 
(Europe),  July 20-1, 2001. 
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the circulation of Capital is not a closed loop which can fully sustain 
itself-that it presupposes an absent reality where actual goods that 
satisfy people's needs are produced and sold-their more subtle lesson 
is that there can be no return to this reality, pace all the rhetoric of 
"let us return from the virtual space of financial speculation to real 
people who produce and consume:' The paradox of capitalism is that 
you cannot throw out the dirty water of financial speculation while 
keeping the healthy baby of real economy. 

It is al too easy to dismiss this line of reasoning as a hypocritical 
defense of the rich. The problem is that, insofar as we remain in a capitalist 
order, there is a truth within it: namely, that kicking at Wall Street really 
will hit ordinary workers. This is why the Democrats who supported the 
bail-out were not being inconsistent with their Leftist leanings. They 
would have been inconsistent only if they had accepted the premise of 
the Republican populists: that (true, authentic) capitalism and the free 
market economy are a popular, working-class affair, while state intervene 
tion is an upper-class elite strategy designed to exploit hard-working 
ordinary folks. "Capitalism versus socialism" thus becomes ordinary 
hard-working people versus the upper-class strata. 

But there is nothing new with regard to strong state intervention in the 
banking system or in the economy in general. The recent meltdown itself 
is a result of such intervention: when, in 2001, the dotcom bubble (which 
expressed the very essence of the problem of "intellectual property") 
burst, it was decided to make credit easier in order to redirect growth into 
housing. (The ultimate cause of the 2008 meltdown was thus, from this 
point of view, the deadlock of intellectual property.) And, if we broaden 
our horizon to encompass global reality, we see that political decisions 
are weaved into the very texture of international economic relations. A 

couple of years ago, a CNN report on Mali described the reality of the 

international "free market:' The two pillars of Mali economy are cotton in 
the south and cattle in the north, and both are in trouble because of the 

way Western powers violate the very rules they try to impose on impov
erished Third World nations. Mali produces cotton of top quality, but the 
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problem is that the financial support the US government gives to its own 
cotton farmers amounts to more than the entire state budget of Mali, 
so it is no surprise they cannot compete. In the north, the culprit is the 
European Union: Malian beef cannot compete with heavily subsidized 
European milk and beef. The EU subsidizes every single cow with around 
500 Euros per year-more than the per capita GDP in Mali. As the Malian 
minister for the economy put it: we don't need your help or advice or 
lectures on the beneficial effects of abolishing excessive state regulation; 
please, just stick to your own rules about the free market and our troubles 
wil basically be over . . . So where are the Republican defenders of the 
free market here? The collapse of Mali demonstrates the reality of what it 
means for the US to put "country firsf' 

What all this clearly indicates is that there is no such thing as a neutral 
market: in every particular situation, market configurations are always 
regulated by political decisions. The true dilemma is thus not "Should the 
state intervene?" but "What kind of state intervention is necessary?" And 
this is matter for real politics: namely, the struggle to define the basic 
"apolitical" coordinates of our lives. All political issues are in a way non
partisan; they concern the question: "What is our country?"  So the debate 
about the bail-out is precisely true politics, to the extent that it deals with 
decisions about the fundamental features of our social and economic life, 
and even, in the process, mobilizes the ghosts of class struggle. There is 
no "objective;' expert position simply waiting to be applied here; one just 
has to take one side or the other, politically. 

There is a real possibility that the main victim of the ongoing crisis 
will not be capitalism but the Left itself, insofar as its inability to offer 
a viable global alternative was again made visible to everyone. It was 
the Left which was effectively caught out. It is as if recent events were 
staged with a calculated risk in order to demonstrate that, even at a 
time of shattering crisis, there is no viable alternative to capitalism. 
" Thamzing" is a Tibetan word from the time of Cultural Revolu
tion, with ominous reverberations for liberals: it means a "struggle 
session," a collective public hearing and criticism of an individual 
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who is aggressively questioned in order to bring about his political 
re-education through the confession of his or her mistakes and sustained 
self-criticism. Perhaps today's Left needs one long "thamzing" session? 

Immanuel Kant countered the conservative motto "Don't think, 
obey!" not with the injunction "Don't obey, think!" but rather "Obey, 
but think!" When we are transfixed by events such as the bail-out plan, 
we should bear in mind that since this is actually a form of blackmail 
we must resist the populist temptation to act out our anger and thus 
wound ourselves. Instead of such impotent acting-out, we should 
control our fury and transform it into an icy determination to think
to think things through in a really radical way, and to ask what kind of 
a society it is that renders such blackmail possible. 

Crisis As Shock Therapy 

Will the financial meltdown be a sobering moment, then, the awakening 
from a dream? It all depends on how it comes to be symbolized, on 
what ideological interpretation or story imposes itself and determines 
the general perception of the crisis. When the normal run of things is 
traumatically interrupted, the field is then opened up for a "discursive" 
ideological competition-as happened, for example, in Germany in the 
early 1930S, when, invoking the Jewish conspiracy, Hitler triumphed in 
the competition over which narrative best explained the causes for the 
crisis of the Weimar Republic and offered the best way to escape from 
that crisis. Likewise, in France in 1940 it was Marshal Petain's narrative 
which won out in the struggle to explain the reasons for France's defeat. 
Any naive Leftist expectation that the current financial and economic 
crisis necessarily opens up a space for the radical Left is thus without 
doubt dangerously short -Sighted. The primary immediate effect of 
the crisis will not be the rise of a radical emancipatory politics, but 
rather the rise of racist populism, further wars, increased poverty in the 
poorest Third World countries, and greater divisions between the rich 
and the poor within all societies. 



18 FI RST AS TRAG EDY, THEN AS FARCE 

While crises do shake people out of their complacency, forcing 
them to question the fundamentals of their lives, the most spontaneous 
first reaction is panic, which leads to a "return to the basics": the basic 
premises of the ruling ideology, far from being put into doubt, are even 
more violently reasserted. The danger is thus that the ongoing melt
down will be used in a similar fashion to what Naomi Klein has called 
the "shock doctrine." There is, indeed, something surprising about the 
predominantly hostile reactions to Klein's recent book: they are much 
more violent than one would expect; even benevolent left liberals 
who sympathize with some of her analyses deplore how "her ranting 
obscures her reasoning" (as Will Hutton put it in his review of the book 
in the Observer) . Clearly, Klein has touched some very sensitive nerves 
with her key thesis: 

The history of the contemporary free market was written in shocks. 

Some of the most infamous human rights violations of the past thirty

five years, which have tended to be viewed as sadistic acts carried 

out by anti-democratic regimes, were in fact either committed with 

the deliberate intent of terrorizing the public or actively harnessed 

to prepare the ground for the introduction of radical free-market 

reforms.7 

This thesis is developed through a series of concrete analyses, central 
among them that of the Iraq War: the US attack on Iraq was sustained 
by the idea that, following the "shock and awe" military strategy, the 
country could be organized as a free market paradise, its people being 
so traumatized that they would offer no opposition . .. The imposition 
of a full market economy is thus rendered much easier if the way to it is 
paved by some kind of trauma (natural, military, economic) which, as 
it were, forces people into shaking off their "old habits;' turning them 

7 Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. London: 
Penguin Books 2007. p. iii .  
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into an ideological tabula rasa, survivors of their own symbolic death, 
ready to accept the new order now that all obstacles have been swept 
away. And one can be sure that Klein's shock doctrine holds also for 
ecological issues: far from endangering capitalism, a widespread envi
ronmental catastrophe may well reinvigorate it, opening up new and 
hitherto unheard-of spaces for capitalist investment. 

Perhaps then the economic meltdown will also be used as a "shock;' 
creating the ideological conditions for further liberal therapy? The 
need for such shock-therapy arises from the (often neglected) utopian 

core of neoliberal economics. The way the market fundamentalists 
react to the destructive results of implementing their recipes is typical 
of utopian "totalitarians": they blame all failure on the compromises 
of those who realized their schemes (there was still too much state 
intervention, etc.), and demand nothing less than an even more radical 
implementation of their doctrines. 

Consequently, to put it in old-fashioned Marxist terms, the central task 
of the ruling ideology in the present crisis is to impose a narrative which 
wil place the blame for the meltdown not on the global capitalist system 
as such, but on secondary and contingent deviations (overly lax legal 
regulations, the corruption of big financial institutions, and so on). Like
wise, in the era of Realiy Existing Socialism, pro-socialist ideologists tried 
to save the idea of socialism by 

'
claiming that the failure of the "people's 

democracies" was the failure of a non-authentic version of socialism, 
not of the idea as such, so that existing socialist regimes required radical 
reforms rather than overthrow and abolition. It is not without irony to 
note how ideologists who once mocked this critical defense of socialism 
as ilusory, and insisted that one should lay the blame on the very idea 
itself, now widely resort to the same line of defense: for it is not capitalism 
as such which is bankrupt, only its distorted realization .. . 

Against this tendency, one should insist on the key question: what 
is the "flaw" in the system as such that opens up the possibility for such 
crises and collapses? The first thing to bear in mind here is that the origin 
of the crisis is a "benevolent" one: as we have noted, after the dotcom 
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bubble burst, the decision, taken in a bipartisan fashion, was to facilitate 
real estate investment in order to keep the economy going and prevent 
recession-today's meltdown is thus simply the price being paid for the 
measures taken in the US to avoid recession a few years ago. The danger 
is thus that the predominant narrative of the meltdown wil be the one 
which, instead of awakening us from a dream, will enable us to continue 

dreaming. And it is here that we should start to worry-not only about 
the economic consequences of the meltdown, but about the obvious 
temptation to reinvigorate the "war on terror" and US interventionism 
in order to keep the motor of the economy running, or at least to use the 
crisis to impose further tough measures of "structural adjustment:' 

An exemplary case of the way the economic collapse is already being 
used in the ideologico-political struggle concerns the conflict over what 
to do with General Motors-should the state allow its bankruptcy or 
not? Since GM is one of those institutions which embodies the American 
dream, its bankruptcy was long considered unthinkable. An increasing 
number of voices, however, now refer to the meltdown as providing 
that additional nudge which should make us accept the unthinkable. A 
New York Times column entitled "Imagining a G.M. Bankruptcy" begins 
ominously with: ''As General Motors struggles to avoid running out of 
cash next year, the once-unthinkable prospect of a G.M. bankruptcy 
filing is looking a lot more, well, thinkable:'8 After a series of predictable 
arguments (the bankruptcy would not mean automatic job losses, just a 
restructuring which would make the company leaner and meaner, better 
adapted to the harsh conditions of today's economy, and so on and so 
forth) the column dots the 'j's towards the end, when it focuses on the 
standotF"between G.M. and its unionized workers and retirees": "Bank
ruptcy would allow G.M. to unilaterally reject its collective bargaining 

agreements, as long as a judge approved:' In other words, bankruptcy 
should be used to break the backbone of one of the last strong unions in 

8 "Imagining a G.M. bankruptcy," New York Times, December 2, 2008 ("DealBook" 
in the Business section). 
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the United States, leaving thousands with lower wages and thousands of 
others with lower retirement incomes. Note again the contrast with the 
urgent need to save the big banks: in the case of GM, where the survival 
of tens of thousands of active and retired workers is at stake, there is, of 
course, no emergency, but, on the contrary, an opportunity to alow the 
free market to operate with brutal force. As if the unions, rather than 
failures of managerial strategy, were to be blamed for GM's troubles! This 
is how the impossible becomes possible: what was hitherto considered 
unthinkable within the horizon of the established standards of decent 
working conditions now becomes acceptable. 

In his Poverty of Philosophy, Marx wrote that bourgeois ideology 
loves to historicize: every social, religious, and cultural form is histor
ical, contingent, relative-every form except its own. There was history 
once, but now there is no longer any history: 

Economists have a singular method of procedure. There are only two 

kinds of institutions for them, artificial and natural. The institutions of 

feudalism are artificial institutions, those of the bourgeOisie are natural 

institutions. In this, they resemble the theologians, who likewise establish 

two kinds of religion. Every religion which is not theirs is an invention of 

men, while their own is an emanation from God. When the economists 

say that present-day relations--':the relations of bourgeoiS production

are natural, they imply that these are the relations in which wealth is 

created and productive forces developed in conformity with the laws of 

nature. These relations therefore are themselves natural laws independent 

of the influence of time. They are eternal laws which must always govern 

society. Thus, there has been history, but there is no longer any. There has 

been history, since there were the institutions of feudalism, and in these 

institutions of feudalism we find quite different relations of production 

from those of bourgeois society, which the economists try to pass off as 

natural and, as such, eternal.9 

9 Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy, Chapter 2, "Seventh and last observation;' 
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Replace "feudalism" with "socialism" and exactly the same holds true of 

today's apologists for liberal-democratic capitalism. 

No wonder the debate about the limits of liberal ideology is thriving 

in France-the reason IS not the long statist tradition which distrusts 

liberalism; it is rather that the French distance towards the Anglo

Saxon mainstream enables not only a critical stance, but also a clearer 

perception of the basic ideological structure of liberalism. If one is 

looking for a clinically pure, laboratory-distilled version of contem

porary capitalist ideology, one need only turn to Guy Sorman. The 

very title of an interview he recently gave in Argentina-"This Crisis 

Will Be Short Enough"IO-signals that Sorman fulfils the basic demand 

l iberal ideology has to satisfy with regard to the financial meltdown, 

namely, to renormalize the s ituation: "things may appear harsh, but the 

crisis will be short, it is just part of the normal cycle of creative destruc

tion through which capitalism progresses:' Or, as Sorman himself put it 

in another of his texts, "creative destruction is the engine of economic 

growth": "This ceaseless replacement of the old with the new-driven 

by technical innovation and entrepreneurialism, itself encouraged by 

good economic policies-brings prosperity, though those displaced 

by the process, who find their jobs made redundant, can understand-

Moscow, Progress Publishers 1955. 
And do we not find echoes of the same position in today's discursive "anti essentialist" 

historicism (from Ernesto Laclau to Judith Butler), which views every social ideological 
entity as the product of a contingent discursive struggle for hegemony? As it was already 
noted by Fredric Jameson. universalized historicism has a strange ahistorical flavor: 

once we fully accept and practise the radical contingency of our identities, all authentic 
h istorical tension somehow evaporates in the endless performative games of an eternal 

present. There is a nice self referential irony at work here: there is history only insofar as 
there persist remainders of"ahistorical" essentialism. This is why radical anti essentialists 
have to deploy all their hermeneutic deconstructive skills to detect hidden traces of 

"essentialism" in what appears to be a postmodern "risk society" of contingencies were 
they to admit that we already live in an "anti essentialist" society, they would have to 
confront the truly difficult question of the historical character of today's predominant 

radical historicism itself, i.e . ,  confront the topic of this historicism as the ideological form 
of "postmodern" global capitalism. 

10 "Esta crisis sera bastante breve," interview with a Guy Sorman, Perfil (Buenos 
Aires) .  November 2, 2008, pp. 38 43. 
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ably object to it:' u  (This renormalization, of course, co-exists with its 
opposite: the panic raised by the authorities in order to create a shock 
among the wider public-"the very fundamentals of our way of life are 
threatened!"-thereby preparing them to accept the proposed, obvi
ously unjust, solution as inevitable.) Sorman's premise is that, over the 
last few decades (more precisely, since the fall of socialism in 1990), 
economics finally became a fully tested science: in an almost labora
tory situation, the same country was split into two (West and East 
Germany, South and North Korea), with each part submitted to an 
opposing economic system, with unambiguous results. 

But is economics really a science? While Sorman admits that the 
market is full of irrational behavior and reactions, his prescription is
not even psychology, but-"neuroeconomics": 

economic actors tend to behave both rationally and irrationally. 

Laboratory work has demonstrated that one part of our brain bears 
blame for many of our economically mistaken short-term decisions, 

while another is responsible for decisions that make economic sense, 

usually taking a longer view. Just as the state protects us from Akerlof's 

asymmetry by forbidding insider trading, should it also protect us from 

our own irrational impulses? 

Of course, Sorman is quick to add that 

it would be preposterous to use behavioral economics to justify 

restoring excessive state regulations. After all, the state is no more 

rational than the individual, and its actions can have enormously 

destructive consequences. Neuroeconomics should encourage us to 

make markets more transparent, not more regulated. 

11 This and all remaining quotes in this section are from Guy Sorman, "Economics 
does not lie:' City Journal, Summer 2008, available online at http://ww.city joumal.org. 
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With this happy twin-rule of economic science supplemented by 
neuroeconomics, gone is the epoch of ideological dreams masked as 
science-as in Marx, whose work "can be described as a materialist 
rewriting of the Bible. With all persons present there, with the proletariat 
in the role of Messiah. The ideological thought of the nineteenth century 
is without debate a materialized theology:' But even if Marxism is dead, 
the naked emperor continues to haunt us in new clothes, chief among 
them ecologism: 

No ordinary rioters, the Greens are the priests of a new religion that 

puts nature above humankind. The ecology movement is not a nice 

peace-and-love lobby but a revolutionary force. Like many a modern 

day religion, its designated evils are ostensibly decried on the basis 

of scientific knowledge: global warming, species extinction, loss of 

biodiversity, superweeds. In fact, all these threats are figments of the 

Green imagination. Greens borrow their vocabulary from science 

without availing themselves of its rationality. Their method is not 

new; Marx and Engels also pretended to root their world vision in the 

science of their time, Darwinism. 

Sorman therefore accepts the claim of his friend Jose Maria Aznar 
that the ecological movement is the "Communism of the twenty-first 
century" :  

I t  i s  certain that ecologism is  a recreation of  Communism, the actual 

[ form of] anticapitalism . . . .  However, its other half is composed of a 

quarter of pagan utopia, of the cult of nature, which is much earlier 

than Marxism, which is why ecologism is so strong in Germany with 

its naturalist and pagan tradition . Ecologism is thus an anti-Christian 

movement: nature has precedence over man. The last quarter is 

rational, there are true problems for which there are technical 

solutions. 
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Note the term "technical solution": rational problems have technical 
solutions. (Again, a blatantly erroneous claim: confronting ecological 
problems requires making choices and decisions-about what to 
produce, what to consume, on what energy to rely-which ultimately 
concern the very way of life of a people; as such, they are not only 
not technical, but are eminently political in the most radical sense of 
involving fundamental social choices.) No wonder, then, that capi
talism itself is presented in technical terms, not even as a science but 
simply as something that works: it needs no ideological justification, 
because its success is itself sufficient justification. In this regard, capi
talism "is the opposite of socialism, which has a manual": "Capitalism 
is a system which has no philosophical pretensions, which is not in 
search of happiness. The only thing it says is: 'Well, this functions: And 
if people want to live better, it is preferable to use this mechanism, 
because it functions. The only criterion is efficiency." 

This anti-ideological description is, of course, patently false: the 
very notion of capitalism as a neutral social mechanism is ideology 
(even utopian ideology) at its purest. The moment of truth in this 
description is nonetheless that, as Alain Badiou has put it, capitalism is 
effectively not a civilization of its own, with a specific way of rendering 
life meaningful. Capitalism is the first socio-economic order which 
de-totalizes meaning: it is not global at the level of meaning (there is 
no global "capitalist world view:' no "capitalist civilization" proper; the 
fundamental lesson of globalization is precisely that capitalism can 
accommodate itself to all civilizations, from Christian to Hindu and 
Buddhist). Capitalism'S global dimension can be formulated only at 
the level of truth-without-meaning, as the "Real" of the global market 
mechanism. The problem here is not, as Sorman claims, that reality is 
always imperfect, and that people always need to entertain dreams of 
impossible perfection. The problem is one of meaning, and it is here 
that religion is now reinventing its role, rediscovering its mission of 
guaranteeing a meaningful life to those who participate in the mean
ingless functioning of the capitalist machine. This is why Sorman's 
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description of the fundamental difficulty of capitalist ideology is so 

misplaced: 

From the intellectual and political standpoint, the great difficulty in 

administering a capitalist system is that it does not give rise to dreams: 

no one descends to the street to manifest in its favor. It is an economy 

which changed completely the human condition, which has saved 

humanity from misery, but no one is ready to convert himself into a 

martyr of this system. We should learn to deal with this paradox of 

a system which nobody wants, and which nobody wants because it 

doesn't give rise to love, which is not enchanting, not a seducer. 

This description is, again, patently untrue: if there was ever a system 

which enchanted its subjects with dreams (of freedom, of how your 

success depends on yourself, of the run of luck which is just around 

the corner, of unconstrained pleasures . . .  ), then it is capitalism. The 

true problem lies elsewhere: namely; how to keep people's faith in capi

talism alive when the inexorable reality of a crisis has brutally crushed 

such dreams? Here enters the need for a "mature" realistic pragmatism: 

one should heroically resist dreams of perfection and happiness and 

accept bitter capitalist reality as the best (or the least bad) of all possible 

worlds. A compromise is necessary here, a combination of fighting 

illusory utopian expectations and giving people enough security to 

accept the system. Sorman is thus no market-liberal fundamentalist 

or extremist; he proudly mentions that some orthodox followers of 

Milton Friedman accused him of being a communist because of his 

(moderate) support of the welfare state: 

There is no contradiction between State and economic liberalism; on 

the contrary, there is a complex alliance between the two. I think that 

the liberal society needs a welfare state, first, with regard to intellectual 

legitimacy-people will accept the capitalist adventure if there is 

an indispensable minimum of social security. Above this, on a more 
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mechanic level, if one wants the destructive creativity of capitalism to 

function , one has to administer it. 

Rarely was the function of ideology described in clearer terms-to 

defend the existing system against any serious critique, legitimizing it 

as a direct expression of human nature: 

An essential task of democratic governments and opinion makers 

when confronting economic cycles and political pressure is to secure 

and protect the system that has served humanity so well, and not to 

change it for the worse on the pretext of its imperfection . . . .  Still, this 

lesson is doubtless one of the hardest to translate into language that 

public opinion will accept. The best of all possible economic systems is 

indeed imperfect . Whatever the truths uncovered by economic science, 

the free market is finally only the reflection of human nature, itself 

hardly perfectible. 

The Structure of Enemy Propaganda 

Such ideological legitimization also perfectly exemplifies Badiou's 

precise formula of the basic paradox of enemy propaganda: it fights 

something regarding which it is itself unaware, something to which 

it is structurally blind-not the actual counter-forces (political oppo

nents) ,  but the possibility ( the utopian revolutionary-emancipatory 

potential) which is immanent to the situation: 

The goal of all enemy propaganda is not to annihilate an existing force 

(this function is generally left to police forces) , but rather to annihilate 

an unnoticed possibility of the situation . This possibility is also unnoticed 

by those who conduct this propaganda, since its features are to be 

Simultaneously immanent to the situation and not to appear in it.l1 

12 Alain Badiou. Seminar on Plato at the ENS. February 13. 2008 (unpublished). 
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This is why e nemy propaganda against radical emancipatory p olitics is 

by definition cynical-not in the s imple sense of not believing its own 

words, but at a much more basic level : it is cynical precisely insofar as 

it does believe its own words, since its message i s  a resigned conviction 

that the world we live in , even if not the best of all possible worlds, is 

the least bad , such that any radical change will only make things worse. 

(As always with effective propaganda, this normalization can easily be 

combined with its opposite , reading the economic crisis in religious 

terms-Benedict XVI, always sharp when it comes to opportunistic 

maneuvering, was expeditious in capitalizing on the financial crisis 

along these lines: "This proves that all is vanity, and that only the word 

of God holds ! " )  There should thus be no surprise that the financial 

meltdown of 2008 also propelled Jacques-Alain Miller to intervene in 

such a "constructive" way, to prevent panic: 

The monetary Signifier is one of semblance, which rests on social 

conventions. The financial universe is an architecture made of fictions 

and its keystone is what Lacan called a "subject supposed to know': to 

know why and how. Who plays this part? The concert of authorities, 

from where sometimes a voice is detached, Alan Greenspan, for example, 

in his time. The financial players base their behavior on this. The fictional 

and hyper-reflexive unit holds by the "belief" in the authorities, i .e .  

through the transference to the subject supposed to know. If this 

subject falters, there is a crisis, a falling apart of the foundations, which 

of course involves effects of panic. However, the financial subject 

supposed to know was already quite subdued because of deregulation. 

And this happened because the financial world believed itself, in its 

infatuated delusion, to be able to work things out without the function 

of the subject supposed to know. Firstly, the real state assets become 

waste. S econdly, gradually shit permeates everything. Thirdly, there is 

a gigantic negative transfer vis-a.-vis the authorities; the electric shock 

of the Paulson/Bernanke plan angers the public: the crisis is one of 

trust; and it will last till the subject supposed to know is reconstructed. 
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This will come in the long term by way of a new set of Bretton Woods 

accords, a council enjoined to speak the truth about the truth.') 

Miller's reference point here is Alan Greenspan, the non-partisan 

"subject supposed to know" of the long period of economic growth 

from the Reagan era till the recent debacle. When, on October 23, 2008, 

Greenspan was submitted to a congressional hearing, he conceded 

some interesting points in answering his critics who claimed that he 

had encouraged the bubble in housing prices by keeping interest rates 

too low for too long, and that he had failed to rein in the explosive 

growth of risky and often fraudulent mortgage lending.14 Here is the 

climactic moment of the hearing, as Representative Henry A. Waxman 

of California, Chairman of the Oversight Committee, intervened: 

I'm going to interrupt you . The question 1 have for you is, you had an 

ideology. This is your statement. "I do have an ideology. My judgment i s  

that free competitive markets are by far the unrivalled way t o  organize 

economies. We have tried regulation, none meaningfully worked:' That 

was your quote. You had the authority to prevent irresponsible lending 

practices that led to the subprime15 mortgage crisis. You were advised to 

do so by many others. And now our whole economy is paying its price. 

Do you feel that your ideology pushed you to make decisions that you 

wish you had not made?'6 

13 Jacques-Alain Miller, "The financial crisis;' available online at http://www.lacan. 
com. 

14 See Elizabeth Olson, "Greenspan under fire;' available online at http://www. 
portfolio. com. 

15 A term coined by the media during the credit crunch of 2007 to refer to financial 
institutions which provide credit to borrowers deemed "subprime" (sometimes also 
referred to as "under banked"), i .e. ,  those with a heightened perceived risk of default ,  
such as those who have a history ofloan delinquency, those with a recorded bankruptcy, 
or those with limited debt experience. 

16 See Online NewsHour, October 23, 2008, Transcript, "Greenspan admits 'flaw' 
to Congress, predicts more economic problems," available online at http://ww.pbs .org/ 
newshour. 
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Greenspan answered: "I found a flaw in the model that I perceived as 

the critical functioning structure that defines how the world works:' 

In other words, Greenspan conceded that, when a "once-in-a-century 

credit tsunami" engulfed the financial markets, his free market ideology 
.. 

of shunning regulation was proven flawed. Later, Greensp an reiterated 

his "shocked disbelief" that financial companies had failed to maintain 

sufficient "surveillance" of their trading counterparties to prevent 

surging losses: " Those of us who have looked to the self-interest of 

lending institutions to protect shareholders' equity, myself included, 

are in a state of shocked disbelief' 

This last statement reveals more than may appear at first glance: it 

indicates that Greenspan's mistake was to expect that the lending institu

tions' enlightened self-interest would make them act more responsibly, 

more ethically, in order to avoid short-term self-propelling cycles of wild 

speculation which, sooner or later, burst like a bubble. In other words, his 

mistake concerned not the facts, the objective economic data or mecha

nisms; it concerned rather the ethical attitudes generated by market 

speculation-in particular the premise that market processes wil 

spontaneously generate responsibility and trust, since it is in the long

term self- interest of the participants themselves to act thusly. Clearly, 

Greenspan's error was not only and not simply one of overestimating the 

rationality of market agents-that is, their ability to resist the tempta

tion of making wild speculative gains.  What he forgot to include in the 

equation was the financial speculators' quite rational expectation that the 

risks would be worth taking, since, in the event of a financial collapse, 

they could count on the state to cover their losses. 

Parenthetically, one of the weird consequences of the financial melt

down and the measures taken to counteract it was a revival of interest in 

the work of A yn Rand, the closest one can get to an ideologist of the "greed 

is good" form of radical capitalism. The sales of Rand's magnum opus, 

Atlas Shrugged, exploded again. One suggested reason for this success was 

that the Obama administration's support for beleaguered banks 
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smacks of tyrannical socialism, forcing the strong and successful to 

prop up the weak, feckless and incompetent. "The current economic 

strategy is right out of Atlas Shrugged:' the commentator Stephen 

Moore wrote recently in Wall Street Journal. "The more incompetent 

you are in business, the more handouts the p oliticians will bestow 

on yoU:" 7 

According to some reports, there are already signs that the scenario 
described in Atlas Shrugged-of creative capitalists themselves going 
on strike-is actually coming about. According to John Campbell, a 
Republican congressman: "The achievers are going on strike. I'm seeing, 
at a small level, a kind of protest from the people who create jobs . . .  
who are pulling back from their ambitions because they see how they'll 
be punished for them:'18 The absurdity of this reaction lies in the fact that 
it totally misreads the situation: most of the bail-out money is going 
in gigantic sums to precisely those Randian deregulated "titans" who 
failed in their "creative" schemes and thereby brought about the down
ward spiral. It is not the great creative geniuses who are now helping 
out lazy ordinary people, it is rather the ordinary taxpayers who are 
helping out the failed "creative geniuses :' One need simply recall that 

the ideologico-political father of the long economic process which 
resulted in the meltdown is the aforementioned Alan Greenspan, a 
card- carrying Randian "objectivist:' 

But let us return to Miler, for the message of his weird text is clear: 
let us wait patiently for the new "subject supposed to know" to emerge. 
Miler's position here is one of pure liberal cynicism: we al know that the 
"subject supposed to know" is a transferential ilusion-but we know this 
"in private;' as psychoanalysts. In public, we should promote the rise of the 
new "subject supposed to know" in order to control panic reactions . . .  

Miller has recently been engaged in a struggle against the Europe
wide attempt to impose state regulation of psychoanalysis, which 

17 Oliver Burkeman, "Look out for number one; Guardian, March 10, 2.009, p. 3. 
18 Ibid. 
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would effectively lead to its absorption into the vast field of "scientific" 
cognitivist and bio-chemical therapies. Unfortunately, he inscribes this 
struggle in terms of the Right-liberal insistence on the freedom of indi
viduals from socialist and paternalist state control and regulation, referring 
directly to the work of the pro-Thatcherite neoliberal, Willem H. Buiter.19 
What Miler ignores is how the very state regulations he so ferociously 
opposes are enacted on behalf of the protection of individuals' autonomy 
and freedom: he is thus fighting the consequences of the very ideology on 
which he relies. The paradox is that, in today's digitalized society where 
not only the state but also big companies are able to penetrate and control 
individual lives to an unheard-of extent, state regulation is needed in order 
to maintain the very autonomy it is supposed to endanger. 

In the middle of April 2009,  I was sitting in a hotel room in Syra

cuse, hopping between two TV programs : a documentary on Pete 
Seeger, the great American folk singer of the Left, and a Fox News 

report on the anti - tax "tea party" in Austin, Texas , with a country 
singer performing an anti - Obama song full of complaints about 
how Washington is taxing hard-working ordinary people in order to 
finance the rich Wall Street financiers. The short-circuit between the 
two programs had an electrifying effect on me, with two especially 

noticeable features. First, there was the weird similarity between 

the two musicians, both formulating a populist anti -establishment 
critique of the exploitative rich and their state, and both calling for 

radical measures,  up to and including civil disobedience-another 
painful remainder that, with regard to forms of organization, the 
contemporary radical-populist Right strangely reminds us of the old 
radical-populist Left. Second, one cannot but notice the fundamental 
irrationality of the "tea party" protests: Obama effectively plans to 
lower taxes for over 95 percent of hard-working ordinary people, 
proposing to raise them for only the upper couple of percentiles-

19 See Willem H. Buiter, "Le nouveau Paternalisme: attention, danger!» Le Nouvel 

Ane, September 9, 2008, p, 34 5. 
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that is, for the "exploitative rich:' So how is it that people are literally 
acting counter to their own interests? 

Thomas Frank aptly described this paradox of contemporary populist 
conservatism in the US:"" the economic class opposition (poor farmers 
and blue-collar workers versus lawyers, bankers, and large companies) 
is transposed or re-coded onto the opposition of honest, hard-working 
Christian Americans versus the decadent liberals who drink lattes and 
drive foreign cars, advocate abortion and homosexuality, and mock 
patriotic sacrifice and simple "provincial" ways of life, and so forth. The 
enemy is thus perceived as the "liberal" elite who, through federal state 
intervention-from school-busing to legislating that Darwinian theory 
and perverted sexual practises be taught in class-want to undermine 
the authentic American way. The conservatives' main economic demand 
is therefore to get rid of the strong state which taxes the population to 

finance its regulatory interventions; their minimal economic program is 
thus: "fewer taxes, fewer regulations:' From the standard perspective of 
the enlightened and rational pursuit of self-interest, the inconsistency 
of this ideological stance is obvious: the populist conservatives are liter
ally voting themselves into economic ruin. Less taxation and deregulation 
means more freedom for the big companies who are driving impover
ished farmers out of business; less state intervention means less federal 
help for small businessmen and entrepreneurs. 

Although the "ruling class" disagrees with the populists' moral agenda, 
it tolerates the "moral war" as a means of keeping the lower classes 
in check, that is, it enables the latter to articulate their fury without 
disturbing the economic status quo. What this means is that the culture 

war is a class war in displaced mode-pace those who claim that we live 
in a post -class society . . .  This, however, only makes the enigma even 
more impenetrable: how is this displacement possible? "Stupidity" and 
"ideological manipulation" are not adequate answers; that is to say, it is 

20 See Thomas Frank, Whats the Matter with Kansas? How Conservatives Won the 

Heart of America, New York: Metropolitan Books 2004. 


